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Hartzler meets with Lake residents on FERC issue
November 5, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri congresswoman Vicky Hartzler is coming to the Lake of the Ozarks in her fight to stop a federal agency from retaking land and structures owned by lake front homeowners.

Hartzler will meet with landowners Tuesday afternoon at the Lake Valley Condominiums west of Camdenton. A release from her office says she will discuss her legislation to rein in the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. FERC has ordered AmerenMissouri to reclaim land now owned by about 1200 lake residents on the shore of the Lake of the Ozarks. The agency says structures on the land sit too close to the shoreline and are within the boundaries of the Bagnell Dam project.

Last week, Hartzler, along with Sens. Blunt and McCaskill, introduced legislation that would strip the agency of their power to supersede decades old real estate contracts and other agreements. It would also stop the agency from ordering the demolition of thousands of lake front structures.

St. Louis officials say time for Occupy protesters to leave plaza 

BY DAVID HUNN com | Posted: Saturday, November 5, 2011 12:05 am

ST. LOUIS • City leaders, who for weeks have largely left alone Occupy St. Louis protesters, now want the protesters to break their encampment and clear space for upcoming events in Kiener Plaza.

Mayor Francis Slay warned the protesters Friday in a blog post that they are breaking the law and need to prepare to pack up camp.

The city has accommodated the protesters for weeks, Slay said, even allowing them to stay during President Barack Obama's visit and the baseball playoffs last month.

"I think it showed us to be a reasonable and compassionate place to live and work," he wrote on a blog post on MayorSlay.com. "Moving the Occupy residents simply to deny them a chance to tell their story to a large audience would have been wrong-headed and wrong-hearted."

But with preparations for the Salvation Army's annual tree-lighting starting now, and Macy's Holiday Festival of Lights planned in just two weeks, city leaders say they can't continue to let the protesters monopolize the western half of the plaza.

On Friday afternoon, the Occupy protesters marched on City Hall.

About 60 filed down Market Street from Kiener, crossed Tucker Boulevard and stopped to chant and shake signs in front of the north, unused entrance to City Hall. There were no incidents, but bicycle police officers and squad cars blocked traffic on several crossings and flanked the group throughout the march.

Johnathan McFarland, 32, who grew up near the Central West End, said he joined Occupy St. Louis to "fight for something better" and wasn't planning to leave until the message was heard.

"He can ask away," McFarland said of Slay's request. "I think it's our First Amendment right to peaceably assemble."

Several demonstrators interviewed Friday night at Kiener said they will risk arrest to remain in the plaza. Others said they thought the mayor's decision was disappointing, but they could not risk arrest and would reluctantly depart if asked.

Trish Katski, 25, of west St. Louis County, said she believes as many as 90 percent of protesters will be willing to defy orders to vacate the premises.

"This movement's not going anywhere, and neither are we," Katski said on the steps of the plaza, against a backdrop of tents and a small group of people, some who occasionally held up signs along Market Street. "This movement is not about political figures. Whose right is it to say where we can and can't be? We're human beings."

City Hall officials have, thus far, applauded Occupy's peaceful existence in the downtown square and largely allowed campers to flout city laws barring tents in Kiener and loitering after 10 p.m. At one point, the city even wrote up a permit for the occupiers.

But city officials say they are now fielding more complaints about the protesters.

Jeff Rainford, Slay's chief of staff, said the camps are getting unruly, the plaza is beginning to smell like urine, and a few protesters were recently arrested for public intoxication.

City leaders hope the campers will leave on their own. But if they don't, Rainford said, the city will have to do its job and enforce the law.

"And that's where we're headed," he said.

But Randy Wilson, 24, a protester from St. Clair, said he believes the First Amendment right to assemble should trump the city's 10 p.m. curfew ordinance for the park.

"We're going to stay through the winter," Wilson said. And if the city kicks the protesters out, "we'd regroup and take the place back over."

Officials in other cities also have lost their patience with Occupy protesters, with some struggling to find the best way to clear out the camps. In Oakland, Calif., and Atlanta, for example, police were sent in last week to clear out the protesters' camps, making some arrests.

In the wake of such events, St. Louis leaders have voiced hope that the Kiener group leave on their own, without confrontation or violence.

Missouri Senator ‘encouraged’ by reforms at Arlington national cemetery
November 5, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson
Photo courtesy of Arlington National Cemetery.

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A year after passing legislation to crackdown on the mismarking of graves at Arlington National Cemetery, Sen. Claire McCaskill said she is encouraged by improvements being made at the nation’s most prominent military burial ground.

McCaskill, who sponsored reform legislation last year, toured the cemetery on Friday and received a first-hand progress report from the cemetery’s new leadership team.

“These improvements represent real progress, and they’re a result of aggressive new management and better tools being put in place,” McCaskill said.

The reforms adopted by congress last year call for a complete manual inventory of interment sites, the digitizing of burial records, and new tools for families of veterans.

Cemetery officials said Friday that they have completed a comprehensive review of at least 86 percent of all interment sites at the cemetery to ensure accuracy of information and appropriate interment, correcting errors in cemetery records as they progress.

The reforms were put into place last year after a number of shocking revelations came to light, including the burial of eight separate sets of human remains in a plot designated for one unknown veteran.  Cemetery officials reported to McCaskill that four of those veterans have now been identified with the assistance of a forensic anthropologist and appropriately buried in consultation with their families.

“Graves had been mismarked and the management of the cemetery had been woefully inadequate,” McCaskill said of previous administrators.

Arlington officials are scheduled to release a full report to Congress about their findings and improvements next month.

McCaskill: Arlington Cemetery has improved since scandal
By DAVID GOLDSTEIN

The Kansas City Star 
Posted on Fri, Nov. 04, 2011 05:42 PM

WASHINGTON | Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill of Missouri said Friday that Arlington National Cemetery had made improvements since a scandal last year over improperly marked graves and faulty recordkeeping.

"There's no question they made some major changes," she said in an interview, "from heartbreakingly incompetent management to people who are utilizing the technology of the Army to bring them into the 21st century."

McCaskill toured the cemetery and received a briefing from Army officials about a report to Congress on the changes that's due next month. Along with four other senators, she co-authored a law last year that holds the secretary of the Army accountable to Congress for Arlington improvements.

Cemetery officials declined to comment Friday, but they told Congress last month that they'd introduced new standards, new equipment and training to make sure the new systems operate as intended. 

McCaskill said the recordkeeping was now paperless. She said the Army employed spatial photography and subterranean imaging to locate burial sites and had installed a system of multiple checks to make sure that graves were identified properly. Eventually, she said, families will be able to view the burial sites of their loved ones on the Web. 

The premier resting place for the nation's military, as well as presidents and other prominent Americans, Arlington became a source of profound embarrassment last year. An Army inspector general's report found a variety of problems, from an antiquated and slipshod system of keeping records to more than 200 graves that had been marked improperly.

Officials couldn't say for certain who was buried where in some cases, according to the report, and some grave sites without headstones were thought to be occupied. It also said burial urns that contained unidentified remains had been found in a cemetery landfill five years earlier.

In addition, a Senate report last summer said the cemetery had spent millions of dollars and 10 years to digitize its recordkeeping system yet still used index cards to locate graves. 

St. Louis officials want Occupy St. Louis to unoccupy Kiener Plaza
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 6:43 pm Fri., 11.4.11  

St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay is signaling that the Occupy St. Louis encampment at Kiener Plaza may soon need to fold up its tents, at least at night, although he's not clear how far the city will go to press the matter.

Slay posted a lengthy blog item today in which he wrote that "we will reach an accommodation that allows Occupy to use Kiener Plaza, to exercise its First Amendment rights, but to follow City ordinances and regulations."

Jeff Rainford, Slay's chief of staff, said in an interview that "we're in the planning stages of how we're going to enforce the law."

That means ending the overnight camping, he said.

"The park belongs to everybody, all the 99 percent,'' Rainford said. "They don't just belong to the 40 people" who have been staying permanently at Kiener.

Colleen Kelly, a member of Occupy St. Louis' media committee, said that the group's general assembly -- there is no formal leadership -- had voted last weekend to reject a proposed permit that the city had drawn up.

Rainford said that city officials had drawn up the permit because Occupy activists had failed to submit a permit on their own.

Kelly said the general assembly's chief objection dealt with the permits stipulation of the 10 p.m. curfew. "Occupy St. Louis maintains that free speech is covered 24/7,'' she said. "Not just the hours between 6 a.m. and 10 p.m.)

The city has not enforced the curfew since a confrontation a month ago that led to almost a dozen Occupy participants were jailed overnight for refusing to vacate the park after the curfew.

Since then, city officials have sought to accomodate the protesters, who also have gained a powerful ally -- the local labor movement.

Labor activists joined with Occupy St. Louis for a major downtown march Oct. 14. Another such union/Occupy march is slated for Nov. 17.

Rainford emphasized that the concern centered on the Occupy St. Louis' encampment -- not its point of view, or the regular marches.

On Friday, for example, Occupy activists marched to the downtown branch of Bank of America, to the St. Louis office of the Missouri attorney general, then on to City Hall. They were protesting some of the banking giant's policies.

Occupy activists can march all they want, Rainford said, but "they can't spend the night in parks. There's a city ordinance against it."

Slay chief says Occupy encampment 'unsightly...it smells'

Slay, a Democrat, has written or stated that he shared many of Occupy's concerns about economic inequality. At the same time, he has emphasized that the protesters have to comply with city ordinances and regulations.

Kelly said that Occupy activists have been in regular communication with the city's parks department, but have yet to hear directly from the mayor's office.

She added, however, that activists have been monitoring Slay's blog and wasn't entirely surprised by Friday's entry. "We've heard through the grapevine,'' Kelly said.

Rainford said that City Hall has been increasingly receiving complaints about the appearance and condition of the Occupy camp. "Some call it ugly and unsightly. Some say it smells,'' he said.

The city is willing to help any homeless Occupy activists to find shelter, as they do for anyone, Rainford said. But those with permanent housing will soon be asked to go back home -- at least at night.

Rainford emphasized that the city has received no reports of violence within the Occupy encampment, and hopes to close down the tent community "without arrests. We hope to do it in a voluntary way."

The city's preparations come as some communities elsewhere in the country have forcibly evicted Occupy encampments. The fracas involving Occupy Oakland, in California, has touched off controversy -- particularly among progressives who sympathize with many of Occuoy's general concerns.

Rainford said that Occupy St. Louis campers can be assured that there will be no surprise police action. "We're not going to rush in at 3 a.m. in the morning,'' he said. "They will get plenty of notice."

Durbin calls for Occupy to remain politically involved　
Meanwhile, across the river in Granite City, U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., emphasized his sympathy with the general Occupy movement.

In an interview with reporters, including the Beacon, Durbin said, "First, the Occupy movement has stressed the income inequality and income insecurity in America. They are so right."

Durbin also said the ‘Occupy’ movement is focusing on the power of "special interest groups" in Washington, particularly financial institutions.

But beyond that, Durbin added, "It’s kind of hard to pin them down on exactly what they stand for."

"I told them the toughest job they have now is to go to the next level," Durbin said. "Beyond anger, beyond emotion, beyond marching – what do you stand for? What will you do in the next election? Will you support candidates that support your point of view when they become a political force? Or will you walk away? They have to decide that."

Farmland behind Birds Point levee recovers faster than expected
By Anthony Schick

Columbia Missourian

Friday, November 4, 2011 | 12:01 a.m. CDT; updated 11:32 p.m. CDT, Saturday, November 5, 2011
MISSISSIPPI COUNTY — Six months after it was under water, the land behind the Birds Point levee blast is a patchwork of soybean fields.

Farmers are midway through harvest in the 130,000 acres of fertile Mississippi River bottom — land many thought would be unusable this season and would take years to recover after the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers breached the Birds Point levee on May 2.

Although homes, roads and other property in the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway were damaged or destroyed by the flooding, the land itself recovered faster than anyone expected.

Floodwaters began subsiding in late May, and farmers were at work in their fields planting soybeans as early as the first of June.

Farmers planted soybeans along with some corn and milo on 90 to 95 percent of the land that was submerged, Sam Atwell, a University of Missouri Extension agronomist in New Madrid County, estimated. The flood caused permanent damage to less than 1 percent of the 130,000 acres, he said.

“The land itself came out better than we thought,” Atwell said. “You can’t imagine really swift water 30 feet deep going miles across fields and not hurting the land more than it did.”

He and most others in the spillway imagined a year without a harvest when the corps opted to open the floodway for the first time since 1937.

The corps’ plan, outlined in the Flood Control Act of 1928 and most recently updated in 1986, calls for blasting open portions of the Birds Point levee when the Mississippi River begins to overtop it. The spillway is designed to prevent unexpected levee failures at Cairo, Ill., and other locations up and down the river.

The decision to breach the levee was not without protest on the Missouri side of the river.

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster filed a federal lawsuit April 26 in an attempt to halt the levee breach.

"The flooding would leave a layer of silt on the farmland that could take as much as a generation to clear, causing significant injury to the quality of the farmland for many years,” a news release from Koster’s office said.

The Supreme Court denied Missouri's challenge May 1. The next day, the corps blew the first section of the levee, followed soon after by a second and third blast.

The entire spillway was under water weeks after the levee blew. The farmland didn’t flood gradually as it usually does, Atwell said; essentially, the full force of the Mississippi River hit the land.

The river washed away about 20,000 acres of winter wheat ready for harvest and soaked fields that were graded and ready for corn planting. For those with crop insurance, the federal government will cover farmers’ losses for the costs of planting, according to statement from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

About half the farmers in the spillway do not have crop insurance because of the high cost, Atwell said.

“Up near Columbia, crop insurance is a no-brainer," he said. "But in the floodway, many can’t afford it."

The topsoil losses, high water and lost inputs led to grim predictions for the season’s outcome.

In early June, at the request of Missouri congresswoman Jo Ann Emerson, the Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute at MU estimated crop losses caused by the flooding. The institute assumed that no crops would be planted on any of the 130,000 acres in the floodway.

That estimate put farm losses at $42.6 million — $60.6 million before crop and disaster insurance payouts. The total economic decline from those crop losses would be near $157 million, according to the institute.

Losses will not be near those numbers, though.

“I don’t know what our losses are going to be, but it’s definitely not going to be catastrophic except maybe in a few places,” Atwell said. 

Kevin Mainord, the mayor of East Prairie — which sits just outside the floodway — and sales and marketing director for MRM Ag Services, was among the most outspoken in opposition of the levee breach and its damage to Mississippi County.

"We didn't want our grounds, want our livelihood, want our houses, want our residences destroyed by the onslaught of water that came through the floodway," Mainord said in the video "Man Made: Disaster at Birds Point," which examines the corps' decision to breach the levee and the ensuing damage. "We feel like we were sacrificed," he said.

In mid-May, his land in the floodway was 20 feet under water.

Six months later, the teeth on Mainord’s John Deere combine were littered with dried stalks and leaves from freshly harvested soybeans. Hundreds more acres awaited. Mainord farms about 2,800 acres in the center of the floodway, along with 4,500 outside of the floodway. He got all but 100 acres of his land in the floodway planted this year.

"I think a lot of farmers feel blessed to have a crop this year," he said.

Mainord was one of few farmers to plant several hundred acres of corn, which takes longer to mature than soybeans and wasn’t an option in most places because of the late planting season.

Corn prices were at an all-time high in June, near $7 per bushel.

“Farmers take losses a lot of years hoping to make it back with one good one,” Mainord said. “If this was one of those years you had to make that profit, you lost those opportunities.”

Opportunities might be higher next planting season, when the 10 percent or so of farmland that didn’t get planted this year returns to production. Some of the badly flooded land returned this year.

The levee breach blew about a quarter of the levee into chunks on Robert Henry’s farm, which starts at the base of the levee at the site of the second blast and runs west for about a quarter mile. The river tore about 150 tons of topsoil per acre from half of Henry’s land, MU Extension scientists estimated. The tops of tree stumps are poking out of the ground in some places for the first time since he can remember.

Henry got all but 15 of his 1,000 acres replanted in July, and he said the rest will be back in production next season. Henry, 62, has been farming in the spillway since he was 19. It cost him about $80,000 more than usual to clear his land, level it and plant it in time. This season is the latest he’s ever planted. He has about 800 to 900 acres of soybeans that won’t be ready for another couple weeks.

This year's harvest is nearly a month late in the floodway and will run through the end of November, meaning it could get cut short by frost. Temperatures between 28 and 30 degrees for consecutive hours will damage beans, Mainord said.

Yields are in the range of 30 to 50 bushels per acre compared to 40 to 60 bushels per acre, yields farmers in the floodway have come to expect, Atwell said. Soybean harvests throughout Missouri are yielding an average of 37 bushels per acre, according to USDA statistics.

The status of the Birds Point levee has farmers anxious about future harvests, though, Mississippi County Farm Services Agency Director Dickey Jordan said.

The levee stood 61.5 feet before the breach. The corps expects to have a 51-foot temporary fix in place by Nov. 30 and recently announced $3 million in funding to raise the levee to 55 feet. At that height, the river has a 6 percent chance of overtopping the levee at any time, the corps estimated.

Floodway insurance prices have risen because of the lowered levee, Jordan said.

The corps is seeking $1 billion to repair damages in the Mississippi basin, $75 million of which has been allocated. That means many projects, including restoring the levee to 61.5 feet, are on hold until Congress makes the money available.

“At first, farmers were anxious about not having a crop. Then they were anxious about yields, but they ended up with a crop,” Jordan said. “But they’re still looking at that levee not there, and they’re still anxious. So they’re thankful for what they’ve got.”

Chinese cancel third cargo flight in a row slated for Lambert
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 1:35 pm Fri., 11.4.11  

Officials at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport report today that the Chinese have cancelled next Monday's scheduled cargo flight -- the third such cancelled flight in a row.

A Lambert spokesman said that Chinese aviation officials blamed "declining volumes of cargo" being sent by China.

The cancellations mean that it was early October when the last cargo plane from China actually landed at Lambert.

About six weeks ago, the first such flight landed at Lambert with much fanfare, before a cadre of state and local officials and business leaders.  Lambert's contract with China had called for at least a once-a-week cargo flight, although both sides have said they hope for more flights, should the cargo trade traffic warrant it.

The last arrival coincided with the ending of the Missouri General Assembly's special session, in which legislators failed to approve an economic development package that included $60 million in state tax incentives aimed at encouraging freight-forwarders to promote Lambert as a cargo site for overseas shippers.

Local officials say they suspect there is a link between the cancelled flights and the lack of legislative support, but Gov. Jay Nixon contends that wasn't the signal he received during his recent trade trip to China.

Two state rep races on Tuesday's ballot are surprisingly competitive
By Jo Mannies and Jason Rosenbaum     

Updated 4:17 pm Fri., 11.4.11  
Ordinarily, special elections in politically polarized state House districts wouldn't offer any surprises.

But that's not the case in Tuesday's special-election contests in the Democratic-leaning 83rd District in central St. Louis County and the GOP-leaning 15th in St. Charles. Both are open seats because of last spring's local elections, in which the 83rd's legislator -- Democrat Jake Zimmerman -- was elected St. Louis County assessor, while Republican Sally Faith in the 15th was elected the new mayor of St. Charles.

Provided

From top: Tracy McCreery, Patrick Brennan and Jeff O'Connell

The 83rd, in particular, is prompting a frenzy of political fighting -- largely because of the unexpected three-way battle between Democrat Jeff O'Connell, Republican Patrick Brennan and independent (really a Democrat) Tracy McCreery.

McCreery has launched an independent bid after losing out to O'Connell in the Democratic selection process. The 10 township committeepeople in the district -- which spans from Charlack to University City, taking in all or part of Sycamore Hills, Olivette and Overland -- were the ones who voted.

O'Connell, Midland Township's committeeman, was among those voting in the weighted process, based on Democratic turnout. McCreery notes that seven of the 10 committeepeople backed her.

O'Connell, a former member of the Overland City Council, currently is the business agent for Laborers Local 42. His supporters include many of the region's Democratic officials, including U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, County Councilwoman Kathleen Kelly Burkett, D-Overland, and state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City.

Chappelle-Nadal several weeks ago sent out a letter saying that Democrats who side with McCreery are risking allowing a Republican to win.

O'Connell contends that McCreery is engaging in "a sour grapes campaign and putting herself ahead of the party." He adds that he believes he's "in good shape'' heading into the election and predicts that Republican Brennan will garner more votes than McCreery.

McCreery says that she's simply trying to give the 83rd District's voters a choice. She says she is a better philosophical fit for the district. "I wouldn't be doing this if I thought there was any chance the Republican would win,'' she added.

McCreery is the long-time district aide to former state Sen. Joan Bray, D-University City, who is campaigning for her. McCreery also has the backing of the local chapter of the National Women's Political Caucus, both of the region's major reproductive-rights groups -- Planned Parenthood's political arm (Planned Parenthood VOTES St. Louis) and NARAL Pro-Choice Missouri -- as well as PROMO, the region's major gay-rights organization.

McCreery also has endorsements from about a half-dozen women legislators.

"I'm someone who is willing to speak out to represent those without a voice,'' McCreery said.

O'Connell, who has strong support from area labor unions, says his campaign is focusing on jobs.

The battle appears to have put Zimmerman in a difficult spot. The latest issue of the Jewish Light, for example, includes dueling ads promoting McCreery or O'Connell. Zimmerman is in both spots.  McCreery's ad includes complimentary words from Zimmerman, while O'Connell's features an actual endorsement.

More informationSee a map of the districts (PDF)Zimmerman said in a statement to the Beacon that he considers each of the candidates to be a friend, and that each is qualified. But O'Connell, he added, "is the choice of my party, and he is also my choice."

Meanwhile, the state GOP has sought to take advantage of the dispute by sending out a mailer promoting Brennan. State Republican Party executive director Lloyd Smith contends that "Missourians are continuing to reject the failed liberal policies of Democrats in Washington and Missouri," and that Brennan fits the new times.

Brennan, a construction worker, says he is campaigning on "less government."

"I believe there is less hiring because businesses are consumed with regulations and taxes,'' he said. Brennan also emphasized his opposition to abortion.

The latest campaign-finance reports show that McCreery and O'Connell are neck-and-neck, moneywise. Each has raised roughly $40,000 apiece. McCreery received some last-minute donations from women's rights activists and groups, while O'Connell collected late contributions from unions and several Democratic lawmakers.

State Rep. Mary Nichols, D-Maryland Heights, said she has made calls on O'Connell's behalf, but she is not happy about the split. "It's just unfortunate that it has come down this way," she said.

15th District, St. CHarles

Meanwhile, the 15th District takes in much of eastern St. Charles County. Three candidates -- Republican Chrissy Sommer, Democrat Paul Woody and Libertarian Bill Slantz -- were selected by their parties to compete to succeed Faith.

Sommer, a graduate of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, worked for her father's janitorial company for over 30 years. When her father retired and sold the business, she decided to get involved in electoral politics. Sommer was elected in 2008 and 2010 to serve on the St. Charles County Republican Central Committee.

If she's elected, Sommer said she would look at how state government is affecting businesses throughout the state. According to a platform on her website, Sommer also favors requiring a government-issued photo ID to vote, restricting abortion rights and curtailing eminent domain for private purposes.

"To me, businesses and education are the backbone of our country," Sommer said. "If we don't have both of those in line, everything else seems to falter."

Woody, a native of Independence who received undergraduate and law school degrees from St. Louis University, worked as a public events and travel staffer for then-Gov. Bob Holden in the early 2000s He later became the director of communications and policy for House Democrats before going to law school. An attorney, Woody currently runs a general practice firm.

Woody unsuccessfully ran against Faith in 2010. Woody said in an interview his contest is an opportunity for a Democratic gain, particularly since special-election turnouts tend to be low and attract the most politically active. He notes the 15th has been held by Democrats as well as Republicans.

"We have a pretty important legislative session coming up. We have a seat that represents 40,000 people roughly," Woody said. "Those people need to know they have a voice in Jefferson City and a voice that is prepared to go down to represent them effectively immediately."

Woody said he was "extremely frustrated" with the legislature's failure to pass an economic development package this year. He also said he would support legislation capping property taxes for seniors on fixed incomes.

Slantz, the Libertarian candidate, works for a company that provides consulting services to radio and television broadcasters.

Slantz did not reply to messages from the Beacon, but a platform on his website calls for repealing Missouri's income tax and ending federal and state influences on public schools.

Like Woody, Slantz ran for the seat in 2010.

The two major party candidates have raised similar amounts of money for the special election, according to the candidates' latest disclosure reports. Sommer has raised about $38,200, spent $30,556 and has $7,653 of cash on hand. Woody has taken in 32,328.54, spent 20,842.80 and has 11,485.74.

Slantz has filed "limited activity reports," indicating that he hasn't spent or raised a significant amount of money.

Attorney general takes action against Macon County feed operator
November 5, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri’s attorney general  is pursuing legal action against the operator of a confined animal feeding operation (CAFO) in Macon County for violations of the state’s Clean Water Law..

Attorney General Chris Koster filed suit earlier this week against Charles Cooper, LLC, of Marshall. Koster’s suit alleges that the farm used too much waste water on its fields. The resulting runoff contaminated a local creek.

The complaint also charges that the farm’s owners failed to submit required monitoring  reports and violated its operating permit. The operation also violated an earlier agreement in which the owners promised to correct violations in exchange for a suspended imposition of about $9,000 in fines.

Koster is seeking payment of the $9,000 in fines from the previous incident, fines totaling up to $10,000 a day for continued violation of the clean water laws, and permanent injunctions against the farm until it comes into compliance with the Clean Water Law. The attorney general wants the farms owners to pay for any clean up and court costs related to the case.

The farm is designed to handle about 900 hogs. The Missouri Department of Natural Resources found that runoff contaminated Sweezer Creek in southwestern Macon County.

Gambling ban may change
Instead of being on the list forever, addicted may be let off
By Jennifer Hall, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:23 pm CDT November 4, 2011
There could be a change in store for those with a gambling addiction.

The Missouri Gaming Commission has tentatively approved a measure that would shorten the length of time a person is listed in the disassociated persons program. Currently, the program allows individuals to voluntarily place themselves on the list, forever banning them from Missouri’s 13 casinos. If found gambling at one of those facilities, they can be arrested for trespassing.

On Dec. 7, the five appointed commissioners will most likely approve the change from a lifelong ban to a five-year ban. As it stands now, once you are on the list, you cannot get off.

The commission’s general counsel, Ed Grewach, said an official request can be made to remove oneself from the list, but there is a five-year waiting period to be removed.

Missouri is one of only three states that have the lifetime ban, pioneering the concept in 1996. Other states that participate in the practice have lesser terms.

“You get more people to sign up if they know there’s a way to get off in the future,” Mr. Grewach said. “It’s less intimidating.”

He said many people sign up when they are going through special circumstances in their life, like a divorce or financial problems. Taking away the temptation of a gambling facility was the appropriate option at the time.

“Now they don’t need that protection,” he said.

There are more than 16,000 people on the list in Missouri, according to LeAnn McCarthy with the Missouri Gaming Commission.

Mr. Grewach said comments from the public will be compiled and presented to the commission next month. If the commission adopts the measure, it will be put through the final stages of being published and registered. The new disassociated person program would be effective in March 2012.

“It’s still a voluntary thing,” Mr. Grewach said. “And that’s the key point.”

To sign up for the program, individuals must fill out an application at a Missouri Gaming Commission office. Offices are located at every gaming facility, or there are regional administrative offices in Kansas City, St. Louis or Jefferson City.

Occupy COMO protesters march, deliver message to Bank of America
Saturday, November 5, 2011 | 6:21 p.m. CDT 

BY Jesse Bishop, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — Nicholas Huddleston considers himself an exception. A self-professed socialist, he doesn’t see many like himself in the Occupy COMO movement, and some of his goals differ from the focus of most protesters. But on Saturday afternoon, he and more than 100 others stood united.

Or rather, they marched.

After a brief rally outside City Hall, protesters took to the streets, marching down Broadway from City Hall and circling back to the Bank of America branch on Cherry Street to deliver a message. In an open letter, they enumerated a list of grievances, among them accusations of immoral treatment of customers, abuse of the federal tax system and violations of antitrust laws. They also urged Bank of America customers to transfer their money to nonprofit credit unions.

The march coincided with Bank Transfer Day, a consumer activism initiative asking Americans to transfer money from national commercial banks to local alternatives.

“We have problems with the banks, with the bailouts, all of that,” Huddleston said. “It goes back to the principle of speak with your wallet. If I’m opposed to Bank of America, I shouldn’t have money in that bank. That’s why I use a local bank. It’s all part of the movement.”

Although Occupy COMO is made up of individuals who want to see change in a variety of national issues, the Columbia group recently officially defined its movement: a united front against what it feels is a national system dominated by the wealthy few.

It’s a part of the movement other protesters hope people see.

Protester Ariel Ceara thinks growth is the final step left for the group and said the event gave people who had been sitting on the fence an opportunity to see how things really are.

“People are so confused because the media paints us as a violent, anarchist group of people,” Ceara said. “We saw today that that is not us. Violence is not our message.”

The Occupy COMO message has drawn no shortage of online support, but the online attention hasn’t always translated to in-person activism.

Jahmekya Hanson attended her first rally Saturday and said she will probably attend more when she can.

“I 100 percent support it,” Hanson said. “I’d been kind of following, but I found out about it kind of late — I’ve pretty much been keeping my eye on things ever since I found out about it."

She said she first heard about the Occupy Wall Street movement from "The Daily Show," and now she keeps track of the movement daily through a "99 percent" Tumblr blog. A friend informed her about Saturday's rally on Friday night, and they decided to go.

Ceara said many, such as Hanson, are experiencing the occupy movement for the first time and identifying with the movement. She said the message to Bank of America is just the beginning.

“People are coming together all over the world saying we’re not alone, and we never were, and it’s time for us to reclaim not just our countries but our world,” Ceara said. “It’s time for us to reclaim the people’s voice. It’s a beautiful thing.”

Crops better than expected at Birds Point
Associated Press

POSTED: 10:13 pm CDT November 5, 2011
EAST PRAIRIE, Mo. — When the Army Corps of Engineers was forced to breach the Birds Point levee in southeast Missouri at the height of spring flooding, many feared the rich 130,000 acres of farmland would be a total washout for 2011.

But the Columbia Missourian reported that six months later, farmers are midway through harvesting the land that has recovered faster than expected.

The corps decided to use explosives to blow open the levee on May 2 to relieve pressure on the river and reduce the threat of flooding at nearby Cairo, Ill. The levee is part of a floodway designed to be opened in times of severe flooding. It was the first time the corps opted to open the floodway since 1937.

Several homes, roads and property were destroyed, but experts say the land has rebounded quickly. When floodwaters subsided in late May, farmers went to work planting soybeans a short time later. Some corn and milo were also planted, on up to 95 percent of land that was submerged, according to an estimate by Sam Atwell, a University of Missouri Extension agronomist in New Madrid County, where the levee sits.

“The land itself came out better than we thought,” Atwell said. “You can’t imagine really swift water 30 feet deep going miles across fields and not hurting the land more than it did.”

Not that the flooding didn’t cause crop damage. The surging waters washed away about 20,000 acres of winter wheat ready for harvest and soaked fields that were ready for corn planting. About half the farmers in the spillway did not have crop insurance because of the high cost, Atwell said.

In early June, at the request of U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Republican whose district includes the area behind the levee, the Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute at MU estimated crop losses caused by the flooding. The institute assumed that no crops would be planted on any of the 130,000 acres in the floodway.

That estimate put farm losses at $42.6 million — $60.6 million before crop and disaster insurance payouts.

But it turned out that losses won’t approach those levels, Atwell said.

East Prairie Mayor Kevin Mainord, who farms about 2,800 acres in the center of the floodway and another 4,500 outside of it, got all but 100 acres of his land in the floodway planted this year.

“I think a lot of farmers feel blessed to have a crop this year,” he said.
Arnold passes an anti-meth law
Special to the Post-Dispatch STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, November 6, 2011 12:05 am 

Arnold narrowly approved a measure that requires a doctor's prescription to purchase products containing pseudoephedrine or ephedrine.

Sgt. Jason Grellner, commander of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit, spoke in support of the bill, as did Circuit Judge Darrell Missey. Missey said he could fill the council chambers with foster children whose parents are addicted to drugs.

"Of the more than 500 children in state custody, more than half were due to drugs, and half of those were due to meth," he said. "If they got the components in this county, they got them in your city."

Other cities in Jefferson County and the county itself have all passed laws to regulate the sale of cold and allergy medicines that are used to make meth.

With Mayor Ron Counts absent, Councilman Bill Moritz served as mayor pro-tem. Moritz voted in favor first as a councilman then voted again as the mayor pro-tem to break the 4-4 tie.

Councilwoman Doris Borgelt said it was unacceptable that Morris would get to vote twice, and Councilman Phil Amato left the room in protest. City attorney Robert Sweeney said that city ordinance would allow it. In the end, the measure was approved 5-4.

Crews battle largest-ever fire in Missouri’s Mark Twain National Forest

By BILL DRAPER

The Associated Press

Dozens of firefighters are working this weekend to keep a large fire in the Mark Twain National Forest from re-igniting after rainfall calmed the blaze down temporarily.

Forest Service officials believe three fires that started Wednesday in south-central Missouri were intentionally set. Forest Ranger Thom Haines said he thinks the fires, all of which started around the same time, were the work of locals who have issues with absentee landowners who restrict access to their property for hunters.

Haines said the biggest of the three fires, about 5,000 acres in diameter, is believed to be the largest such blaze ever at Mark Twain. Firefighters from North Carolina and Georgia arrived Friday to help build a fire line around the perimeter to contain the blaze, which was slowed by half an inch of rain Thursday.

With the weekend expected to be dry, and several hotspots threatening to pick back up, Haines said crews are hoping to keep the fire in check until another expected storm front rolls in next week.

“We’ll be working on this all weekend long,” he said. “If our luck holds and we get the rain that’s supposed to be coming next week, we’ll be OK.”

A new problem facing forest officials is that deer hunters are starting to come into the area, and some have set up camp in so-called “black” areas, or sections of forest charred by fire.

“The public is now coming into the forest in anticipation of hunting season,” he said. “I know of two people who have set up camp in the black. We will go talk to them and remind them of the danger of being in a burned-over area. The forest isn’t closed, so they can do that if they want.”

One of the dangers to people who camp in the burned areas is that dormant fires could re-ignite, he said. There’s also the chance that the fire has damaged root systems of some trees that remain standing, causing the potential for some trees to fall over onto the campers.

While the fall wildfire season runs from Oct. 10 to Dec. 10 each year, Mark Twain has been especially vulnerable to a large blaze because of a windstorm in May 2009, called a derecho, that knocked down trees over about 100,000 acres. With the dead timber on the ground and leaves that are falling from the trees that are still standing, there’s a great deal of fuel for any fire that starts in the forest.

“In the Ozarks, a normal forest area that didn’t have a derecho event would have a normal fuel load of 2 to 5 tons per acre,” said Forest Service spokesman Bill Paxton. “I’m talking about leaves, stems, timber and other stuff on the ground. This year we have 50 to 100 tons per acre. It’s like having a big woodpile out there that could burn, and burn hot, in certain conditions.”

Paxton said no homes were in danger of the current fires, the biggest of which is about seven miles west of Bunker, in southern Dent County. The other two fires are far smaller; one is about 5 acres and the other about 310 acres. Both have containment lines around them.

Both Paxton and Haines urged anyone who knows who started the fires to call the forest ranger’s office or law enforcement authorities. Paxton said some tips have come in, and they’re being handled by law enforcement.

“You’re putting people’s lives at risk when you set an arson fire,” Paxton said. “Not only firefighters, but people in homes in that area. Plus, you’re damaging your natural resources. It’s a bad thing. There are a few people running around causing problems. All of these fires are suspected arson. You don’t get three fires popping up like that in the forest in a day.”

State protects, league cares for wild herd
Dean Curtis, Springfield News Leader

11:00 PM, Nov. 5, 2011  
Up to five small bands of wild horses roam parts of Shannon County north and east of Eminence, according to Jim Smith, a member of the Missouri Wild Horse League and owner of Cross Country Trail Ride.

The herd is thought to have formed when Depression-era farmers could no longer care for their horses.

"We got to keep the number at 50 or below," Smith said, citing a bill introduced by the late Congressman Bill Emerson, which passed and was signed into law in 1996. It protects the herd and makes them a permanent part of the Ozark National Scenic Riverways.

Smith, who often sees the herd during trail rides, says "they are healthy and real good."

The herd has Appaloosa characteristics. According to Smith, an Appaloosa stallion got loose from an area farmer "25 to 30 years ago" and joined the herd.

The league maintains pastures, puts out salt licks and gets veterinary help to horses that become crippled.

To keep the proper numbers, Smith said the league put salt licks in a pen to trap the horses. They take out the young stallions to be adopted once they are vaccinated.

Smith said his group is currently working with the Missouri Department of Conservation and National Parks Service to open up more pastures for the horses.

-- Dean Curtis
Group gathers in Cape Girardeau for Occupy movement
By Crystall Britt – KFVS
CAPE GIRARDEAU, MO (KFVS) - Occupy movement protestors made their way to Cape Girardeau on Saturday afternoon.

About a dozen people gathered at Freedom Corner near Capaha Park.

The protestors held up signs interacting with people as they drove by.

Some of the group are students, and some have traveled all over the country for similar demonstrations.

"If you have to work two or three jobs, and hope to eventually get ahead in life that doesn't mean you are exempt from this movement," said Kerrick Long of Cape Girardeau. "It doesn't mean you won't have a right to complain. If you are working two or three jobs and still can't get ahead, that's a problem.

Organizers say it's likely not the last time they will be protesting in Cape Girardeau.

Democratic unity fractures in St. Louis County
BY PAUL HAMPEL | Posted: Sunday, November 6, 2011 12:25 am 

CLAYTON • Party politics, with its foundation of lockstep voting, private disagreements and routine political hires, is cracking in St. Louis County.

The latest fracture followed County Executive Charlie A. Dooley's presentation Monday to the County Council of his proposed 2012 budget.

For many years, Democratic County Councils have routinely approved budgets presented by Democratic county executives. Before that, it was the Republicans who were in sync.

But with a call for closing almost half of the county's 50 active parks, 175 job cuts and reduced snow plowing, this was no typical budget proposal.

And since Steve Stenger was sworn in as the Democratic councilman from Affton in 2009, this has been no typical County Council.

Stenger — now the council chairman — has publicly opposed Dooley on key issues. Five of the seven council members are Democrats, and most have consistently backed Stenger.

He has raised objections to:

• The departure of former Police Chief Jerry Lee, who was replaced after he publicly questioned Dooley's expenditures.

• A proposed contract for a family member of a longtime Dooley aide.

• Political hires in administrative positions.

• A tax increase that Dooley proposed in August.

Now, Stenger, backed by the council majority, is digging in against Dooley's budget proposal.

"Dooley's plan is to try and force the County Council to take the blame for a tax increase that county government doesn't need," Stenger said. "The fact that there is dissension between this council and the county executive is to be expected when the county executive holds parks and jobs hostage against us."

Dooley has held the county's top office since 2003, when he succeeded George R. "Buzz" Westfall after Westfall died. He acknowledged the current strained relationship but attributed it to extreme circumstances.

"I'll be 64 on Dec. 1, and we have never in my lifetime been involved in the economic circumstances we have today," Dooley said. "I think that changes the way people do things."

One longtime observer — and former participant — of county politics said he could not recall a relationship that was this combative between prominent members of the same political party in county government.

"The answer is no; I can tell you that without even thinking about it," said Gene McNary, whose tenure as county executive from 1975 to 1989 marked the last time a Republican held the seat. "When the council was Republican and I was county executive, we knew we were a team on 90 percent of the issues. On the other 10, we settled things privately."

Dooley's senior policy adviser, Mike Jones, said last week that partisan politics as they have existed in the county may be extinct. County government, he predicted, will include more of the visceral, interparty feuds that have long been a hallmark of politics in the city of St. Louis.

"My observation, based on my 30 years in politics, is that party identification and party loyalty is not what it used to be in the county," said Jones, chief of staff to St. Louis Mayor Clarence Harmon in the 1990s. "And dissension, depending on how it plays out and what its motivation is, may not necessarily be a bad thing."

PARKS AS TARGETS

Last week, the rift in county government widened after Dooley told the council that balancing the budget would require the closure of such popular parks as Lone Elk, George Winter, Greensfelder and Fort Bellefontaine, plus elimination of 135 jobs in the parks department, 40 of them full time.

Dooley said the cuts would save the county about $10 million, enough to balance the budget.

On Tuesday, Dooley's appointed parks director, Lindsey Swanick, delivered a letter to her employees telling them the money problems would go away if the County Council would approve a 2.3-cent property tax increase. Swanick advised her workers how to sign up to speak at a special public budget hearing before the County Council on Nov. 15.

That 2.3-cent figure had a familiar ring, one that did not go unheeded by Stenger.

It was the same tax-rate increase that Dooley and Stenger had sparred over in August, after the county executive told the council he needed a tax hike to give raises to county employees and prevent layoffs.

Stenger, backed by most members of the council, won that battle after he cited statistics that called into question the administration's claims of a budget crisis.

Dooley withdrew the proposal, acknowledging that he had supplied inaccurate financial data to support the plan. He also publicly apologized and promised in the future to keep the council involved on major issues.

"We had a truce, and Charlie broke it," Stenger said last week. "Charlie and his staff went back to the drawing board and developed this ill-conceived plan to hold the parks as hostage against the council unless we supported that 2.3-cent tax increase. And Swanick has been complicit in their plans to get county employees to pressure the council."

Dooley on Friday said the budget was based on grim economic forecasts because of declining property and sales tax revenue, not political maneuvering.

"I made a budget recommendation based on what I felt was the best way for St. Louis County to continue to move forward as a great place to live, work and play," Dooley said.

Swanick said she wrote her letter on her own, without any input from the county executive.

"It was simply a response to requests from parks employees on what they could do about this situation," she said.

MORE SCRUTINY

Stenger responded to Dooley's proposal by announcing the formation of a special budget committee, the first in memory in county government.

He said the committee will revisit one of his previous public beefs with the county administration — the hiring this year, in spite of a countywide hiring freeze, of at least eight Democratic campaign workers to county jobs.

They include Dooley's former campaign spokeswoman, Katy Jamboretz ($88,000 salary as spokeswoman for the county Economic Council); Mike Temporiti, son of Dooley's campaign treasurer, Democratic powerbroker John Temporiti ($70,000 salary in a job created for him in the Revenue Department); and Sara Howard, former spokeswoman for U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis ($88,999 salary as county Assessor Jake Zimmerman's spokeswoman).

"Before we lay off career maintenance men or career park rangers, I will demand that these political hires go first," said Stenger, who is an accountant as well as a lawyer.

He vowed to hold up approval of the budget, even if it meant missing the Dec. 31 deadline. That would cause the council to approve spending on a week-to-week basis while operating under the current budget.

Dooley dismissed Stenger's threat, saying if he thought it was necessary to lay off the recent hires, "I would have done it already."

He added, "Mr. Stenger is just one of seven council members. And they all have their own opinions."

But those opinions may be changing.

The chairman of the new budget committee is Mike O'Mara, a Democrat from Florissant in his 11th year on the council. For years, he had been a stalwart Dooley supporter.

In the wake of last year's defeat of a casino plan in North County, which O'Mara championed and which Dooley killed by withdrawing his support, O'Mara has become a solid Stenger ally.

"This committee is going to dig down on this budget and do everything it can to save these jobs," O'Mara said on Thursday. "And we are not going to quit removing snow. This council is not going to put up with threats like that."

For months, Stenger has been mentioned around county government headquarters in Clayton as a possible candidate for Dooley's job in 2014.

He said last week that he has not made a decision on whether to run and that the prospect of doing so had no bearing on his recent stands.

As for the county executive's future plans, Dooley said last week, "I'm always running, until the day I say different."

Missouri drivers are second-worst in nation, report finds

By LYNN HORSLEY, The Kansas City Star

Posted on Sat, Nov. 05, 2011 10:15 PM

Missouri drivers ranked second-worst in the nation, according to a new analysis by a group that offers online car insurance comparisons.

Kansas drivers ranked 16th-worst in the same comparison.

The report is on the website CarInsuranceComparison.com and was designed to help drivers understand why car insurance rates vary so significantly, according to Joel Ohman, chief editor of the website.

Ohman said the researchers at the site looked at drunken-driving statistics from Mothers Against Drunk Driving, fatality data from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration and data from the American Motorists Association on which states hand out the most traffic tickets.

The website found that Missouri drivers get a lot of tickets and rank in the top 10 for carelessness and drunk driving. The state ranked 34th for fatalities per million miles driven. The only state that ranked worse overall was Louisiana.

Kansas did better but still ranked below the middle of the pack in careless and drunk driving. It ranked 25th in fatalities per million miles driven.

States rounding out the worst 10 for bad drivers were Texas, Florida, Oklahoma, Arizona, Kentucky, Alabama, Montana and Nevada.

The report found that the states with the best safety records were northern states.

Mo. fourth-, eighth-graders hold steady in some subjects, slip in others, according to assessment
Sunday, November 6, 2011

By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian

In another recent roundup of progress reports, Missouri students stayed on track with previous years in some areas and faltered slightly in others. 

The results released last week from a nationwide test conducted every two years showed Missouri fourth graders' abilities in reading and eighth graders' abilities in math slid since 2009. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP, is a continuing assessment of what students know and can do in various subject areas including mathematics, reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics, geography, and U.S. history, according to the National Center of Education Statistics, which reports the assessment's results. 

The nation -- represented by 422,000 fourth-graders and 343,000 eighth-graders -- posted the highest scores to date in both math and reading in both grades this year. Overall, the state and nation have shown significant academic progress in NAEP results reported over the past two decades. 

The assessment does not provide scores for individual students or schools, but it does report results by selected large urban districts. 

Missouri commissioner of education Chris Nicastro said in a release that while disappointed with the set-back this year, the state is committed to student success. Missouri has set a goal to be among the top 10 academically by the year 2020. 

"The NAEP report confirms to me our state's urgent need to raise the bar academically and to focus on results," she said. "Too many students are not learning and progressing as they should in the most basic subjects." 

The NAEP assessment of mathematics, reading and science was conducted nationwide during the first quarter of 2011 and included a representative sample of 6,000 Missouri students in fourth and eighth grades. The science results will be released in the spring. 

Missouri has fared better in other educational assessments in 2011. An assessment conducted on the number of students in the state taking the SAT showed a 4 percent increase this year, halting a five-year decline in participation, according to DESE. Average scores for the state's college-bound seniors, however, dropped slightly. However, according to DESE, Missouri students' mathematics and reading scores on the SAT have grown and are now 15 to 16 points higher than in 2001. 

More students at the high school level are also taking Advanced Placement tests. According to DESE, the most recent numbers from the 2010-2011 Student Achievement Report show that in the past five years the number of AP exams taken by Missouri students has increased by more than 40 percent. Students also scored higher on exams, signaling that more are earning college credit after taking advanced courses while in high school. 

Senator walks election-year tightrope

McCaskill will seek Obama's help even as she notes differences.
By Deirdre Shesgreen – Springfield News-Leader
5:38 AM, Nov. 7, 2011
WASHINGTON -- Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill is just starting to get her Senate re-election campaign up-and-running. The Republican field is still fluid, with a three-way primary more than eight months away.

But at least one dynamic of the U.S. Senate contest -- which promises to be an expensive, nationally watched affair -- is already emerging: McCaskill's connection to President Barack Obama.

Republicans are stockpiling photos of McCaskill and Obama together, not to mention quotes and policy positions that reflect a shared political outlook. And McCaskill is walking a careful line, highlighting her differences with the president even as she seeks Obama's help with her re-election campaign.

Putting some distance between herself and Obama can only help at this point, political observers say, as the president struggles with low approval ratings amid a stalled economy and the fiscal mess in Washington.

"He is a huge problem" for McCaskill, said Stuart Rothenberg, a nonpartisan Washington political analyst. "As it stands right now, he is a much bigger problem for her than Sarah Steelman, Todd Akin or John Brunner."

Those are the three Republican candidates who have lined up to oppose McCaskill in Missouri's 2012 contest so far. No matter who emerges as the victor after the Republican primary in August, Obama is sure to figure in their campaign strategy.

Republican strategy

Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, said that no matter who the nominee is, at least one part of the GOP playbook is set. "Ultimately, it's going to be Barack Obama-Claire McCaskill, is that what you want for the future?" Smith said. "We have plenty of photos of Claire McCaskill and Barack Obama together, but more importantly, we have votes."

McCaskill shrugs off the Republican attacks, saying she's not running away from the president -- nor has she been a rubber stamp for him. She said she's not focused on Obama's re-election campaign or how he will affect hers -- only on doing her job in the Senate for Missourians. If Republicans plan to highlight her ties to Obama, she said, it won't get them very far.

"This is a game that the political pundits like to play," she said. But "here's what the people of Missouri need from me. They need to be sure that I'm independent√¢ that I am not being told what to do by Harry Reid, Nancy Pelosi or Barack Obama. And I think if asked, the president would say, 'Claire can be a royal pain.' I am not a vote that any of those people" can count on.

She said her bigger concern about the current political climate is Congress's record-low approval ratings, not Obama's poor ratings. "I think I've got a much bigger problem being part of a dysfunctional body than (being associated with) the president, who has worked very hard in a difficult environment."

She said she would be a full-throated supporter in Obama's re-election bid -- and hoped he would in hers as well.

"I'm not going to be some phony-baloney ... and pretend I don't support him," she said. "I want the president to come to Missouri to help me raise money. In fact, I asked him this week." (Obama told her he'd try to work that in, she said.)

In Missouri

One key question is how big of a play Obama will make for Missouri, a state he lost by the narrowest of margins -- getting 49.2 percent of the vote to Republican John McCain's 49.4 percent -- in 2008.

Ben Finkenbinder, an Obama campaign spokesman, said the operation is already mounting a strong effort in Missouri for the 2012 race. "Our organization on the ground in Missouri has been active since 2009," he said, with staff in place and voter-registration efforts under way.

But some analysts doubt Obama will devote much time or money to the Show-Me State, noting that other battleground states are more critical to his re-election prospects.

Either way, "it's going to be a very interesting balancing act" for McCaskill, said Jennifer Duffy, who tracks Senate races for the nonpartisan Cook Political Report.

If Obama's re-election operation runs a robust campaign in Missouri, that could help energize key Democratic constituencies -- a boost for McCaskill, who will need a revved-up base and big turnout in St. Louis and Kansas City. On the flip side, if Obama has a high-profile presence in Missouri, that could give Republicans fresh McCaskill-Obama fodder and hurt her among more conservative swing voters.

Early supporter

McCaskill endorsed then-Sen. Barack Obama early in his 2008 campaign, a coup for the Illinois contender and a bold step for McCaskill, who was under pressure from some Missouri Democrats to back Hillary Clinton. At the time, Obama was a new political sensation, sweeping the country with his promises of "hope" and "change."

Now, however, he's an incumbent stuck with a sour economy and swimming in a sea of federal red ink. Gallup poll's latest survey puts his disapproval rating at 48 percent, compared to 45 percent who approve of the job Obama is doing. In Missouri, an August Gallup survey showed Obama with only a 42 percent approval rating.

"She is going to have to localize this race really hard and really fast," said Rothenberg.

So perhaps it's no wonder that McCaskill skipped a photo-op with Obama when he came to Missouri last month, saying she had conflicting events in Washington.

Beyond that one incident, McCaskill will likely rely on her long-cultivated reputation as an independent, centrist lawmaker willing to buck her party and the president -- something she will no doubt highlight as the election cranks up into high gear.

From the start of her term in 2007, she was a vocal supporter of the ban on earmarks, the pet projects lawmakers used to steer federal funds to their home states. She has also embraced several fiscal austerity measures, including a bill to impose binding caps on federal spending, and taken a harder line on immigration than some of her Senate Democratic counterparts.

Still, she has backed Obama on a bevy of high-profile issues -- from the 2009 stimulus package to the health care overhaul to the repeal of the Pentagon's ban on gays serving openly in the military. More recently, McCaskill has supported Obama's $447 billion jobs bill, voting to advance the full package in an October Senate roll call and casting a "yes" vote again last week on a slimmed-down version that would bolster infrastructure spending. (The measure failed to win the necessary 60 votes to overcome a GOP filibuster.)

Jobs bill

Other Senate Democrats facing tough re-elections, including Jon Tester of Montana and Ben Nelson of Nebraska, have abandoned the president on recent jobs-bill votes.

McCaskill said voting in favor of the jobs proposals is an easy call, despite a provision to pay for it with a surtax on people who earn more than $1 million a year. "Having people on their second million (dollars of income) pay a little more in taxes to put people to work is exactly what we should be doing right now," she said.

The infrastructure spending vote, in particular, would have provided a huge boost to Missouri's economy, she said. "My state desperately needs this investment in roads and bridges."

But McCaskill said her votes on the jobs bill, which Obama has made a centerpiece of his agenda (and his re-election campaign), doesn't mean she'll be with him on the next issue. "I think most Missourians know I'm not a go-along-to-get-along gal," she said.

She's also betting that once the Republican presidential nominee emerges from the now crowded GOP field, the story line -- for both her and for Obama will change. "When people have a chance to look at the president in contrast with the people running on the other side, I think he's going to get more and more popular," she said.

Finkenbinder, the Obama campaign spokesman, answered a question about Democrats distancing themselves from Obama with a query of his own: "The question Republican candidates around the country must ask is this: Do I want to run on a ticket with a candidate like Mitt Romney who thinks Wall Street should write its own rules again and that middle class families should have to pay for tax cuts for large corporations and the wealthiest?"

There's little question the dynamics of the race will shift in the coming months, particularly as McCaskill and Obama's GOP opponents emerge and the general election comes into sharper focus. But the connection between McCaskill and Obama will likely endure as a crucial element of the 2012 race.

Mo. residents upset by order to move lake homes 

By CHRIS BLANK 

Associated Press

CAMDENTON, Mo. (AP) -- Nearly every year, Patsy Riley has gotten unsolicited offers for her house on Missouri's Lake of the Ozarks with its spectacular views of tree-lined bluffs and its ample shoreline, but she never wanted to leave. Now, she and hundreds of her neighbors wonder what will become of their homes after a federal agency declared that many structures built close to the lake may have to go.

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, citing restrictions on private developments around dams, says thousands of residences, decks, patios and boathouses appear to encroach on land belonging to the hydroelectric project in violation of federal regulations.

The announcement has triggered panic in the area's lakefront communities and led to a growing battle among regulators, a utility company, land attorneys and the state's congressional delegation. Officials say they are searching for a way to settle the issue without mass evictions.

"We are mad as hell and we're not going to take it anymore," said Riley, who has lived at the lake for more than 30 years and estimates about half of her neighborhood is threatened.

The dispute pits the government's rules for hydroelectric projects against the potential vagaries of land records and private transactions that go back more than 80 years. Riley and other property owners say they have legal deeds to their land that permitted construction. The agency says it has regulations protecting the lake's recreation, scenery and environment against development.

The winding, 93-mile-long Lake of the Ozarks was created in 1931 by the Bagnell Dam and Osage hydroelectric project, and has become a playground for water sports enthusiasts and vacationers. The thickly wooded shores and hills are dotted with houses, resorts and weekend cottages.

The problem with the lakefront property arose when Ameren Missouri, the power company that owns the project, applied to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission for a new 40-year license to operate the dam. A required shoreline plan noted that some structures had been built over time on some of the utility's property for the dam, in many cases when Union Electric Co., an earlier form of Ameren, was the owner. How the property was sold was not clear. But the utility had no problem with many of the structures.

FERC objected, however. "In the majority of cases, the existing non-conforming structure/encroachment should be removed in a timely manner and the site restored to its pre-existing conditions," the agency's ruling last summer said. For hardship cases, regulators said Ameren could propose allowing some homes to remain temporarily or could seek an adjustment in the property's boundaries.

Homeowners say the ruling leaves their property worthless.

Riley, a retired special education teacher, said the ranch-style house she bought 32 years ago was valued at about $350,000 but now would be impossible to sell. No matter what happens, Riley said, she is not leaving.

Other residents were so alarmed that, rather than watch a critical sixth game of the World Series featuring their beloved St. Louis Cardinals, hundreds turned out for a community meeting that lasted for hours.

The utility has proposed shifting the project's property boundaries to get many of the residences out of danger.

"It is difficult to understand how this collective drain on socioeconomics resources in this region - financial and otherwise - is justifiable, especially given current economic and housing market conditions," Ameren officials said in a brief filed recently with the federal agency.

A FERC spokeswoman declined to comment to The Associated Press. Previously, the agency told The Kansas City Star in a written statement that "FERC's role is to ensure that the licensee is following the terms of the license, and approve shoreline management plans. It is the responsibility of the licensee to carry out the terms and conditions of the license, including shoreline management plan."

Missouri's members of Congress have insisted that the agency reverse itself.

"It's outrageous, it's infuriating and it has got to be stopped," said Rep. Vicky Hartzler, whose district includes part of the lake.

Glenna Hulett, who has lived at the lake since 1958, said she loves her panoramic view but worries that her condo will be worthless unless FERC relents.

"We're basically sitting on an investment that you can't sell. It doesn't have any value," Hulett said. "It's an awful lot of uncertainty."

Plan to save Postal Service wouldn’t help area offices
By Roger McKinney, Globe Staff Writer
The Joplin Globe, Nov. 6, 2011
JOPLIN, Mo. — As a bipartisan proposal to save the U.S. Postal Service from termination was announced last week, the clock continued ticking for mostly rural post offices slated for closure.

Postal Service spokesman Richard Watkins said the legislation proposed in the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee wouldn’t change the procedure that has begun for closing the post offices on the list. The legislation, called the 21st Century Postal Service Act of 2011, would require the Postal Service to meet its standards in some other way if it closed a post office, including at grocery stores or other retail outlets, if there are any in a community.

Even if that were an acceptable solution to residents of communities where post offices are slated for closure, approval of the legislation probably wouldn’t come in time to change the procedure in place now.

The plan

The legislation includes a refund to the Postal Service of nearly $7 billion in overpayments from the Federal Employees Retirement System. This would be used for what committee members called “compassionate buyouts” of 100,000 postal workers, with a cap of $25,000 for each worker. Any additional funds could be used by the Postal Service to repay its debt.

The proposal would convert some retirement-age employees receiving workers’ compensation payments to retirement compensation.

It would allow the Postal Service to negotiate with its employee unions to establish a less expansive health care plan.

The legislation would encourage the effort to replace post offices with retail locations, while considering the effect on small communities.

It would prohibit ending Saturday delivery for two years and ensure that it be done only as a last resort.

Sen. Joe Lieberman, I-Conn., chairman of the committee, said the $7 billion refund would not be a bailout. It would be a refund of the amount the Postal Service paid to the government.

“We’re going to be battered probably from all sides when we go forward with this,” Lieberman said last week.

Committee member Sen. Thomas Carpenter, D-Del., said the legislation would force the Postal Service to be innovative and entrepreneurial.

“The Postal Service has more employees than they really need,” Carpenter said. “They have more post offices than they really need.”

‘Vital service’

A total of 134 Kansas post offices and 167 Missouri post offices have been identified for possible closure. They are among the more than 3,000 post offices nationwide being considered for closure. The Missouri post offices include those in Avilla, Wentworth, Deerfield and Metz. The Kansas post offices on the list include those in Frontenac, Crestline, West Mineral, Hepler, Opolis and Arcadia.

Proposals to close the post offices, listing the reasons and cost savings, were posted in each of the post offices beginning in September.

Each proposal includes the line: “Based on the information obtained in the course of this discontinuance study, the Postal Service concludes this proposal will not adversely affect the community and every effort will be made to maintain the identity.”

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who is on the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee, said in an email that post offices are an important part of rural communities.

“The Postal Service continues to be a vital service for so many rural folks who depend on their local post office for crucial deliveries like life-saving medicines,” McCaskill wrote. “I’ll continue working to ensure that this process is a transparent one and Missourians have their voices heard when it comes to decisions being made that affect their communities.”

The proposals specify that rural route service would be established to replace the post offices.

Watkins, the Postal Service spokesman, said the closure proposals were to be posted for 60 days, during which public hearings were to be held and public comment accepted. The 60-day period ended Tuesday in Deerfield and Metz. It ends Monday, Nov. 14, in Avilla. The public comment period ends Dec. 4 for the other area post offices.

In the next step, a final determination notice is posted, which would start a 30-day period in which customers may appeal the decision to the Postal Regulatory Commission. If no appeal is filed, the Postal Service could close the post office within 60 days of the final determination notice being posted.

Watkins said Friday that no final determinations had been made for the post offices in Metz or Deerfield.

Procedure

If an appeal is filed about a closure determination, the Postal Regulatory Commission has up to 120 days to make a decision.

Crucial week looms for deficit-reduction 'super committee'
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent     

Posted 6:46 pm Sun., 11.6.11
WASHINGTON - The clock is ticking on the "super committee" set by Congress with the task of coming up with a $1.2 trillion deficit-reduction plan by Thanksgiving. 

Whether the panel's final days end in an alarming failure, a detonation of partisan countercharges or the wake-up call of a deal that Congress can pass by Christmas will be clear by the time turkeys are being carved later this month.

"This opportunity will either be taken advantage of, or missed, within the next couple of weeks," said U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt (right), R-Mo., who still holds out hope for a deficit-reduction package. "The super committee has to get their potential action to the people who evaluate how much it's going to cost -- or how much it's going to save -- before Nov. 23."

Sen. Claire McCaskill (left), D-Mo., said she "remained optimistic" for a deal despite reports of a committee impasse. She regards last week's bipartisan letter signed by 100 House members as "a breakthrough" that may help.

That letter, signed by 40 Republicans and 60 Democrats urged the 12-member deficit panel -- the Joint Selection Committee on Deficit Reduction -- to agree on a broad package both to boost revenue and trim entitlements. It is a sign that some GOP members are willing to compromise on taxes.

"To succeed, all options for mandatory and discretionary spending and revenues must be on the table" for a deal, said the letter, which was signed by two Missouri lawmakers who often disagree: U.S. Reps. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, and Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City. Although he did not sign, Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, told the Beacon that he "largely supports" the letter's message.

If the super committee is unable to reach a deal by Thanksgiving -- or if Congress is unable to pass the plan by Christmas -- the deficit-reduction law approved in August calls for $1.2 trillion in automatic spending cuts that would be triggered starting in 2013. Half those cuts would target the Pentagon and other national security programs.

With an initial Democratic proposal on the table, but some members concerned about a possible impasse, Republican leaders -- House Speaker John Boehner (right), R-Ohio, and Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky. -- met with the panel's six Republicans to find some common ground late last week.

On Sunday, Boehner told ABC-TV's "This Week" that he "wouldn't describe [the super committee's current status] as an impasse," although he conceded that its members faced very difficult decisions. Boehner said he would "do everything that I can to ensure that the super committee is successful."

But there was growing pessimism in some circles. The second-ranking House Democrat, Rep. Steny Hoyer of Maryland, told reporters last week that "expectations for the success of the super committee are low," but did not rule out a last-minute deal.

Super committee deluged with suggestions

During its public hearings, the deficit panel got some blunt advice came from the co-chairs of last year's National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform: former Sen. Alan Simpson, R-Wyo., and former White House chief of staff Erskine Bowles.

Simpson laid into "professional veterans" who demand bloated benefits, senior citizen "extremists" who oppose any cutback in Medicare, and Republicans who march in lockstep with anti-tax advocates such as Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform, and refuse to consider even modest tax hikes. 

"If everybody [in Congress] is terrified of the AARP and Grover Norquist, this country hasn't got a chance," Simpson told the Beacon last summer. "That's the reality; let's get serious."

Indeed, taxes -- often referred to as "revenue increases" -- and entitlements appear to be the kryptonite that has paralyzed the super committee so far.

Boehner said Republicans were open to "more revenues," but his method of gaining those -- by restructuring the tax code -- appears unlikely to become part of the deficit deal. "I believe that if we restructure our tax code -- where on the corporate side and the personal side, the target would be a top rate of 25 percent -- it would make our economy more competitive with the rest of the world," Boehner told ABC-TV on Sunday. "It would put Americans back to work. We'd have a broader base on the tax rules."

McCaskill, who holds out hope for a deficit deal, told the Beacon on Friday that the bipartisan letter was "a breakthrough" because it called for a balanced approach to address revenue as well as spending cuts. "It's the first time I've seen a bipartisan [congressional] group go public, that they're willing to compromise on all subjects. And that's going to be the key -- finding people willing to compromise on the entitlement programs and also on revenue."

McCaskill is among the lawmakers who want a major effort to cut the deficit. "Not only do we have to look at spending, which is a huge issue," she said. "But anybody who is honest has to acknowledge that we're not going to solve this problem just with spending cuts, unless you want to shut down the federal government entirely, which would mean no military and no highways and none of the things that make this country work.

"The fact is that folks are now willing to acknowledge that on a bipartisan basis we've got to look at revenue and we've got to look at the programs that people rely on, such as Social Security and Medicare. We've got to look at some reform in those programs, along with everything else."

Blunt says he also wants a package to lessen the deficit, but he tends to agree with most congressional Republicans that it should focus mainly on spending and entitlement cuts. He would also like to see a long-term approach to the nation's agriculture policy (see below).

But Carnahan -- who said he remains "stubbornly optimistic that the committee is going to come up with something that's significant and balanced" -- worries that the Republicans on the panel won't approve any significant revenue increases as part of the package. "I think most economists agree that cuts to programs alone won't get us where we need to be, in terms of bringing the deficit down and would disproportionately hurt low- and middle-income Americans," he said. "And I don't think that's fair."

The St. Louis congressman told the Beacon that the panel should "go after some of these tax loopholes.... Big oil companies are making record profits and don't need subsidies from American taxpayers. We should eliminate those subsidies."

Fear of failure may prod action

They may not agree on the details of a deficit-cutting package, but most lawmakers agree that doing nothing would have serious consequences.

For one, such failure likely would heighten investors' concerns worldwide that the American political system is not capable of tackling its long-term deficit problems -- an inability that would be likely to slow U.S. economic growth.

"Everybody is concerned because there is a lot at stake," Carnahan said. "Just the act of [approving a deal] would also send some positive signals to the market and to consumers and to the big companies in America that are sitting on more than $1 trillion in cash that we would hope they would begin to invest."

Another concern is that failure to reach and approve a deal would further erode attitudes towards Congress and would pose serious risks for both political parties in the 2012 presidential and congressional elections. A large percentage of Americans say they are disillusioned by the partisan bickering in Congress.

Simpson told the Beacon this summer that failure by Congress to agree on a serious deficit-reduction plan could lead to backlash among voters. In his testimony to the super committee, Simpson warned again of such backlash. His co-chair, Bowles, said that he -- like many Americans -- fears that the panel can't get it done.

"I have great respect for each of you individually, but collectively, I'm worried you're going to fail --- fail the country," Bowles said. He and Simpson suggested a possible compromise to eliminate $1.1 trillion a year in earmarked spending and tax breaks, which Bowles said represented just "somebody's social policy."

Debate over automatic defense cuts

Defense policy and funding are also looming large. Fearing the impact of large, across-the-board cuts in Pentagon spending that would result from a failure to approve a deficit deal, Republicans on both the Senate and House Armed Services Committees are drafting bills to divert those military cuts.

For example, Sen. Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., has said he would like to replace the military reductions with 5 percent reductions in other parts of the federal budget as well as a 10 percent cut in pay for members of Congress.

McCaskill, a member of Senate Armed Services, has not opposed a pay cut but says such efforts to protect the Pentagon from cuts are ill-timed, amounting to changing the rules in the middle of the game. "It's a very bad idea to remove the mechanism that may help us get a deal before this [super] committee's even finished its work. I think it's irresponsible to even talk about it at this juncture," she said.

"Obviously, none of us wants to in any way handcuff our military, in terms of being the best in the world. And we don't want to lessen their capabilities," McCaskill said. She added that the threat of automatic cuts "is really important in terms of instilling some kind of discipline in Congress."

Noting that "most of the Republicans voted for the sequestration," McCaskill asked: "Did they not mean it when they voted for it not very long ago? This approach was supported just a few months ago; for us to dismantle it now - I think Congress' approval rating would go to zero."

One Republican who voted against the August deficit bill that set up the super committee was Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee and a candidate for the Republican nomination for U.S. Senate. He told the Beacon that he is very worried about the super committee and the possible impact of automatic cuts on the defense budget.

"I am concerned that such cuts would cause terrible destruction to the Department of Defense, to the point that they would be unable to accomplish a whole series of different missions that they plan for," Akin said. He added: "Not only is the amount that would be cut a disaster, but the way it would be cutting -- across the board -- would make it twice as bad."

Carnahan thinks such a change in the law is "very unlikely to happen" this fall. He said that "none of those [automatic] cuts would happen immediately. They would be set to go into effect in 2013, at the same time the Bush tax cuts are also scheduled to expire. Certainly, there would be an opportunity between now and then to make changes and adjustments. But we're still going to need to get the right balance."

So far, at least, Boehner says he does not like the idea of changing the mechanism for automatic cuts. "I would feel bound by it," he told journalists last week, conceding that automatic cuts are "ugly . . . because we don't want anybody to go there."

A member of the panel, Rep. Chris Van Hollen, D-Md., told the New York Times that Republican efforts to weaken the automatic-cut triggers "reflects a total lack of seriousness." Adding that such efforts would not be successful, he said they were "the result of people trying to escape the fundamental choices before us, and one of those choices is whether or not we are willing to end special interest tax breaks to pay for defense."

Will super committee tackle farm, food policy?

One of the most politically charged issues in deficit reduction is how to reduce farm and food subsidies that have been built into the system over many decades.

Blunt said that including a long-term farm policy in the super committee's package "probably creates more certainty for American agriculture than a protracted debate with lots of division between the House and Senate and all kinds of amendments."

Blunt told journalists last week that leading Republicans on the Senate Agriculture Committee have been giving advice to the super committee. "There would be some merit to American farm families to knowing what ag policy was going to be, and being able to take that certainty to the place where you borrow money and to the kitchen table when you make decisions about what you're going to do on the farm over the next few years."

Noting that farm policy is an extremely controversial issue in Congress -- with even "the Republican conference [having] two points of view about ongoing farm policy -- Blunt told reporters that he thinks "it's very unlikely that we'll get a multi-year farm bill any other way than through the super committee."

We should know within a couple of weeks, Blunt said. The Congressional Budget Office, which evaluates the real financial impact of all the policy changes, has told the super committee that it needs "some significant time to look at the potential agreement before the committee can actually vote on it."

Long-sought $5.7 million bypass under way to reroute freight traffic

Friday, November 4th, 2011 

By Tim Krakowiak, Managing Editor

The $5.7 million Poplar Bluff Industrial Park Bypass Road, over a decade in planning, is expected to be complete in less than a year, according to contractors.

Gov. Jay Nixon and other leaders will speak at the groundbreaking ceremony beginning at 2 p.m. Monday on Business 67 across from Heartland X’Press, where the two-lane bypass will intersect east of the Bypass 67 interchange.

The 2.1-mile roadway will extend to the Union Pacific Railroad crossing at the southwest corner of Industrial Park, improving freight shipment and safety for factories, reducing damage in city limits like that sustained several years ago by the Rodgers Theatre marquee before Pine Street was widened to temporarily accommodate.

Doug Libla

“There’s an amazing amount of infrastructure getting built in Poplar Bluff and it all ties together to the great job city, county, state and federal leaders have done,” said Doug Libla, co-owner of Mid Continent Nail Corporation, one of the benefactors of the project. “There were bumps in the road, and several times the bypass almost fell by the wayside, but many folks kept after it, pushing it to the forefront.”

Libla, who is running for Missouri Senate next year, is credited for helping spearhead the project, which has been facilitated by the Butler County Commission with multiple government funding sources from all levels.

For the final round of financing presented by the Missouri Department of Agriculture—$435,000 from the Delta Regional Authority in 2010, Mid Continent went as far as to commit to retaining 75 jobs over five years.

“I have been involved with this project for over 12 years now and can honestly tell you that, although many people deserve credit for seeing this project finally get to the groundbreaking stage, Doug Libla has been the single, consistent driving force,” said Steve Halter, president of the Greater Poplar Bluff Area Chamber of Commerce and Poplar Bluff Industries.

Halter and Libla are members of the Transportation Advisory Committee under the Ozark Foothills Regional Planning Commission, which acted as a grant administrator for the project. TAC, which represents five counties, initially identified the bypass project as a regional economic development priority in 2007.

Former U.S. Sen. Kit Bond proceeded to secure $2.1 million through the Federal Highway Administration’s Delta Region Transportation Development Program, and another $1.4 million through the 2010 Omnibus Appropriations Act.

“Like all the good ideas I worked on in Washington, this one came from local leaders in Missouri who asked me to send some of their tax dollars back home to improve safety for the Poplar Bluff community and invest in the region’s transportation infrastructure,” said Bond, who now works for the Thompson Coburn law firm in St. Louis. “Good roads like the new bypass are critical to attracting and sustaining business, job creation and economic growth in our communities.”

U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, who will also deliver remarks at the official groundbreaking, earmarked an additional $665,000 in federal funds for the project. The congresswoman from Cape Girardeau said the bypass road will result in a “real boon” for Poplar Bluff.

“We have to use every available resource to support our mission to expand economic opportunity in rural Missouri, from the local level to the federal level,” Emerson stated. “Poplar Bluff is very fortunate to have advocates throughout the community who work extremely hard to make sure we can bring home infrastructure improvements like this one.”

The Missouri Department of Transportation initiated the project at the end of 2009 with $1 million in stimulus money from the Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission, acquiring the right-of-way and constructing a new intersection, along with installing signal lights, where Highway M and Outer Road meet Business 67 South.

“Providing trucks a direct route to a four-lane facility was critical for heavy traffic traveling along two-lane roads through downtown or subdivisions on Cravens Road,” said former MoDOT Southeast District Project Manager Bill Robison, now the communications and client relations director for Smith & Company. “If you look at where folks are driving in, from Doniphan, Dexter and all over really to sell goods in Poplar Bluff, this transportation network is absolutely necessary for the future of Southeast Missouri.”

The Butler County Commission hired Smith & Co. to conduct the survey and engineering work for the bypass. Municipal Utilities committed to provide streetlights and utility relocation at no cost, while Ozark Border Electric Cooperative agreed to relocate electric lines at half-off material and labor to help with the county’s in-kind match, according to Smith & Co. Project Manager Greg Bell.

The Butler County Highway Department began clearing land for the proposed bypass July 27, according to superintendent Bill Taylor. R.L. Persons Construction started its preliminary work last week, with plans for major dirt work next week, according to owner Randy Persons. He said paving would start in early spring.

“Benefits to the community will include safety, industrial recruitment, job retention, less pollution [and] less truck traffic in the downtown area,” said Andrew Murphy, Ozark Foothills transportation planning coordinator. “The Industrial Park currently has limited access and this road will provide more, which should play a large role in bringing in new jobs and keeping the ones we already have, making the Poplar Bluff Industrial Park more attractive.”

Area planning commission's committee 'happy' with decision to keep air quality standards unchanged

Sunday, November 6, 2011

Southeast Missourian

PERRYVILLE, Mo. -- After spending months awaiting promised stricter ozone standards, the Southeast Missouri Regional Planning and Economic Development Commission's Air Quality Committee is pleased with the EPA's recent decision that current limits will stay in place until 2013. 

"Everybody's happy. We got pretty much what we wanted," said David Grimes, deputy director of the commission. "The committee was formed in 2008 specifically to deal with the question of ozone, then EPA said they were going to change the rules. Now, EPA did what they should have done in the first place." 

The group, made up of local government, educational institution and business representatives, received reports from Stan Payne with the air quality program at the Missouri Department of Natural Resources and Lachala Kemp with the Environmental Protection Agency during its meeting Friday at the Perryville American Legion. 

In September, President Barack Obama announced that the reconsideration process for existing standards for ground level ozone would be discontinued. The current ozone standard of 75 parts per billion was approved in 2008 under President George W. Bush. 

The committee also reviewed recent data from the Perry County ozone monitor in Farrar, Mo., and other monitors across the state. 

Based on monitored ozone values from 2008 to 2010, the DNR is now recommending to the EPA that St. Louis, St. Charles, Franklin and Jefferson counties be designated a nonattainment area for failure to achieve the 2008 standard. 

Local economic development officials had feared a lower ozone standard would result in some Southeast Missouri counties being designated nonattainment zones where new or expanding businesses would face emissions restrictions. 

Among the seven Southeast Missouri counties in the planning commission's coverage area, the DNR recommended attainment designations for Perry and Ste. Genevieve counties based on ozone monitor readings in Farrar. Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Iron, Madison and St. Francois counties are recommended to be designated as attainment/unclassifiable based monitor readings in some nearby counties and the lack of a monitor in other nearby counties. 

"While we would prefer 'attainment' designation for all of our counties, we understand that unless there is a monitor, 'attainment/ unclassifiable' is the best available designation," said Bret Burgess, chairman of the Air Quality Committee and St. Francois County commissioner, in a letter the committee approved to send to Wendy Vit, Air Quality Planning section chief with DNR's Air Pollution Control program. 

The committee supports the new recommendations, Grimes said. 

In 2009, Ste. Genevieve and Perry counties were recommended by DNR as nonattainment areas, but those recommendations were put on hold after the 2008 election, and the EPA began to re-evaluate the 2008 ozone standard under President Obama. 

After not meeting for several months while the EPA review was underway, the Air Quality Committee has agreed to resume its quarterly meetings to coordinate efforts to help Southeast Missouri stay in compliance. Its next meeting will be Jan. 27. 

Mel Hancock, retired congressman and creator of 'Hancock Amendment,' dies

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 12:53 am Mon., 11.7.11  

Former U.S. Rep. Mel Hancock, R-Springfield, died early Sunday at age 82, according to various press reports from his hometown.

 Hancock is the creator of Missouri's "Hancock Amendment,'' passed in 1980, that restricts how much annual income Missouri state government can collect.

Hancock was a staunch believer in restricting how much government can collect and spend. He also sought to limit taxes.

Hancock was running a securities system business in Springfield, Mo., when -- inspired by the California tax restriction known as "Proposition 13" -- he founded a non-profit in the late 1970s called the Taxpayer Survival Association. Its mission was to promote limitations on taxes and spending.

In 1980, with the help of the Missouri Farm Bureau, Hancock succeeded in an initiative-petition drive to get his proposed Hancock Amendment on the ballot.  Voters statewide approved the amendment amid a conservative political wave nationally -- similar to the one in 2010 -- that put Republican Ronald Reagan in the White House and gave the GOP control of the U.S. Senate.

As the Beacon explained earlier this year in a retrospective of the Hancock Amendment:

"The amendment includes a mathematical formula that limits annual Missouri tax revenue to no more than 5.6395 percent of the total personal income of its residents. If the state exceeds the limit, it must refund the money, as it did several times in the last half of the 1990s -- totaling nearly $1 billion -- when the economy was going strong."

The amendment also requires voter approval of increases in most taxes, licenses or fees.

Fired up by his victory, Hancock tried and failed to win election to the U.S. Senate in 1982. But in 1988, he won election to the U.S. House, where he served until 1997, when he retired. He was succeeded by fellow Republican Roy Blunt, now in the U.S. Senate.

In 1994, Hancock sought to impose further restrictions on state income and spending with a broader measure dubbed "Hancock II."  He was upset over then-Gov. Mel Carnahan's success in persuading the General Assembly to approve an income tax hike that complied with the restrictions of the Hancock Amendment.

But unlike the original, Hancock II ran into stiff opposition from teachers groups and unions, among others, and was defeated statewide that fall.

A memorable scene in Missouri politics saw Hancock getting chased by critics in downtown St. Louis shortly before the 1994 election, when he showed up at the same time as an anti-Hancock II rally.

Hancock continued to press for limits on taxes and spending during his final years in Congress.

After his retirement, his endorsement became sought after by many Republicans.

Public Welcome Monday As Branson Aldermen Continue Debate On Banning Ephedrine

The proposed ordinance would require a prescription to purchase any over-the-counter product with the antihistamine

by Jonah Kaplan, KSPR News

 news@kspr.com

5:33 a.m. CST, November 7, 2011

BRANSON, Mo— The Branson Board of Aldermen will continue its debate Monday on whether to ban over-the-counter sales of the antihistamine ephedrine.

The public is invited for comment during this forum.

This comes as a follow-up to a study session related to this issue October 20.

What's at stake is a proposed city ordinance that limits the sale of products containing ephedrine or pseudoephedrine. The proposed ordinance would require a prescription in order to purchase any over-the-counter product containing ephedrine or pseudoephedrine, key ingredients in making methamphetamine. 

A similar ban is in place in neighboring Hollister, Mo.  

Citizens will have the opportunity to comment and ask questions about a proposed ordinance during the public forum, which will be near the beginning of the Board's agenda.   

The City of Branson tells KSPR News, however, that no actions to adopt an ordinance will take place during this meeting.

The Board of Aldermen meet at 7 p.m. tonight at Branson City Hall.

 Mo. program to track down life insurance policies 

AP – Southeast Missourian

Nov 7, 4:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri insurance department has a new way to help people track down the life insurance policies of deceased relatives.

The department says it's common for people to know their parents had a life insurance policy, but not to have a copy of it - or even to know the name of the insurance company.

Under a new program, the department will collect information from people searching for a deceased relative's life insurance policy. It then will send that information electronically each month to licensed life insurance companies in Missouri. Those insurance companies can then contact the beneficiaries if a policy is located.

MISSOURINET
Congressional committee to quiz Corps
November 4, 2011 By Bob Priddy
A Congressional committee has scheduled a hearing later this month to examine the Corps of Engineers’ response to the summer floods–and its plans to avoid a 20-12 repeat.

All nine of Missouri’s Congressmen and women are members of a Missouri River working group, joined by other members from river states.  The group generally thinks the Corps could have handled things better this year and worries that levee repairs won’t be made before the 20-12 flood season.

Northwest Missouri Congressman Sam Graves’ district took the biggest hit this year.  He says the Corps does not seem to be taking this year’s rains and snowmelt experiences into account when planning for next year. And he says management priorities are out of whack–with six million dollars set aside for flood control each year but $70 million dollars year spent on endangered species and wildlife habitat reclamation. 

The Corps has said repeatedly that flood control is clearly the top priority…but if congress wants even greater emphasis the other seven priorities–including commercial navigation that’s important to Missouri–will have to take a distant back seat.

The House Transportation and Infrastructure Subcommittee on Water Resources has scheduled a hearing for November 30th.

MO Senators optimistic about Super Committee
November 6, 2011 By Allison Blood
Senators Blunt and McCaskill both say there’s opportunity in Super Committee debate for things to change in Washington.

McCaskill says for the first time in a while, Republicans are looking at raising revenue, and Democrats are willing to look at cutting some programs too. She says the idea of putting everything on the table has helped the possibility that the committee will meet its goal.

Blunt says this committee has the power to make some long term agricultre funding legislation happen.

He’s been reccomending that to one of the members, but says he hasn’t talked to the committee as a whole. He says right now the policies are done yearly.

Blunt and McCaskill admit there is also a chance the committee may not reach its goal. The Committee has a goal of making $1.2 trillion in reccomendations by November 23.

Slive, SEC welcome Missouri
November 6, 2011 By Bill Pollock
Southeastern Conference Commissioner Mike Slive was joined by Dr. Bernie, president of the University of Florida, in welcoming Chancellor Brady Deaton, Director of Athletics Mike Alden, and hundreds of Missouri Tiger fans, students and athletes to the conference in a ceremony Sunday on campus. Missouri’s official start date in the SEC is set for July 1, 2012.

Some of the key topics that were touched upon in the 30 minute Q & A session that took place with the media.

Commissioner Mike Slive on Missouri being equal with the other 13 members: “From July 1st, when they come to our league, we share financially, we share decision making, everything we do…equally.”

Mike Alden on the rivalry with Kansas: “Our rivalry with the University of Kansas is one of the great rivalries in our country. It’s our hope and desire to continue to participate with Kansas in every sport. To suggest that conference affiliation be a requirement doesn’t hold water. Look at Florida/Florida State, Georgia/Georgia Tech, Kentucky/Louisville, South Carolina/Clemson. We have a tremendous amount of respect for Kansas. It is our intention to hopefully continue playing Kansas.”

Brady Deaton on why the SEC is the best option: “We were looking for long term stability… to have financial security. The single message was as we continued instability (within the Big 12), was to take steps to give us a sense of where we’re going in the future. What was the best option for Missouri’s athletic future and our future as our service to the state of Missouri?”

Alden on the future of wrestling: “With wrestling being one of the top 10-15 in the nation, Missouri will continue to expand the wrestling program with competition between former Big 12 foes and teams from the Pac 12 under the direction of wrestling coach Brian Smith.

Slive on the stability of the conference: “The SEC is 78 years old and Mizzou is only the fourth institution to be admitted to the conference. There is a lot of stability. Our by-laws state…If you don’t want to be with us, you don’t have to with us and nobody’s left. We’re stable, we have long term contracts.”

Deaton on assurances on no delays of Missouri’s exit from the Big 12: “While there is work to be done, we’re confident we’ll be able to successfully erase any of those concerns. It has not been determined what it will cost Missouri leave the Big 12.”

Slive on admitting Missouri (and A & M) to the SEC: “It was unanimous on behalf of our presidents and chancellors. Missouri contacted us very early in the football season. We didn’t want to be more than 12, but when we had the opportunity, we did not want to miss taking advantage of adding these qualities institutions. It’s not a plan to get bigger, but a plan to assure over the next 20-30 years that with we will remain a preeminent conference in the nation.”

Follow Mizzou and SEC sports on twitter at MIZ_SEC
Less than a month remains to send holiday packages to troops

November 7, 2011 By Mike Lear 

The Missouri National Guard recommends that packages and cards to be sent to soldiers overseas for Christmas go out no later than December 3. A similar schedule would have packages go out by November 28 to arrive for the first night of Hanukkah. For those who want to send things to our military men and women, cutoff dates can sometimes sneak up because it is so far in advance of the actual holiday.

Family Assistance Coordinator for the Guard, Jen Whitacre, says First Class Mail with the United States Postal Service is the most often used method for sending things to troops. Items that are on their way First Class by December 3 should arrive in time for the holiday.

For those wanting to give gifts to troops but with no one specific in mind, Whitacre says the Guard has worked with a couple of organizations in the past. Which one will best suit the specific need depends on how many soldiers one wants to send items to. Sites include:

Adopt a U.S. Soldier

Adopt a Platoon

Operation Gratitude

A Million Thanks
While a troop drawdown is underway in Iraq, the Guard will not release information such as the dates of personnel movements. For those wanting to know if specific men and women will still be deployed at Christmas, the Guard will only say whether or not a unit is still accepting packages. Whitacre suggests checking with the Guard for the latest shipping information before sending anything on its way.

The Guard also offers this list of items that soldiers want or can use while deployed:

Pens & Paper

Individual packages of chips

Decks of cards

Paperback books

Toiletry items (for men and women)

Blank greeting cards (to send back home)

Dried fruit

Drink mixes (sugar free)

Phone cards

I-Tunes gift cards

Hand warmers

Seasonal candy

Hard candy

Amazon.com gift cards

Peanuts or flavored sunflower seeds

Beef jerky

Magazines

Wet wipes

DVDs

Gum

The USPS website has more information about sending packages to troops here, including a list of items that cannot be sent to troops or are deemed inappropriate.  For more information on dates related to other holidays, check with your local post office.

BLOG ZONE 
Brunner on TV: Has money, needs name recognition

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011

ST. LOUIS • Before any of his rivals for the GOP Senate nomination have even run one television commercial, political rookie John Brunner has commissioned two, his latest debuting on the small screen Thursday.

The reason is simple: The St. Louis businessman, unlike some of his competition, has money to spend. But, also unlike the competition, he is a virtual unknown to Missouri voters.

The first-time candidate is running against his congressman, Todd Akin, and former State Treasurer Sarah Steelman, veterans of numerous campaigns.

Brunner's advantage in the race — he's a political outsider whose leadership experience comes from the business world —is also perhaps his most pressing liability.

Virtually no one has ever heard of him. Even his company's core product — generic personal care products for major retailers such as Wal-Mart — promotes anonymity.

It's not as if Brunner was the flamboyant head of, say, a brewery or sports team.

Fewer people would be familiar with his family company, Vi-Jon, if it had not made a notable departure from the private label business to produce the popular hand sanitizer Germ-X.

Fortunately for Brunner, he can use some of that Germ-X cash to fund his own race. Otherwise, he might as well be John Doe.

Brunner's first commercial, which capitalized on Cardinals fever by airing during the playoffs, was set against the backdrop of a factory floor. His second commercial highlights his military experience.

Because of the timing of his campaign announcement, Brunner will not have to report his campaign finances until January.

Television advertising is among the most, if not the most, costly expenditures for a campaign. If Brunner's spending on television succeeds in winning him the nomination, it may well have been money well spent.

But, if he falls short, it will be a costly lesson in product rollout.

Occupy STL

The Mayor's Blog

Posted: Friday, November 04, 2011
The participants in the nation’s Occupy movements, including those in St. Louis, are saying some important things about the direction of the country. I support their right to say them.

During the weeks it has been camped here, Occupy St. Louis has had the opportunity to make its points heard and seen during some very high profile events, including a presidential visit and the World Series.

I emphatically disagree with those who say that allowing the encampment to remain during those national events showed St. Louis in a bad light. Instead, I think it showed us to be a reasonable and compassionate place to live and work. Moving the Occupy residents simply to deny them a chance to tell their story to a large audience would have been wrong-headed and wrong-hearted.

From the first week they arrived in Kiener Plaza, I have reminded the people who have gathered there to obey the law or accept the consequences – citations, arrest – of not doing so. That is the basic formula for civil disobedience in this country.

In the intervening weeks, some arrests have been made; but, for the most part, the City’s ordinances regarding encampments in parks have not been enforced. 

(This is the kind of tolerance with which the City tries to handle minor matters about which no one complains and which do not threaten life or public safety. Food trucks operating outside the vending zones and the Gus’s Pretzel guy vending on Jamieson are other examples of that philosophy.) 

But, we went a little further than just ignoring the Occupy encampment. The City offered a permit and, even wrote one, but Occupy’s occupiers declined it.

Over the past several days, there has been a rising tide of complaints. I know, and the Occupy participants know, that they cannot stay there forever. Bad weather and other programming for Kiener Plaza are racing each other to mark the end of their tenure.

The City’s Parks Department has prepared a list of ordinances and regulations which it believes Occupy is in current violation. We will present that list to Occupy.

I expect that we will reach an accommodation that allows Occupy to use Kiener Plaza, to exercise its First Amendment rights, but to follow City ordinances and regulations.
OCCUPY KC JUMPS THE SHARK!!!
Tony’s Kansas City

Saturday, November 05, 2011
Interesting . . .

YOU'D THINK THAT WORD OF DRUGS AND HOOKERS AND BOOZE WOULD BE GREAT ADVERTISING FOR MORE PARTY PEOPLE TO JOIN UP WITH OCCUPY KC . . . BUT IT DIDN'T WORK OUT THAT WAY!!!

Sad . . . 

OCCUPY KC WAS FINALLY STARTING TO SOUND LIKE AN INTERESTING PARTY!!!

CURRENTLY . . .

The group seems to be splintering . . .

The struggle for leadership is in full effect . . .

The camp site is looking VERY empty and also kinda dirty when I drove past last night . . . 

From last week the "sleep over" (or whatever) numbers are down . . .

And compared to other towns and cities the "OCCUPY" movement doesn't seem to be taking hold in Kansas City.

What's strange is that censorship mode is has kicked in on the group social media presence . . . Most of the threads, flamewars and arguments are disappearing fast. 

At the risk of seeming insensitive . . .

THE OCCUPY KC MOVEMENT IS OVER AND IT WAS PROBABLY DOWNTOWN HOBOS WHO KILLED IT!!!

Of course there will be people who won't give up the ghost AND THAT'S ENCOURAGING!!!

But the fact is that a really great cause has JUMPED THE SHARK in Kansas City and maybe more productive methods of protest and A BIT OF EDUCATION REGARDING LOCALS DEALING WITH WEALTH DISPARITY is in order . . . And all of this is probably more productive than just playing along with Cable TV news.

Lawyers lobby and donate to Koster

BY JAKE WAGMAN STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, November 6, 2011 12:15 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • For months, a group of New Mexico lawyers lobbied Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster to let them sue, on behalf of the state, the makers of a diabetes drug linked to increased risk of heart disease.

The lawyers visited Jefferson City in October 2010, sent the attorney general's office multiple emails and even prepared a 45-page draft lawsuit with Koster's name already on it.

Koster finally opened up the bidding for lawyers to represent the state in a lawsuit over the drug — after the New Mexico lawyers donated $25,000 to his re-election campaign.

Now, more than 20 groups of lawyers from around the country — including some who have given thousands of dollars to the Democrat's re-election campaign — are vying to represent Missouri in the lawsuit against pharmaceutical giant GlaxoSmithKline.

It's little wonder why. The lawyers chosen to fight the case on behalf of Missouri taxpayers are entitled to a chunk of the settlement — which could be hundreds of millions of dollars.

Koster said he did not act in response to the donation and emphasized that he won't ultimately select which firm gets the job, which will be done with the help of a panel of law professors.

Koster said it is not unusual for him to get campaign donations from out-of-state lawyers and that he was already investigating the drug company before he received the donation from New Mexico.

Still, the lawyers who stand to benefit from Koster's decision to pursue a case over the drug are some of the same ones who have filled his re-election coffers. Koster's campaign reports show he has received at least $182,000 from firms seeking to work on the Avandia case.

And more opportunities for private firms are on the way.

The pending suit over the drug Avandia is one of three "contingency" lawsuits Koster has in the works.

The state has stayed away from such suits — where private attorneys, not state lawyers, handle the case — since the late 1990s, when a team of well-connected lawyers reaped tens of millions in legal fees after just a few months of work on tobacco litigation in the late 1990s. But Koster now says Missouri is losing out by not engaging in suits that offer the possibility of a jackpot for lawyers and the state, alike.

"The other choice is to stay in the cave and to settle these cases for nuisance value," Koster said. "I think the state of Missouri, in a time of fiscal despair, is leaving tens of millions of dollars on the table."

$3 BILLION SETTLEMENT

Just last week, GlaxoSmithKline announced that it had reached a $3 billion settlement with the U.S. Justice Department to end a long-running federal probe into company practices that included the marketing of Avandia.

The drug has been the source of thousands of lawsuits since a 2007 New England Journal of Medicine article associated Avandia with an increased risk of heart attack.

The discovery prompted a cottage industry in the legal community, with lawyers rushing to sign up Avandia users to sue London-based GlaxoSmithKline.

In August, Koster himself sued a Pennsylvania telemarketing firm that he said violated Missouri's "no-call" list by soliciting individuals in the St. Louis area who may have suffered from taking Avandia.

But plaintiffs' attorneys have begun recruiting state governments as clients, a move with clear benefits for the state and the lawyers.

Attorneys filing a pharmaceutical lawsuit on behalf of an entire state can seek compensation for Medicaid funds spent on prescriptions, plus additional penalties related to the sale of the drug — creating the possibility of settlements worth tens of millions of dollars, if not more.

For states, hiring outside lawyers allows them to take on complex cases their staff might not have the expertise to handle.

The cases are taken on a contingency basis, meaning the lawyers working for the state get nothing if they lose, but are entitled to a percentage of the payout if they win or settle.

The decision to pursue a contingency case is typically made by state attorneys general — some of whom, like Koster, accept campaign contributions from law firms seeking a piece of the settlement, a relationship that has generated criticism from business groups.

The law firms "want to get paid. They want to maximize their profits and their share of the contingency fee," Darren McKinney, a spokesman for the American Tort Reform Association, said. "Are they going to seek justice and a fair settlement for everyone?"
Private attorneys working on behalf of the state of Mississippi netted $10 million for obtaining a $100 million antitrust settlement with Microsoft in 2009. That same year, more than a third of a $15 million settlement between drug maker Eli Lilly and the state of New Mexico went to private attorneys.

For Missouri, Koster said the potential settlement in an Avandia suit could be much larger. Through Medicaid, the state has had $43 million in direct Avandia-related expenses. The state would also pursue, Koster said, a $1,000 fraud penalty for each of the 350,000 Avandia prescriptions issued in Missouri.

"Back of a napkin calculation," Koster said, "let's call it a $400 million case."

The private attorneys assigned to the case would be entitled to up to 25 percent of the net settlement, which would not include a share of the Medicaid recovery returned to the federal government.

"It could be a tremendous amount of money," one St. Louis lawyer seeking to represent the state on the case, Doug Dowd, wrote in an email to Koster's office referring to the potential payment to the state treasury.

The email was among a batch of Avandia-related documents obtained by the Post-Dispatch through an open records request.

In an interview, Dowd defended contingency lawsuits as a no-lose situation for taxpayers.

"The state will get 75 percent of every dollar without having to risk any of the expenses," Dowd said. "The client doesn't have to take the risk — any risk — of losing."

TOBACCO LITIGATION

More than 20 teams of lawyers from around the country have submitted proposals to represent the state against GlaxoSmithKline. Several are campaign contributors for Koster, whose office made the decision to pursue the Avandia case, and fellow Democrat Gov. Jay Nixon, whose administration is managing the selection process.

One of the lawyers whose firm is bidding on the Avandia lawsuit, Tom Strong, also was the lead attorney in the state's 1998 tobacco litigation. On Sept. 15, days before the deadline for Avandia bids, his Springfield, Mo., firm gave $25,000 to Koster's campaign. Combined, the lawyers seeking to take on the pharmaceutical company for the state have given more than a total of $567,000 to Nixon and Koster in 2011.

"Campaign contributions by parties with an interest in litigation are concerning," said Mary Anne Rhyne, a spokeswoman for GlaxoSmithKline. "There should be full disclosure of circumstances to allow evaluation by lawmakers and the public."

One Clayton firm bidding on the Avandia case, Carey, Danis and Lowe, gave Nixon's campaign $100,000 in September. Another firm, the Simmons Law Firm in East Alton, has given Koster $75,000 this year.

Several of the firms bidding on the Avandia case have supported Nixon, who served four terms as attorney general, in previous campaigns.

"Gov. Nixon has been a tireless advocate for consumer rights for many years, so it's not surprising that these folks would support our campaign," campaign manager Oren Shur said.

Hanly Conroy, a New York firm that has a partnership with the Simmons firm to try contingency cases, gave Koster $20,000 in September.

"Hanly Conroy handles litigation throughout the country dedicated to protecting consumer rights and public health and safety," partner Paul J. Hanly Jr. said in an email when asked whether his donation was linked to Avandia litigation. "Our donation to Attorney General Koster is the result of having come to know him through the National Association of Attorneys General, where we found him to be an exemplary advocate for such issues."

The New Mexico lawyers who visited Koster in October 2010 include the state's former attorney general, Patricia Madrid, and Bill Robins, a Santa Fe attorney who once represented Wild West icon Billy the Kid in a posthumous pardon effort.

In September 2010, Robins' firm gave $10,000 to the Democratic Attorneys General Association, of which Koster is currently co-chair.

Before their meeting in Jefferson City a month later, Robins wrote Koster, outlining the potential damages that could be awarded in an Avandia lawsuit, and pressing his firm's qualifications to handle the suit for the state.

Then in January 2011, Robins and his firm gave their $25,000 donation to Koster's campaign at an event during a meeting of Democratic attorneys general in Key Biscayne, Fla.

"They came in with a big check — it was unexpected," Koster recalled in an interview.

In July, Koster took the first step toward authorizing a lawsuit against Avandia, writing the state's commissioner of administration, a Nixon appointee, to lay out the need to hire outside counsel. Koster cited the complexity of the Avandia litigation and the lack of qualified staff in his own office.

"The citizens of Missouri deserve to be represented by the brightest attorneys," Koster wrote.

It's unclear if Robins, the New Mexico lawyer, ever submitted a formal bid for the Avandia case. He did not respond to repeated requests for comment. His firm is not among the 21 shown to have submitted a proposal in September to the state's purchasing division.

But Missouri officials have only released the name of the lead firms on the proposals, meaning some lawyers involved in a joint venture — as Robins has done in another Avandia suit in South Carolina — would not be known until the contract is awarded.

Either way, Koster bristles at the suggestion that the donation from New Mexico was related to his pursuit of an Avandia lawsuit. Koster receives campaign donations from around the country, he said, "because we deal with theories that are national in scope."

"There are firms in New York that give to me. There are firms in Florida that give to me. There are firms in Houston that give me," Koster said.

Koster's office said he was separately investigating Avandia claims "well before" meeting with the New Mexico lawyers. Until earlier this year, he was one of the leaders of a multistate investigation into the drug.

"Everybody in the plaintiff's community, all across the country, is talking about Avandia," Koster said.

$100 MILLION IN FEES

Missouri has not engaged in a major contingency case since 1998, when Nixon, then attorney general, picked a team of attorneys, including Democratic campaign donors, to help litigate a sprawling, multistate tobacco case.

The attorneys had been on the case for only a short time when the tobacco industry agreed to a national settlement that paid Missouri $4.5 billion. The attorneys picked by Nixon were paid more than $100 million from a separate fund for about five months of work.

The attorneys fees prompted a political backlash. This year, the Legislature took steps to change the selection process of outside lawyers working on a contingency basis.

The legislation, approved by the governor in July, allows Koster to request the state Office of Administration to convene outside experts to evaluate proposals.

For the Avandia case, a panel of law school professors will help select the attorneys who will file the lawsuit on behalf of the state. The Office of Administration will grade the bids on cost and minority participation. No timetable for a selection has been given. The attorney general can reject the panel's choice, although his office said he would do that only in an extreme circumstance.

Under the new law, the terms of the state's contingency agreement — and the fees paid to the lawyers involved — must be posted on the attorney general's website.

The Missouri attorney general's office has two more contingency lawsuits in the works. One attempts to prove that the state, again through Medicaid, was overcharged for prescription drugs; the other involves the state's fund for underground petroleum tank storage. Proposals from lawyers seeking to handle those two cases are due Nov. 14.

Koster says he fully supports the new requirements for selecting outside lawyers to litigate cases on behalf of the state. He said he even pushed for a cap on attorney fees that was defeated amid lobbying by the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys.

The selection process "is more than an arm's length transaction — it doesn't involve me," Koster said.

Pat Thomas, the chief of staff to state Sen. Brian Munzlinger — the northeast Missouri Republican who sponsored the contingency lawsuit legislation — said the new law is a step in the right direction.

"Now it's up to the people who are curious to say, 'This is a bid, this is how much is being given, does it pass the smell test?'" Thomas said. "If it quacks like a duck and walks like a duck, it might be a duck. It might not be."

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial | Higher cost of living, poorer state services

Posted on Fri, Nov. 04, 2011 10:15 PM

Replacing the state income tax with an expanded sales tax would be great for people with very high incomes. They would gain more in tax savings than the extra amount they would have to spend on food, clothing, vehicles and almost everything else. 

Included among those beneficiaries would be Rex Sinquefield, the St. Louis multimillionaire who is bankrolling an initiative petition drive to phase out Missouri’s income tax. 

But Sinquefield’s gain would come at the expense of middle- and low-income households, which would not recoup enough in income tax savings to make up for the cost of a higher sales tax on a greater variety of goods and services. Many seniors would receive no income tax break but would pay much more for daily living purchases. 

Sinquefield’s scheme would also create a huge hole in the state’s budget, forcing more layoffs of teachers and other public employees.

Fortunately, a broad coalition is trying to head off a statewide vote on the income tax repeal. Coalition for Missouri’s Future includes education groups, unions, the Missouri Municipal League and civic and business groups. They plan to ask Sinquefield, a retired investment banker, to scrap his effort to put an initiative on the November 2012 statewide ballot.

That is a worthy objective. Eliminating or severely restricting the tax on individual income is a popular idea among a select group of economists, theorists and politicians, including Gov. Sam Brownback of Kansas. If put into practice as Sinquefield and his backers propose, however, the effects would be devastating.

They want to eliminate the tax source which brings in 65 percent of Missouri’s revenue, claiming unconvincingly that getting rid of the individual income tax will cause new businesses to flock to Missouri and produce enough new revenues to close a $3 billion budget gap. 

Under their plan, consumers would pay a 5.5 percent sales tax on food, which currently is exempt. Many services would be newly subjected to a sales tax, which in most cases would be capped at 10 percent, with the state entitled to 7 percent of that amount. The state would receive more than half of the tax for its general fund and dedicated purposes. Over time, some local governments could be forced to reduce their existing sales taxes.

Instead of inhabiting a low-tax utopia, most Missourians would experience a higher cost of living and decimated state services. 

Sinquefield’s plan is a loser for nearly everyone. Let’s hope he can be convinced to spare his fellow citizens from a costly referendum on his personal fancy.

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.

Our Opinion: Panel works to correct disparities in state pay
By News Tribune

Friday, November 4, 2011
Successful operations often identify their employees as their greatest asset.

Missouri government has proved adept at doing more with less.

Sadly, its employees — arguably its greatest asset — earn less than their peers elsewhere in the United States. Missouri state employee salaries are ranked 50th among states, according to some statistics, including the U.S. Census Bureau.

In an effort to lift that dismal ranking, lawmakers this year created the Joint Interim Committee on State Employee Wages.

The panel, which met for the first time last week, will benefit from the inclusion of three Jefferson City lawmakers.

State Rep. Mike Bernskoetter, who spearheaded creation of the committee, will serve as chairman, assisted by fellow Rep. Jay Barnes and Sen. Mike Kehoe.

The three freshmen Republicans all represent a large constituency of state employees and are acutely aware of salary disparities.

Bernskoetter pointed out that a comprehensive salary study has not been conducted since 1983. As the first order of business, the panel instructed the Office of Administration to provide pertinent data to panel members.

As a result of tough economic times, state employees have received no raise in the past three years.

Gov. Jay Nixon has told legislative leaders he intends to recommend a 2 percent cost-of-living increase in the state budget he will present to lawmakers in January.

Although the news was welcomed by panel members, they indicated they will be looking at long-term initiatives.

Bernskoetter said he does not expect enough money in the coming year’s budget for Missouri workers to catch up to their peers in other states. “But,” he added, “hopefully, we’ll have the information we need when the economy turns around to improve the pay of state workers.”

We commend our local lawmakers, and all committee members, for their commitment to study state salaries and to suggest justifiable increases.

State employees deserve fair compensation for their work on behalf of Missouri taxpayers.

 Our View: Show us the problem 

The Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe Fri Nov 04, 2011, 09:02 AM CDT 

Shane Schoeller, a candidate for secretary of state, obviously believes that Missouri has a voter fraud problem.

Why else would the Missouri House speaker pro tem announce on Thursday that he plans to introduce legislation in January that would require photo identification for voters?

It’s a requirement that we believe would go a long way to further disenfranchise voters.

Voter ID has been a contentious subject in Missouri. The state Supreme Court struck down a photo ID law in 2006, ruling that it infringed on the fundamental right to vote granted by the Missouri Constitution.

During the last session, the Legislature approved a proposed constitutional amendment to allow for a photo ID mandate. It also set up guidelines for early voting. We encouraged the early voting, but editorialized against the photo identification.

Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed similar legislation that would have implemented the provisions. The constitutional amendment faces a legal challenge.

Schoeller, on Thursday, spoke as an advocate for voter protection. He has some other ideas he plans to introduce in the Legislature that make sense. One would make it harder for lawmakers to change voter-passed laws. He plans to introduce a proposal that would require a greater majority of the Legislature to make alterations to voter-passed laws. This comes as a response to a voter-passed amendment setting up regulations of dog breeders.

If Missouri legislators can show us instances of voter fraud in our own state, then we would gladly review our position. Until then, we don’t think photo ID should be implemented.
Let's not make it worse

Our opinion
St. Joseph News-Press

No doubt, the drawn-out and wasteful special session of the Missouri General Assembly will be remembered more for what it did not accomplish than what it did. 

But let’s not make things worse. 

One camp of disgruntled folks — Gov. Jay Nixon among them — wants to make laws mean something the elected lawmakers most certainly did not agree to. This idea needs to be derailed before the train leaves the station. 

Back on Oct. 21, Mr. Nixon signed Senate Bill 7, the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act (MOSIRA). This worthwhile measure passed during the special session with a clause that requires its effective date to be contingent on the passage of a broader jobs-creation bill. And of course, that didn’t happen. 

Mr. Nixon correctly cites the pluses of MOSIRA: It would create a funding source to encourage expansion of research and technology enterprises. It would draw this funding from the growth in tax revenues generated by a designated group of science and innovation companies. 

The measure indeed holds promise to encourage more start-up businesses in the state in the fields of science and technology, with an emphasis on life sciences and biotechnology. These are just the kind of in-demand, highly skilled jobs we should be trying to attract and grow. 

But Mr. Nixon and others are wrong to attempt to circumvent the will of the legislature. The lawmakers clearly signaled this portion of the jobs programs should not become law without a broader agreement on jobs legislation. It was a bargaining chip to try to bring the two sides closer together on the overall package. 

Mr. Nixon notes contingency clauses contained in legislation have been voided in the past, but he adds this situation is in doubt enough that a court may have to settle this. He’ll press on with attempting to implement MOSIRA and await a court challenge. 

The governor’s disappointment with the General Assembly is understandable, but the intent of the lawmakers is clear. Any court decision to the contrary simply will be fresh testimony to the reality that two wrongs do not make a right.

Letters to the editor, November 5 

St. Louis Post Dispatch

In the editorial "Defining charity" (Oct. 27), the Post-Dispatch calls for Congress to "clarify murky tax exemption rules for hospitals." It asks what percent of free and discounted care is sufficient for tax-exempt hospitals to provide to justify their tax-exempt status.

It's clear the Post-Dispatch does not understand two distinct actions taken by Congress — with enforcement through the Internal Revenue Service — that require all tax-exempt hospitals to report their community benefits, including charity care, on IRS Form 990, Schedule H. According to the IRS, a number of elements make up hospital community benefit; free and discounted care is only one of the elements.

Each element is clearly defined, and the process for calculating the value of each is dictated explicitly in the eight worksheets and 18 pages of instructions that hospitals must use to calculate their community benefit.

However, the paper continues to assert that the only meaningful measure of tax-exemption is the amount of pure charity care provided as a percentage of net revenue. The IRS has strengthened its community benefit reporting guidelines through the Affordable Care Act. All tax-exempt hospitals must conduct a community health needs assessment and match the community benefits it provides with the assessment.

If this is an "absence of uniform definitions and standards," we wonder how it could be any clearer.

So, where does a hospital's obligation to provide all the other services classified as community benefit fall? If only charity care counts, what about all of the other services and programs they provide at a loss: medical research, ambulance services, burn units, education of health professionals, mobile screening services, education and support group services, neonatal intensive care, trauma center services? The list is endless.

And, while we're talking about pure charity care, Missouri's hospitals have continued to provide all those other services and programs while shouldering a 30 percent increase in pure charity care (at cost) over the past two years.

We challenge the Post-Dispatch to decide what services the St. Louis community can do without. It is naïve and a disservice to the St. Louis area to suggest there is a one-size-fits-all approach to the benefits that hospitals provide to their communities.

Missouri's hospitals have been open and transparent about the amount of charity care and other community benefits provided to their communities. Since 2004, they have voluntarily reported this information annually through the Missouri Hospital Association.

Explain the "murkiness" in that.

Herb B. Kuhn • Jefferson City

President and CEO, Missouri Hospital Association

Don't let Senate take us down the wrong road

Some U.S. senators are forcing a vote on a proposal to eliminate bicycle and pedestrian funding in the federal transportation budget. Transportation Enhancements, lawmakers' main target, is the single largest source of funding for bicycle and pedestrian projects in the country today.

Those bicycle and pedestrian projects are important, popular and needed.

Since 1991, this funding has helped turn America from a country that for decades had neglected bicycle and pedestrian needs to one that puts bicycle and pedestrian spending somewhere on the nation's priority list, even if lower than it should be.

Enhancements funding is used effectively and fills an important need in communities large and small, urban, suburban and rural.

Bicycle and pedestrian projects are inexpensive, cost-effective, popular with citizens and well-used.

Transportation Enhancements puts decision-making power in the hands of communities, subject to rules and oversight from the U.S. Department of Transportation.

Communities prioritize and build projects they want and need — not what federal bureaucrats or congressional staff prioritize.

These projects are needed and popular with constituents from every side of the political aisle.

For example, Transportation Enhancements in Missouri has provided partial funding and support for projects in Missouri that have:

• Filled in sidewalk gaps along major streets (that also just happen to be state or federal highways) in cities and towns;

• Created safe bicycle and pedestrian crossing points of rivers, freeways, railroads and other major barriers;

• Built major connecting pieces that have served as the anchor and starting point of trails systems in cities across Missouri;

• Funded the initial stages of citywide bicycle plans;

• Built the Katy Trail and connections to it;

• Created bicycle and pedestrian access along or parallel to major highways and streets that were built without access.

For those of us who want to see bicycling and walking become the norm in the United States again, preserving a fair share of federal funding for bicycling and walking should be at the very top of the priority list.

It's only a few cents out of every transportation dollar, but it makes a huge difference in creating attractive, healthy and vibrant communities.

And we've tried the alternative. We saved a few cents on the dollar and reaped a harvest of ugly, unhealthy, unwalkable communities with a too-heavy dependence on foreign oil.

Let's don't go down that road — the one with no sidewalks, crosswalks, or bike lanes — again.

Brent Hugh • Raytown, Mo.

Executive Director, Missouri Bicycle and Pedestrian Federation

Swinging for the fences

Years ago, I worked at a charity event with Cardinals great Lou Brock at the actual Iowa cornfield location of the film "Field Of Dreams."

The field was closed to the public. A father and his son had driven from Minnesota to play ball on the magical field.

I was working with an ESPN cameraman to prepare for an interview. Because we weren't ready, I told the man that he could take the field as we set up. Dad happily took the mound, and the boy took his bat and headed to home plate. He swung a few times and then dad threw a few pitches to him.

Unbeknownst to either of them, Mr. Brock had watched them from the edge of the field as he stood ready to be interviewed. He asked for a minute and winked as he walked to the plate and stepped up behind the young boy and asked him if he could help him with his swing. His arms encircled the boy as he helped the kid choke up on the bat and take a few swings.

I only know how incredible it was for me to witness greatness walking onto the field to offer priceless advice to a boy who had no clue who was offering it and a father who, despite his unbelief at what was happening, finally choked out the words, "Listen to him, son."

I can't imagine how that dad felt after driving for miles to stand on that mound and watch as a Hall of Famer placed his arms around his son to show him how best to swing.

We all need a personal lesson to 'swing for the fences," and that was mine.

Now I thank a new generation of Cardinals who just taught us to never second guess the unimaginable and to believe that great things always are possible.

Our World Series champions showed us that when you mix determination and commitment with wide-eyed joy for the game and a bit of faith, dreams still come true.

Just like the Mr. Brock, they embraced this city and taught us to consider each pitch with great expectation and to swing for the fences. St. Louis experienced its own field of dreams this October, and we will all smile as we tell this great story for years to come.

Elizabeth Zurlinden • Ladue

Accepting responsibility

The editorial "Like 'Clockwork'" (Nov. 1) suggests that the youths who engage in violent and detestable behavior reflect "today's zeitgeist, the spirit of the times."

It said: "Why not foreclose on homes without giving the homeowners a chance to work out their mortgages? Why not let 50 million people go without health insurance? Why not tilt the table so all the money runs down to one end? You don't know them, so why care about hurting them?"

People who borrow money should pay it back. If someone cannot pay back a loan, it is up to the two parties who agreed to the contract to work out an alternative arrangement that satisfies both. If an alternative agreement cannot be reached, the terms of the original contract should apply. People should have the integrity and responsibility to live up to their agreements, and the accountability to live with the consequences if they don't.

It is wrong for the government to force one person to pay another's expenses, including health care expenses. I believe the current health care system in America costs too much, which makes it inaccessible for many. The only way government can make health care more accessible is by forcing one person to pay another's expenses, and in so doing further add to the already-exorbitant cost. The government can't do anything to reduce health care costs.

If the "table" on which our nation's wealth sits is tilted, it is because of the power of government. If the government hadn't the power to tilt the table, politicians would have nothing to sell, and the rich would have nothing to buy from them. Hence, giving the government more power in the form of redistributive taxation or salary limits, etc., is not the solution.

I care deeply about my fellow citizens. I believe that making everyone responsible for an individual results in soul-crushing, life-long, abject dependency. Eliminating accountability from individuals leads to a mindset that makes it acceptable to spend trillions of taxpayer dollars on bailouts for banks and investment houses.

And for believing these things the paper suggests that I am responsible for creating a zeitgeist that encourages thugs (whose government-mandated and administered education ensures that they have no concept of any of these issues) to play the "knockout game."

Is this what passes for logic and a thought process in the Post-Dispatch editorial office these days?

Mark Sletten • St. Jacob

Putting people first

To raise public awareness about cooperatives and the huge impact they have on social and economic development, the United Nations General Assembly recently declared 2012 as the "International Year of Cooperatives." The kick-off was Oct. 30.

A "cooperative" is a member-owned and member-controlled business that operates for the mutual benefit of its members.

One example of a co-op is a credit union. All credit unions are cooperatives. More than 7,500 credit unions provide financial services to 91 million U.S. consumers.

Cooperatives operate in every congressional district and across all sectors of the U.S. economy, including agriculture, food distribution and retailing, child care, purchasing, housing, health care, energy and telecommunications.

In our country alone, more than 29,000 cooperatives generate 2 million jobs and make a substantial contribution to the U.S. economy with annual sales of $652 billion and possessing assets of $3 trillion, according to the National Cooperative Business Association.

Americans hold more than 350 million co-op memberships. Worldwide, approximately 1 billion people are members of cooperatives. The economic activity of the largest 300 cooperatives in the world equals the 10th-largest national economy.

As these figures show, cooperatives are a major economic force in developed countries, and they are a powerful business model in developing ones.

Credit unions play a substantial role in the global cooperative movement. In 97 countries, close to 186 million people are members of credit unions. Credit unions are prime examples of how the cooperative spirit transforms individuals and advances communities, the first steps toward building a better world.

Cooperatives build a better world by putting people first.

Ken Moser • Oakville
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Elena Franco investigation

The front-page article in yesterday’s Star regarding the tracking of Kansas City Municipal Judge Elena Franco with 24-hour surveillance cameras and private investigators for proof of residency confirms the insanity of big city government wasting taxpayers’ money and municipal court time (“Judge tracked in city inquiry”). 

Judge Franco is being treated like some drug kingpin criminal or Russian spy when, in fact, she’s been an honest and fair city employee beyond reproach. Obviously she has some sneaky jealous enemy in the city trying to oust her from her post — maybe another city employee or even a judge. 

This disgusting investigation questioning Judge Franco’s sleeping habits should open inquiries on who really is committing illegal city actions. There’s some guilty snitch behind the scenes. And it’s not Judge Franco.

Thomas E. Geraghty, M.D.

Mission

It’s bad enough that municipal judge Elena Franco is going to such great lengths to sneak past the charter requirement that she live in the city that employs her, but the truly infuriating part of this story is she’s only working 30 hours a week against a 40-hour minimum. Taxpayer says ouch.

Thank you, Kansas City internal auditors, for investigating this. And, um, are all the judges here pulling down the same hours? 

John Rensenhouse

Kansas City

Bill to end software theft will help business

Most people would say they absolutely support fair competition. As a business person, I am obviously all for pro-business legislation. But fair competition advocates tend to overlook one of the biggest factors truly giving some companies an unfair advantage: stolen IT or information technology, particularly software. 

Right here in Missouri, there are companies that benefit from IT theft somewhere in their supply chain. These companies can afford to provide goods at lower prices, edging out law-abiding companies in our state.

With profits down, companies losing out to stolen IT must stifle growth and sacrifice jobs — consequences that are detrimental to their business and to the local economy. Without any legal obligation to eliminate this practice, businesses have no incentive to stop software theft. 

The “Show Me Fair Competition Act” (HB 1022) is to be introduced in the 2012 legislative session. It would attempt to end IT theft in Missouri, restoring much needed jobs and economic stimulus in our state.

Legislative support for this bill would prove that our legislators really do support fair competition in every sense. It’s time we look beyond obvious flags like monopolies and trademark infringement to fully understand the factors that affect real competition in our state. 

Debbie Prawl

Raymore

End wasteful government

I don’t care what plan government uses to collect taxes. If government doesn’t use the collected money in a responsible way then government officials are stealing.

Why can we not understand the problem is not in the collection of taxes, but in the funding of reasonable projects? Build a “bridge to nowhere” with our money and suffer the consequences — I don’t care who you are.

The responsible government officials should go to jail, and we will throw away the key. We are sick of seeing our hard-earned money going into the pockets of the politicians and their cronies.

No more expensive catered breakfasts, no more helicopter rides to baseball games and no more million other things that politicians claim they are entitled to. 

We are mad as hell and we aren’t going to take it anymore.

Bruce Harbrucker

Greenwood

Accountable parents

Kansas City has had more superintendents than Carter has liver pills. 

It isn’t the superintendents or school board. It’s the parents and children. 

No one wants to blame the parents or children because they are so innocent. But how innocent are they?

When a parent does not send the child to school ready, willing and able to learn, is it the fault of the superintendent and school board? 

When the child prefers to disrupt the classroom instead of learning is that the fault of the school board and superintendent?

When a parent does not raise the child to go to school and achieve his best, is that the fault of the school board and superintendent? 

Until you convince the parents to be responsible for their children’s learning behavior, you will be hiring superintendents from now until the end of time.

Put the emphasis where it belongs — on the parents. Quit tip-toeing around the real issue.

Parents need to get control of their children and their child’s education. Parents need to become responsible for their children’s attitudes and direct them toward the behavior needed to achieve an education. 

Quit hiring and firing superintendents. It is not their fault.

Gwyn L. Hill

Kansas City

Food programs should be high budget priority

I agree that the government has to balance the federal budget. However, I am dismayed that the current budget proposals in Congress focus on cutting vital programs for hungry and poor people.

All our major deficit-reduction packages in the last 20 years exempted programs that meet the needs of hungry and poor people. 

The current proposals literally reduce our deficit on the backs of people who can least afford it.

I am referring to programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly called food stamps. More than 49 million Americans — including nearly 17 million children — live in households that have difficulty feeding their families. Yet nutrition programs are on the chopping block.

Our budget is a moral document and tells the world what our priorities are as a nation. In the heated political debates on the budget, I hope our representatives and senators are mindful that hunger and poverty are not partisan issues.

I earnestly pray that members of Congress will also consider tax revenues and cutting military spending in their efforts to balance the budget and not cut programs needed by the least among us.

Becky Fenske

Social Justice Ministry Coordinator, St. Sabina Catholic Community

Belton

Pet owners’ bad behavior in dog park

My friend, a woman in her 60s, recently took her dog to Stoll Park’s off-leash dog area. As she watched her dog play, she observed a large reddish-brown, long-haired dog running very fast.

It suddenly changed direction and ran into her leg, knocking her to the ground.

The dog’s owners, who called their pet Kodiak, came to my friend and asked whether she was OK.

She replied that she thought her leg was broken. 

The response from one of the dog owners was, “We have to go.” They quickly gathered their two dogs and left the park.

Thankfully, several of the other dog owners tended to her until she was taken by ambulance to the hospital, where she was admitted and later underwent surgery to repair three broken bones and torn ligaments in her leg. 

My friend faces months of pain, inactivity and rehabilitation. 

My concern is not about what the dog did, but rather what its owners did not do. 

If their dog had been on the ground with a broken leg I assume they would have reacted humanely. 

Didn’t my friend deserve the same?

This dog’s owners acted irresponsibly.

Helena M. Irwin

Kansas City

True path to recovery

It’s time to jawbone or negotiate with corporate America into helping break the cycle of no jobs, no demand and more layoffs. 

Corporations should hire 3 percent to 5 percent more workers and take a small hit in their bottom line. 

They could accomplish this with a reduction in workday hours. 

Each new worker will spend his income, and with the “multiplier effect” will cause demand to increase.

It wouldn’t be that long before the corporations are rewarded with increased demand for their products. 

Additionally, we should consider lowering the retirement age for Social Security, with a lower payout rate. 

This would free up jobs by inducing the baby boomers to retire. 

If there is infrastructure that is truly necessary for commerce, such as high speed Internet or improved energy grid, then government expenditures should be encouraged. 

We should not make government expenditures where the expenditure is not cost effective such as building roads for the sake of putting people to work.

Jobs are the key to recovery, and both government and corporate America need to behave in a socially responsible way. 

Stephen R. Kunz

Overland Park

Will He or Won’t He?
Posted: Saturday, November 5, 2011 6:32 pm | Updated: 1:53 pm, Fri Nov 4, 2011. 

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder is in the midst of an informational tour around the state to determine support of his likely run for the Republican nomination for governor. He is expected to make an announcement soon on his decision.

The belief here is he will run, and we don’t think he has been damaged that much by those arrows shot at him by the media and Democrats about his personal bachelor lifestyle that alleged flirtations with a lady who probably you wouldn’t observe teaching Sunday School. We think he could defeat any and all other Republican candidates.

But beating incumbent Democrat Jay Nixon poses a major challenge. Politically bright Nixon has had to deal with a Republican-dominated General Assembly, and while there have been legislative failures, the Republicans are more to blame than he is. Nixon has tried to get along with the Republicans the best he can and he has had some successes. If Kinder would be elected governor, his path also would have potholes due to the badly divided Republicans in the General Assembly.

The only thing we know for sure is that there will be ample campaign money for Nixon and Kinder should that be the ballot lineup.

Editorial: Ameren's reduced efficiency incentives shortchange everyone

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, November 6, 2011 12:05 am | (2) Comments 

Ameren headquarters in St. Louis.

...In Illinois, helping utility customers reduce energy consumption and save money on their gas and electric bills is good business, so Ameren Illinois has earmarked $78 million to cover rebates and discounts to customers who take certain energy efficiency measures. That's double the amount of previous years.

In Missouri, however, energy efficiency apparently is bad for business, so Ameren Missouri is cutting its efficiency incentives from $33 million this year to $10 million next year.

Ameren Corp. — the St. Louis-based parent of the state utilities — talks a good game on the benefits of saving energy. Color photos sprinkled through its 2010 annual report hail the energy efficiency upgrades its incentives helped pay for at Scottrade Center in St. Louis and at restaurants, university libraries and medical centers in Illinois.

The company should put its money where its mouth is — and leave it there.

 In a prepared statement, Ameren said it is working on a new incentive plan for Missouri and plans to submit it next year to the Missouri Public Service Commission.

But Ameren Missouri's track record on such plans is not exactly stellar. Early this year, for example, the company settled a lawsuit involving an efficiency incentive program for natural gas. The suit had been filed by the Missouri Office of Public Counsel, the Missouri Department of Natural Resources and the staff of the PSC on behalf of Ameren's 126,000 natural gas customers in Missouri.

In the settlement, Ameren agreed to offer 19 incentives for residential natural gas customers and 25 for businesses. It covered upgrades to insulation, weather stripping, water heaters, doors and more. The settlement took effect Feb. 20.

Eighteen days later, Ameren announced it wanted to revise the program. "Gutting it," would have been more accurate. On June 8, Ameren filed a proposal to eliminate 13 of the 19 residential options and seven of the 25 business options.

Last week, the PSC unanimously rejected Ameren's proposal, saying it was not in the public interest and clearly violated the January settlement.

Now the company wants to cut back its incentive program for reducing electricity usage. A 2009 state law allows utilities to recover the costs of such programs through the rates it charges customers. Ameren executives have complained that PSC rules don't let it recover those costs fast enough. The program helps customers but hurts stockholders, they claim.

We're inclined to give Ameren stockholders more credit than Ameren does. They know that reducing energy consumption saves money for people, families and businesses and is good for the environment and the country. They know the company enjoys protection from competition, has the opportunity to earn a reasonable rate of return and operates as a public service.

As smart investors, they've read the "forward-looking" statements included in the company's 10-K report of Feb. 24 with the Securities and Exchange Commission that cover "risks and uncertainties that could cause actual [financial] results to differ from those discussed." One such uncertainty, Ameren acknowledges, is "the effects on demand for our services resulting in technology advances, including advances in energy efficiency...."

Ameren's efficiency incentive programs are modest nods to the simple truth that it's better for everyone — and cheaper — to save energy than to generate it anew. It's time the company incorporated that truth into its current actions and future plans.
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Board of education should have more say in charter schools

Recent news stories about the Imagine charter schools in St. Louis have brought to the public's attention the need for failing charter schools to close ("Schools thrive on real estate deals," Oct. 30, and others). The Missouri State Board of Education wholeheartedly agrees.

For years, the board has wrestled with its lack of oversight of charter schools that consistently do not meet state performance standards. By law, the responsibility for oversight and closing charter schools rests solely with the charter school sponsor.

Charter school sponsors are responsible for negotiating and overseeing contracts with charter schools and their boards that define such responsibilities as expected outcomes, evaluation of success or failure and performance consequences. To compensate for these duties, charter school sponsors receive 1.5 percent of the total state and local funding allocated to the charter school.

The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education is responsible for reviewing charter school applications and presenting them to the state board for approval. This limited statutory authority prevents effective oversight of charter schools by DESE.

The state board believes that charter schools should meet the same standards for student performance and fiscal management required of other public schools.

We also believe the state board should have the statutory authority to intervene or close non-performing charter schools, as it has authority for other public schools.

Ultimately, every Missourian is responsible for ensuring each child across the state receives a quality education. Our students deserve no less.

Peter F. Herschend • Branson, Mo.

President, State Board of Education

Selling parks is throwing away history

St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley proposes the sale and/or closing of more than 20 county parks ("County parks may face sale," Nov. 2). He explains that in these hard times, we need to make a sacrifice.

Does Mr. Dooley understand that Missouri has gone to great expense to bring back both the elk and bison to Missouri and here we have them for the enjoyment and education of our community right here in Lone Elk Park? When this area served as an ammunition storage site, the commanding officer ordered the local elk killed. One calf survived, thus the name Lone Elk Park.

Former State Rep. George Weber suggested getting that calf some company. Young and old raised money. Children sold share certificates. The elk were brought from Yellowstone. And Mr. Dooley wants to throw away our history? Our legacy? He wants to sell off a huge chunk of the hosting area for the thousands of birds that rest here during their migrations? When their numbers diminish, then what?

Mr. Dooley should reconsider. Letting go of our history, our natural communities, to save cash that makes up tiny part of our yearly budget is giving up too much of our value we will never get back.

Cori Westcott • Ballwin

Hare-brained ideas

Regarding "County parks may face sale" (Nov. 2): Of all the hare-brained ideas, the closing, selling or otherwise disposing of part or all of our wonderful park system ranks as No. 1! Such stupidity boggles the mind!

And this from County Executive Charlie Dooley.

The man should resign and take Chief Operating Officer Garry Earls with him. And if not, he should be recalled — the sooner the better.

Robert C. Holt Jr. • Kirkwood

They're our parks — and they're not for sale

Regarding "County parks may face sale" (Nov. 2): Again elected officials are overstepping their power. The county parks belong to us. We pay taxes to support and maintain these areas. Parks are a terrific way of preserving land. We should do all that we can to keep these designated lands protected.

Of course, as with many other government programs, the responsibility was given to the taxpayers to fund it, which we do when we pay personal property and real estate taxes.

This fiscal crisis the administrators are reporting did not occur in a short time span. Capable administrators and should be able to foresee money issues and begin fix them before they reach a critical stage. This is what administrators are trained to do.

You can't sell something that doesn't belong to you, so County Executive Charlie A. Dooley should stop saying this is a possibility for Lone Elk Park — or any park for that matter.

Cindy Rolfe • St. Louis County

Getting revenge on Mother nature

Regarding "Seductive spaces" (Nov. 3): As a 20-year resident of the Maryland Heights area, I've seen the city grow and am saddened at the possible loss of this great area resource.

I saw the Flood of 1993 devour that entire flood plain. Now it looks like we are trying to get revenge on mother nature. When places like St. Louis Mills and Westport Plaza still have multiple vacancies, Northwest Plaza is a ghost town and the Westport Office Park is half-empty, why do we need more retail and office space?

Maryland Heights has two economic gems — Harrah's Casino and Edward Jones — that any other municipality would kill for and has just built a huge new government center. The city has only one natural gem — Creve Coeur Park.

When St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley is threatening to close more than 20 parks in St. Louis County, why mess with a farm area with natural beauty that has no match in the area?

The Maryland Heights expressway was built with public funds and is sealing the doom of this river bottom. Just because a freeway goes through it doesn't mean we have to erect big box stores along it.

Citizens of Maryland Heights must make their voices heard. If you want to build, go build by Harrah's and Riverport, which might make sense, but please leave Creve Coeur Park, Theiss Farm and Sportport alone.

Dan Connors • St. Louis County

Church plan should feel obliged to cover kids

Bill McClellan's column "Catholic care leaves boy out in the cold" (Oct. 30) tells us about 5-year-old James Missey who is an autistic child with Down syndrome. His father, Steve Missey, is an English teacher at St. Louis University High School and, fortunately, the family has health insurance through SLUH. The health insurance is through Christian Brothers Employee Benefit Trust, which comes from the nonprofit Catholic organization Christian Brothers Services. However, this insurance company does not cover treatment or services for developmental problems, nor does it provide services for autistic children.

As Mr. McClellan wrote, "The Christian Brothers Employee Benefit Trust is a 'church plan' as designated by the Internal Revenue Services and Department of Labor. It is not a group insurance contract within the meaning of state group insurance laws. Therefore, the Christian Brothers Employees Benefit Trust is not subject to the mandated benefit requirements imposed by state group insurance laws."

It is ludicrous that a Catholic-based "church plan" does not feel obligated to take care of James Missey other children who are in need of similar care! Where is the compassion and sense of responsibility?

Shame on Christian Brothers Employee Benefit Trust.

Nancy M. Barnidge • Richmond Heights

Mail Delivery 

Posted: Saturday, November 5, 2011 6:32 pm | Updated: 1:55 pm, Fri Nov 4, 2011. 
No group is fighting harder to preserve Saturday mail delivery than the National Newspaper Association (NNA). Thursday it reported what may be a breakthrough to preserve mail delivery on Saturdays, at least for a couple of years.

The NNA is trying to preserve Saturday mail delivery because it represents 2,300 members, primarily weekly, twice-a-week and smaller daily newspapers. Many of them depend on Saturday mail delivery in getting the paper to mail subscribers. The Missourian is one of the community newspapers that depends on the United States Postal Service for Saturday delivery.

The Missourian also has home delivery that it operates but it is impossible to expand that service to all of our subscribers due to the large number of people who live in rural areas. Franklin County residents constitute the largest number of residents who receive The Missourian — and we mail about 8,000 copies of the Wednesday and Weekend editions. Franklin County has 922 square miles, most of which is in unincorporated areas.

Home delivery and single copy sales account for the rest of our circulation.

The NNA reported that a new bipartisan bill was introduced Thursday by Sens. Lieberman, Collins, Carper and Brown to change the march to five-day delivery. This legislation will require USPS to carry out significant cost-cutting steps and seek new review by both the Government Accountability Office and the Postal Regulatory Commission before it can seek to cut Saturday mail delivery.

In any event, the NNA said, it can take no steps to eliminate Saturdays for the next two years. “In that time, we hope the other cost-cutting measures are sufficient to avoid ever taking the step” to five-day delivery, NNA said about the new legislation.

NNA said it has miles to go before this legislation becomes law, but it is moving quickly to help get the bill passed. We are hopeful Sens. Claire McCaskill and Roy Blunt will join in the movement to pass the bill, along with Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer.

Saturday mail delivery is critical to people, especially our rural residents. Regardless of words to the contrary, elimination of Saturday mail delivery will delay important pieces of mail, adding to the pileup of mail in post offices that will result in delays in deliveries the first part of every week, and it will lower USPS revenue as mailers turn to other services for a more timely delivery.

There are many things wrong with the USPS operations, but to eliminate service isn’t a way to cure its ills.

Editorial: Term limits must end to improve Missouri Legislature 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, November 7, 2011 12:00 am  

In 1992, Missouri voters kicked the dog. By huge margins, the state followed national trends in limiting state lawmakers to eight years of service in either the House or the Senate.

The vote rose from a national anti-Washington movement, inspired by congressional gridlock that looks positively ambitious next to today's paralysis. Thirteen states joined Missouri that year in enacting term limits. Most of them followed a similar plan, passing one resolution that applied to Congress and another for state lawmakers.

The courts later ruled that states couldn't limit congressional terms unilaterally, so only the state laws stuck.

 At the time, Missouri Secretary of State Roy Blunt, now a Republican U.S. senator, compared the concept to being mad about something but kicking the dog because it was the closest thing nearby.

It's time for Missouri to apologize to the dog.

We argued on Oct. 23 that the Missouri Legislature effectively is broken and suggested three key reforms that could begin to repair it: Drawing fair legislative district boundaries, reimposing limits on campaign contributions and rethinking term limits. We'll deal with the first two reforms in days to come.

Today it's enough to say that term limits in the Show-Me State have been an utter failure, taking power from the people's branch — the Legislature — and investing that power in the executive branch and unaccountable special interest groups.

 The failure has been so spectacular that many early supporters of the concept, including conservative Missouri Republicans, have come to realize that term limits have drained the Capitol of the brain power, institutional knowledge and collegiality needed to push complex issues forward over several years of debate.

In 2009, shortly after he announced that he would not run for reelection to the U.S. Senate in 2010, Christopher S. "Kit" Bond startled some GOP stalwarts at a partisan gathering in Kansas City when he made it clear that he believed term limits were a mistake.

"I think term limits are the worst thing," Mr. Bond said then.

 The evidence has been piling up in the Missouri Capitol. Mistakes, such as this year's poorly written Facebook law, sail through the Legislature without much critical examination. A botched 2005 workers' compensation law is causing headaches for injured workers and employers alike.

Former House Speaker Ron Richard of Joplin, a Republican now in the state Senate, has come to realize that term limits are limiting the effectiveness of the Legislature. So, too, has the current president pro tem of the Senate, Republican Rob Mayer of Dexter.

Mr. Mayer and his fellow lawmakers just finished one of the strangest special sessions in Missouri history. Legislative leaders announced that they had a deal to pass a jobs bill, but the deal collapsed under pressure from outside interests and the lack of trust between leaders in the House and Senate, even though they're all Republicans.

Things got so bad that, at one point in the session, Mr. Mayer couldn't get House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, to return a phone call. The two men have offices on the opposite end of the same floor of the Capitol, and yet they couldn't find time to discuss their differences.

Mr. Mayer blames term limits, at least in part, for creating an atmosphere in which trust is a foreign concept.

"When I first came to the Capitol (in 2001), there were relationships built between Democrats and Republicans, House members and senators," Mr. Mayer said. "That has diminished."

So, too, has the willingness of freshmen lawmakers to take the time to develop the base of knowledge that it takes to be able to confront bureaucrats and lobbyists with the benefit of years, even decades, of experience.

"This line of work has a steep learning curve to it," Mr. Mayer said.

Term limits cause inexperienced but ambitious lawmakers to bypass the learning curve altogether. They seek higher office before they're ready. Mr. Tilley, for instance, was first elected in 2004. He announced his candidacy for lieutenant governor barely six months into his first year as speaker of the House. His top lieutenant, Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, already is the speaker in waiting after barely learning the ropes as majority floor leader.

And Speaker pro tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, having been elbowed out of the speaker's chair by Mr. Jones, now is running for secretary of state. His opponent could be Democrat Jason Kander of Kansas City, who hasn't even completed his second term in the House.

In the days before term limits, Mssrs. Jones and Schoeller, both first elected in 2006, wouldn't even be allowed in the room when the veterans would talk about who might be the next speaker of the House.

Instead, they're now leaning on lobbyists for money for statewide campaigns and depending on leaders like Mr. Tilley, a fundraising machine. This reduces the independence and effectiveness of the House. Indeed, the worst evil inherent in term limits is that they enhance the oversized role that political contributions play in the legislative process.

 The irony of the 1992 vote in Missouri, intended to overcome the built-in protections held by legislative incumbents, is that two incumbent state representatives got their walking papers from voters that year. The turnover rates in the state House and Senate already were 79 percent and 56 percent, respectively, over the decade leading up to that vote.

As voters proved again in 2008 with the election of President Barack Obama, and in 2010, the year of the Tea Party, that citizens can be a powerful force when they are engaged.

Enshrining term limits in the state constitution reduces voters' power instead of enhancing it. The result is a Legislature less able to handle complicated issues of the day.

"A more demanding public beats term limits every day," we wrote in 1991, arguing against the term limits movement. Some who disagreed have since come around to our way of thinking.

Now it's time to follow the example of Utah and Idaho, two states also caught up in term-limit fever in 1992, that undid a change that also turned its Legislature into a dog that can't hunt.
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Surprisingly to some, exotic animals live peaceably in Northeast Kansas and Northwest Missouri.

Serious danger exists, however, if these animals escape or suffer mistreatment by their owners. Tragic events recently in Ohio, where dozens of tigers, bears, monkeys and other animals were released into an unsuspecting town, reveal the risks.

Area residents responsibly have started to ask what sort of protections are in place to prevent a similar event in our hometowns. Kansas bans most species of exotic pets; its law was prompted when a 17-year-old girl was killed by a Siberian tiger.

Missouri laws focus on requiring owners to register exotic animals. As a News-Press reporter uncovered, though, the requirements are not evenly enforced, and it is unclear who has responsibility to maintain the information.

We have an opportunity to improve laws before a catastrophe like the one in Ohio happens here. A statewide law may be most effective, but some counties and cities will want to develop their own policies.

Better regulation of permitting would be a good start, along with limiting the number of animals that can be held at one location and denying ownership permits to persons who have been convicted of animal cruelty.

Despite the number of exotic animals that are located in the region, the animals rarely make the news because most owners are responsible. Nothing will be gained by heaping more regulation on law-abiding citizens. Care also should be taken to safeguard Missouri’s livestock industry and family farmers.

Exotic animals are a treasure to be protected, not exploited, but care must be taken to ensure the wellbeing of both the animals and the public.
