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Kinder says he won't run for governor in 2012, announces re-election bid

Sunday, November 20, 2011
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian 

Peter Kinder put an end to months of conjecture Friday, announcing that he will not run for governor next year and instead will work to retain his seat in the No. 2 spot. 

In a release that never mentions the Cape Girardeau Republican's presumptive candidacy to unseat Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, Kinder instead simply announced his bid for re-election as lieutenant governor. 

Kinder declined requests for comments from the Southeast Missourian, only saying that the prepared release was all he was prepared to say. 

"I'm not giving interviews; I'm not elaborating," Kinder said. 

In the release Kinder did, however, throw his support behind the newly launched campaign of Republican businessman Dave Spence, calling him the Republican Party's "best chance of defeating Jay Nixon." 

Kinder had long been the Republicans' presumed gubernatorial candidate, but his campaign was rocked by damaging revelations before it ever officially began. 

Earlier this year, Kinder repaid the state more than $54,000 for lodging expenses after it was reported that he had spent hundreds of nights at St. Louis hotels, some of which coincided with society galas, sporting events and other nongovernmental functions. 

Then in August, Kinder acknowledged in another published report that he had repeatedly visited an Illinois strip club when he was a state senator in the 1990s. A few Republicans, including one major donor, called on Kinder not to run for governor. 

Kinder then announced he would seek feedback from Republicans around the state before making a decision on the 2012 gubernatorial race. 

On Friday, several prominent Republicans declined to speculate on the record as to why Kinder backed out of the race. 

Holly Lintner, executive director of the National Federation of Pachyderm Clubs, said there had been rumblings all day Friday and she had been expecting the news. 

When asked why she believed Kinder opted not to run, she said: "I'm just going to leave it at that's obvious. I think the writing was on the wall." 

But not everyone was buying into the theory that Kinder's recent struggles were the only factor in his decision not to run. Will Miller, an assistant professor in Southeast Missouri State University's political science department, said that Kinder still must have reason to believe he can win a statewide election since he's going to run for lieutenant governor. 

Miller also made reference to the published image of Kinder standing next to the dancer from the strip club. 

"Besides that stupid picture, I don't know why he doesn't want to run," Miller said. "That's been long enough ago that I don't know why he would drop because of that. My personal guess is he personally just doesn't want to run for governor or he sees something in the [polling] numbers that would suggest to him that it's just not the right opportunity for him to run." 

This marks the third time in the last three gubernatorial elections Kinder has backed away from the race. Kinder's decision not to run in 2012 leaves just two declared Republican candidates -- Spence and former Kansas City attorney Bill Randles. 

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said Friday he supported his friend's decision not to run for governor. Tilley dropped his own bid for lieutenant governor earlier this month, saying he wanted to spend more time with his family. 

Tilley said that his decision changed the playing field a bit. 

"But the reality is I would have deferred to Peter anyway," Tilley said. "He's done a good job for the state." 

While Tilley said he has no way of knowing why Kinder made his decision, he said it cleared the picture. He said Kinder's decision ultimately was "selfless" and "good for the party." 

Tilley believes Spence will be the candidate that will get the party's backing, making the choice easier for voters. 

Democrats disagreed. The Missouri Democratic Party responded to Kinder's decision with a statement of its own. 

"Jay Nixon's prospects for re-election have never been stronger," said party spokeswoman Caitlin Legacki. "Missourians know that Gov. Nixon has been a strong leader in these tough times. ... Meanwhile, the Missouri Republican Party is once again struggling to find a mainstream candidate who is up to the task." 

Kinder's decision Friday already was causing reverberations in the lieutenant governor's race. St. Louis businessman Chris McKee, who had just announced his candidacy for lieutenant governor, dropped out of the race Friday after Kinder's announcement. 

In a release, McKee said he had decided to support Kinder, calling him a "strong leader for Missouri and a friend." 

State Sen. Brad Lager of Savannah said Friday he remains a candidate but hopes to talk to Kinder and would re-evaluate whether to stay in the race. 
Mo. Lt. Gov. Kinder opts against governor's race 
By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Ending months of wavering, Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said Friday that he will not run for governor and instead will support the newly launched campaign of Republican businessman Dave Spence.

Kinder, who a year ago had been the Republicans' presumed and uncontested challenger to Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, bowed out of the race relatively quietly by releasing a written statement that he would instead seek a third term as lieutenant governor. The announcement came after a string of political setbacks for Kinder, capped by his acknowledged that he had once been a regular patron at a strip club.

"I believe after numerous conversations with Dave Spence that he is the Republican Party's best chance of defeating Jay Nixon," Kinder said. "Dave is a self-made man and proven manager who understands how to create jobs and improve the state's economy. He is smart, serious and has a vision he's shared with me to renew Missouri's greatness. I am proud to call him a friend and will do everything in my power to see that he's elected governor next year."

Spence, whose candidacy declaration earlier this week caused Kinder to rethink the race, embraced the lieutenant governor's endorsement and reiterated that his campaign would focus on the economy.

"Like many Missourians, Peter understands that our state desperately needs a new governor with a fresh perspective who can solve big problems and knows how to create jobs," Spence said in statement distributed by an attorney who previously had been helping Kinder's campaign.

Spence, 53, of the St. Louis suburb of Ladue, is the president and CEO of Alpha Packaging, which makes plastic bottles for pharmaceuticals, vitamins and personal care products. He also is chairman of Legacy Packaging, a pharmaceutical packaging firm. As a first-time candidate, Spence will be starting with scant statewide name recognition, though he has pledged to spend some of his own fortune on the campaign.

Nixon, by comparison, has more than $4.2 million in his campaign account and a couple of decades of name recognition in Missouri politics.

"Jay Nixon's prospects for re-election have never been stronger," said Missouri Democratic Party spokeswoman Caitlin Legacki.

Kinder gained support among many Republicans for filing a lawsuit challenging President Barack Obama's health care law. But Kinder's campaign was rocked by politically damaging revelations before it ever officially began.

Earlier this year, Kinder repaid the state more than $54,000 for lodging expenses after the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported he had spent hundreds of nights at St. Louis hotels, some of which coincided with society galas, sporting events and other non-governmental functions. Then in August, after an article by the St. Louis weekly newspaper the Riverfront Times, Kinder acknowledged that he had repeatedly visited an Illinois strip club when he was a state senator in the 1990s. A few Republicans, including one major donor, called on Kinder not to run for governor.

The strip-club revelations led Kinder to delay his official candidacy announcement, which had been planned for shortly after Labor Day. Instead, Kinder said he would meet with grass-roots Republicans around the state to gauge his support for a gubernatorial campaign. He said in an Aug. 29 email to Republicans: "Before I make my final decision, I want the chance to earn your trust. ...Without your support I cannot succeed, and I will not run if I cannot win."

After re-evaluating the race, Kinder again had been making preparations to announce his gubernatorial candidacy this weekend. But those plans changed after Spence declared Tuesday that he was running for governor.

Some Republicans probably are "breathing a sigh of relief that Lt. Gov. Kinder is not on the top of their ticket," said George Connor, head of the political science department at Missouri State University.

But Connor added: "I think it gives the race to Gov. Jay Nixon, because I do not see Mr. Spence - regardless of the money he spends - making a dent in Gov. Nixon's re-election campaign."

Spence is not the only Republican in the governor's race. Former Kansas City attorney Bill Randles has been campaigning since January and although he has barely $2,800 in his account, Randles emphasized Friday that he has put more than 40,000 miles on his car while attending more than 150 events and making connections with "opinion leaders" in the Republican Party and tea party movement. After Kinder's announcement, Randles quickly challenged Spence to a debate.

Kinder's decision could lead to a Republican primary for lieutenant governor. Earlier this week, state Sen. Brad Lager of Savannah and St. Louis businessman Chris McKee both announced their candidacies for lieutenant governor. McKee said Friday he will drop out and support Kinder. Lager said he remains a candidate but will re-evaluate that after he gets a chance to talk with Kinder.

This marks the third time in Missouri's past three gubernatorial elections that Kinder has backed away from a race. In 2004, Kinder considered running for governor but deferred to then-Secretary of State Matt Blunt, who won election. In 2008, after Blunt unexpectedly announced he would not seek a second term, Kinder immediately declared his candidacy for governor and stressed that he was in the race to stay. Yet two weeks later, Kinder dropped out of the gubernatorial primary and instead said he would seek re-election, citing a desire to preserve party unity and advance the general Republican cause.

"Peter Kinder is an outstanding public servant who has always put the hopes and dreams of Missourians ahead of his own political aspirations," Republican Party Chairman David Cole said Friday.

Kinder won't run for governor
Springfield News-Leader

Any current or future Republican gubernatorial candidates should have a better idea of how the race looks now that Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder has said he's no longer in the running, local Republicans said.

Kinder said Friday that he'd run for a third term as lieutenant governor instead. He also endorsed the gubernatorial campaign of David Spence, a St. Louis businessman. Former Kansas City Attorney Bill Randles is 
the other declared GOP candidate. Kinder's announcement will make it easier for party activists and the candidates to begin the process of picking a nominee.

"I'm glad he's finally going to clear the road to get some candidates," said Rep. Kevin Elmer, R-Nixa, one of several to criticize Kinder after he admitted visiting strip clubs as a state senator.

The revelations led Kinder to delay the announcement of his campaign. He also faced criticism for lavish hotel stays and unusual Twitter outbursts.

Danette Proctor, Greene County Republican Party chairwoman, said Kinder has done a lot to help the party, but she's also glad the waiting game has ended. Proctor and others said that while no well-known candidates are in the field now, there are months before the primary.

"Lots of things could happen between now and the filing deadline," said Norma Champion, former state senator from Springfield.
Kinder announces re-election bid
Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — After months of speculation about his 2012 election plans, Republican Peter Kinder announced Friday that he would seek a third term as Missouri’s lieutenant governor, declining a run for governor.

Earlier this year, Kinder was seen as a shoe-in to be the Republican nominee for governor to run against Democratic incumbent Jay Nixon. But Kinder has been plagued by a series of gaffes and alleged improprieties that included using more than $50,000 in taxpayer money to pay for pricey hotel rooms in St. Louis. Kinder later repaid the state out of pocket.

More recently, Kinder has been dogged by the claims of a former St. Louis-area exotic dancer and Penthouse Pet, who said Kinder frequented her club during his time as a State Senator.

In a statement released by his campaign, Kinder said he had kept a promise by “traveling the state and discuss(ing) a potential race for governor,” but he said in the end “serving as lieutenant governor is a great honor.”

In announcing his reelection bid, Kinder endorsed the gubernatorial candidacy of St. Louis businessman Dave Spence. Spence, a political novice who runs a plastic packaging firm, officially announced his candidacy earlier this week.

“I am proud to call him a friend and will do everything in my power to see that he’s elected next year,” said Kinder in the statement.

Peter Kinder drops out of governor's race

BY JAKE WAGMAN jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Saturday, November 19, 2011 12:10 am
ST. LOUIS • In August, after attempting to explain why he was photographed with an ex-stripper in a bar that advertises "pantsless" parties, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder sent a meandering letter to supporters lashing out at party insiders and the media.

He was blunt when forecasting his chances at running for governor. "I will not run if I cannot win," Kinder wrote.

On Friday, he finally decided that was the case, a conclusion many in his own party had come to long ago. After months of battling one unwanted headline after another, the highest ranking Republican official in Jefferson City said he will not run for governor.

Instead, Kinder — who has been the party's presumptive nominee to challenge Gov. Jay Nixon for at least two years —announced on Friday he will run for re-election as the state's No. 2, only the latest in a series of shifts within the state Republican party ticket.

"Serving as Lt. Governor is a great honor," Kinder said in a statement. "I have the experience, track-record and desire to continue working in that capacity every day."

He quickly threw his support for governor behind St. Louis packaging executive Dave Spence — a political novice who has never run for public office before, but who is prepared to put his own money into the race.

Kinder's departure caps a dizzying 10 days for Missouri Republicans, who also saw the party's front-runner in the lieutenant governor's race abruptly depart.

"I've given up trying to chase it down," said state Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Saline, a candidate for secretary of state. "It seems like it changes every day."

The chairman of the state Republican Party, David Cole, lauded Kinder as "an outstanding public servant who has always put the hopes and dreams of Missourians ahead of his own political aspirations."

Meanwhile, Democrats — already bullish in Nixon's chances for a second term — were relishing the exit of his erstwhile rival.

"Jay Nixon's prospects for re-election have never been stronger," party spokeswoman Caitlin Legacki said.

Kinder's decision may come as a surprise to many Missouri Republicans, but not necessarily a shock. Four years ago, Kinder briefly entertained a bid for governor before stepping aside for another candidate, Kenny Hulshof.

This election cycle, Kinder had been raising money — more than $1.4 million since January — in preparation for a run for governor.

But a spate of controversies took a toll from which Kinder could never recover. In the spring, he repaid the state more than $50,000 for travel costs after the Post-Dispatch reported he billed taxpayers for hundreds of nights at the Chase Park Plaza and other St. Louis hotels.

Over the summer, he was forced to answer questions about past visits to a strip club after a recent photo of him and a former exotic dancer was published by the Riverfront Times. The photo was taken at a St. Louis bar that promised "every night's a pantsless party."

In an August interview, Kinder explained his "romantic attraction" to the ex-stripper with a line from a Dean Martin song, "'My what lovely scenery, cupid's own machinery.'"

But it wasn't just Kinder's odd words and behavior that raised eyebrows among Democrats and Republicans alike.

In the last quarter alone, Kinder's spent more than $220,000 for polling and research, plus $63,000 for opposition research, suggesting a campaign searching for its footing.

After embarking on a "listening tour" of the state, Kinder continued to put off formally launching his campaign.

Kinder actually had been poised to kick off a campaign for governor Sunday, at an event in his hometown of Cape Girardeau.

But on Tuesday, Spence — who previously indicated he would wait for Kinder to act before making his own decision —announced his intentions to run for governor anyway.

It's unclear what triggered Spence to change his mind. But for Kinder, the prospects of running against a well-funded candidate, plus his earlier political woes, may have been cause enough to step aside.

"I think he is very cognizant of trying to put the best slate forward," said Sen. Scott Rupp, a Wentzville Republican who is also running for secretary of state. "It's not about him at these times."

Spence's announcement was preceded by an earlier round of tumult in the Missouri Republican Party sparked when state House Speaker Steven Tilley abruptly dropped his bid for lieutenant governor, saying he wanted to spend more time with his teenage daughters.

A few days later, two others Republicans entered that race: Builder Chris McKee and state Sen. Brad Lager of northwest Missouri.

McKee said Friday he will drop out of the race. His father, developer Paul McKee, has worked closely with Kinder in the past.

Lager, however, said he is staying.

"I've always expected there would be a primary," Lager said. "Peter Kinder and I are two very different people, and the electoral process is about telling people who you are, what your vision is, and letting the people decide."

Although the primary between Kinder and Lager will be closely watched, the party's spotlight now turns to Spence, head of Alpha Packaging in Overland.

While Alpha Packaging is not a household name, the plastic container company — which produces everything from pill vials to those bear-shaped honey bottles — has almost $200 million in annual sales and employs more than 800 workers at plants in the U.S. and Europe.

Spence, 53, appears to possess the wealth to fund his own campaign. Last fall, he bought an $8 million mansion in Ladue.

In his statement, Kinder praised Spence as "a self-made man and proven manager."

"I believe after numerous conversations with Dave Spence that he is the Republican Party's best chance of defeating Jay Nixon," Kinder said.

Spence does not yet have a campaign committee set up, but, in a statement distributed by the Kinder campaign, Spence thanked Kinder for his support.

Bill Randles, a former lawyer from Kansas City, is also running in the GOP primary for governor.

Missouri GOP playing catch-up after Kinder drops out of governor’s race

By STEVE KRASKE and DAVE HELLING
The Kansas City Star 

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon’s prospects for re-election were considered good even before the state’s lieutenant governor, Peter Kinder, dropped out of the 2012 governor’s race Friday.

Now, they may be even better.

“This is a win for Nixon,” said Missouri State University political scientist George Connor. “It looks like he’s going to breeze through.”

One Republican who announced his candidacy for governor this week is St. Louis businessman Dave Spence, who has little statewide name recognition. Also running: Bill Randles of Kansas City.

It also leaves them with a potential primary fight for lieutenant governor. Kinder, 57, said he would seek a third term next year. But another Republican, state Sen. Brad Lager of northwest Missouri, announced this week that he’s running for the office.

“Ultimately I’m going to do whatever I think is best for the citizens of this state,” Lager said Friday.

The developments once again highlight the Missouri GOP’s split personality. On the one hand, the party dominates both houses of the General Assembly. But Republicans are struggling to translate that dominance to statewide offices, where Democrats control four of six, including governor.

“They divide on the most important issues, so they can’t unite behind a candidate or a slate of candidates to run statewide,” Connor said.

On Friday, Kinder declined to say why he was dropping out of the governor’s race, but focused on his plans for re-election.

“Serving as lieutenant governor is a great honor,” he said in a statement to reporters. “I have the experience, track record and desire to continue working in that capacity every day to achieve needed reforms.”

The announcement came just two days before Kinder was to announce his plans to challenge Nixon in what was supposed to be a campaign kickoff in Kinder’s hometown of Cape Girardeau. That kickoff was to follow what had been a weeks-long listening tour around Missouri to gauge interest in his candidacy.

Throughout the last two years, Kinder had been touted as the likely GOP gubernatorial candidate, and anticipated kickoff dates were floated and then postponed after a series of news stories bogged down Kinder’s campaign.

One story raised questions about his dealings with a former stripper and Penthouse Pet, while another raised questions about how much he had billed taxpayers for hotel rooms around the state.

Those stories apparently took a heavy toll on his support.

Woody Cozad, a former Missouri GOP chairman, said Kinder’s decision shocked no one.

“Nobody’s surprised, given all the circumstances,” he said. “But it’s going to be hard, and I don’t mean to denigrate Mr. Spence, but he doesn’t have the name ID to make Nixon quake in his boots.”

But Kinder called Spence the Republicans’ “best chance” of defeating Nixon.

“Dave is a self-made man who understands how to create jobs and improve the state’s economy,” Kinder said. “He is smart, serious and has a vision he’s shared with me to renew Missouri’s greatness. I am proud to call him a friend and will do everything in my power to see that he’s elected governor next year.”

Spence already is facing questions about his work as a board member for Reliance Bank, which received more than $40 million from the federal Troubled Asset Relief Program, or TARP. Early this year, Reliance failed to make its first annual payment to TARP of $2.2 million.

“It’s hard to imagine Republicans uniting around a guy like David Spence, who spent his first three days as a candidate trying to explain his actions overseeing a bank that took a $40 million government bailout and failed to pay the taxpayers back,” said Caitlin Legacki, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Democratic Party.

Cozad said the party will struggle to find other candidates.

“A lot of people are going to make what I regard as a mistake, that Gov. Nixon is a shoo-in for re-election,” he said. “I don’t believe that. You’re going to have a hard time finding a (GOP) candidate, and it’s going to be harder than it should be because people who consider themselves … good candidates think he’s unbeatable. And I think they’re wrong.”

Missouri Democrats, meantime, said Kinder’s withdrawal signaled just how well-positioned Nixon is.

“Jay Nixon’s prospects for re-election have never been stronger,” Legacki said.
Republican McKee drops out of Mo. lt. gov's race 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder's decision not to enter the Missouri governor's already is having ripple effects in Republican politics.

Kinder announced Friday that he will seek a third term as lieutenant governor instead of challenging Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon in the 2012 elections.

Later Friday, St. Louis businessman Chris McKee announced that he would drop out of the lieutenant governor's race and instead support Kinder. It was a short-lived campaign for McKee, who had declared his candidacy Monday on the assumption that Kinder would run for governor.

Republican state Sen. Brad Lager, of Savannah, also declared his candidacy for lieutenant governor Monday. Lager said Friday that he is still in the race but will re-evaluate that decision after he gets a chance to talk with Kinder.

City schools to wipe out debt with $96 million case 

BY ELISA CROUCH • ecrouch@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8119 > © Copyright 2011, St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, November 19, 2011 12:00 am
ST. LOUIS • The head of St. Louis Public Schools plans to announce Monday a $96 million windfall from a landmark desegregation case that will allow the school system to eliminate debt, expand early childhood education, pay for transportation and support other programs.

On Wednesday, Federal District Judge Richard Webber signed off on an agreement that addresses disputes over funds stemming from the 1999 settlement of the desegregation case. That settlement awarded St. Louis Public Schools $180 million over 10 years.

The 1999 settlement states that the money, designed to ensure that St. Louis has facilities equal to other districts, can be used only to buy land and build new schools.

But for years, the district — which has been closing buildings as enrollment declines — has argued for a broader use of the funds. District leaders began to dip into the pot and use the money for operations.

In 2003, a federal judge allowed the district to borrow $47.1 million of this money for operating expenses on the condition the district pay it back with interest by 2010. Every year after that, the agreement allowed the district to continue borrowing against the fund on the condition the money be repaid by the end of each fiscal year.

The agreement finalized Wednesday not only absolves the district of the $36.5 million owed to the fund, but also pays off $19.4 million of additional district debt. The remaining $40.2 million would be spent on eight areas, with nearly all the money doled out over three years.

About half the money would go to expand early childhood education to 25 additional classrooms, while offering before- and after-care for preschoolers at 30 sites.

Additional money would be spent on such things as busing to magnet schools, principal and teacher training and mentoring, and technology.

On Friday, the district released a statement that Superintendent Kelvin Adams would make an announcement that "pertains to a $96 million decision regarding the historic desegregation case involving St. Louis Public Schools." District officials declined to comment until Monday's official announcement.

The agreement, though signed by Webber last week, was reached Sept. 16 by the district, the NAACP, the state of Missouri, the U.S. Department of Justice and attorneys representing the original plaintiffs in the desegregation lawsuit.

It states that all parties involved recognize the district's efforts to "ameliorate the lasting effects of segregation" by improving schools and student academics, particularly in "racially isolated and high-poverty schools."

It also says the district's efforts to regain state accreditation is hurt by an operating deficit that would be eliminated through the agreement.

The agreement was signed by the district's Special Administrative Board President Rick Sullivan, Missouri Solicitor General James Layton, U.S. Assistant Attorney General Thomas Perez, an attorney for the NAACP, and an attorney who represented Minnie Liddell, the St. Louis parent who started the case.

Minnie Liddell and parents of five black students filed their case in 1972, arguing their schools were inferior to those in white neighborhoods. Liddell v. Board of Education went to trial in 1977; a judge ruled against the parents.

A federal appeals court panel later reversed that judge's order, leading to a massive desegregation plan.

The case was settled by another federal judge in 1999, nearly 27 years after it was filed. Its legacy lives on in a program that gives black St. Louis students a choice to enroll in some county districts and provides funds for school capital improvements in the city. Magnet schools were also part of the resolution.

The agreement finalized this week states that it will not affect the terms of the 1999 settlement.
Local Woman Honored as Outstanding Older Worker

By Karen Cernich, Missourian Staff Writer | Posted: Friday, November 18, 2011 6:30 pm 
Inez Rohrer, a 92-year-old Missourian employee, and 13 other seniors from around the state had the red carpet rolled out for them this week at the Missouri Outstanding Older Worker Recognition Event held Tuesday and Wednesday, Nov. 15-16, in Jefferson City.

Rohrer was named a regional winner for the Franklin-Jefferson counties area back in September. She and 13 other regional winners from around the state were treated to a two-day celebration and awards ceremony that included tours of the Capitol and Governor’s Mansion.

For a dinner banquet held Tuesday night, the nominees literally walked a red carpet leading into the banquet room at the Capitol Plaza Hotel.

“It was wonderful and very elegant,” said Rohrer of the entire experience. “At dinner the chairs were gold and the tables were immaculate. The servers wore black suits and white gloves.”

Rohrer noted how impressive all of the artwork on display at the Capitol and in the Governor’s Mansion is and said all of the people who were involved in organizing the event did an “amazing” job of making the nominees and their guests feel welcome and at ease.

Missourian Distribution Manager Dena Toth, who is Rohrer’s boss, also attended the two-day event. Toth said the organizers did an excellent job of making the experience memorable and very special.

“It was great. They really went over the top for them,” she said, “above and beyond what I expected.”

Rohrer, who is one of the operators of the inserting machine in The Missourian’s circulation department, took as her guests her son and daughter-in-law David and Nancy Rohrer; Toth; co-worker Stephen Trentmann, sales manager for the commercial printing division, and his wife, Melanie.

A portion of the event included the 14 nominees listening as their employers talked about why they had nominated them, followed by the nominees then answering questions and providing comments.

Stephen Trentmann said that was one of the most enjoyable parts of the event.

“It was very inspirational to see all that Inez and these 13 other people have accomplished,” he remarked.

Toth, who describes Rohrer as “the hardest worker that I know,” said the 92-year-old was humble and modest in describing her work activities, but that her warm personality won them all over.

“She made the whole room chuckle,” Toth said, smiling.

The fact that Rohrer was selected as the Outstanding Older Worker to represent Franklin and Jefferson counties doesn’t surprise Bill Miller Sr., editor and publisher of The Missourian.

“Inez has a superb work ethic,” he said. “She is an example to everybody. For those of us who are a little older, we consider her from the old school of people with outstanding work habits.

“She certainly is an inspiration to the younger people she works with and, on top of that, she is a great lady.”

As part of their tour of the Capitol, the nominees were introduced to all of the members of the state Legislature and each was given proclamations from their senator and representative.

Rohrer received proclamations both from Sen. Brian Nieves and Rep. Scott Dieckhaus.

‘Vital Role in Our Economy’
The Missouri Outstanding Older Worker of the Year contest seeks to honor a Missouri resident who is 60 or older, employed at least 20 hours a week, and displays dependability and new skills on the job.

“Older workers play a vital role in our economy,” said Margaret Donnelly, director of the Department of Health and Senior Services, one of the contest sponsors.

Rohrer, who has been employed at The Missourian since 1994, works between 25 and 30 hours a week over five days a week and, on a few occasions, on Saturdays. She operates the inserting machine to make sure all of the newspaper advertising inserts are put together correctly and also does some inserting by hand.

“She knows her job very well,” Toth wrote on the form nominating Rohrer for the award. “If someone new is hired, she sometimes likes to take them under her wing and show them how it is done.

“She has the best work ethic of anyone I know . . . I use her as an example by saying every once in a while when someone needs to hear it, that ‘If Inez, who is 92, can do it, then you can do it!’ ”

The annual Older Worker of the Year program, now in its 21st year, is sponsored by the Missouri Senior Employment Coordinating Committee, consisting of the AARP Foundation; Experience Works; Catholic Charities of Kansas City-St. Joseph; MERS/Missouri Goodwill Industries; Missouri Department of Economic Development/Division of Workforce Development; and the Department of Health and Senior Services/Division of Senior and Disability Services.
State employee is Mo.'s `Older Worker of the Year' 
RICHMOND, Mo. (AP) -- Fifty-five years on the job have earned a receptionist in a northwest Missouri office of the state Social Services Department the title of "Older Worker of the Year."

The director of the Department of Health and Senior Services bestowed the honor recently on 75-year-old Ruby Daniel, of Richmond, at a luncheon at the Governor's Mansion in Jefferson City.

Daniel began working in the Family Support Division office in Ray County in the 1950s and has trained most of her supervisors over the years. Her current supervisor, Karla Polson, says Daniel started on a typewriter and has since become an ace with computers and other machinery.

She's also missed just 12 days of work in 55 years - and, says Polson, donates her vacation days to a shared leave fund for her fellow employees.

Judge suspends sentence imposition for Kinder car thief

Sunday, November 20, 2011
Southeast Missourian 

Judge Benjamin Lewis suspended the imposition of sentence for Adam D. Cromer, 21, who along with Jacob Shepard, 18, allegedly stole Peter Kinder's 2009 Ford Flex on April 25 and rammed it into a brick wall at Shooters Gun Shop before torching it north of Cape Girardeau city limits on Highway 177. 

Cromer was given five years probation when he appeared in court for sentencing Monday. He previously plead guilty to tampering with a motor vehicle. The conditions of his probation include completing a substance abuse treatment program, obtaining full-time employment and paying $500 in restitution. Cromer is also prohibited from having contact with Shepard. 
State lawmakers to consider abuse laws

Penn State scandal spurs interest in reviewing reporting standards

Jimmy Myers
St. Joseph News-Press
The issues surrounding the child abuse allegations at Penn State University will likely be addressed in the Missouri Capitol next year. 

State Rep. Galen Higdon, R-St. Joseph, a member of the crime and public safety committee, said he would be in Jefferson City in a few weeks and will ask House research staff to look into the current law regarding reporting child abuse to law enforcement and see if it needs to be strengthened. 

“Common sense would dictate that if you see that, something needs to be done,” said the former Buchanan County sheriff’s deputy. “If we have to legislate that, so be it.” 

State Rep. Delus Johnson, R-St. Joseph, said he fully expects the Legislature to take up the issue when it convenes in January. 

Lawmakers also have the option of prefiling bills in December. Mr. Johnson said the current law regarding child abuse reporting only applies to “certain professional groups, such as doctors and teachers.” 

“We must change the law to ensure any person who does not report incidents of child abuse, whether physical or sexual, will be held completely accountable,” he said. 

The sentiment was echoed Wednesday when state attorney general Chris Koster announced that he would urge legislators to strengthen the current law. 

Mr. Higdon said it’s already a violation to witness a felony and not “produce yourself as a witness.” He’s aware that witnesses sometimes don’t want to get involved in situations that involve going to court. However, he said people need to stand up and take responsibility in such situations. 

“If you see a crime against a child and you don’t report it,” he said, “you should have some repercussions.” 

The reasons for people failing to do the right thing get technical, and it’s not as black-and-white as we’d like it to be. Dr. Kelly Henry, a psychology professor at Missouri Western State University, explains that humans are constantly seeking consonance, or harmony, “amongst our cognitions and between our cognitions and behaviors.” 

For example, if someone is nice to you and it’s a person you respect, and you witness that person displaying a deviant tendency, that situation causes dissonance, or tension and instability. The situation gets worse, Dr. Henry said, when it involves the self. For instance, the person could think, “I am a good, loyal friend, and I turned in my best friend for a horrendous crime.” 

Dr. Henry adds: “In this case, the self is very much pulled in two directions. We are capable of going through some pretty amazing cognitive hoops to bring these things in consonance with each other.” 

The explanation — and it’s only one of several — of the battle between consonance and dissonance is by no means a justification of turning a blind eye to a crime, Dr. Henry said. But it does give insight into a possible reason why poor decisions are made by otherwise good people.
Sex offenders go unmapped
Springfield News-Leader

If you were to search the Greene County map that's supposed to show where sex offenders live and work, a dozen wouldn't be there.

Like Michael Campbell.

He's on the sex offender list after a 1995 conviction of attempted sexual assault on a 14-year-old girl. He more recently made headlines -- his heavily tattooed appearance brought extra attention -- after being arrested and accused of violating a requirement to stay away from public parks.

He and 11 others convicted of various sexual crimes are required to report their whereabouts in Greene County--but the map doesn't show that information.

The glitch? These men are technically homeless.

They have, as required by law, described to the sheriff's office the general areas where they camp or stay. But a computer program prevents county authorities from putting that information on the offender map.

When Campbell isn't in jail, he reports staying near the Wal-Mart parking lot at Sunshine Street and West Bypass.
But, even a list published with the sex offender map does not give the location information for Campbell and the rest of these dozen offenders. The list, which usually gives detail of offenders' previous convictions, physical appearances and vehicles, simply reads "homeless" for these dozen offenders.

The News-Leader learned of this hole in the registry in asking about another offender, Rusty Mann, who also made news recently in connection with allegations he was leaving soiled diapers and other odd items near a school. He had reported to authorities he lives in a tent behind a strip mall when he's not incarcerated.

But, when a reporter checked the offender list under Mann's name, it simply said "homeless." He doesn't appear on the sex offender registry map at all.

Further complicating the issue -- county officials depend on the word of these offenders about where they are staying, without any real way of verifying the locations.

Local officials are looking for solutions. And police and sheriff's agencies in multiple states are wrestling with the same question: How do you keep tabs on someone without an address?

The loopholes
Law enforcement officers tasked with monitoring these offenders have no address to do spot checks.

"It is difficult to track people that have no permanent address," Greene County Sheriff Jim Arnott said.

For offenders with known addresses, mailings are sent out twice a year by the Missouri Highway Patrol to try to verify they live where they have registered, Greene County Sex Offender Registrar Lisa Simmons said.

With homeless offenders, that extra precaution obviously isn't an option.

"We're relying on them to come in and be honest," said Ami Miller, an assistant prosecuting attorney in the Greene County Prosecutor's Office.

Part of the issue, Miller said, is that Missouri law has some loopholes when it comes to homeless sex offenders.

For instance, convicted Missouri offenders are required to register a residence if they stay at a home for more than three days. Miller said some offenders stay with friends at one place, then another every two or three days to avoid having to give notice of a new residence.

But law enforcement has no way of forcing these offenders to live in one spot, so a solution remains elusive. Asked Miller: "What do we do with them?"

Simmons has four offenders listed as homeless who bounce from home to home.

Another of the convicted men is an over-the-road trucker who notifies Simmons when he stays at a Strafford truck stop.
The other seven offenders of the dozen listed as homeless give Simmons a general area where they tend to sleep.

So, why not put those locations on the map?

Simmons said the computer database doesn't allow for those locations to be entered. Only numbered street addresses can be entered, she said. Asked specifically why more isn't done, Arnott said deputies are looking at 
changing the map. Under Missouri law, the list is required, but the map isn't.

"The map is just something we create," he said.

He hopes to add a box or some other change to give county residents an idea where known, homeless offenders stay.

But the handful of men who hop from home to home may never show up on the map, Arnott admits.


"There's no good answer to any of it," he said.
States wrestle with question
Properly monitoring the homeless who happen to be sex offenders has led to court decisions outside Missouri.

In Michigan, the state Supreme Court recently overturned a decision by a lower appeals court about homeless offenders. The lower court had ruled a homeless person -- who by definition doesn't have a home -- can't be expected to report his or her address to authorities.

The Supreme Court ruled differently.

"We hold that homelessness is not a bar to compliance with SORA (the Sex Offenders Registration Act) because homelessness does not preclude an offender from entering a police station and reporting to a law enforcement agency regarding the offender's residence or domicile," the decision said.

"The Legislature intended SORA to be a comprehensive system that requires all sex offenders to register, whether homeless or otherwise."

In 2006, Georgia enacted sex offender registration laws that essentially made being a homeless sex offender a crime subject to a life sentence. Those laws have since been amended to drop the homeless penalty.

In Massachusetts, homeless sex offenders have a special condition that requires them to register every 30 days with the local authorities, rather than the average 90-day or 1-year requirement.

Miller, the assistant prosecutor, said that option is at least a step in the right direction for Missouri. But she says a discussion at the state level looking at solutions needs to happen.
"There have been many, many states who have tried to address this issue. ... Missouri has done nothing," she said.

Sex Offender Registration 

Requirements for registration differ depending on the offender's criminal conviction, according to information from the Missouri Highway Patrol. 
All offenders are required to register with county officials at some point each year, with most required to update their information every 90 days. Some only have to register once a year. 
In Missouri, offenders have to register a new address with local authorities if they've stayed there three days or more. 
Certain offenders also have requirements to stay a certain distance from schools, playgrounds or other areas where children congregate. 

Registration laws worry many
Springfield News-Leader

First enacted in the 1980s, sex offender registration laws have changed over the years to address community concerns.
Now, officials across the country are struggling to ensure the laws apply to homeless sex offenders, while eyeing 
changes.
The nation's first registration laws began as public outcry to high-profile cases involving children.

Jacob Wetterling, 11, was kidnapped riding his bike with friends in 1989. The Wetterling Act was created soon afterward.

In 1996, Megan's Law was enacted, which modified the Wetterling Act. Megan Kanka was 7 years old when she was kidnapped, raped and murdered by a neighbor.

That neighbor was a convicted sex offender, but none of the neighbors knew.

Almost all state sex offender registries require a convicted offender to report his or her address to local authorities. Without an address to report or a permanent place for law enforcement to monitor, homeless 
offenders are raising new questions about the registries and public safety.

Lisa Simmons, the sex offender registrar in the Greene County Sheriff's Office, said the 

homeless individuals she monitors don't normally cause a stir.

"Usually, my homeless offenders, they just keep to themselves -- to my knowledge," she said.

But at least two incidents involving homeless sex offenders in the county surfaced in October; both men are now 
jailed.

"The logic is there -- you can't track them," said Craig Hemmens, head of Missouri State University's department of criminology and criminal justice.

Hemmens said the stories of people forced into homelessness because of sex offender requirements are prevalent, but research doesn't find the same correlation.

Also often mentioned is the idea that sex offenders are more likely to re-offend.

Hemmens said data on recidivism rates among sex offenders vary widely, in part because of the umbrella of crimes considered sex offenses.

"Lots of people are labeled as sex offenders," Hemmens said.

What has been shown in research is that pedophiles do have higher rates of recidivism than other crimes, he said.

But there are others who question whether registries protect the community as intended.

Opponents argue the registries might make offenders more dangerous --forcing some into isolation and to give up working toward acceptance by society.

Among those is Human Rights Watch, a nonprofit organization committed to protecting the human rights of people worldwide.

"If former offenders simply had to register their whereabouts with the police, the adverse consequences for them would be minimal," the group writes in a 2007 report titled "No Easy Answers Sex Offender Laws in the US."

"But online sex offender registries brand everyone listed on them with a very public 'scarlet letter' that signifies not just that they committed a sex offense in the past, but that by virtue of that fact they remain dangerous."

Still, the group recognizes the emotionally charged issue. The report instead advocates for a new approach.

"Broad-based community notification and residency restriction laws are not the panacea to stopping sexual violence. Those who care about ending sex crimes must demand that policymakers reject one-size-fits-all laws to address sex abuse and begin to invest the political and financial resources in policies that actually work."

John Deere Reman to generate 55 jobs
Springfield News-Leader

Less than two weeks after one new business brought 59 jobs to Strafford, the city will break ground today on another project that will generate 55 jobs.

John Deere Reman marks the construction of a $14 million, 275,000 square foot manufacturing plant with a 2 p.m. ceremony in the new Strafford Industrial Business Park.

Gov. Jay Nixon plans to attend, along with Strafford officials and representatives from the John Deere Reman company.

When completed, the plant will store and process used parts and material that are used to remanufacture new equipment for John Deere.

The new plant will serve John Deere dealers in the United States.

The new jobs will be generated over five years, according to the company.

John Deere Reman currently remanufactures equipment components at a plant in Partnership Industrial Center in Springfield.

That plant will continue to operate.

Today's groundbreaking is the latest positive economic news for Strafford, population 2,350.

On Nov. 10, Love's Travel Stop opened a new $7.5 million travel center at Exit 88 north of I-44.

The 17-acre facility caters to professional truckers and the traveling public.

The Love's Travel Stop employs 59 people.

Deere division breaking ground for new Mo. plant 
STRAFFORD, Mo. (AP) -- A division of Deere & Co. is breaking ground for a new facility in southwestern Missouri expected to create 55 jobs over five years.

John Deere Reman produces remanufactured equipment components, such as engines, drive trains and compressors. The company already has a plant in northeastern Springfield.

The $14 million, 275,000-square-foot facility being built in nearby Strafford will serve as the central processing and storage location for Deere dealers around the country.

John Deere Reman officials say the new plant will help grow the company's remanufacturing business.

Gov. Jay Nixon planned to join company and community officials at Monday afternoon's groundbreaking in the new Strafford Industrial Park.

Nixon Seeks Disaster Declaration for Missouri Farmers
KQTV-DT/St. Joseph
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Governor Jay Nixon is seeking a federal disaster declaration to help farmers in seven northwest and west-central Missouri counties impacted by severe weather in summer. 

Nixon said today he made the request to Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack on behalf of Andrew, Atchison, Gentry, Lafayette, Nodaway, Pettis and Platte counties. 

Nixon says the designation will allow eligible farmers to be considered for assistance from the USDA's Farm Service Agency for losses to crops and property after hail, strong winds and severe storms in August.
Missouri, Illinois adjust to changing graduation formula 

BY JESSICA BOCK • jbock@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8228 | Posted: Monday, November 21, 2011 3:01 am
For years, comparing high school graduation rates between Missouri and Illinois — or any other state for that matter — was difficult to impossible.

The numbers simply didn't match.

Education officials in each state had their own way of calculating the percentage of students graduating each year. Some, like Missouri, accounted for certain students who needed more than four years to earn a diploma. A few included in the equation those who had obtained equivalency diplomas. Others were thought to have inflated graduation rates because of poor tracking of dropouts.

In data released today, Missouri for the first time is publishing a graduation rate under a new formula — mandated by the federal government — that makes it easier to make comparisons across the country.

And the results offer a less flattering assessment of high school completion, showing about a fifth of students in Missouri are failing to graduate on time.

The state's new four-year graduation rate for 2010-11 stands at 79.8 percent. Under the old calculation, which included students who graduated in more than four years, the rate was 86.4 percent.

Illinois had previously released its new rate, using the new federal definition. The state now posts a graduation rate of 83.8 percent for 2011, compared with 87.8 percent for 2009, when an old formula was used.

The change is required for all states by federal education officials. Under the new definition, states must report the number of students who graduate in four years with a regular high school diploma, divided by the number of students who entered high school four years earlier, and account for students who transfer in and out of school.

Critics have complained that graduation rates not only are difficult to compare, but also have been calculated in ways that obscure problems with high school completion — particularly among minority groups.

Education advocacy groups, such as Education Trust, have pushed for a more uniform approach for years.

"If we are going to make progress on improving graduation rates, we have to have an honest look at where we are," said Daria Hall, director of K-12 policy at Education Trust, a nonprofit group based in Washington.

The new measurement holds schools accountable for students who drop out and those who don't earn a regular high school diploma, the U.S. Department of Education says. Officials warned it would probably result in a lower rate than what most districts have previously reported.

That has been the case for school districts in Missouri, according to data released today.

For example, Parkway's graduation rate dropped under the four-year calculation to 85.3 percent from 93.7 percent for 2010-11. St. Louis Public Schools was 52.6 percent. Under the old calculation, it was 62.3 percent.

The new calculation shows how many students graduated from high school in four years after entering as freshmen in the 2007-2008 school year.

Missouri plans to continue to use the old and new graduation rates in the near future. The new rate will not be used for federal accountability under No Child Left Behind until the 2011-12 school year.

"Both methods help us look at both extremes of students," said Leigh Ann Grant-Engle, an assistant commissioner in the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. "This is another way to help us look at students and see if there is anything we can do to help them graduate in four years."

The move toward a uniform graduation rate calculation began in 2005, when the National Governors' Association took the lead to push for a new rate recommended by an expert panel convened by the National Center for Education Statistics.

States first began calculating rates under the new formula this summer.

Hall, of Education Trust, said Missouri's old calculation for the graduation rate fell in the middle of the pack. It was problematic but was one that many other states used and was considered standard at the time, she said.

One of the biggest problems with graduation rates in most states was that they were based on an inaccurate number of students who dropped out, Hall said. Many times, if a student simply stopped coming to school, they weren't counted, she said.

The most recent national graduation rate considered most accurate is that about 75 percent of students nationally who started ninth grade graduated with their peers four years later in 2008-09, according to the National Center for Education Statistics.

The new rates can be used by states to zero in on how to help students graduate, Hall said.

"It's important that we get more and better information, but that can't be the end," she said.
Missouri graduation rate dips as formula changes 
HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH 
Associated Press

KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Like many states across the country, Missouri's graduation rate isn't looking as hot since the state switched to a new federally mandated formula for calculating the statistic.

Numbers released Monday show the state had a 79.8 percent graduation rate in 2011, down 6.6 percentage points from the graduation rate the old formula produced for the same year. The change was even more dramatic among poor and minority students. Black students, for instance, graduated at a rate of 63.9 percent under the new formula, compared to a rate of 75.1 percent under the old formula.

In the past, states used a variety of formulas that produced wildly different results. Starting this year, most states were required to move to the uniform calculation that requires them to track each student individually, giving a more accurate count of how many actually finish high school.

The new formula essentially takes the number of graduates in a given year, divided by the number of students who enrolled four years earlier. Students who transfer don't hurt a school's graduation rate, but there must be documentation.

"I do think it's an important rate because it allows us to compare ourselves to other states in a more comparable way, and we are looking to see which percentage of our kids graduate in four years," said Leigh Ann Grant-Engle, assistant commissioner for the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

While making the switch, some states have reported graduation rates that are 10 or 15 percentage points lower than with earlier methods.

In the past, Missouri and half the other states used a calculation called the "leaver method," which has gained a reputation for being the most generous.

The method works like this: If a school had 100 graduates and 10 students who dropped out from their freshmen to senior year, 100 would be divided by 110, giving the school a graduation rate of 90.9 percent.

One reason the "leaver method" tended to produce higher graduation rates than the new calculation method is that it didn't dinge schools if students took more than four years to graduate.

To make sure it gets credit for students who need extra time to finish their schooling, Missouri plans to track its five-year graduation rate separately. That number won't be available until next year.

"There are many students that it is appropriate for them to take longer than four years possibly for them to graduate," Grant-Engle said.
Future of Charter School in Doubt After Sponsor Pulls Plug

WDAF-DT/Kansas City
KANSAS CITY, Mo. – For many parents in the struggling Kansas City Missouri School District, charter schools have been seen as a good alternative for their children. But for the second time in as many weeks, a Kansas City Missouri charter school is shutting down, and now some parents are worried about their children’s future.

The Urban Community Leadership Academy (UCLA) at 15th and Paseo lost its sponsor – the University of Central Missouri – effective at the end of the school year. According to Doug Thomas of UCM, the biggest reasons for the university’s withdrawal from UCLA were poor academic performance and poor enrollment.

UCLA has around 230 students.

“As far as this school is concerned, it stops in June,” said Thomas. “A key factor was retention students were coming to the school and not staying two, three or four years. It was less than that. They were keeping few students just two or more years which makes seeing the academic progress of the students difficult to measure.”

Thomas says that the student’s state exam scores were low or flat in most areas.

UCLA president Yvette Hayes declined to speak to FOX 4 on camera, but said that there have been some improvements since she took control of the school last year. She says that she and the school’s governing board are committed to finding a new sponsor before the next school year.

Earlier this month, Renaissance Charter School announced that it would be shutting its doors due to poor performance.

However, Thomas says that the problems at the schools should not be considered a sign that charter schools can’t work in Kansas City.

“Some have been very successful, some have scores above the state average. So it’s possible to make a difference in academic performance, and it’s expected,” said Thomas.

UCM says that the Charter School Association will work with parents and students to help them transition to new schools, and help teachers look for employment.

Online Mo. license plate renewals triple from 2009 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- More Missourians are renewing their vehicle's license plates online.

The state Department of Revenue says the number of online renewals has tripled from 39,000 in 2009 to 137,000 last year. And from July through September this year, more than 46,000 people have renewed their license plates.

Motorists in 71 counties and St. Louis city are allowed to renew their license plates through the agency's website at www.plates.mo.gov. Counties do not participate can work with state officials to start providing electronic proof of property tax statements so that the people living there can use the online system.

When Missourians renew their license plates online, they print a temporary registration receipt to keep in their vehicles until an official renewal sticker is mailed to them.
Columbia residents invited to 'Occupy the Hood' event 

By Hilary Niles, Columbia Missourian
November 18, 2011 | 7:24 p.m. CST

COLUMBIA — Tyree Byndom wants everyone to know that while the "Occupy the Hood" gathering that will take place Saturday at his downtown home is about solidarity, it is even more so about action.

"It's a little different from Occupy Wall Street," said Byndom, a longtime Columbia resident and, increasingly, community activist. He said his three central questions for those who come to the open meeting will be: "What do you want to do? What do you need? And how do you want to get it done?"

Nationally, Occupy the Hood is an off-shoot of the Occupy Wall Street movement that has gone global in the two-plus months since it took root in New York. Generally speaking, Occupy the Hood's aim is to integrate the burgeoning social movement with the faces and concerns of people of color, co-organizer Malik Rahsaan, a New York-based substance abuse counselor, told the Huffington Post.

To Byndom, "it means the empowerment of po' folk." He said he wants to help people escape their lethargy, entropy and disenfranchisement to become active participants in the community. He learned of the movement from Philip Jackson, executive director of the Black Star Project out of Chicago.

"Black people are used to suffering. So now that (other) people are stepping up to say, 'We're suffering,' it's a little different," Byndom said. 

He has once visited the Occupy COMO protest that has been ongoing at Liberty Plaza in front of Columbia City Hall since late September, and has invited its organizers onto his community radio program Kore Issues, which airs Saturdays on 89.5 KOPN. But, he suggested, Occupy COMO is not a forum that fits everyone who might otherwise like to join the movement. 

"One of the things I've seen is that culturally, that's not something black people are going to do a lot," Byndom said, referring to his observation that Columbia's black population has not gotten involved in the protest.

Byndom plans to cook "a big old pot of spaghetti," and invites others to bring their own culinary specialties and non-alcoholic drinks. He also plans to carve out a 30-minute block of time for meditation, prayer and poetry.

He said he expects 30-40 people will show up, but that his house can hold 100.

Anyone who cannot attend in person is invited to visit Byndom's Facebook page, where he has listed information about the gathering. It will be held from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. at 501 N. Providence Road, across the corner from Douglass Park. 
Occupy St. Louis protesters out of jail 
ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Occupy St. Louis says the 14 protesters arrested near the entrance to a Mississippi River bridge are out of jail.

Police made the arrests without incident late Thursday afternoon as hundreds of protesters tried to block the entrance to the Martin Luther King Bridge.

A spokeswoman for Occupy St. Louis says the women who were arrested were released around 3:30 a.m. Friday from the St. Louis Justice Center. The men were freed about 90 minutes later.

Thursday's protest in St. Louis took place amid demonstrations nationwide marking the two-month anniversary of the movement that began with New York's Occupy Wall Street.

Springfield Occupy Movement Protests Proposed Budget Cuts

KSMU/Springfield
To mark the two month anniversary of the Occupy Movement, Occupy Wall Street Organizers called for a national day of action. Members of Occupy 417, Moveon.org and Missouri ProVote gathered outside of Senators Blunt’s Springfield office to protest proposed cuts to programs they believe are essential to the majority of Americans. KSMU’s Matthew Barnes reports. 

Cars honked in support as protesters outside Senator Roy Blunt’s office waved signs with slogans like “we are the 99%.” Many protesters including David Peery a retired newspaper editor, say they don’t agree with the direction the country is going.

“Well I feel like things have tip out of balance for a lot of people in the United States. The people that have the least income and the middle class too. And it’s just not good for the country, for the people. And we need to have some changes made to bring the balance back,” Says Perry.

Specifically, Peery and the other at the protest say they want to see changes to some of the latest proposals before the congressional Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction. Kay Mills, an organizer for Missouri Provote, says a proposal that cuts programs used by the majority of Americans is unacceptable.

“We are concerned. We are in an economy where 14 million Americans are out of work and 12 million Americans are under employed. Wages are dropping and the programs that it looks like will see the cuts are programs that are vital to the 99%. We are looking at cuts to Medicare and Medicaid, social security, health care, education and infrastructure improvements,” says Mills.

Cuts to military spending , scaling down corporate welfare and stopping subsidies for big oil and health insurance corporations were just a few of the ideas the protesters had. According Kate Tarrant a single mother in the Occupy Movement; the cuts will greatly affect her children’s future.

“They are both in college and they couldn’t be in college without the help of Pell Grants. There are discussions of cutting the Pell Grant amount which would put us in a pretty bad area. I want my children to be able to get their education and go forward and get out of this low income level we are at,” says Tarrant.

Several people did go into the Senator’s office. The Congressional Committee on Deficit Reduction has until November 23rdto present its proposal. That panel consists of both Republican and Democratic lawmakers. 
Man arrested for sexually assaulting woman at OccupySTL encampment
ST. LOUIS (KMOV) -- A 20-year-old woman participating in the OccupySTL protest reported to police that a man sexually assaulted her while she was in her tent on November 8, three days before tents were removed by the city. A St. Louis City police officer says the mayor could have prevented it.

Brian E. King, 38, was charged with first degree sexual misconduct after police said he crawled into the victim's tent and touched her breast. The assault happened on November 8 at the encampment that used to be set up in Kiener Plaza.

A blogger from St. Louis posted a video of St. Louis Police Sgt. Gary Wiegert talking about how the mayor could have prevented the attack. In the video, Wieger says, "I believe if the mayor would allow the police department to do its job and take care of this problem and not allow these tents to be set up, this sexual assault wouldn't have happened. This is what happens when politics gets involved with police work."

Wiegert says he is speaking for himself, not the St. Louis Police Department. Wiegert is a former head of the St. Louis Police Officer’s Association. Today, he is a registered lobbyist for the Tea Party and an outspoken opponent of local control. 

Police Chief Dan Isom declined a request for an interview on the allegations. 

The mayor’s chief of staff says that Wiegert’s accusations are all about politics, and the staff points out that St. Louis did not have problems like other cities. 

Occupy member John Mills says that crimes happened before the occupation, and the perpetrator in this case was not a regular participant. He does not think it should reflect on their movement.
Break-in at courts building after Occupy protest is investigated 

BY JENNIFER MANN jmann@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8315 | Posted: Sunday, November 20, 2011 12:05 am
ST. LOUIS • Police are investigating a break-in at the old Municipal Courts building that was discovered the morning after Occupy St. Louis protesters unfurled banners down its side as part of their protest Thursday.

A police spokeswoman who confirmed the break-in on Saturday said they are still trying to determine who entered the building and whether anything was stolen.

About 800 people participated in a rally and downtown march Thursday as part of a day of protests nationwide.

Fourteen were arrested after blocking the eastbound entrance to the Martin Luther King Bridge.

The demonstrations continued Thursday night, with a group of about 50 protesters marching down the middle of Market Street. Protesters unfurled two large banners off the top of the former Municipal Courts building on Market Street just west of City Hall that read "Occupy" and "Everything."

Police responded and cleared the crowd; no arrests were made.

A report on the break-in was filed the next morning, a police spokeswoman confirmed on Saturday. Someone had cut a chain from the door and apparently entered the building, she said.

Kara Bowlin, spokeswoman for the mayor, said Saturday that officials believe the protesters are responsible. She added: "They're not going to win public opinion by vandalizing property and breaking the law."

Occupy St. Louis has held camp in the city's Kiener Plaza since Oct. 1.
Visitors have mixed feelings on messing with tradition
St. Louis (KSDK) - Friday night's Macy's Holiday Festival of Lights was moved a few blocks from its traditional spot at Kiener Plaza to the Citygarden. Officials say the move was an effort to avoid problems with Occupy St. Louis protestors, who still occupy Kiener Plaza.

There were mixed reactions to the new location. Visitor Carolyn Burke liked the change.

"It's not that far away from Kiener Plaza so we can still visit the large Christmas tree," said Burke. "So, I think it's a great thing just to use the whole Gateway Mall."

But some families say Kiener Plaza is still a more desirable location for the festivities.

"My daughters are standing up on the marble just trying to get a glimpse because of the flat surface, where Kiener Plaza has stadium seating which makes it a lot more user friendly," said Sean Wagner, father of three young daughters.
"Occupy the Hood" reinforces community action

By Hilary Niles, Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — Defining "the hood" was nowhere near as important as identifying ways to make it better at Saturday's "Occupy the Hood" event near Douglass Park.

It was a casual gathering of six people plus its organizer, Tyree Byndom, a human resources manager, community activist and KOPN radio host. His goal was to generate specific action items that each attendee would walk away with.

Byndom underscored that there is an extensive network of community organizations in Columbia that offers avenues for involvement and invites new leaders. Byndom himself is involved with the Douglass Park Neighborhood Association, Minority Men's Network, PedNet's Unite for Healthy Neighborhoods and the Columbia Public Schools' World Cafe program.

Many who showed up at Byndom's house are also involved in community projects, including the Rev. Raymond Hayes of St. Luke United Methodist Church. His congregation runs an after-school program for kids with the help of tutors from the National Society of Black Engineers, and he is helping organize this holiday season's "Everyone Eats," a local tradition of serving meals to people who might have a hard time putting a special spread on their tables.

Other attendees spelled out their intentions on a white board that Byndom set up with the question, "How will you occupy the hood?"

The answers varied: 

"I will help to feed souls."

"I will teach financial literacy."

"Sharing information — healthy community."

"Investigating complaints against police/video documentation."

Byndom had neatly laid throw pillows around the perimeter of his living room for people to make themselves comfortable, but conversation didn't move far from the dining room table, surrounded by shelves of spiritual books and Byndom's children's art supplies.

Over bowls of spaghetti, the group's conversation looped easily from each others' personal lives to memories of the city from earlier years and their own observations about what created some of the city's "hoods" today.

Urban Renewal
Hayes grew up near Byndom's current home on the edge of downtown. The Hayes residence was razed as part of the urban renewal movement of the late 1950s and 1960s. He said his family was moved from one condemned home to another until they were placed in the "projects," the modern public housing of the time.

He reflected that, as a boy, he imagined urban renewal was more akin to today's Habitat for Humanity model. What happened instead, he said, is that city planners reconfigured roads and land use without understanding the impact for people who lived there.

Hayes pointed to Providence Road (then called Third Street) as an example. The road was utilized as a convenient route from the highway to the stadium, but the new traffic pattern also separated the residential side of the neighborhood from the school and parks where most activity outside the home occurred. The result was compromised safety for people crossing the street and a general feeling among residents of being cut off from their community. 

Bettering "the hood" today 
The Douglass Park area of Hayes's childhood, where the public housing projects remain today, is one of Columbia's historically black neighborhoods. But, Byndom said "the hood has evolved to where it's no longer a black thing."

Artist and former special education and art teacher Rhonda Woolsey said that she thinks the hood is "a dark color," but that it's hard to reach because it's split into so many different subcultures.

Matt Akins, founder of Citizens for Justice, said the central city is "the first thing you think of" when you picture the hood in Columbia. " As the city grew out, this part died in some ways," opening it up to drugs, violence and tensions with police, Akins said. But he thinks parts of the hood exist across the city.

Akins said he relates more with Occupy the Hood than Occupy Wall Street because it is more about outreach and action than protest.

"They don't have a specific purpose," he said of the larger movement. "So it seems unreasonable for them to say they won't leave until their demands are met."

Occupy the Hood is not about demands, he said. "It's not what we're pissed off about, but what can we give back to help improve the community."

Byndom said he trusts the people who attended to implement their action plans and pointed out that those who showed up are active in the community even without an organized movement to align with. He directs those interested to his Facebook page for updates and more information. 

Standing on his front porch overlooking Providence Road after most others had left, Byndom said, "The time is now."

He compared the Occupy movement to the civil rights movement of the 1960s. "You read ... about all who participated and how it affected so many people's lives. This is the movement of our time." 

"Arise," he said quietly. Then he placed both hands on the porch railing, looked out and, louder, repeated, "Arise!"

Protestors reinvigorate buy-American debate 

BY DEBRA D. BASS • dbass@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8236 | Posted: Sunday, November 20, 2011 12:00 am
Whether people celebrate or criticize Occupy Wall Street, the movement has reinvigorated calls for local buying just in time for the manic holiday shopping season.

Buying local and American-made became a battle cry for some in the movement that blames big business greed for shuttering American operations and shipping those jobs overseas.

"Some people talk about buying local and not supporting large chain stores, but really I think we want to encourage people to think consciously about where they shop," said Zach Chasnoff, 33, of south St. Louis.

Chasnoff has wielded a bullhorn at a few Occupy St. Louis rallies, though he said he couldn't speak as a representative of a movement. He said he'd been waiting for an opportunity to ignite this particular discussion.

Chasnoff owns a house painting business that fluctuates from two to seven employees during his busy season. When the bottom fell out of the economy in 2008, he was virtually unemployed for about seven months and didn't know if he'd keep his house, he said. Meanwhile, bank bailouts and news of continued executive bonuses infuriated him. He blames greed for companies' transferring jobs overseas and cheap foreign goods for undercutting American-made items.

Many economists challenge that logic, saying that free trade ultimately benefits the U.S.

"It feels almost anti-patriotic to buy goods made elsewhere right now. You are perpetuating the loss of manufacturing jobs," Chasnoff said, echoing long-standing protests by some against, for instance, buying foreign cars.

Buying local, on the other hand, puts consumers, not corporations, in control, he said.

Would it work?
Steve Farazzi, a professor of economics at Washington University, said that the wage disparity concerns at the root of the Occupy Wall Street movement wouldn't be solved by shopping at boutiques and farmers markets.

"I'd have a hard time telling people that their holiday shopping patterns will have an important impact on income distribution," Farazzi said.

If globalization has killed American jobs and driven down wages, then the tool to combat the trend would be higher wages in emerging markets such as China, not necessarily closing operations there. China's extremely cheap labor is the problem for American workers, not the fact that Chinese workers have jobs formerly held by Americans, Farazzi explained.

Rising global wages would level the playing field for American workers, he said, and it would increase the demand for all goods if we have more people who can afford to buy. But Farazzi acknowledged that a push to boost wages for Chinese workers — a complicated endeavor, to say the least — is probably less likely to ignite an American protest movement.

Kathi Corbett-Otto, 45, of St. Louis also joined the Occupy St. Louis movement out of frustration. She's been out of work for 16 months. She believes buying local can make a difference, though she knows that might be hard to prove. .

She'll be doing the Christmas shopping for her sister and mother who won't have time to fight the holiday crowds, but she's not planning to proselytize about her shopping beliefs.

"I don't expect kids to understand the economic philosophy about why they can't get a toy that they really want if it's only available at a big chain" or if it's only made in China, Corbett-Otto said. "Getting them what they want is more important. It's about them."

You'd expect shop owners and area artisans to rally behind shop-local slogans, and they do — but perhaps not as vehemently as some might like.

Katie Miller, co-owner of the Scarlett Garnet jewelry line, sells her jewelry of rustic but beautiful, laser-cut metals embellished with bullet casings and gems both locally and nationally. She works part-time at Charm, a jewelry boutique in Maplewood, but isn't worried about people's shopping at big box stores.

"People have definitely tightened their spending, but we've only been growing," Miller said. She launched her business five years ago, but she's happy with her sales and doesn't feel threatened.

However, on a business level, she keeps her manufacturing close to home because it's convenient, affordable and "for the (customer) that cares where things come from, it does mean more sales."

VALUE SHOPPING
Amy Johnson of KayOss Designs had a similar outlook. She prefers to manufacture everything in St. Louis, but she doesn't expect her customers to restrict their spending to the city or the state.

She said that it's her job to make something they will want no matter where it was made, although most people say her local-centricity is a bonus.

"If you offer people something of value, they will pay for it," Johnson said. "I'm not trying to compete against anybody. It's more important to create things I'm proud of."

She quit her job as an engineer and started her clothing line in 2007 when the economy took a dive. Her business, which hinges on local sales mainly through private trunk shows, has grown every year.

Farazzi, the economics professor, said that ultimately "consumers will look out for their own self-interests," so that's why he's skeptical that telling anyone to shop here but not there will ever work, especially when price is a concern.

The good news is that more consumers are having this discussion, he said.

"Our shopping is a reflection of our values," so people should use their dollars to voice their convictions, Farazzi said. "If shopping locally reflects their values, I support and admire them … but I'm skeptical that it will solve national and global problems. We have to be realistic."
Occupy Columbia ordered to remove encampment 
COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Occupy protesters in Columbia are still camping at City Hall, despite being given an ultimatum to move by Monday.

As of 9:30 a.m. Monday, the camp remained in place.

The Columbia Daily Tribune reported Friday that city officials have threatened to bring in police if demonstrators don't leave.

The city Public Works Department says the demonstrators are violating a city ordinance prohibiting the blocking of city sidewalks. City officials also say the protesters are damaging municipal property by leaving stains near City Hall.
Ameren pledges quick fix for lake dispute

BY JEFFREY TOMICH • jtomich@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8320 | Posted: Friday, November 18, 2011 3:40 pm
Ameren Missouri said it will move swiftly to resolve a dispute threatening more than 1,200 waterfront homes at Lake of the Ozarks that are on land currently set aside for the utility's Bagnell Dam project.

The St. Louis-based company on Friday promised to deliver a proposal to adjust the dam project boundary around the 93-mile serpentine lake to federal regulators before March 31 -- two months before a deadline set by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC).

FERC last week ordered the plan in an effort to assuage property owners who feared their homes faced condemnation because were built on property reserved for the dam and Osage hydroelectric project.

The July 26 FERC order ignited a furor among lake residents and businesses, banks and Missouri's congressional delegation, which proposed legislation to clip the federal government's oversight of the lake.

FERC, which regulates 2,500 hydroelectric dams, said its July order had been misinterpreted by some property owners. The agency also criticized Ameren for lax management of shoreline development under its federal hydropower license.

"We've hopefully ratcheted down the passion," Philip Moeller, a FERC commissioner, said during a meeting the Post-Dispatch editorial board this week. "It is (Ameren's) duty to enforce their license. It's not our duty." Moeller was in St. Louis for a nationwide conference of utility commissioners.

Moeller said Ameren previously suggested it would seek revisions to exclude privately owned lands from the project boundary, but never followed through.

Ameren Missouri's chief executive, Warner L. Baxter, too, is trying to calm jangled nerves. He discussed the issue with some Missouri congressional leaders on Thursday in Washington, D.C.

"We understand the heightened concerns of affected property owners and others regarding this issue and are taking what we believe to be necessary steps to expedite submitting a proposal to FERC," Jeff Green, Ameren Missouri's shoreline supervisor, said today.

The 93-mile serpentine lake, created when the Osage River was dammed in 1931, serves as the reservoir for the hydroelectric plant. Ameren owns and manages the lake, dam and hydro plant under FERC's oversight. Terms are spelled out in a 40-year license issued in 2007.

The license requires Ameren to submit a plan to manage land within the Bagnell Dam project, a narrow ring of shoreline encircling the lake. The project boundary is defined by elevation and reaches from the waterline to 678 feet above sea level in places.

Ameren said it's considering a proposal to lower the boundary elevation to 662 feet, eliminating most of the lakefront property at issue. The utility said it will also consider additional revisions for homes or other structures below that elevation. The utility plans to give stakeholders a month to provide input before sending it to regulators.

However, even if FERC accepts Ameren's proposed boundary changes, it won't resolve the property ownership questions, which are already the subject of a handful of lawsuits.

"Just moving the project boundary does not necessarily change the ownership of that property," Green said.

Ameren sent letters to hundreds, if not thousands, of property owners at the lake over the past couple of years claiming that all or part of their homes, decks, gazebos and patios were built on utility land. Those claims have been challenged in many cases by those who say they have paid taxes on the properties for years.

Ameren said it has no desire to own lakefront property that's not part of the Bagnell Dam project and will seek to resolve the ownership issue after getting the project boundary redrawn.
Utility mulls plan that would save Lake of the Ozarks homes
WASHINGTON -- Ameren officials said Friday that the utility company was "strongly considering" a proposal that could resolve a months-long dispute with federal energy regulators over the fate of 4,000 private properties at the Lake of the Ozarks.

In a statement, Ameren Missouri (formerly AmerenUE) said it would redraw its project boundary to exclude the vast majority of properties now in limbo, and it would submit that map to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission early next year. That's well ahead of the June 2012 deadline FERC gave Ameren last week to submit a new plan.
"We understand the heightened concerns of affected property owners and others regarding this issue and are taking necessary steps to expedite submitting a proposal to FERC," said Jeff Green, the Lake of the Ozarks Shoreline supervisor for Ameren.
The standoff between Ameren and FERC -- with Lake of the Ozarks residents stuck in the middle -- began in July, when the federal commission issued a management plan for a hydroelectric plant at the lake. FERC said then that Ameren, which operates the hydroelectric plant, would have to remove any "nonconforming" structures built within the project's boundary. That covered about 4,000 properties -- everything from homes and businesses to patios and gazebos.

But last week, FERC stepped back from that decision, instead ordering Ameren to "revise the project boundary to remove any lands that are not needed for project purposes."

In Friday's statement, Ameren said that last week's FERC order provides Ameren with the "tools to proceed" with a revised project boundary that will resolve the situation. It said Ameren was looking at a proposal that would shrink the project boundary, creating a strip of land around the lake where most of the disputed properties now sit.
The company would make additional boundary revisions on a case-by-case basis for any properties that aren't 
captured by lowering the elevation."Once we finalize our proposal draft, the next step is to allow stakeholders the required 30 days to provide input," Green said in the statement. "We will then incorporate input received from stakeholders and finalize the proposal for filing with FERC. FERC will have an unspecified time to review the proposal."
Ameren to submit Lake Ozarks plan early next year 
By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Power company Ameren Missouri said Friday that it will submit a proposal early next year to resolve recent controversy over homes, boathouses and other structures built along the Lake of the Ozarks.

The central Missouri lake is formed by a dam operated by St. Louis-based Ameren, and the recent conflict prompted fears that thousands of structures could need to be removed. Ameren in 2008 filed a required shoreline management plan noting that many structures were built over time on land that appeared to belong to the utility's hydroelectric project. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission ordered in July that structures may need to be removed if they encroach onto the project's land.

Last week, the commission issued a new order that may allow many structures to remain and that directed Ameren to submit a plan by June for redrawing the territory around the lake that is necessary for the hydroelectric project.

Ameren shoreline supervisor Jeff Green said in a statement Friday that the utility would develop a draft and then allow 30 days for comments from those affected by it. The comments will be taken into account in the plan submitted to federal energy regulators. Ameren said it will release the final proposal during the first quarter of 2012.

"We understand the heightened concerns of affected property owners and others regarding this issue and are taking, what we believe to be, necessary steps to expedite submitting a proposal to FERC," Green said.

Utility officials said they were strongly considering a proposal that would lower the boundary for the hydroelectric project to an elevation of 662 feet. It said there could be further revisions for existing homes that have been built even lower than 662 feet.

The Lake of the Ozarks is a 93-mile long lake that was created in 1931. Since then, it has become a tourism destination with permanent residences and second homes built on thickly wooded shores.

Missouri's two U.S. senators and eight members of Congress have joined the fray, proposing legislation and amendments in response to the controversy.

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, a Republican, said Ameren's announcement made progress, though he reiterated his demand for a prompt final resolution. Earlier this week, he highlighted the situation during a floor speech in the U.S. Senate.

"January is still better than March, and as I've repeatedly said, the June deadline is simply an unacceptable amount of time for lake residents to wait," he said. "We need to do this sooner rather than later."

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, held a conference call with residents and local leaders last week and said Friday that she would remain focused on the Lake of the Ozarks.

"Folks there have been struggling with uncertainty for too long over this mess," she said.

Steelman to super committee: Open your doors NOW

The Kansas City Star

3 days, 2 hours ago 

Steve Kraske 

U.S. Senate candidate Sarah Steelman of Missouri today called for the congressional super committee now deliberating on federal budget cuts to open up their proceedings to the public and media.

According to a Steelman campaign release, the Republican told the Women Working for Change Conference: 

“These back-door dealers in Washington are ruining this country we love. They have forgotten something I never will forget: this government belongs to the people.

“That money is the people’s money. That building they’re in is the people’s building. Right now those who have access to what’s going on inside that room are the exact opposite of the people who should have access.

“The doors need to be opened wide. The super committee is sitting behind closed doors while lobbyists and special interest groups pile money into their campaign funds, not only gaining access to what’s going on inside this room, but more importantly trying to influence their decisions.

“This is how we got $15 trillion in the hole. This is why they won’t cut spending, because they are more concerned about getting re-elected and retaining their own power to reward their special interests, and their big contributors using your dollars.”

Immediately following the debt ceiling vote at the beginning of August, Steelman initiated a petition demanding that no member of this newly created committee accept campaign contributions during 2012. Recent FEC reports have shown that these super committee members are among the top fundraisers this past quarter. 

Steelman cited the lack of leadership in Washington at every level of government. “President Obama continually wants to talk about fairness.” Steelman said. “Well Mr. President, call on Congress to open these doors so that the American people can have fair and open access to the deals being made by lobbyist and special interest groups.

“If you are sincere about change,' then change’ the way business is done in Washington. These closed door backroom deals are exactly how we got into the mess that we are in.” 

As a state senator, Steelman lead the effort to enhance Missouri’s Sunshine Law that requires all public meetings be open and transparent within state government.
St. Louis County assessor finds 79 planes that weren't on rolls 

by JEREMY KOHLER jkohler@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8337 | Posted: Sunday, November 20, 2011 12:05 am
It turns out Sen. Claire McCaskill wasn't the only person who wasn't paying taxes on an airplane in St. Louis County.

County Assessor Jake Zimmerman says his staff discovered 79 aircraft that should have been — but weren't — on county tax rolls. They added $1.6 million to the county's personal property tax billings this year, including $300,000 paid by McCaskill and her husband.

McCaskill disclosed her tax problem to reporters in March after the online news site Politico raised questions about her use of the plane. She hinted that because the county relied on owners to report their own property, there could be others who owed taxes, too.

The Post-Dispatch later analyzed data on federal aircraft registrations, and takeoffs and landings, and compared them with tax accounts. It found several planes that seemed to be based in St. Louis County but weren't on tax rolls.

When asked about the Post-Dispatch findings, Zimmerman said he planned to investigate 'substantial noncompliance" with tax obligations by aircraft owners.

In an interview with the Post-Dispatch last week, Zimmerman said his inquiry was far from over and that his findings could be "the tip of the iceberg."

He said several plane owners reported themselves and declared their property after the Post-Dispatch story. His staff also found taxable aircraft by pressuring private hangars at the county-owned Spirit of St. Louis Airport in Chesterfield to comply with state law and provide contact information for their tenants.

He said a staff member also analyzed data on takeoffs and landings, and scoured websites, to identify planes flying under the tax radar.

Zimmerman said a few businesses at Spirit continue to refuse to respond to his office's request for information about planes.

"This is a detective story that is going to be going on for months," Zimmerman said.

It's a matter of fairness for people who are paying their taxes.

"What do taxing districts do when revenue is down? They raise taxes," he said.

TAXES BILLED
The owners of two planes featured in a Post-Dispatch story in May now owe the county nearly $300,000 in unpaid taxes, penalties and interest dating to 2008, Zimmerman said.

One is owned by a Utah company set up by Dr. John Short, former president and chief executive of RehabCare Group, a national health care provider based in Clayton that was sold to Kindred Hospital this year.

The newspaper's review of takeoffs and landings showed the plane flying almost exclusively into and out of Spirit earlier this year.

Short told a reporter that his Utah company had leased the plane to RehabCare since 2006. He insisted the plane was officially based in Utah.

But Zimmerman said the investigation found the plane wasn't registered in Utah. He sent Short's company a bill for $106,000.

Short could not be reached last week for comment.

Another plane at Spirit was a 1982 Learjet 55 owned by APLUX LLC of St. Louis, a company set up by Donn Lux, president of the St. Louis-based liquor producer and marketing company Luxco.

A representative of Aero Charter, a business at Spirit that manages and stores the plane for APLUX, told a Post-Dispatch reporter the plane has been hangared at Spirit for about four years.

Lux, interviewed in the spring, said he didn't know if he owed taxes on the plane. This fall, Zimmerman sent APLUX a bill for $184,000 for taxes, interest and penalties dating to 2008.

Lux did not return messages seeking comment.

One helicopter owner griped about the county's aggressive tax collection.

"Personal property tax is a very unfair tax to begin with on businesses, and the reason is you have to pay it even if you're not profitable," said Charlie Duchek, chief pilot at Midwest Helicopter, based at Spirit.

Zimmerman's office is investigating how much Midwest owes in taxes on a Schweizer helicopter that the company never declared, although Duchek said the amount will be offset by taxes he had erroneously paid on a helicopter he no longer owned.

Duchek said Zimmerman's staffers have been like "pit bulls" this year. He said they valued his property too high by using a blue-book value instead of a market value that he believed was lower.

The response from Zimmerman's office: That's how the law says we are supposed to do it.

BILL IN DISPUTE
The largest tax billed for a single plane is $619,148, including $80,000 for interest and penalties, but that bill is in dispute.

The bill is for a $9.3 million Dassault Falcon 900 jet kept at TAC Air, a privately owned hangar at Spirit.

The plane's landlord is part of the reason the county didn't know about the plane. TAC Air resisted the county's efforts to gain access to the hangar or to gather information about its tenants.

The general manager, Phil Bissonnette, told the Post-Dispatch earlier this year that he wasn't bound by the law requiring hangar owners to report their tenants because TAC Air didn't own its buildings and land, it leased them.

Last week, Zimmerman said Bissonnette provided a list of TAC Air's tenants after the St. Louis County Counselor's office sent him a letter.

The TAC Air list turned up a Learjet owned by a 551ST, a limited liability company in Overland Park, Kan., that has been billed $183,000 for 2010 and 2011 taxes and could also owe taxes for 2009, Zimmerman said. Representatives of the company could not be reached.

The list also revealed the Falcon 900. Federal Aviation Administration records say the owner is 2 Ts, a limited-liability company in O'Fallon, Mo., which bought the plane in November 2009.

The principal owners of 2 Ts are not listed on public records, but the company shares an address with True Manufacturing, which makes commercial-sized refrigerators.

A lawyer for 2 Ts declined to identify his clients and said there was not an exact overlap with True's owners.

"I can assure you that 2 Ts pay their bills," said the lawyer, Michael Newmark.

Newmark disputes that any taxes are owed for 2010 because when the company bought the plane in November 2009 it was being serviced at a mechanic in Nebraska and wasn't brought to St. Louis County until February 2010.

Based on the TAC Air documents, Zimmerman said he believed the plane had been based at TAC Air before the 2 Ts' purchase in 2009. Bissonnette said Friday that wasn't the case.

Individual taxpayers who have personal property in Missouri must declare it in the county where they live — not where they keep it. Corporate owners, though, must pay personal property taxes to the county where their plane is based on Jan 1. The law considers the plane "based" in a county if that's where it's most frequently hangared or serviced.

Newmark said that in 2011, his clients declared their property in St. Charles County, where the company is based.

St. Charles County Assessor Scott Shipman confirmed that 2 Ts at one time sent a form declaring the plane as property based at Spirit. No bill was issued because the jet wasn't subject to taxes in his county, he said.

2 Ts never got a bill from St. Louis County because officials there didn't know to send one.

"People don't pay bills before they get them," said Newmark, the lawyer.

Said Zimmerman: "If you are a law-abiding citizen who is trying to do the right thing, you are going to find a way to pay your taxes."
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 Private school options considered for unaccredited districts’ students

November 21, 2011 By Mike Lear

A joint interim committee considering the plight of students in unaccredited school districts has held its final hearing. Now, its members will consider how to use what they have learned.

The last session of the Joint Interim Committee on School Accreditation was held in St. Louis, though those connected to troubled Kansas City-area schools drove across the state to weigh in as well. During the meeting, Co-Chair, Senator Jane Cunningham (R-Chesterfield) says she and other lawmakers heard impassioned stories from officials, parents and students about just how serious the situation has become.

According to Cunningham, students in the St. Louis City school district are being “locked” in failing schools. By law, students in districts that have lost accreditation can apply to, and must be accepted in, surrounding districts. She says those applications are being refused, “and so, they are not getting their present rights.”

She plans to file a bill that reflects the testimony she heard during the Committee’s hearings. For her, that means seeking legislative approval for private schools to accept students living in districts that have lost accreditation. She says, “…we certainly have excellent ones out there who are willing to take these children and provide them an excellent education, and the other advantage that they noted to us was they’re in the city, or very near the city, so we would not have to spend the money and the time transporting the students out to county districts.”

She also anticipates lawmakers considering the expansion of charter schools, encouraging surrounding school districts to open their own charters in the St. Louis City Limits, expanding online virtual school options for parents who want that to help meet the needs of the number of students who will seek transfer.

State law addresses paying for the transfer of students from unaccredited districts, by requiring those districts to send tuition to cover costs for those students to attend other schools. Cunningham says the St. Louis City school district spends $16,092 per student. “That is probably more than any surrounding county districts or most any private school; even elite ones. It’s very little more than that for the most elite private schools in St. Louis.

Testimony the Committee heard in its last meeting included that from a St. Louis area Army recruiter, who discussed an entrance test that requires a score no lower than 30 to be considered to serve in the Army. She told lawmakers she attended the graduation of a St. Louis City high school valedictorian who wanted to serve her country, and scored a 4 on that test. The recruiter said the average of the St. Louis City district on that entrance test is 24.

She expects to have a bill ready to pre-file by mid-December. If it can’t achieve passage, she sees another option. “We might look to enforcing the law and possibly having to level a penalty against school districts that are violating the law,” meaning those who are refusing applications of students looking to come to them and get out of unaccredited districts. Senator Cunningham says that would mean going after their school funding. “I don’t know how else to do it.”
Economic Development Dept says more jobs are coming

November 20, 2011 By Allison Blood

With unemployment one point below the national average, and down consistently throughout the last year, The Department of Economic Development says progress is being made in creating jobs. Spokesman John Fougere says the department would like to see even lower numbers, but says there are more jobs coming in the next few months. Fougere attributes the consistent decrease in unemployment to a diversified economy in the state.

He says he attributes this to several things. First Missouri added 11 hundred agriculture jobs in the past month. Secondly, Missouri is diversifying its economy – there are two auto manufacturing plants that are adding thousands of jobs to their plants in Claycomo and Wentzville.

He says as plans like the Missouri Science and Information Reinvestment Act, or MOSIRA will hopefully bring more technology jobs from other states. Fougere says the next step the department is taking is to make a set policy on export standards for Missouri goods, coming after the recent trade deals Missouri signed with China.
Sponsor of strip club bill glad for court ruling

November 20, 2011 By Bob Priddy

The state senator who sponsored the strip club regulation bill upheld by the supreme court last week says it becomes an issue for local prosecutors now.

Matt Bartle passed the bill in his last year in the legislature after seeing two previous bills targeting adult-oriented businesses thrown out by the courts. The supreme court has upheld this one that establishes distances between performers and audiences, outlaws physical contact, and establishes a midnight closing time–among other provisions.

Bartle, now a private attorney in Lee’s Summit, made sure this law would satisfy the judges by including provisions that had been cleared by courts in Missouri and other states. .

He hopes the ruling clears the way for more local governments will decide to enforce the law. He says the court ruling means the law is clearly enforceable. He refers to the law as tools in a law enforcement toolbox. He says his successors in the legislature might have to make some changes in the law if prosecutors don’t start enforcing it.

Download 
BLOG ZONE 
Peter Kinder won't run for Missouri governor
Politico
Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder will not run for governor in 2012, multiple Republican sources tell POLITICO.

The seismic decision comes after months of damaging headlines over past trips to a strip club, taxpayer funded hotel stays and jarring outbursts on his Twitter account.

Kinder was making calls to donors and supporters as recent as this week informing them that he would still pursue his dream of the governorship, but sources say he changed his mind in the last 36 hours. 

A separate source said at one point there were plans for a Sunday announcement in his hometown of Cape Girardeau.

"He's flipped on a dime. He made a seismic shift," said one Republican with knowledge of Kinder's outreach.

Dave Spence, a St. Louis packaging executive, has already declared his intentions to seek the nomination. 

But Kinder's removal from the race could prompt other Republicans to take a look. Even those who never believed Kinder would win a governor's race against first-term Democrat Jay Nixon stayed on the sidelines out of respect for the lieutenant governor.

One Republican operative said Kinder was expected to issue a statement on his political plans later Friday afternoon.

Peter Kinder Drops Out of Guv Race, He Had His Moment, And Missed It

KMBC-DT/Kansas City
Missouri Lt. Governor Peter Kinder has been poised for a run for Governor for years. But the announcement expected to be in the political headlines earlier this year never came.

But other headlines did.

Most notably, the strange affair of the Penthouse Pet. A St. Louis bartender and former stripper, Tammy Chapman who says Kinder came around frequently where she worked at a topless club in the 1990’s when he was a state senator. His denials melted when a picture of the two of them showed up in the Riverfront Timers newspaper. A major donor told kinder not to count on him any longer.

A source to the still-born Kinder campaign says the Lt. Governor was never able to shake it.

“Every story included it”, he said.. close

Kinder was in the news for having to repay the state $54,000 dollars for trips he billed to the state that apparently had little or nothing to do with state business.

Yet Kinder kept insisting he was about to enter the race.

A so-called listening tour to sample Republican opinion after the shaky never really blossomed. One insider said, in northwest Missouri in particular, “we did not do a good job”.

So, Missouri Republicans went softly searching for an alternative. St. Louis businessman Dave Spence stepped up.

“I believe after numerous conversations with Dave Spence he is the Republican party’s best chance of defeating Jay Nixon.

Now it looks like Kinder’s bif for a 3rd term as Lt. Governor will not be a walk in the park either.

Northwest Missouri Senator Brad Lager says Kinder’s decision to stand for re-election to the Lt. Governor’s doesn’t change his intention to run.

“I’ve said all along there would be a primary”, Lager said Friday night.

“Nothing today has changed that”, he added.

Clay County State senator Luann Ridgeway said Friday night “I’m still dead serious about looking at the race”.

But Kinder’s decision to retrench into the Lt. Governor’s primary did prompt St. Louis businessman Chris McKee to terminate a campaign that some never thought was going to materialize in the first place.

He endorsed Kinder and said he might consider running again in the future.

Kinder had about $1.5 million in the bank. He was also trailing in the polls to incumbent against Democrat Jay Nixon’s campaign juggernaut, but not bad for a down ballot race for Lt. Governor.

Still Peter Kinder had his moment, and missed it.

Kinder dropping plans to run for governor, will seek re-election instead
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Updated 5:30 pm Fri., 11.18.11 

After spending more than a year laying the groundwork for a gubernatorial bid, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder announced Friday that he's dropping the idea and running for re-election in 2012 instead.

Kinder also has endorsed St. Louis County businessman Dave Spence, an old college classmate who announced his Republican bid for governor earlier this week.
Kinder's surprise decision comes just days before a kickoff rally had tentatively been planned in his hometown of Cape Girardeau, Mo.

In his statement, Kinder doesn't mention why he has changed his political plans, saying only that the shift came after he had kept "his promise to Missourians to travel the state and discuss a potential race for governor..."

"I have worked hard every day to serve all the people of Missouri as their lieutenant governor. Serving as lieutenant governor is a great honor," Kinder wrote. "I have the experience; track-record and desire to continue working in that capacity every day to try achieve needed reforms. Missouri deserves a lieutenant governor committed to reducing government waste, and protecting Missouri taxpayer dollars."

St. Louis businessman Chris McKee, who declared his candidacy for lieutenant governor earlier this week, announced Friday he was dropping out and backing Kinder.

But state Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, is continuing his candidacy for lieutenant governor -- even though he will be challenging the fellow Republican incumbent, Kinder.

Sources say Kinder made his decision within the past couple days, after Spence made it clear he would not withdraw from the governor's race. While confident that he could win a primary against Spence in August, sources say Kinder did not want to have spent all of his campaign money and be broke heading into a short two-month general election battle with Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat who already has more than $5 million in the bank.

Spence plans to spend some of his own money to bankroll his challenge.

Wrote Kinder in his endorsement:

"I believe after numerous conversations with Dave Spence that he is the Republican Party’s best chance of defeating Jay Nixon. Dave is a self-made man and proven manager who understands how to create jobs and improve the state’s economy. He is smart, serious and has a vision he’s shared with me to renew Missouri’s greatness. I am proud to call him a friend and will do everything in my power to see that he’s elected governor next year."

The Missouri Democratic Party issued a biting statement later this afternoon.

“Jay Nixon’s prospects for re-election have never been stronger," said party spokeswoman Caitlin Legacki, listing a series of the governor's achievements. "Meanwhile, the Missouri Republican Party is once again struggling to find a mainstream candidate who is up to the task. It’s hard to imagine Republicans uniting around a guy like David Spence, who spent his first three days as a candidate trying to explain his actions overseeing a bank that took a $40 million government bailout and failed to pay the taxpayers back...."

Spence, meanwhile, says he welcomes Kinder's support. "...Having gone through a similar decision-making process with my family, I know firsthand that the decision to run for governor is not an easy one," Spence said in a statement. "Like many Missourians, Peter understands that our state desperately needs a new governor with a fresh perspective who can solve big problems and knows how to create jobs. I look forward to sharing my ideas for job-creation and economic growth with Missourians all across the state in the very near future.”

Said the Missouri Republican Party: “Peter Kinder is an outstanding public servant who has always put the hopes and dreams of Missourians ahead of his own political aspirations. Throughout his career, Peter has successfully championed government reform, and as Lt. Governor, he has been a tireless advocate for senior citizens and veterans. Over the past several months, Peter has deliberated about how he can best continue to serve the state that he loves, and we respect and support his decision to seek reelection as Lt. Governor.”

# # #

Closing door on a dream

Kinder long has sought to run for governor, and grudgingly scuttled plans to seek the post in 2008 when then-Gov. Matt Blunt, a fellow Republican, caught his party off-guard by dropping his re-election plans. Party leaders preferred then-U.S. Rep. Kenny Hulshof, R-Columbia, who personally persuaded Kinder to forgo a primary challenge and run for re-election instead.

Hulshof then was trounced by Nixon that fall. Kinder won re-election during a Democratic wave, becoming for a time the only Missouri Republican holding statewide office.

But this year, Kinder's plans to formally declare his 2012 challenge of Nixon kept getting delayed by unflattering publicity. First, there were disclosures about Kinder's hotel stays around the state -- especially in St. Louis -- at taxpayer expense. Many of the stays coincided with political events, although Kinder said his stays were for official business. He subsequently repaid the state.

Kinder's campaign car then was stolen and torched, an incident made embarrassing when Kinder disclosed he had left the keys in the car.

But the worst came in August, when a recent photo emerged of Kinder with a bartender at a now-closed midtown bar that advertised "pantsless parties." Kinder then acknowledged that he had an acquaintance with the woman going back two decades, when she was stripper at an East Side adult establishment.

At the 2010 Lincoln Days event in St. Charles, Peter Kinder, right, was upbeat about running for governor in 2012.

Kinder's announcement that he's going to instead seek a third term as lieutenant governor also tosses a wrench into the plans of several fellow Republicans who have jumped in within the past week, after last week's equally surprising announcement by House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, that he was aborting his own bid for lieutenant governor.

Lager in, McKee out

Lager announced Monday that he was running for the state's No. 2 office, with St. Louis businessman McKee following suit within hours. State Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, also has publicly declared he's exploring a possible candidacy.

McKee changed his mind on Friday. after Kinder announced that he had changed his. "After talking with my family I have decided to support Peter Kinder for his re-election and not seek the office of Lt. Governor," McKee said.

"I feel I can provide a great deal of experience in creating jobs and helping our economy grow," McKee added. "But Peter Kinder has been a strong leader for Missouri and a friend. I have a strong desire to serve in some capacity for my community and will continue to explore other options."

But Lager told reporter Jason Rosenbaum late Friday that he was remaining in the race, even if it meant challenging Kinder.

Lager said he had always expected that there would be a primary, even if the rival is Kinder.

"Today's announcement doesn't change that situation," said Lager. "Peter Kinder and I are two very different people. And the electoral process is about telling people who you are, what you believe in, what is your vision and let the people decide. While I personally have not had a chance to talk to Peter yet - and I'm hopeful we can do that in the coming days - the reality is I announced for lieutenant governor because I believe it provided me with an opportunity to continue to work for citizens of this state. And I'm always going to do what is best for the citizens of this state."

Lager added that it was time to put "the people's interest above special interests."

"It's time to start doing what's right for the people and stop worrying about lifelong politicians, their lobbyist friends, their campaign consultants," Lager said. "Because that's the only way we're going to change the trend of Missouri being at the bottom of the nation in job creation and job growth and economic growth you've got to change the status quo."

Asked about Kinder's current financial advantage, Lager said "Peter's announcement doesn't change anything I'm going to do tomorrow morning."

"I'm still going to get up every day, I'm going to work hard, I'm going to share my vision for this state, I'm going to share where I believe we should be taking this state," Lager said. "And if people support that, we're going to raise the resources to get the job done. And if people say, 'listen, we're staying with Peter regardless," well guess what... I'm going to know that too. But this campaign did not end today. My campaign did not end today because of Peter Kinder's announcement.

On the Democratic side, former state Auditor Susan Montee already is running for lieutenant governor, and is stepping down on Saturday as chairman of the state Democratic Party. The second Democrat is Conservation Commissioner Becky Plattner.

Also declared is former Republican legislator Cynthia Davis of O'Fallon, who is running as the Constitution Party candidate.

Kinder will, however, begin his re-election bid with far more money in the bank -- about $1.5 million -- than any potential rivals in either party.

In his announcement, Kinder wrote that he "plans to continue his statewide listening tour throughout all corners of the state of Missouri in the near future."
Familiar St. Louis County name mulling a statewide bid

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Friday, November 18, 2011 9:20 am
ST. LOUIS • Although it certainly will not be easy to unseat any statewide Democratic incumbents, Missouri Republicans are searching for candidates that give them a chance.

While focusing on the race for U.S. Senate and governor, the Missouri GOP is also attempting to enlist challengers to fill out the rest of their ticket.

One potential recruit is State Rep. Cole McNary, who has been approached to run against state treasurer Clint Zweifel.

McNary, 47, of Chesterfield, is in his second term in the state House. His father is Gene McNary, who served over 20 years in St. Louis County government, first as prosecutor, then as county executive.

The younger McNary fits the profile of someone the GOP is looking for to take on Zweifel or Attorney General Chris Koster: A candidate who is savvy enough to make the race competitive, but whose political career can survive a statewide loss.

"I'm seriously considering it," McNary said Friday. "It will be a lot different than just calling on my neighbors like in a state rep race."

If McNary wants any advice on the rigors of a statewide race, he doesn't have to go far: Gene McNary ran in three statewide elections, once for U.S. Senate, and twice for governor.

Of course, all three bids were unsuccessful.
House leader raises concerns about Nixon's interest in county parks
By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

Posted 3:52 pm Fri., 11.18.11 

Missouri House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, is questioning Gov. Jay Nixon’s decision to intervene in a raging controversy in St. Louis County over a proposal to shut down some county parks.

Nixon's office issued a statement earlier this week that his administration was working with St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley's office "on the potential for joint state-county management of some county parks otherwise slated to close."

Dooley has been under fire for putting forward a 2012 budget that, among other things, closes parks and dismisses a number of employees. 

Jones, already chosen to the next House speaker, said Friday that Nixon’s involvement may not be advisable given the state’s budgetary situation.

"What I would caution the governor to do before he makes any commitments is to consult with both the House and Senate budget committees," said Jones, who is expected to become speaker in 2013.

"Because I know we’re going to have a challenging budget year, that there is going to be some sort of a gap. And I would assume if we’re talking about taking on responsibilities for parks, then that’s necessarily going to involve financial commitment."

Jones’ district includes part of Lone Elk Park and all of Greensfelder Park, two parks that could be closed under Dooley’s proposal. Nixon’s office had suggested that Lone Elk Park – which contains wildlife such as bison and elk – could be a candidate for a state-county partnership.

Jones also said Nixon’s intervention could provide precedent where the state would shoulder responsibilities for other county parks hypothetically embroiled in financial turmoil.

"You’re really doing cost shifting," Jones said. "And I’m not sure there’s any government right now that has any more ability to take on extra financial burdens or another."

The parks controversy sparked a rift between the Democratic county executive and the Democratic-controlled St. Louis County Council. Five council members on Tuesday – including four Democrats – pledged they would not support shutting down parks.

Jones said it is possible Nixon’s involvement could be a way to help Dooley politically. Turning out voters in St. Louis County, for example, is critical for Democrats to win statewide elections next year. And a fight between Democrats in the county could hinder that effort.

"I think if you were to say there are no politics in this that it would be an incorrect or naïve statement," Jones said. "I think there’s definitely some politics involved – the governor riding in to save the day, so to speak."

In response to questions detailing some of Jones’ concerns, Nixon spokesman Scott Holste said in an e-mail "we are still in the early stages of discussion with the county executive and his staff, and the answers to a lot of the questions will develop as those discussions continue."

Holste told the Beacon on Wednesday that legislative involvement – as well as the specifics of a state-country partnership – was still being researched.

Holste also said "in the case of Lone Elk Park, it is adjacent to Castlewood State Park, so it would be possible to deploy some state resources to keep the county park operating, but with a real cost savings for taxpayers. Specific details about how this joint state-county partnership might work are a part of the ongoing discussions."

BUDGET CHAIRMAN ALSO concerned

Jones isn’t the only state lawmaker skeptical of Nixon’s proposal.

House Budget Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Clay County, said he hasn’t received any specifics on the plan. But he said it may showcase misplaced priorities.

“The thing that strikes me about it, we don’t what he’s committing to. We don’t where the funds are coming from,” Silvey said. “And I understand that people get excited about parks, but everybody says that education’s the most important issue and yet in the current budget we’re withholding from multiple education items.

Silvey echoed Jones’ concerns that the move could set a precedent where other counties will seek state help to run parks.

“If it goes through, I think they should,” Silvey said. “It’s not fair, really, to start picking and choosing parks if they’d like that. I think it’s probably a bad precedent to set in general. But certainly, if he’s going to be doling out money to parks departments, then I think that every parks department in the state is going to start hitting us up.”

Silvey said that, if he had to guess, any money to assist St. Louis County parks would run through a community block grant program or a type of “parks grant” program within the Department of Natural Resources. using other funds.

“I would be extremely surprised if he was going to use general revenue at all, considering how many other general revenue needs there are,” Silvey said.

Jones FAVORS LOCAL APPROACH

While not speaking for any mayors of municipalities, Jones said "instead of the governor inserting himself into this, they should try to resolve this first on the county/municipal level."

Indeed, Dooley and his administration have suggested county-municipal partnerships for parks. Garry Earls, the county’s chief executive officer, told the Beacon earlier this month that George Winter Park could be turned over to Fenton. Fenton Mayor Dennis Hancock said he was lukewarm about the idea.
Jones said larger cities in St. Louis County – especially in the western portion – "are financially very stable right now." He said "a couple of mayors" in his area are "going to look at all the options" and discuss the matter with their city councils, the county council and county executive.

"If the choice is between closing the parks and getting rid of them versus making an offer to municipalities to see if they’re interested, I think most people would choose to have their local municipalities take the parks if they’re financially able to," Jones said.

"I would think that the county would want to discuss the issue of anything happening to these parks with municipalities where they are located first," Jones added. "And if the municipalities say ‘uh uh, we’re not interested we can’t take on these,’ then you have the answer to your question. But I’m not sure why the governor has tried to insert the state in this on the front end unless he’s got a great idea that was not in his press release as to how we would manage all this and pay for it."

If anything, Jones said the parks flap exposes "weaknesses” in the county’s budget process "that have been percolating." Individual council members can only vote to approve or disapprove a budget – they cannot make changes to line items. The county executive – who proposes the budget – could go back and make modifications.

"This park thing has come up and the council said ‘whoa, whoa, whoa – we don’t know if we need to go there right away,’ " Jones said. "Instead of a knee-jerk reaction of 'let’s just go close 20-some parks,' how about we look at the whole budget and see what our priorities should be. So I give the council a lot of credit for taking what I think is the more measured approach to this."

State Democrats elect new leaders, plan how to select delegates
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 9:43 pm Sat., 11.19.11 

As expected, the Missouri Democratic State Committee on Saturday elected Jackson County Executive Mike Sanders as the new state Democratic Party chairman, and city of St. Louis Comptroller Darlene Green as the new vice-chair.

Sanders replaces former state Auditor Susan Montee, who had announced a week ago that she was stepping down to devote her attention to her 2012 campaign for lieutenant governor.

The former vice-chair, Bob Levine of St. Louis County, was elected the new DNC committeeman.

The election was conducted via conference call.

"I’m honored by this opportunity to ensure we elect Democrats across the state who will fight to create jobs, fight for the middle class and keep Missouri moving forward," Sanders said in a statement. "I’m looking forward to rolling up my sleeves and getting to work alongside our new vice-chair, Darlene Green, so Missouri Democrats have the grassroots support and resources they need to win in 2012."

Sanders was lauded in statements issued by Gov. Jay Nixon and U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, who will be the state's two top Democrats on the 2012 ballot -- and who will be among those relying the most on the state's party's operations.

"With Mike Sanders at the helm, the Missouri Democratic Party is strongly positioned to win races from the top of the ticket on down," said McCaskill, a former Jackson County prosecutor. "Mike's work, as county executive and as former Jackson County prosecutor, has earned praise and garnered incredible respect across the state of Missouri. We're lucky to have Mike on board and look forward to working with him toward a successful election night in November 2012."

Said Nixon: "Mike Sanders is one of our state’s most skilled and respected leaders. As the Jackson County Executive, Mike has a record of bringing people together to balance his budget and help businesses create jobs. And on the campaign trail, Mike has shown himself to be a relentless candidate who knows how to win tough races. His record of accomplishment, both in public office and on the campaign trail, make him the clear choice to lead the Missouri Democratic Party in 2012."

Green said, "I’m truly looking forward to working with Mike to ensure that all Missouri Democrats have a voice within the party. We have a lot of work to get done in order to be successful and I’m honored to be a part of such a great team that knows how to win elections and fight for the values we all hold dear."

Democrats decide on delegate-selection plan

Also on Saturday morning, the state committee approved its plan for selecting delegates for the 2012 presidential convention. It will support the Feb. 7 primary, since the General Assembly declined to shift the election to March as sought by both national parties.

State Democrats plan to "file a waiver request with the Democratic National Committee to avoid any sanctions," the party said in a statement.

Missouri Republicans plan to award their delegates during the caucus process that begins in March. The state GOP has said it won't use the results of the February primary.

Even so, eight of the Republican presidential candidates have filed as candidates in Missouri's presidential primary. President Barack Obama has filed in the Democratic primary.
KRASKE: Why I can't shake Jack Abramoff...and you shouldn't either

The Kansas City Star

2 days, 17 hours ago 

Steve Kraske 

I can’t get the image of super lobbyist Jack Abramoff out of my head.

He’s been all over television in recent weeks, talking about how he rigged Washington, how he gamed the system to take home as much as $20 million a year.

“It’s the worst thing that could happen,” Trader Jack said on “60 Minutes.” “All parts of the system.”

Here’s Jack confessing to how he bought members of Congress.

“I spent over a million dollars a year on tickets to sporting events and concerts and what not at all the venues.”

A million bucks. Two people on his staff devoted full time to the art of scoring ducats.

“The best seats,” Jack said.

And here’s Jack telling all the world another harsh reality of life in D.C.— a reality that speaks volumes about his ability to sneak favors into bills for all his special-interest buddies.

“Members don’t read the bills.”

Want to own a chief of staff to a prominent member of Congress? Here’s how Jack did it: He offered those aides jobs that might triple their salary. Triple it.
“When we would become friendly with an office and they were important to us, and the chief-of-staff was a competent person, I would say…when you’re done working on the Hill, we’d very much like you to consider coming to work for us,” Jack told Leslie Stahl . Here’s the clincher: “Now, the moment I said that to them….that was it. We owned them. And then what does that mean? Every request from our office, every request of our clients, everything that we want, they’re going to do.”

Isn’t that bribery, Jack? Yes, sir, it is, Jack said.

“But it is done every day and it’s still being done,” he said. “The truth is there were very few members who…I could even name or could think of who didn’t at some level participate in that.”

And here’s something more amazing. I talked to Missouri Congressman Emanuel Cleaver about this on Friday. I wanted to know how much feedback from voters he was getting about all the buzz surrounding Abramoff these days and all the yak about another story making the rounds about how members of Congress profit from insider stock deals.

This is what Cleaver said: 

“We don’t hear a lot about that from constituents.”

That’s right. What’s really incredible here is how inured we all are to it. It’s just the way it is, and the way it’s always going to be.

So the rules in Congress that require members or top aides to take a year off before they can lobby their old bosses don’t get changed to something more meaningful — like three or four years. 

They just stay the same.

“I was so far into it,” Jack said, “that I couldn’t figure out where right and wrong was. I was totally blinded by what was going on.”

We all are.
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Health insurance costs are crushing American families 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Monday, November 21, 2011 12:15 am
It is true that when you tally the costs connected to health care in the United States in 2010, you come up with about $2.6 trillion. It also is true that $2.6 trillion amounts to nearly 18 percent of $14.6 trillion, the U.S. gross domestic product for 2010. GDP is the total value of all economic activity in every area and aspect of American life.

And it is true that if the United States could spin off health care and make it a separate country, our GDP still would rank No. 1, but the new country of Health caristan would be tied with France for the fifth largest economy in the world after China, Japan and Germany.

The problem with these kinds of truths is that it is very difficult for anybody to relate to a trillion anything. An eye-opening new report on the costs of health insurance offered by private employers tackles this big-number problem head-on. It boils the figures down to family-budget proportions, breaks them out state by state and connects them directly to other family financial concerns.

The findings strongly suggest that even the limited reforms of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010 can help slow the growth of health care costs and save money for employees and their families, businesses and the overall American economy. That assumes that the law survives next year's legal review by the U.S. Supreme Court.

The report, released this month by the Commonwealth Fund, documents the growth of private health insurance premiums paid by businesses and employees between 2003 and 2010.

For example, in 2003, the average Missouri worker paid $2,286 per year as her share of premiums for family coverage offered through her employer. By 2010, that had risen to $3,280.

And there was another important escalation over those eight years. In 2003, the same average Missouri worker paid $922 to cover the cost of deductibles. By 2010, deductible costs had jumped to $2,146.

The pattern was the same in Illinois: In 2003, an average worker paid $2,212 in premiums and $1,102 in deductibles for his share of family coverage. By 2010, he was paying $3,928 in premiums and $1,943 in deductibles.

The increases cost businesses even more. In Missouri, for example, companies with fewer than 50 workers paid $8,241 for their share of an employee's family coverage premiums in 2003. By 2010, the cost was $12,997. Larger businesses saw those figures rise from $9,137 to $12,706 over the same eight years. That left companies with less money available to raise salaries and wages.

The impact on family finances has been direct and dismaying: In 2003, 14 percent of the average Missouri worker's median household income went to cover premium costs for health insurance through her employer. By 2010, that household was paying 19.6 percent of its income for health insurance.

The more of a family's income that's spent on health insurance costs, the less there is to pay for housing expenses, utilities, transportation, college education for children and savings for emergencies and retirement. Instead of looking toward for the future, families find themselves scrambling to cover the rising expenses of the present.

The Commonwealth Fund report points to provisions of the Affordable Care Act that require health insurers to spend at least 80 percent or 85 percent of premium revenue on actual health care. This gives them a financial incentive to reduce duplicative billing and other administrative costs.

The law also expands the review of premium increases by state and federal agencies. States also must set up insurance exchanges that should increase competition among private insurers and make it easier for individuals and businesses to do apples-to-apples comparison shopping for coverage.

The stakes of the heated debate over the Affordable Care Act are not merely ideological, but also financial. If premiums continue increasing at the rate they did from 2003 to 2010, family coverage for an average Missouri worker will cost $16,704 by 2015 and $21,877 by 2020. If reforms help cut the rate of increase of health care costs by just 1.5 percent, those figures would be $15,550 in 2015 and $18,959 in 2020.

We're confident that American families, including those in Missouri and Illinois, would have no trouble putting those savings to good use.
Susan Redden: ‘Unfinished business’ outweighs statewide run for Richard

By Susan Redden 
Globe Staff Writer 

JOPLIN, Mo. — There’s too much “unfinished business” out there for him to jump into the Missouri lieutenant governor’s race, state Sen. Ron Richard said last week.

Richard, R-Joplin, a former speaker of the Missouri House, got lots of encouragement to enter the contest after Steve Tilley, current House speaker, announced he was dropping his plans to run.

Those decisions preceded an announcement Friday by Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder that he would seek a third term in the office after all. He had been expected by many to seek the GOP nomination for governor, but he decided not to do so.

Richard said he wants to continue working in the Senate on rebuilding efforts for Joplin and economic development programs for the state, rather than marshaling the forces and money that would be needed to mount a statewide race.

He said those who want to run for the office will need to act quickly to set up campaigns, assemble a campaign organization “and raise a couple million bucks.”

Said Richard: “You do that and win, it’s like vice president — nobody ever hears from you again. I think I’d be more effective where I am.”

The lieutenant governor is the official advocate for Missouri seniors, “but I try to advocate for seniors, anyway,” Richard said.

Staying in the Senate will give him a place to address any hurdles to Joplin’s recovery after the tornado, and the opportunity to work on legislation that boosts the state’s prospects in economic development.

“I’m pretty good at job creation and tax policy, and getting more jobs in the state certainly is on everyone’s mind,” Richard said. “The last jobs bill that was passed was mine; I’m going to go with that I’m good at.”
Disaster funding
U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt praised action by Congress in passing an agriculture spending bill that, among other things, includes $2.3 billion in disaster funding for 2012 and $400 million in Community Development Block Grant funding “for dedicated disaster funding to the most impacted and distressed communities.”

Blunt in his weekly column said the outpouring of help from people throughout the state and nation has helped many families and businesses get back on their feet in the short-term aftermath of these disasters.

“But there is still much work to be done if we’re going to help these communities get back to where they were — work that requires federal assistance and long-term planning,” Blunt wrote. “I believe when the disaster exceeds the ability of communities and states that the federal government has a responsibility to help these communities rebuild, which is why I supported and authored legislation adding $400 million to the CDBG program for dedicated disaster funding.”
Also last week, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill announced she is teaming with U.S. Sen. John McCain on a bipartisan amendment that would prohibit huge bonuses for executives of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, which after the 2008 housing crash were placed into conservatorship by the federal government. Bonuses totaling $13 million had been approved for the top 10 executives, McCaskill said.
Cain tops straw poll
Allegations of sexual harassment don’t seem to be affecting the popularity of presidential candidate Herman Cain among local conservatives.

The former business executive got 60 percent of the vote in the monthly online straw poll conducted by the Southwest Missouri Political Network.

Coming in second was U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, of Texas, with 22 percent. Newt Gingrich, Rick Perry, Michele Bachmann, Mitt Romney and Rick Santorum got votes amounting to support in the single digits.

Timing may have been a factor in the results. The claims against Cain became public in late October, and voting in the poll closed in early November.
Editorial: Toll road reasonable option for I-70, but beware private sector 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Saturday, November 19, 2011 12:15 am
There's no such thing as "free money."

That's one conclusion in a 2008 Government Accountability Office report analyzing a growing national trend of financing expensive transportation projects with public-private partnerships.

The GAO report should be a must-read for Missouri lawmakers next year when the Missouri Department of Transportation is expected to ask for authority to rebuild some 200 miles of Interstate 70 and pay for it by turning it into a toll road.

For years, highway officials and lobbyists have argued that MoDOT needs new tools to keep up with transportation needs. State and federal fuel taxes no longer keep pace with the needs.

The five-decade-old I-70 is well beyond its 20-year lifespan. It is crowded and crumbling. It would cost $2 billion to widen it to six lanes across the entire state. The cost rises to $4 billion if MoDOT decides to create dedicated trucking lanes to separate passenger traffic from huge semi-trailers.

MoDOT doesn't have that kind of money, and, without a major increase in fuel taxes and/or a general sales tax, it won't have it. The department cut $600 million out of its 2012 budget and plans to cut 1,200 jobs in the next five years.

Tolls might well be the only way to get this project done. The project would be a boost to a stagnant economy. Toll ways have been effective in several other states, including Kansas and Oklahoma to the west, in producing high-quality, well-maintained highways in high-traffic areas.

MoDOT and the Legislature should be cautious in deciding what financing and maintenance model to follow. The traditional model in this country has a government agency selling bonds, backed by the promise of future toll revenue, to pay for construction.

A newer model — and the one MoDOT seems to favor — is the so-called P3 (public-private partnership) option. The state, in effect, turns a public asset over to private investors, allowing them to sell tax-free bonds to finance the road. That model, popular in Europe, has been used in recent years in Chicago, Indiana and Texas. Former MoDOT director Pete Rahn floated the idea of using a P3 to build and run the new Mississippi River Bridge in St. Louis, but Illinois officials rejected it.

The P3 model allows the government to spread out its initial risk, and it generates big fees for investment banks. But, as the GAO and the Congressional Research Service point out, there are downsides to outsourcing transportation work to the private sector:

Tolls rise faster. Accountability to the public lessens. Local interests along the route may not be protected. The public, driving on a public highway that has been privatized, becomes captive to a whatever-the-market-will-bear toll pricing model.

The traditional model, in which the state issues its own bonds and runs the toll way, would allow the state to take advantage of its AAA credit rating, low interest rates and the promise of future toll revenue in obtaining up-front financing. The public would maintain control of a public asset. The concrete lobby — engineering, materials and construction firms and unions — still would be happy.

The Legislature should consider using tolls to finance the much-needed work on I-70. But it would be wise to value transparency and public accountability in whatever model of financing it chooses.

The traditional toll agency model better protects taxpayers.
Our Opinion: I-70 project popular; tolls, taxes, not so much

Jefferson City News-Tribune
Would you pay a toll to travel on I-70?

Would you support a 15-cent gas tax increase or a statewide half-cent sales tax?

Those are among the ideas to finance rebuilding on Interstate 70 across outstate Missouri.

Motorists who travel I-70 generally agree the roadway is deficient and congested.

But it is difficult to find consensus, or support, for a financing mechanism to generate the $2 billion-$4 billion needed to rebuild the highway.

Recent discussion has revived the idea of making I-70 a toll road.

The concept, however, is not without impediments, beginning with a legal interpretation that prohibits using state highway money for toll projects.

To surmount this obstacle, an idea advanced by the Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT) would involve a public-private partnership.

Under the scenario, MoDOT would contract with a private firm to rebuild I-70 and collect tolls as specified in the contract. In the existing model, no tolls would be collected in the St. Louis and Kansas City metropolitan areas.

State lawmakers briefed about the concept estimate about 50 percent of Missourians would support a toll project.

Other financing ideas would require statewide support in the form of voter approval.

Increasing the fuel tax 15 cents a gallon for 10 years — estimated to raise the amount needed for the I-70 project — would require passage in a statewide vote. The increase would nearly double the existing 17-cents-a-gallon fuel tax.

Similarly, voters would need to adopt an estimated half-cent sales for a 10-year period to pay for the rebuilding.

File the I-70 project under the category: Wanted, but at no extra cost.
Editorial: Missouri and Illinois are shamelessly taxing the working poor. 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Sunday, November 20, 2011 12:05 am
Regarding a new report from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities that concludes that in most states, including Missouri and Illinois, the poor and the working poor are paying an unfair share of state income taxes:

In the spring of 1929, the Missouri Legislature created what was called the State Survey Commission to review how state government was organized and funded. It recommended overhauling the state's tax structure, getting rid of the 1 percent flat rate and implementing a graduated state income tax — the more you earned, the more you paid.

In 1931, after bitter debate, the Legislature adopted the graduated tax. In those Depression days, the average family income was $1,850 a year — and falling. So the new tax structure said taxpayers who made less than $2,000 owed 2 percent of their income. The brackets moved higher until they reached the relatively few people making $9,000 a year, the equivalent of $134,000 today. They paid 6 percent on anything over $8,999.

This was pretty progressive for the time, but here's the thing: The tax brackets haven't been adjusted since then. The top bracket is still $9,000, and anyone with any kind of a job makes that much. The working poor pay at the same rate as billionaires.

If Missouri's Legislature were as enlightened as it was in 1931, it would create a new State Survey Commission to look at how the state is organized and funded. There's no chance of that; indeed, to the extent there is any talk of tax reform in Jefferson City, it surrounds conservative crusader Rex Sinquefield's effort to replace the state income tax with higher, broader sales taxes. An "everything tax" of 15 percent would be even worse than what we've got now.

In its study of the impact of state income taxes on low-income families, the left-leaning Center for Budget and Policy Priorities notes that Missouri and Illinois are among only 11 states that require a single-parent family of three earning below the poverty threshold of $17,374 to pay income taxes.

Both states require several hundred dollars in income taxes from near-poor two-parent families of four — total household income of $27,893, or 125 percent of poverty. Illinois goes so far as to require income taxes from families in severe poverty, meaning those at three-quarters or less of the poverty threshold.

It would seem the Democratically controlled Illinois legislature is just as benighted as its Republican-controlled counterpart in Missouri.

At the federal level, many conservatives argue that despite the heavy burden of sales and payroll taxes on the working poor, everyone ought to pay a little something in income taxes, too. This, of course, defies the thinking of the sainted Ronald Reagan, whose administration ushered in the earned income tax credit in the belief that it helped the poor pull themselves out of poverty.

Twenty-five states have adopted some form of the EITC. Illinois is among them, although its allowance of 5 percent of the federal credit doesn't offset its other problems. Missouri has no EITC, and, given the state's budget problems, it is unlikely to create one.

What is needed now is what was needed in 1929: a comprehensive, non-partisan review of state finances and a fair overhaul of the tax structure. If that's too much to ask, at least bring the brackets into the 21st century.
Be careful what you criminalize
St. Joseph News-Press
Should every adult in Missouri be required by law to report every instance of suspected child abuse or neglect to authorities? Or is it enough — perhaps even best — to require this only of trained professionals? 

Our unwritten moral code holds that caring adults, in their varying degrees of judgment, observation skills and awareness of what constitutes a crime or endangerment, are expected to bring concerns to a responsible authority whenever they determine that to be warranted. 

By contrast, current law in Missouri requires persons in these select professions to become educated in what constitutes the legal definition of child abuse and neglect and to mandatorily report such cases: 

* Teachers, principals and other school officials. 

* Health care professionals, including doctors, nurses, care staff and mental health professionals. 

* Social workers, day care and child-care workers, and other persons with responsibility for the care of children. 

* Law enforcement officials. 

* Ministers. 

Failure to report is a Class A misdemeanor. 

The differences between a “mandated reporter” and the average citizen are that one can be expected to have regular contact with vulnerable children, is trained in what to look for and is regularly instructed in his or her legal obligations. 

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster, noting the reported scandal at Penn State University, says he wants lawmakers to consider adding the state to the 18 that already require all citizens to report suspected abuse or neglect of children. 

We do not enter this discussion with a firm stand for or against this proposition. Rather, we want to hear more. 

We want to understand how such a requirement works elsewhere to protect children and address issues of abuse or neglect, including bringing offenders to justice. 

At the same time, we want to know what protections are afforded well-intentioned adults who until now have been free to exercise informed judgment and common sense — rather than compelled to simply report everything they see for fear of running afoul of the law.
Landfill Not Automatic

Posted: Saturday, November 19, 2011 5:32 pm Washington Missourian
The Missourian has explained in detail several times that adding a provision in Franklin County’s zoning code for utility landfills does not mean that approval for one is automatic. This provision had been omitted from the code earlier.

We have people who still believe that Ameren Missouri will be able to construct and operate a landfill near its electric power plant in the Labadie bottoms simply by filing an application to do so. There are conditions Ameren will have to meet before a landfill can be built, plus federal and state requirements will have to be met.

In a controversial issue such as this, there often are legal challenges to code provisions and state and federal rules.

While it’s true there could be a landfill in the Labadie bottoms to handle coal ash from the coal-burning electric plant some year in the future, contamination and flooding issues will be considered by the governmental bodies that review the application.

Approval of an application is not automatic.
Your View: Law provides benefits

By Timothy P. Green 
Special to The Globe 

— Prevailing-wage law protects local construction labor markets from being destroyed by low-wage labor brought in from outside the area.

The law provides important benefits for communities where public construction occurs. The workers employed on public construction projects, paid for with tax dollars, receive a good wage; the wage rate attracts skilled, productive workers; and local businesses benefit from local workers spending their wages in the community. Contractors bid for public works projects using a level playing field.

The people of Joplin deserve the protections of the prevailing-wage law because taxpayers need to know public money is wisely invested in high-quality, cost-efficient public projects built by well-trained workers. Studies by the National Alliance for Fair Contracting and the State University of New York-Cortland show public projects in states with prevailing-wage laws clearly save taxpayers’ dollars.

The payment of prevailing wages often reduces costs because of the increase in productivity, the decrease in job-site injuries, and savings derived from significant reductions in future maintenance because of the higher quality of the original construction.

Timothy P. Green

President

Missouri State Building and Construction Trades Council
Suing Arizona: The 2012 impact
By: Josh Gerstein
November 19, 2011 07:02 AM EST 

At first blush, the Obama administration’s decision to launch a legal crusade against Arizona and two other states that have passed laws cracking down on illegal immigrants seems like a sure political loser — the three Justice Department lawsuits fly squarely in the face of public support for the new laws and play into a familiar conservative narrative about an overbearing and intrusive federal government.

“It can’t help,” former Gov. Phil Bredesen (D-Tenn.) said of the likely political impact on President Barack Obama’s reelection chances and those of other Democrats facing voters next fall. “It just seems like an issue that’s tailor made to being used by the other party to their advantage.”

But there also is a potential political upside to a immigration-related legal showdown that may ultimately be resolved by the Supreme Court: It could give a major boost to Obama’s urgent effort to shore up his support among Latinos in advance of 2012.

If the Supreme Court does weigh in on the issue this term — and it’s expected to decide in the next several weeks — the legal battle would come to a head, conveniently, just as Obama is trying to make amends for what many Latinos regard as a less-than-aggressive drive to pass immigration reform legislation.

“My sense is [the Obama camp has] actually thought about this a lot,” said Muzaffar Chishti of the Migration Policy Institute. “You can see an organized campaign the last three months of reaching out to the Latino electorate and a plan to do ‘everything we can’ to improve things on immigration. … Going to the Supreme Court is going to be significant to try to communicate: ‘We’ll go to the wall on this.’”

Still, the Justice Department, citing legal reasons, has urged the court not to become involved — and it’s just as possible in the view of many Republicans that the suits will end up having damaging political consequences for Obama. The court’s decision to take up Obama’s health care reform legislation next spring will put concerns about federal government overreach front and center and a fight over federal efforts to limit a state’s authority to address illegal immigration could stoke that fire.

“You really play into the story of big government and anti-federal government sentiment,” said Dowell Myers, a University of Southern California demographer who studies immigration-related trends. “It would be wise if the administration couples its efforts to protect rights and federal control some kind of statement of responsibility” for federal failures to control illegal immigration and reimburse states for immigration-related costs, he said.

The Justice Department’s legal efforts began last year with a challenge to Arizona’s SB 1070 and expanded more recently to lawsuits against Alabama and — on Halloween — South Carolina. Since SB 1070 was signed in June, polls have consistently shown a majority — often about two-thirds of the public — favoring such anti-illegal immigration legislation.

Three Republican senators, Jim DeMint of South Carolina, Jeff Sessions of Alabama and David Vitter of Louisiana, have introduced a bill to cut off funding for the pending suits and block any future suits involving specific immigration-related laws in Georgia, Indiana, Missouri, Oklahoma and Utah. A similar amendment failed on a 43-55 vote last year, but won the support of four Senate Democrats: Blanche Lincoln and Mark Pryor of Arkansas, Jon Tester of Montana, and Ben Nelson of Nebraska.

“I’ve been stunned at how popular the Arizona law is even in polling in other states,” said Whit Ayres, a GOP pollster who surveys for the group Resurgent Republic.

A national Quinnipiac survey taken late last month found 61 percent of Americans supporting the Arizona immigration law the Obama administration has successfully persuaded the lower courts to gut. And 56 percent of respondents said they’d like to see an Arizona-style law passed in their state.

Other pollsters agree that SB 1070 polls well, but they say the numbers are more nuanced than they appear.

Some voters are strongly opposed to the measure and others passionately in favor, but potential swing voters tend to be more persuadable about immigration and less concerned about it compared to other problems, like the economy, analysts say.

Under this theory, Obama could boost Latino turnout by fighting against SB 1070, with a limited downside if most of the hardcore opposition to the measure is likely to vote for his Republican opponent in any event. Swing voters might disagree with the president on the point but will cast their votes on what they perceive as bigger issues.

“Elections are about two things: turning out your base and winning the middle … The calculation is one that obviously the president is not doing as well with Latinos as he did four years ago,” said Quinnipiac pollster Peter Brown. “The possibility that illegal immigration becomes a front-burner issue in the presidential campaign offers, perhaps, the opportunity for him to reclaim his support.”

The Justice Department has denied that political concerns are at play in their decisions about which state laws to challenge. However, a Justice spokeswoman acknowledged that the White House was “consulted” about the decisions to sue.

“These lawsuits were brought by the Department of Justice and reflect our judgment about the laws’ constitutional and other legal defects. The laws challenged thus far clearly conflict with federal immigration law and enforcement priorities,” spokeswoman Xochitl Hinojosa said. “Prior to filing these suits, we appropriately consulted with other departments in the executive branch, as well as with the White House, given the important legal issues raised.”

But the department’s choice of targets has certainly coincided with the Obama campaign’s 2012 electoral strategy. Arizona, Alabama and South Carolina are not states Obama is expected to win — and neither are Georgia and Utah, which have passed similar laws but have not yet been subject to legal action.

On the other hand, several states with major Latino populations that might be fired up by a big SB 1070 fight — places like Nevada, Colorado and New Mexico — are must-wins for the Obama campaign.

“They’re really not concerned with the national vote, but with their core Latino voters and independent voters in states they don’t want to lose,” Chishti said. “My feeling is independent voters, while not approving of the stance Obama has taken opposing 1070, it’s not a huge, critical issue for them … and if it [isn’t] the Obama campaign would rather appeal for the Latino vote, for whom it is the No. 1 issue.”

Bredesen has doubts that the SB 1070 issue will actual do much to improve Obama’s standing with Latinos.

“The leadership of the Hispanic community wants to see some rationalization of the process — the path to citizenship. This doesn’t do anything about that,” the former governor said. “I don’t know how many more Hispanics you’re going to get to come out and vote because of taking this kind of a position.”

In August, Arizona asked the Supreme Court to take up the legality of SB 1070, which was largely blocked by lower court rulings, and set a clear standard for other states. But last week, the Justice Department urged the justices not to wade into the issue.

“These state laws are not carbon copies; they take various different approaches to the subjects S.B. 1070 addresses. … There is no reason to think that reviewing this preliminary injunction would resolve those cases — much less resolve any conflict in the courts of appeals on the relevant issues, because none exists,” Solicitor General Donald Verrilli wrote.

One critic of the administration’s lawsuits, Mark Krikorian of the Center for Immigration Studies, said Obama might benefit from arguing the case in the Supreme Court and then losing it.

“The administration had a political incentive to file these cases to show their left flank and racial identity groups. … They’re doing something, but it’s in [the Obama team’s] interest to lose in the Supreme Court so it’s not quite as contentious an issue in these states.”

So far, 11 states — Alabama, Georgia, Idaho, Louisiana, Michigan, Nebraska, Oklahoma, South Carolina, South Dakota, Virginia and Wyoming — have already weighed in with the Supreme Court in favor of the Arizona law.

Potentially the most political damage to Obama could be done in Virginia, widely considered crucial to his reelection and a hotbed over the years for anti-illegal immigration sentiment. That sentiment flared again last year when an illegal immigrant from Bolivia who had been ordered deported but never actually removed from the country drove drunk, killing a nun.

“I think the administration is making a huge mistake in challenging 1070,” said Prince William County, Va. Board of Supervisors Chairman Corey Stewart, who led the adoption of a similar measure there in 2007.

Notwithstanding the dominance of the economy in the political discussion, some analysts said immigration could still be an important, even pivotal issue in the 2012 race, and not just in Virginia. As Myers puts it, there can be “some political hazard to appear to be favoring immigration in virtually any way during a sharp economic downturn. Why would you want to promote immigration, or seem to promote it, in a time of high unemployment? … That’s a losing argument.”

It’s also clear some Hispanics view the administration’s suits against SB 1070 and other laws as little more than a sop. While the Justice Department has held special briefings on the effort for immigrant rights activists, some remain deeply skeptical of Obama’s commitment to the broader immigration fight.

“I think it’s catering to the Latino leadership, the Latino population, but if you analyze it, it’s very little,” said Teodoro Maus, president of the Georgia Latino Alliance for Human Rights. “It’s very little, very late. … He has to go for the throat, go for immigration reform that’s serious. All the rest is bull, playing with words, playing games.”

Others say that such misgivings about Obama are sure to fade away by Election Day, as Latinos face a choice between the incumbent and a GOP nominee likely to be far more hostile to illegal immigrants than Obama.

“At the end of the day, they’re going to be confronted with the alternative, which is some people who believe people should be electrocuted if they try to cross the border,” Chishti said. “At that point, it will be irresponsible for the leadership to tell the base to vote against the president or stay home. What’s at stake for the next election for immigration is very high.”
The Hotline's Senate Race Rankings: 20 Seats Up for Grabs

Kick Off Coverage

by Reid Wilson, Josh Kraushaar and Quinn McCord

Updated: November 21, 2011 | 7:28 a.m. 
November 21, 2011 | 6:00 a.m. 

Liz Lynch

Sen. Kent Conrad's seat in North Dakota is likely to wind up in Republican hands.

Correction: An earlier version of this story misstated the partisan breakdown of South Dakota's congressional delegation. It is made up of two Republicans and one Democrat.
What goes around comes around. After losing virtually every toss-up Senate race in 2006, Republicans find themselves in prime position to pick up the four seats they need to control the Senate. And Democrats' success five years ago means Republicans have plenty of targets from which to choose.

In this, the first installment of Hotline's monthly Senate race rankings, we examine the seats most likely to change partisan control in next year's elections. That is, we see Sen. Kent Conrad's seat in North Dakota as more likely to wind up in Republican hands than Sen. Ben Nelson's seat in Nebraska, and Sen. Scott Brown of Massachusetts more likely to lose to a Democrat than Nevada Sen. Dean Heller.

Our complex methodology includes a delicate balance of poll numbers, both public and private; fundraising performance; message resonance; buzz on the trail; and, the key ingredient, our gut feelings. From those five factors, we answer a fundamental question: Which candidate would we rather be? In North Dakota, we'd rather be in Rep. Rick Berg's position than in former Attorney General Heidi Heitkamp's place, for example.

The ultimate conclusions are subjective, of course, and we promise they endear us to neither side (Our phones will ring off the hooks with loud complaints from both Democrats and Republicans the moment these rankings are published). But they represent months of close scrutiny of each race, and our best conclusions as to where the Senate is headed in the 113th Congress.

The bottom line: It's a target-rich environment for the GOP, but unlike in 2010, Democrats have opportunities to make life very uncomfortable for at least a few Republicans.
Analysis: St. Louis businessmen on Mo. ballot 

By CHRIS BLANK | Posted: Sunday, November 20, 2011 11:48 am
Two St. Louis businessmen are seeking to jump from their boardrooms onto the ballot, launching bids as Republicans for the top Missouri offices on next year's ballot.

The most recent is Dave Spence, who officially joined the Missouri governor race Tuesday. After just a few days, Spence's candidacy pushed out Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, who shelved his gubernatorial aspirations this past week and instead decided to seek a third term as lieutenant governor. Another St. Louis businessman, John Brunner, launched his candidacy for the U.S. Senate last month.

Missouri's duo of businessmen candidates could bring a new twinge to the campaigns for the top offices on next year's ballot. Over the past decade, none of Missouri's leading candidates have tried to make a leap from private business directly to a major elected post. Instead, the hopefuls have come from the state Legislature, Congress and other statewide offices.

Now, two Republican candidates hope they can start a new model. Spence, 53, is the president and CEO of Alpha Packaging that makes plastic bottles for vitamins and personal care products and is the chairman of Legacy Packaging that is a pharmaceutical packaging firm. Brunner, 59, is the third generation partial owner of Vi-Jon that makes cosmetics and health care products such as hand sanitizer and describes himself as the chairman emeritus for the company.

Each businessman faces challenges in starting their political careers. Brunner is running in a competitive primary against U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and former Missouri Treasurer Sarah Steelman for the right to challenge Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill. Spence has a primary against lightly funded former Kansas City attorney Bill Randles and then would take on Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, who swept into office four years ago.

Nonetheless, Brunner and Spence both can count on some advantages. Using a business career for a launching pad instead of past government service could prove a strong selling point in campaigns for Missouri governor and the U.S. Senate that are likely to be dominated by the economy and by proposals for improving it. Plus, private enterprise bona fides can be particularly potent when appealing to voters in a GOP primary.

Business success also means the candidates can have the wherewithal to contribute their own cash toward their political aspirations. That decreases some of the fundraising pressure for the businessmen who will need to compete in primaries or general elections against more experienced rivals that have developed a base of supporters over a career.

Both Spence and Brunner have said they are willing to contribute their own funds into campaign accounts.

On the flip side, politicking is a skill that can take some time to master. The campaign trail can be a thorny place even for experienced politicians, and the increased scrutiny in prominent races can magnify the risk and scope of mistakes.

Business candidates "bring the advantage of a new face, that is not tied into the status quo, which is held in extremely low esteem," said Dave Robertson, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. "The problem is that if you don't have experience in running for office, you are more likely to have oops moments."

In addition, the political benefits of running a business can become a lug when decisions made by a company creep into campaign fodder.

Vi-Jon announced in late October that it was laying off some employees, which prompted attention on Brunner _ who no longer is active in the firm's daily operations, but is a former chief executive for the company that was founded by his grandfather. Similarly, Spence has faced questions about his former position on the board of directors for a bank, whose holding company has announced it would stop making an annual dividend payment to the U.S. Treasury for money received under a federal bank bailout program.

The advent of Missouri's business candidacies come amid increasing turmoil in the national political climate and a desire by some voters for candidates new to the political arena. Business leaders in numerous states have sought to jump into public office.

Among the most famous has been Ross Perot, who ran for president in 1992 against Republican George H.W. Bush and Democrat Bill Clinton. In 2004, Colorado beer magnet Pete Coors ran as a Republican for an open U.S. Senate seat but lost.

Last year, Wisconsin plastics company president Ron Johnson beat a former congressman in a GOP primary and then knocked off three-term Democratic U.S. Sen. Russ Feingold. And in the Florida governor's race, Republican Rick Scott, the founder a company that became the world's largest health care firm, beat the state's attorney general in a Republican primary and then defeated the state's chief financial officer in the general election.

The influx of business leaders as top candidates in Missouri's marquee races also could indicate options for possible Republican candidates have thinned somewhat among the traditional stopping grounds. Although Republicans have controlled the Legislature for the past decade, Democrats now hold two-thirds of the statewide offices.

Uncertainty in the political atmosphere, many voters' frustration with elected officials and a dearth of prominent Republican leaders looking to run for higher office has created an opportunity for business leaders this year.

"It's causing people to have an open mind in the case of running for office and in nominating people without much experience to these slots," Robertson said.

The Star’s editorial | A higher cigarette tax would improve health care, schools in Missouri

A serious effort is under way to raise Missouri’s lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax — a move that would vastly improve the health of both citizens and the state’s finances.

Gov. Jay Nixon and legislative leaders should be leading this charge. Not only does Missouri’s ridiculous 17-cents-a-pack tax deprive the state of badly needed revenues, researchers have estimated that smoking costs the state’s Medicaid system more than $600 million a year. 

But the Democratic governor and Republican legislative leaders have not mustered the courage to place the health of Missouri citizens above their reluctance to support a tax boost. And so a citizens’ coalition has mounted a statewide initiative petition campaign. 

The coalition, led by the American Cancer Society, this week replaced a petition filed earlier with the Missouri Secretary of State’s office with a slightly modified version. It asks voters to increase the tax on a pack of cigarettes to 90 cents. That is still far below the national average of $1.43 a pack.

The Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids in Washington estimates that a 73-cent increase on a pack of cigarettes would bring in $283 million a year for cash-strapped Missouri.

The ballot initiative proposes creating a “health and education trust fund,” to hold revenues from the 73-cent increase. It calls for 20 percent of the net proceeds to be used for smoking prevention and cessation efforts; 50 percent to be used for elementary and secondary education; and 30 percent to benefit public colleges and universities, with a fourth of that amount earmarked for the education of health care providers.

Designating the money makes sense. Although the state has one of the nation’s highest smoking rates, Missouri leaders have reneged on previous promises to spend money on preventing tobacco use and helping people quit. And the trust fund would provide another source of reliable revenue to public schools and universities.

Attempts to raise Missouri’s cigarette tax through a statewide vote failed narrowly in 2002 and 2006, after vehement resistance from tobacco lobbyists. But Missouri’s new, ignominious distinction as the nation’s cheapest place in which to purchase cigarettes ought to persuade voters this time.
Morality police need a shift in focus

By MARY SANCHEZ
The Kansas City Star 

Here’s an easy prediction.

Male politicians — Republicans, Democrats and independents — will continue to embarrass themselves in tawdry sex scandals, especially now that some self-righteous politicos in Missouri have won their argument against strip clubs.

The same week the GOP virtue squad scored a win, related morality police attitudes took down one of their own.

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, the leading contender for Republicans to take back the governorship from Jay Nixon, bailed out of seeking the office on Friday, a few days before he was expected to officially enter the 2012 race.

And the main cause for the not-yet-a-campaign meltdown? Kinder’s alleged relationship with a former stripper in the 1990s, or maybe it was his want-to-be relationship. The extent of their connection, especially in more recent years, never really became clear. Which makes this even more interesting as some in the Republican party continue to stress social issues instead of focusing on more pressing economic, job-related challenges in the state.

Last week the Missouri Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of legislation banning full nudity and alcohol sales, limiting club hours and other measures to keep strippers distanced from customers while they dance.

Obviously, some regulations are necessary, especially to keep prostitution from occurring or drug sales. But club owners will continue to find ways around many of the efforts. Latex see-through coverings have allowed some dancers to appear as if they are nude, yet technically be covered enough for the law.

At the same time, a seemingly ever-raising standard of morality entrapped Kinder. Kinder also had questions about hotel receipts taxpayers had been expected to pay. But it was the taint of sexual dalliances that really hurt his image.

He’s guilty of bad judgment for sure. The woman he’s alleged to have had a relationship with used to be a Penthouse Pet and then later worked in a bar that advertises “pantsless” waitresses. But Kinder is single. It’s not like he’s been caught cheating on a spouse or hiring a prostitute. There are no sexually-explicit photos.

Here’s what I’d like to see: Some of these politicians who have been morally compromised by their own party’s standards do more to actually help women avoid winding up in adult entertainment. Education is a top contender for focus, along with any program that can help dysfunctional family systems. Contrary to a common fantasy, most women are not footing the bills for their law or medical degree by stripping. If they believed they had more options and a raised self-esteem, they wouldn’t be there. 

Then, maybe there’d be fewer public outings of yet another shamed politician. Or maybe not — that’s a standard of human nature and by extension, politics.

Letters to the editor, November 19 

Posted: Saturday, November 19, 2011 12:00 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Stand together to end sexual abuse
Recent news has resulted in a great deal of discussion and opinions regarding how the situation was handled and how it should have been handled. This is not a sex scandal; it is a sexual abuse scandal. This isn't about a high-profile individual who had consensual sex with another adult of legal age. This is about an adult in a privileged position at a prestigious university allegedly preying on children over a period of 15 years. It also is about people in powerful positions ignoring allegations.

When our educators at Call for Help provide prevention education in area schools, we tell children to tell someone about abuse and to keep telling until someone stops it. Why should this not also apply to bystanders? Telling one person that a child is being sexually abused is not enough. We need to tell everyone who will listen until someone does something to stop it from happening again. We are morally responsible to protect our fellow men, women and, especially, children.

Predators typically are not the odd-looking stranger lurking around town. They are your friends, family members, neighbors, pastors and coaches. They are individuals you have welcomed into your home and trusted with your children.

These scandals should teach us that there is not one type of predator. They come in all races, ages, genders and sexual orientations; 80 percent of the time, they are someone you know. It is everyone's responsibility to stop sexual abuse. It is everyone's responsibility to send the message that sexual abuse against anyone is wrong and that we no longer will stand aside and allow it to continue. One person cannot stop sexual abuse. We have to stand together to end sexual abuse. We must let others know that we will not tolerate rape or sexual abuse.

If you or someone you know has been a victim of sexual assault, know that there is hope out there. The Call for Help Sexual Assault Victims Care Unit provides medical and legal advocacy to victims of rape and sexual assault in St. Clair, Madison, Monroe and Randolph counties in Illinois. We provide sexual assault counseling free of charge. We also provide sexual abuse prevention education to area schools, day cares, agencies or any community organization that wants more information. Call 24 hours, seven days a week at 618-397-0975. We are help and hope for people in crisis.

Mindy Stratmann • East St. Louis
Program Manager, Call for Help Inc., Sexual Assault Victims Care Unit
Community banks should start lending to small businesses
Because of the scare brought on by the near-collapse of the banking industry from the real estate sub-prime lending scams, many small businesses are gasping for air to survive. Despite President Barack Obama's pleas to the major banks to open up lending to small businesses, his call to action on this economic crisis has been virtually ignored by the major institutions.

This is particularly alarming because the very same banks that the American public bailed out are refusing to invest in the biggest sources of jobs for America. Small businesses make up the majority of the American workforce.

These businesses, because of the economic crisis, are going through every imaginable obstacle to survive. Many have stopped providing health insurance for their employees, issued the lowest pay increase in more than 20 years and laid off some employees.

Strangely enough the major banks (who took the bailout money) are reporting record profits and are giving mind-boggling bonuses to the very people who allowed the near-failure to happen.

Are we facing what Charles Dickens wrote about in his "Tale of Two Cities"? Is Wall Street having great party with Main Street quiet becoming reality for America? Has the Babylonian beast called the Mega Corporation slouched its way toward our country to be born? Perhaps, but there are things we can and must do.

Community banks must take back their interest in the American communities. These banks always have profited and thrived by making worthwhile investments in small businesses. There can be nothing greater than creating a win-win-win situation. The bank wins, the small businesses grow, and the community thrives.

The federal government should do its part as well. Economic incentives should be given to these community banks for making loans to small businesses.

What hasn't worked, at least to the common man's benefit, is the bailout of Wall Street. Now let's try a change of strategy and lend to Main Street. It's in the country's best interest. It would be an adrenaline shot for economic recovery.

Community banks fear that the larger banks won't lend to them because of potentially riskier loans to individuals. Congress can help with incentives.

I applaud the president's plea to the banks to lend to the small businesses. I pray the slumbering beast will be halted. It must.

Herman L. Jimerson • St. Louis
New options for Illinois adoptees
Today, Nov. 19, families and adoption advocates across the country will celebrate National Adoption Day. It is meant to celebrate the joys, the gifts and the love that come with adoption.

This year, Illinois-born adoptees have more to celebrate. Effective Nov. 15, we have the right to do what we have been denied all of our lives: apply for a copy of our original birth certificates. On that day, the Illinois Department of Public Health will begin accepting request forms, thanks to a new law that I sponsored.

To many, a birth certificate may be just a scrap of paper. To adoptees, it's the key to understanding our original identity. Adoptees will learn their birth name, the place of their birth and the names of one or both of their birth parents.

As an adoptee, advocate and legislator, I have come to know adopted people who have reunited with birth families and others who have sought no reunification. Some have adopted children of their own. Some have spent their entire lives seeking their identity, while others only learned of their adopted status as older adults.

Now we can submit our applications for our original birth certificates. And today I rejoice that I soon WILL learn the answer to two questions: Who am I? Where did I come from?

I urge other Illinois adult adoptees to do the same. For more information on the new law, visit www.NewIllinoisAdoptionLaw.com.

Illinois State Rep. Sara Feigenholtz • D-Chicago
Keystone expansion should be allowed
On Veterans Day, Americans celebrate veterans for their patriotism and their willingness to serve and sacrifice for the common good. As a veteran, I reflect on the acts of courage I witnessed during my time of service. Many men and women have sacrificed their lives for the security of this country and I value their contribution to the United States' national security.

I will remember Veterans Day 2011 as a day when I witnessed a lack of courage on the part of our administration to protect our nation's economic and national security. Headlines were dominated by the administration's decision to delay the construction of the Keystone XL pipeline, a project that would create thousands of American jobs and could wean our dependence on hostile countries for our energy.

The administration avoided a real solution when it bowed to the environmental activists to delay the decision pending another environmental review for alternative routes that would bypass Nebraska's Ogallala Aquifer.

The State Department has analyzed the Keystone XL pipeline for nearly three years, including the exploration of multiple route alternatives and weighing the risks of any pipeline spill. In its conclusion, the department deemed the other routes unacceptable and the proposed pipeline route safe.

Further noted experts, such as Jim Goecke, a respected hydrogeologist from the University of Nebraska, also deemed the proposed route safe to Nebraska's environment. Mr. Goecke has drilled more than 1,000 test holes in the Ogallala Aquifer and objects to activists who say that the Keystone XL would harm the drinking water in the aquifer. The pipeline's protective cement conduit would prevent spills from reaching the water, according to Mr. Goecke.

We should listen to experts.

I certainly didn't fight for our national security only for unjustified environmental arguments to keep it at risk. I strongly support the Keystone XL pipeline and grow increasingly discouraged each day the administration lets pass without approving it. By not allowing this pipeline, we continue to demean the sacrifices made by our veterans.

Rod Burnett • Jefferson City
Lt. Col. USMC, Ret., for the Missouri Energy Forum
A step toward halting suicide
I congratulate St. Louis Community College for creating a mental health first aid course. Integrating such a course into the curriculum is a step in the right direction to address the epidemic of youth suicide.

However, this measure alone is not enough to effectively combat suicide. The course should be offered free of charge to the students. Because of the cost, only certain students will complete the one-credit course, but all students would benefit from the information.

Many college students are on a budget. If society is to effectively halt youth suicide, it begins with education for everyone, not only those with a disposable $88, the amount needed to take the course.

Suicide often is deemed a taboo subject in our culture. Because of this, many people may not be aware of the Garrett Lee Smith Memorial Act, which provides funding for colleges and universities to implement suicide prevention and intervention programs at no cost to students. The Garrett Lee Smith Memorial Act Reauthorization of 2011 has been introduced in the Senate. If passed, it would expand the provisions made under the original law. It is vital that the bill be reauthorized so that in the future, suicide prevention programs or courses such as the one offered by the STLCC are free of charge to students.

Jessica Saverin • University City
Don't blame Wall Street
Certainly, one can accuse Wall Street and corporate America of greedy exploitation; but it primarily was the high-handed actions of our government that brought on the housing bubble, which led to the 2008 recession when it burst.

The government-sponsored enterprises Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and the Community Reinvestment Act were prime tools in the speculative credit bubble. Feeding this misconception was the Federal Reserve under Alan Greenspan, with it's "too-big-to-fail" mentality.

After government-sponsored Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac packaged mortgage loans, the Wall Street banks entered into this sorry enterprise. But big government and the recklessness of the Federal Reserve were the prime culprits.

Our government has the authority and power to rein in Wall Street and corporate America, if it has the will. But our president and congressmen of both parties and Wall Street and corporate America opportunistically feed off of one another at the public's expense.

Our federal government has more tentacles than these capitalist giants because it controls the other side of the materialistic coin: the welfare state (a cousin to socialism), thus our nation has operated in the red for 73 of the past 78 years. That's a primary reason for our staggering national debt.

We ordinary citizens bear some guilt because we bought into capitalist greed and welfare "goodies" so we could obtain the materialistic life by living beyond our means.

The day of reckoning has arrived for all of us.

Jack Moran • St. Louis
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Sick-day payout for teachers helps to make up for lower pay
"Lottery jackpots? Nope. Sick day payouts for teachers" (Nov. 13) failed to mention several pertinent points with respect to the sick leave benefits provided by Rockwood and other school districts. For example, the article discusses the 43-year career of a dedicated classroom teacher, commenting on the sick leave award he received upon his retirement. This award, averaging $2,340 per year of his service to the students in Rockwood, does not begin to make up for how underpaid he and other teachers are within the educational field.

Rockwood School District teachers routinely are in the bottom half to bottom third of St. Louis County districts in pay. Missouri ranks 49th in terms of teacher pay, nearly $10,000 below the national average and $26,000 behind the highest-paid state average in the nation.

A Hamilton Project analysis found that teacher salaries have been stagnant for three decades, resulting in a growing gap between teacher salaries and the salaries of similarly skilled workers in other professions. If our state and nation truly value the education of all citizens, we have to acknowledge and address this.

The article also asserts that sick leave payouts are rare in the private sector. However, the article failed to delineate the benefits and perks that exist for private-sector professionals that are not available to their educational counterparts, including annual bonuses, matching 401(k) contributions, severance packages, stock options, paid holidays, signing bonuses, commissions, wellness options, work phones and cars, etc.

Teachers are not the enemy of private-sector employees. We are the individuals to whom you entrust your children. Why would we not work together to address the challenges of today?

Suzanne Dotta • Manchester
President, Rockwood National Education Association
Teachers deserve a perk
Regarding "Lottery jackpots? Nope. Sick day payouts for teachers" (Nov. 13): So our highly qualified, dedicated and healthy teachers get a perk? Who else is more deserving? I do not believe in abuse of any government or state funds, especially with some school districts in such dire needs, but fair is fair.

If this country does not wake up an realize how important an education is and how important it is to take care of our good sincere, dedicated teachers, soon we won't have any warm, hands-on teachers who really do care.

Bonnie Morse • Clayton
Detection works
As a former state forester who worked in the area south of where the recent wildfires took place near Bunker, Mo., I was appalled that in less than a day with only three sets, 5,000 acres of the Salem Ranger District were burned ("Forest fire spreads speculation," Nov. 6). This indicates to me that the fires were set either on the evening of Oct. 31 or the early morning hours of Nov. 1. It would appear that little effort at detection had been carried out that day by the Salem District, until the smoke was spotted and the fire well on its way, even though the Forest Service knew of an arson problem in the area, that there was a buildup of fuel because of storm damage and that high fire danger existed because of low humidity, high winds and warm temperatures.

In my time in Shannon, Oregon and Carter counties, our state district had people looking for smoke during the day and glowing at night from towers, aircraft and road patrols when fire danger was high, and especially in areas that had a history of arson. Arson sets often were found on both U.S. Forest Service and state forest lands and usually were quickly suppressed. The feds did not appear to take detection, especially at night, as seriously as did the state, even though arson at night was common and, if undetected, a potential disaster.

It seems that the old-fashioned, less expensive, tried-and-true methods of detection from towers and road patrols in the Ozarks were retired a little prematurely by the Forest Service. In their place, a lax detection approach that favors big-time suppression within its nearly unlimited funds to fight wildfires now is in place.

The result: The largest wildfire in the Mark Twain in decades.

David M. Jinkerson • Wildwood
Entrance fee
We should have to pay to enter our parks, especially Lone Elk Park. My grandchildren love the park and all of its animals. We pay to go to museums and other establishments, such as Six Flags.

We must preserve the parks and all of the animals in the parks.

Pat Young • Oakville
Start paying attention
Dana Milbank reports that a Politico/George Washington University poll found that 88 percent of Americans are not or are only somewhat familiar with what has come to be called the supercommittee ("'We have your back'," Nov. 18). Looking at the results from the other direction, only 12 in every 100 Americans are somewhat familiar with this joint House and Senate committee. Pogo's wisdom applies again: We have met the enemy, and he is us.

I'm confident that "Letters" readers are part of the 12 percent who are quite aware of the committee's charge to propose deficit-reduction steps to Congress by Thanksgiving and that mandatory reductions will take place if those proposals are not approved by Christmas. But what about the rest? The Occupy movement decries the 99 percent's feeling of powerlessness in the face of corporate influence on democracy, a growing disparity in wealth and the absence of legal repercussions behind the recent global financial crisis. Unfortunately, the poll suggests that most of the 99 percent aren't paying attention.

One of the realities of our republic is that we must know what is happening around us and make our choices in the voting booth if we want to influence how we are governed. Our government will continue to be influenced by special interests until the people in the 88 percent keep their eyes open when they look around, figure out what's going on and then vote in their best interest.

Listen up and pay attention, folks!

Bob Boland • University City
Always report
Recent events at Penn State have shaken a lot of us to the core, especially those of us who work in child abuse prevention. My heart is breaking for the victims of the alleged abuse. It is unfathomable to me that people kept the situation 'secret" for so long.

One important lesson in all of this is that anyone working with children on a professional level is considered a mandated reporter. In Missouri, these individuals have a legal obligation to report any reasonable suspicion that a child is being subjected to abuse or neglect.

Unfortunately, far too many professionals are unfamiliar with the law about mandated reporting. Definitive proof is not required to report — only a reasonable suspicion. Witnessing the rape of a child falls under this realm. A person will not be held liable if the report is found to be unsubstantiated, as long as that report was made in good faith. If someone higher up than you tells you to keep it quiet, you still have a legal responsibility to make the report and are fully protected under the law from repercussions.

Since 1992, Jewish Family & Children's Service has provided sexual abuse prevention training to more than 250,000 children ages 3 to 12, and to teachers, counselors and others who work with children professionally.

This is an unfortunate lesson in permitting a tragic situation to go unaddressed for any length of time. It is our responsibility to speak up for a victim when he or she has no voice.

Jennifer Bernstein • St. Louis
Child Abuse Prevention Program Coordinator, Jewish Family and Children's Service
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Term limits help advance a true citizen legislature
Appallingly, the Post-Dispatch called for Missouri to depart from the 1992 term limit laws that were overwhelmingly approved by voters ("Fix the Legislature: II," Nov. 7). We need a citizen Legislature, and there are plenty of people in each community capable of serving as temporary stewards of the public trust. We do not need a career politician to represent a district for a generation.

Most of the dysfunction that existed in the special session was found in the Senate, where the most institutional knowledge among Missouri legislators exist.

More important, term limits produced a very successful regular session in the Missouri House for term-limited Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. He is a product of the "meritocracy" environment that term limits created in Missouri. In March, Dick Aldrich with Missouri News Horizon noted the success of Mr. Tilley in advancing quality legislation through the House ahead of schedule. He debunks the Post-Dispatch's theory that our elected officials are too incompetent to master institutional knowledge within a term-limited career.

The editorial cited a loss of institutional knowledge within the Missouri Legislature because of term limits. That isn't true. In 2010, my community rotated into office a very competent public servant. This recently elected individual has advanced more legislation in his first year than the prior representative did in an eight-year career. Term limits provoked this change, which has resulted in more brain power being injected into the system.

Term limits advance a citizen legislature where brain power is plentiful and consolidated within high-ranking positions. Now legislative talent — not seniority — results in attainment of power. The Missouri voters of 1992 had it right.

Derek Spencer • Poplar Bluff, Mo.
Peaceable kingdom
St. Charles Mayor Sally Faith should have researched the nature of Sugar Plum Fairies before allowing Laura Coppinger's banishment. Those of us who have been accosted by the Sugar Plum Fairy of Main Street know she's liable to say or do anything. She once ran away with my bag of kettle corn while giggling madly. Although a victim of robbery, I didn't report the incident because it seemed clear she was not a moral threat to the children of St. Charles.

Regarding her reflexive flushing of the toilet, everyone who knows anything about fairies knows they're impulsive; telling a Sugar Plum Fairy not to press a button is practically entrapment.

The only lesson to be learned here is that magical Christmas creatures and human resources departments don't mix. Even so, it would be heartening to see our St. Charles government review its own decision-making practices; clearly, something has gone wrong. A valuable employee has been lost over what appears to be a minor incident.

It's not so shocking that a human resources manager would take the narrowest legally justifiable route in this situation. But what about the counter-balancing power of government? Elected officials are supposed to pick apart complex issues to decide when a gain, in this case keeping the Sugar Plum Fairy, outweighs projected risk so that they can provide the best environment possible. It's a grim fairy tale indeed if our mayor and council members fail to further the welfare of a peaceable kingdom.

Patricia Scott • St. Charles
Dear Virginia
Virginia, you asked whether there is a Sugar Plum Fairy.

Now if you had asked whether there is a Santa Claus, I would have said he exists as certainly as love and generosity and devotion exist, and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauty and joy.

Alas! How dreary the world would be if there were no Santa Claus. It would be as dreary as if there were no Virginias. There would be no childlike faith then, no poetry, no romance to make tolerable this existence.

Once, indeed, there was someone who called herself Sugar Plum Fairy. But, even in your tender age, you already know that this world often is ruled by those without the love and generosity and devotion of Santa Claus.One of those rulers was Faith, a strange name for such a ruler. She had heard that the person who called herself Sugar Plum Fairy had said a naughty word. Now you probably don't say naughty words, Virginia, but you may have heard a playmate or an adult say one. After doing any bad thing, we are expected to apologize, and the Sugar Plum Fairy did. But the ruler Faith did not accept the apology. The Sugar Plum Fairy was banished from the kingdom forever.

So, Virginia, now there is no Sugar Plum Fairy.

But, rest assured, there is still Santa Claus! He lives, and he lives forever. A thousand years from now, Virginia, nay, ten times ten thousand years from now, he will continue to make glad the heart of childhood in spite of wicked rulers who would do otherwise.

Robert H. Teuscher • St. Louis
Educating teachers
The editorial "New ambition" (Nov. 17), about the Missouri Chamber of Commerce stepping up to help improve education, was timely and insightful.

For the business community to enter this monumental mess is an excellent idea. Businesses have to produce to survive. Educators do not. The absolute first place to begin are the totally incompetent and worthless colleges of education. They are the reason our schools are failing. A teacher who does well is a teacher who has knowledge and passion for his subject. If he can avoid the "how to teach classes," he will become an excellent teacher. Why is this so difficult to understand?

Bob Boles • Manchester

Important matters

I cannot help but be struck by the reported news stories that our congressmen, facing issues of almost unprecedented importance and that are posing real threats to our country (economy, jobs, security, global dangers, etc.), choose to occupy their time with matters such as school lunches and polar bears in zoos.

By my reckoning, the silliness of it all and the futile hope that this will cast our leadership as "doing something" are exceeded only by the audacity of the media boldly reporting it as being important stuff. Oh, really?

Gary Weber • Manchester
Cuts for contractors as seniors suffer
Let's see if I have this straight. In 2006, the government started withholding 3 percent of payments to government contractors, presumably because many contractors were not paying all of their taxes. Under the new "jobs" bill just passed by Congress, this withholding will cease, allegedly to encourage contractors to hire more people. The loss of income to the federal government will be "paid for" by making it harder for senior citizens to get Medicaid.

According to "Bill for veterans, contractors wins OK" (Nov. 17), economists think discontinuing this mandatory withholding will have little effect on jobs. But we all know that raising barriers to Medicaid will have a major adverse effect on seniors. After all, it's not fat-cat, wealthy retirees living the high life who apply for Medicaid. It's poverty-stricken folks who need nursing home care and who are already shattered by their medical costs.

One in six seniors lives in poverty, mostly because of unaffordable medical bills. And now we're going to make it harder for them to get care so that government contractors can more easily evade their taxes? I just don't get it.

Gail Ahumada • St. Louis
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GOP vs. Medicare, Social Security

I’ve listened to the Republicans’ arguments, and heard them talk negatively about Medicare and Social Security. I am someone who paid into the plans from the beginning and am now enjoying the results.

The Republicans dislike Medicare and Social Security and understand the importance. They’ve talked very little about those plans as they debated the bad Democrats.

I am amused by the politicians. We have more than are needed.

Abe Bucksner

Overland Park

Little guy gets crushed

It seems such a shame with the job losses that we can’t seem to afford to keep prisons well staffed. We are losing peace officers, and we need them. Yet we are keeping all those overpaid lawmakers. 

The cost of the lawmakers is as bad as the cost of the criminals to society.

It’s getting to the point where we need to get rid of all of the crooks. They don’t seem to help the honest citizens.

Too many rich people work for the oil cartels and the big money groups. They have no use for all of us who made this great nation.

William L. Elwood

Osceola, Mo.

New pledge of allegiance

A “Non Sequitur” cartoon in The Star several years ago contained these satirical words: “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the corporate states of America, and to the Republicans for which it stands, one nation, under debt, easily divisible, with liberty and justice for oil.”

In light of a Jan. 2010 Supreme Court decision removing restrictions on corporate funding of political campaigns, perhaps we should all now adopt this as our new pledge of allegiance.

Robert A. Eberle

Kansas City

Saving postal service

My letter carrier said it was “unbelievable” that I suggested that the postal service should be run by a private business. He said every country has a government-run postal service.

With the government going to direct deposit for checks it send out, it cuts off money to the postal service. The government saves money in one way but makes it worse for the postal service.

I’ll gladly accept the junk mail and toss it just to keep the post office in business.

Valma A.S. Ealey

Kansas City

Keep raceway in KC

Today Kansas City International Raceway has a positive social and financial impact on the area. It’s a place where people from age eight to 80, men and women, poor and rich go to race and be spectators.

It is a historical institution in Kansas City that has been in continuous operation at the current location since 1967. For the time being, please let the raceway continue serving the community where they are and as they have for more than 40 years.

There will be a place and time where the raceway can be moved and be a featured part of a bigger, better motorsports attraction. At that time the city should be in a better financial situation to develop, maintain and police an additional park.

Also, the economy should be turned around by then, and residential development in the Little Blue Valley area will be more feasible. Everyone can work together at this time to find a win/win scenario that will benefit the majority and be acceptable to most.

Please work hard to keep Kansas City’s place in motorsports history and make sure that we reserve a big place on the motorsports map of the future.

Todd Bridges

Lee’s Summit

 

We’re closing schools and laying off teachers, firefighters and police officers because the economy is bad and there is no money. Yet we can spend millions of taxpayers’ money to buy and tear down the Kansas City International Raceway and build another park for the riff-raff to hang out in and cause us to spend more money to patrol it.

What a huge waste of taxpayers money to benefit a very few. I think they should buy the whining neighbors’ property and turn it into a park. Leave the track alone.

Keep the racing off the streets. All of those people that have $50,000 plus cars are going to race them, and it brings money into the area for motels, parts stores, gas stations and salvage yards from racers and fans.

What’s a park going to contribute? We need to make it clear that all the elected officials who support this total waste of taxpayers’ money will be unemployed after the next election.

Use the money where it is needed — for schools, teachers, law enforcement.

Save KCIR.

Mike Shanley

Calhoun, Mo.

Joy of swimming

I’ve always been obsessed with swimming. Even as a five-year-old who couldn’t swim a full two laps of the pool, I was always overjoyed for Wednesday nights because those were the nights that I could swim in the summer league meets for Team Lasers.

The feeling of diving into the cool water and moving my arms and legs as fast as I could, pushing waves behind me as I swiftly glided through the water to the wall was enough to make me love the sport. Even the lack of oxygen and the sharp pain of water shooting up my nose couldn’t make me stop swimming. 

As a competitive swimmer now, I can see all of the benefits and memories that swimming has brought into my life. Throughout my career as a swimmer, I have had countless coaches, but I’ll never forget a single one of them. Each had different coaching styles, but there was one thing they all had in common. They taught me to never give up. 

Swimming has given me a healthier lifestyle, taught me perseverance and I’ve made some of the greatest friends that I will remember forever. 

Morgan Connors

Lee’s Summit

KC road work blues

Missouri Department of Transportation officials think that a system that pays construction workers to get projects done earlier is the most successful way of getting things done. I don’t think that gets the work done faster.

An example is the area near the entrance to St. Thomas More Church on Santa Fe Trail. For an entire year, the hole in the pavement was covered by a metal plate.

After the plate was removed, it was just surrounded by cones for a long period of time. This took a heavily-traveled area down to one lane.

Another question about the incentive program is are the road crews workers doing the best job they can, or are they just doing it done fast in designated areas so they can get extra money? It seems that the roads are being redone more often, instead of the construction workers just doing a quality job the first time.

Tim Frantze

Leawood

End government spying on U.S. citizens

Over the years, our government has become more involved in our personal lives, and authorities seem to have forgotten the simple concept of freedom. I think the government is violating our rights as citizens by illegally spying on us and using high-tech security.

Our country spies on other countries, and those nations spy on us. Our government doesn’t like being spied on so why does the government spy on citizens? Blogger James Lavin complained about unconstitutional, warrantless government spying.

“Unconstitutional” is the key word. The Constitution was supposed to give us some privacy. 

An article “Spy Files” from the American Civil Liberties Union states the situation clearly: “Surveillance activity is … directed at all of us. Increasingly, the government is engaged in suspicionless surveillance that vacuums up and tracks sensitive information about innocent people. … And this surveillance often takes place in secret, with little or no oversight by the courts, by legislatures, or by the public.” 

It’s time for our government to stop spying on our personal lives especially when it violates our constitutional rights. I think illegal government spying and the use of high-tech security need to come to an end. 

Ethan Grumke

Blue Springs

U.S. corporate bullies

There’s been a lot of attention lately on bullying. We think of it as pertaining to teens. But the entire country is affected by a form of bullying called corporate greed.

These mega-businesses make millions of dollars each week in profits. They hire people part time so they don’t need to pay benefits to the workers.

Now at some big companies the part-timers are losing their health care packages.

Americans are becoming slaves for a handful of wealthy people. Every union that gets busted is another win for the bullies. We are a country of haves and have-nots.

Stacy Denner 

Raytown
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Curing U.S. obesity ills

I recently learned of a new program called Food Corps, which provides nutritional education to elementary school children. It’s a welcome change to see this positive program. However, it would be more beneficial targeting key players in America’s obesity problem: the parents. 

Childhood obesity has tripled in the last 30 years. 17 percent of America’s youth are not considered simply overweight but obese. It is important to help children understand why it is vital to choose healthy food over fast food. However, children do not buy groceries. 

Parents are responsible for providing food for their children, and if they know little about nutrition their children have no choice but to oblige. Many parents choose fast food because it is a cheap, quick and “adequate” option for their family, while healthy meals are often expensive and time-consuming to make. 

The solution has to start from the top. Parents need to learn the importance of preparing healthy meals on a budget.

Children who learn this at home will likely make healthy choices outside of the home. Encouraging children and parents to engage in healthy eating habits, along with regular exercise, will fix America’s obesity issue.

Ashley Poe

Warrensburg, Mo.

Blameless programs

The truth is that it was not Social Security or Medicare that brought about the debt crisis. This budget crisis may have been manufactured by the GOP to further decimate programs that benefit the poor and the middle class, while they inflexibly refuse to raise the taxes on the wealthy and the corporations-taxes, which they lowered over the last 30 years to their lowest levels in recent history.

The truth is that these tax cuts, which kept trillions of dollars from the Treasury, could have helped to pay for the George W. Bush-instigated wars instead of paying on the national credit card.

Seth McClintock

Overland Park

Helping Joplin workers

Concerning The Star’s Nov. 16 article on prevailing wages and Joplin, “Mandate over pay worries Joplin,” I find it odd that the no one could see the need for low-income housing given the near minimum wage that the workers were making. If they were paid a fair wage, the workers could have middle-income housing, and there would not be the need for low-income housing.

A fair wage, heath care and retirement all reduce the burden on society. In addition, the government would get more tax revenue from the higher wages and the workers could get off the social programs.

I think that would help the government’s budget issue and because the workers are to be documented, it helps ensure that the local, or at least legal workers are hired. The idea of eliminating prevailing wage is just another attack on middle-class America in an area where the residents need all the help they can get.

Michael Williams

Pleasant Hill

Reich column

If the Occupy Wall Street protesters are looking for a mission statement and mantra, they could do no better than taking up Robert Reich’s suggestion that big American corporations take a pledge of allegiance to the United States and all that pledge would include based on Reich’s recommendations (11/16, Opinion, “We the (corporate) people in order to form a more...”). 

After all, we have Grover Norquist binding many Republicans to a “no new tax” pledge, so why not large American corporations pledging a few things as well that will help the economy and create jobs (and have them really acting like “people” )?

The public can then start choosing which corporations to give their business and support based on that corporation’s willingness to make the pledge.

Tom Thornton

Mission Hills

Teens must do more to learn about finances

Johnson County teens know that they have it all, ranging from the nicest soccer complexes, top notch education districts and high-paying parent incomes. 

Teens are lacking diversity and a realistic view of poverty and finance. But let’s not get to cocky here.

How are teens going to survive in a world without daddy’s Visa card? 

Notre Dame de Sion, recently added a college prep course called “Personal Finance” to its Social Sciences Department.

The class teaches students the skills of paying off debt and not falling for creditors and bank interest rates. With our nation falling further and further into debt, public schools need to add this key course to upperclassmen courses.

Dave Ramsey’s book, “Foundations in Personal Finance,” is a guide as students learn the values of the real world. Mostly seniors are enrolled in the class, allowing them to take these key morals about finances along with them in college while creditors hunt for them during crucial college years. 

Anna Hendrix

Leawood

Ethics needed in D.C.

When I was in the Air Force from October 1947 to June 1, 1974, it was strictly forbidden for service members to accept gifts or gratuities of any shape, manner or form. 

This policy should apply equally to our hired hands in Washington, D.C., who today, in the name of campaign finance, have practically no monetary limit imposed on them.

To continue to allow the practice only contributes to bribery, graft, corruption and sale of office to the highest bidder.

Bob Cook

Manhattan, Kan.

Defense of marriage

The so-called “defense of marriage act” is not a constitutional amendment. The president has the right to tell the Department of Justice which laws (not constitutional amendments) are to be enforced and which can be ignored.

This is the same example as refusing to enforce federal drug laws on medicinal marijuana. 

I find it extremely hypocritical of conservatives to call out the president on this — but of course conservatives only believe the law should discriminate and not protect.

Sean E. McDonald

Kansas City

Fix illegal immigration

The United States has a major issue with illegal immigration. Millions of illegal immigrants have crossed our borders and live in this country.

With these extreme numbers people would think our government would be doing all it can to solve this problem. However, that is wrong.

Our government does not do enough, and it is hurting our country. American taxpayers are paying billions of dollars annually on unemployment, medical, educational and other government programs and services that illegal immigrants take advantage of.

Also, the United States deals with crimes every day. But many citizens don’t realize that a lot of those crimes are committed by illegal immigrants.

Investigations show that in some areas about 12 percent of the felonies, 25 percent of the burglaries, and 34 percent of the thefts are committed by illegal immigrants. Illegal immigrants also hurt the U.S. by coming here for the sale and transportation of drugs.

Some people say illegal immigrants take jobs Americans “don’t want.” This isn’t true.

If businesses would pay a decent wage, there are plenty of working people who would love to have those jobs. With the help of our citizens and the government we will fix this problem.

Ryan Poertner

Blue Springs

Leave worries behind

My father once told me, “Don’t worry until you know there is something to worry about.” Those words have continued to ring true in everyday life.

Thus, I have yet to find a reason not to believe in the words of my father. 

Worrying is so natural that many people don’t stop and smell the realization that they are putting themselves in danger. 

The physical dangers of worrying make up a decent-sized list. For example, a young girl coming home to her mother having a panic attack is a traumatic situation.

The only reason someone can become subject to a panic attack is through worry. 

As well as a panic attack, worrying can cause many other health risks. Along with the health risk, the mental effect of worrying is an overall sense of chaos. The worrier seems to have more to handle and more on his mind. He is constantly forgetting his wallet and seems to push important aspects of life to the wayside. 

Despite the fact that worrying can encourage people to get things done, the risks of worrying certainly out weigh the benefits. 

So take a deep breath, and don’t worry.

Krysta Kirk

Lee’s Summit
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Kansas City Star
Sinners, all, in church

I think most folks are basically good-hearted. But the Catholic Church, as is true of all organizations, is peopled with and managed by sinners of varying degrees.

I am John Couture Sr., a Catholic and therefore a sinner of varying degrees.

John Couture Sr.

Kansas City

Giving vs. government

The president’s health care plan calls for cuts in payments to Medicare providers. Soon premiums are going to increase.

Most of what I hear from Washington about Medicare and Social Security is that these programs are heading for bankruptcy. Reforms are necessary to protect them for future generations.

Rep. Paul Ryan and others do not want to change anything for people age 55 and older. Yet I hear that conservatives want to push granny off the cliff in her wheelchair and force her to eat dog food.

Conservatives are called mean, selfish and greedy. They don’t care about the old and the poor. Is this true?

Arthur C. Brooks of Syracuse University set out to prove that liberals are more generous than conservatives. What he found surprised him. Matched for income with liberals, conservatives donated more money, more time and more blood than did liberals — considerably more. 

What Jesus wants us to do is give from our own hearts and our own purses. There is no virtue in the government taking money from citizens, wasting it, “spreading the wealth around” and giving it to large corporations for “green jobs” and bailouts. 

Jeanne Kobler

Bonner Springs

Making everyone rich

There is no way to sugar-coat our country’s bigotry and our government’s tacit neglect of the dire needs of poor. Throughout our country today, repulsive treatment of the poor is seen in outrageously one-sided court hearings and exorbitant taxes. 

Every citizen of the United States has the right to a good lawyer, whether he can afford one or not. Sure a poor person who can’t afford a lawyer is given one by the court, but this lawyer is usually an amateur straight out of law school. Meanwhile, a wealthy person can hire a lawyer who has been winning cases across the country for 30 years.

The poor are also unfairly treated under our tax laws. Poor people need to pay less in taxes so they can avoid foreclosure of their homes. Rich people use their tax savings to buy another luxury item.

Both the poor and the rich should be taxed at rates they can afford, which would be fair for everyone and solve our country’s economic crisis.

If the poor are treated equally, then there will be less fighting, anger, and violence and more compassion, happiness, and peace. Wouldn’t that make everyone truly rich?

Brent Henderson

Blue Springs

Biblical values matter

Today in America we have a diminishing influence of biblical values in public life. Laws and court decisions reduce the freedom to speak freely of Christianity or display objects of Christian origin on public lands, or to teach scripture or pray in schools. The basis of these decisions — separation of religion from government, was never intended to remove the influence of biblical values from public life.

James Madison, who wrote the first draft of the Bill of Rights, clearly stated, “The belief in a God All Powerful wise and good, is so essential to the moral order of the world and to the happiness of man.”

However, with the removal of biblical influence, people are less and less affected by Christian morality, and, consequently, so are the governments they elect to office. The cycle is vicious, eventually leading to depravity and the loss of freedoms.

As Madison wrote in the First Amendment, freedom of religion is equally as important as the freedoms of speech and press. The abridgment of one freedom will eventually lead to the severance of others if no action is taken.

Bryce Reed

Liberty

Krauthammer column

I enjoyed Charles Krauthammer’s Nov. 15 column, “Recent results show the 2012 vote will be a doozy.”.

The United States is a centrist country. About half of the people want the government to have a greater role in the lives of the governed, and the other half believes that the Founding Fathers had it about right with their concept of limited government.

We generally do not like big moves, one way or the other. In my five-and-a-half decades on this planet, it has been my experience that this country does best under a divided government.

Jon Kraft

Independence

Insider deal making

I initially believed that when we voted and sent our representatives to Washington, D.C., they were there to represent us. But based on what “60 Minutes” recently revealed, I’m having second thoughts.

It is my understanding that when nonpoliticians are found guilty of insider trading, they not only lose their license to trade, but many are sent to jail or fined. Who made congressmen and senators exempt from this rule?

I can now see why millions of dollars are spent on congressional seats. It is inconceivable how this travesty first started and why people were not advised of this reckless and idiotic ruling making insider trading legal for politicians.

If a politician is on a particular board (banking, utilities, health care, technology, oil and gas, or any others) and a particular vote or secret ballot is taken, accepting or denying an item or factor, that individual can then buy or sell a stock or increase or short their holdings. 

Based on the amounts that “60 Minutes” has reported our representatives have made from similar situations, I would venture that the majority of tenured politicians in Washington have amassed millions of dollars through this legal loophole in the law.

DeWayne Steele

Kansas City

Keep faith in forefront

Freedom of religion is a civil right that sets America apart from other countries, where people die for practicing the religion they believe is right. 

Having freedom of religion in general is a very important attribute, but is there a point when our tolerance becomes hypocritical?

It seems that here in America the name of God is used haphazardly. When faced with a national disaster or a tough situation, America turns to God to help us through the struggles we are facing. But after those problems get fixed we put God back into the little “emergency only” box and wait for another moment when we need his help. 

Here is God, a mighty, omnipotent, omnipresent being, reduced to a fair-weather friend stuffed away when not in use and surfacing when convenient.

During disasters such as Sept. 11, all attention is turned to God for peace, support and future protection. However, when everything is going good relying on God is unnecessary and therefore nonexistent. 

What America must do in these times is concentrate all her hope, no matter the circumstances, totally on God.

As of right now America is undeserving of God’s protection. We all are.

Emily Zweerink

Blue Springs

Flat tax momentum

There is no doubt that we have a horrible federal tax code. Republican presidential candidates Herman Cain’s 9-9-9 plan and Rick Perry’s flat tax plans are a step in the right direction.

However, they do not address one of the major problems occurring under the current code: Approximately half pay income taxes while half don’t.

The Fair Tax proposal eliminates this problem and greatly increases the amount of revenue that comes into the Treasury. The Fair Tax is a consumption-based tax — you buy and you pay a tax on the purchase.

Opponents say this would penalize the poor. As outlined by its proponents, it has provisions such as a “prebate” for basic expenditures that would ensure this doesn’t happen.

Politicians won’t mention the Fair Tax because they fear losing votes. Something has to be done.

Is there enough courage out there to do it?

John H. Brown Jr.

Independence

Ending speeding in KC

Ward Parkway is indeed a nice roadway. It is also a divided boulevard, and traveled by both students getting to school and adults getting to work. I have driven this route for most of my 20-plus years in Kansas City and have made personal note of the following.

Most of the students and adults who travel this “speedy” road are doing just that — speeding. I cannot count the times I have been cut off by these students late for school or adults late for work doing well over the posted 35 mph speed limit.

My safety and my children’s safety is an ongoing concern. I realized 18 years ago that if a motorist maintained the posted speed limit, he’d very rarely ever have to stop at a light on this beautiful road.

Rather than complain and expect the city to raise the speed limit or spend money that the city does not have re-timing traffic signals, I have the ultimate solution for people: Set your alarms 15 minutes earlier and don’t be late to wherever you are going. 

Becki Biles

Leawood

