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Supercommittee's failure causes state lawmakers to prepare for automatic cuts

By Deirdre Shesgreen, Springfield News-Leader

WASHINGTON -- Missouri lawmakers delved into a fresh debt-and-deficits debate on Monday, expressing a mix of angst, dread, and outright opposition to the automatic cuts set to go into effect now that the congressional supercommittee is officially, permanently deadlocked.

After a final flurry of closed-door meetings, private phone calls and public finger-pointing, the supercommittee released a short statement Monday afternoon, making official what nearly everyone in Washington had been expecting for days: The panel had failed to reach a deal to shave $1.2 trillion from the deficit over the next 10 years.

"After months of hard work and intense deliberations, we have come to the conclusion today that it will not be possible to make any bipartisan agreement available to the public before the committee's deadline," the committee's co-chairs said. "We remain hopeful that Congress can build on this committee's work and can find a way to tackle this issue in a way that works for the American people and our economy."

As the supercommittee members hung their collective heads, stung by failure and exhausted by weeks of non-stop negotiating, other members of Congress began to consider the consequences -- both fiscal and political -- back at home.

"Things are so dramatically broke in Washington -- who knows what the next step will be," said Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield.

The supercommittee was charged with finding deficit savings whether through revenue hikes, spending cuts, or entitlement reforms. The debt-reduction committee's failure now triggers about $1 trillion in automatic cuts, which would create $169 billion in lower borrowing costs, over nine years, beginning in January 2013, unless Congress changes the rules.

"Deficit reduction will happen," said Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Springfield, but in the "worst way" -- through broad, across-the-board cuts, instead of targeted thoughtful reductions.

Half the cuts will come from defense and half will come from non-defense programs. Medicare payments to doctors and hospitals will be cut up to 2 percent. Farm price supports also will be cut.

Social Security, Medicaid, veterans' benefits, the Children's Health Insurance Program, unemployment insurance, welfare and other programs benefiting low-income Americans are exempt, and President Barack Obama almost certainly will exempt military personnel.

Education, transportation and aid to states and localities will take the biggest hits among domestic programs, according to federal budget expert Stan Collender. States with major transportation projects will suffer significantly, Collender said, along with states that have lots of defense contractors.

It's no wonder, then, that some Missouri lawmakers are now thinking about ways to repeal the automatic defense cuts.

"That would be very devastating for our national defense and would hollow out our military," said Rep. Vicki Hartzler, R-Harrisonville. "That's what we're now faced with."

An analysis by the House Armed Service Committee concluded the defense reductions could cost 31,196 jobs in Missouri, with $1.8 million in lost earnings for those workers over the next decade.

Hartzler said she would join with other lawmakers seeking to undo the estimated $500 billion in scheduled defense cuts, an effort that many congressional Democrats and the White House have vowed to oppose. She conceded it would be difficult to repeal those cuts at this point.

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, said she, too, would like to see the defense cuts reversed, but only if Congress finds substitute cuts elsewhere in the budget. She said she was also deeply worried about the 2 percent cut to Medicare providers, saying that would be a major blow to doctors and hospitals in her district.

"You're really starting to impact access to health care for seniors, particularly in rural areas," Emerson said.

Given the consequences of the supercommittee's failure, Emerson said, Congress now needs to dig in and look for deficit-reduction alternatives.

"I don't think you should undo the trigger unless you have a plan to replace it with equal or greater amount of cuts," she said. "Can you imagine what the markets would do ... if you undid the (automatic cuts) without a replacement? I would be very scared."

Similarly, Long said he would only support nixing the scheduled defense cuts if other spending reductions were found to fill the gap.

"We have to cut spending," he said. "I would hope at the end of the day, there's a better way to do this."

Super failure: Mo., Ill. members of Congress react to debt panel flop

By Bill Lambrecht, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

WASHINGTON • Rep. John Shimkus recalls putting a friendly arm around newly appointed members of the debt reduction panel last summer and wishing them well in their quest to "do something big" for the benefit of the country.

Shimkus's hopes went for naught and he, like most other members of Congress from the St. Louis region, said they were disappointed with the supercommittee's failure now assured.

The panel formally announced this afternoon that it will not make its Wednesday deadline to cut at least $1.2 trillion from spending over the decade. A plan needed to be in place today so that its projections on cuts and future revenues could be evaluated by the Congressional Budget Office.

The collapse means reverting to "Plan B" -- automatic cuts starting in January 2013 -- and the certainty of more posturing, blame and argument over the seemingly intractable politics of who should bear the burden of taxation.

The reaction this afternoon from Shimkus suggested that future hugs dispensed by the burly Collinsville Republican might not be so collegial.

"I think it was lack of courage," Shimkus said of the 12-member panel's failure to reach agreement.

Shimkus said he understood why many voters and investors are upset with Congress even though, he pointed out, some spending cuts were adopted this year after the GOP takeover of the House. Roughly 60 percent of Americans told Gallup in a survey that they wanted the debt reduction panel to succeed in its mission. 

"The supercommittee failed. And we in Congress have failed for many years," he said.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, called the panel's collapse "a bad day for the American people. It's disappointing that these 12 members could not accomplish the task they were assigned to do. I don't care whose fault it is; it's a disservice to the American people."

Clay said that the anticipated efforts to undo the automatic cuts would only make debt reduction harder in the future.

"If we play games for the next year trying to subvert the law, we are going to look worse. And I don't know how much worse we could look," he said.

Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, called the panel's impasse "a symptom of the division and dysfunction and hyper-partisanship in this Congress."

The supercommittee "was designed to give us a chance to do something bold and balanced and immediate to address some of these looming budget issues. But it looks like it's not going to happen. I'm very troubled," he said.

An outlier is Rep. Todd Akin, who recalled this afternoon that he opposed formation of the supercommittee when the deal was struck last summer to extend the nation's borrowing power.

Akin, of Wildwood, who is campaigning for Missouri's GOP Senate nomination, said he doubted early on that the supercommittee could succeed with anything meaningful because of the enormity of the nation's economic problems. Even if they had reached agreement, Akin said, cuts of $1.2 trillion over 10 years are "child's play" given that the nation is projected to run a $1.5 trillion deficit this year alone.

"We have allowed an economic situation to develop that is almost beyond our political control," he said.

Akin said that he and others were told last summer that it would be "unspeakable and unthinkable" that we would get to sequestration. Now, he said, he worries worried about an excessive burden falling on the military if Congress is unable to realign the budget.

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, was among 40 Republicans who urged the anti-debt panel to come up with a package that included new revenues.

Emerson said this afternoon that the panel might have been doomed to fail from the outset given its equal distribution between Republicans and Democrats. Now, she observed, the onus is back on Congress to take big steps which she hopes will include proposals from rank-and-file members, not just leaders.

"Obviously, I am disappointed. But in all fairness, members of the committee are disappointed, too," she said. "At the end of the day, the cuts have to come, and they will."

Others issued statements after the supercommittee's announcement:

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.: "I'm not giving up on the goal of going big with a large-scale, comprehensive deal to tackle the national debt-without radically redefining basic protections like Social Security and Medicare...I'm sorely disappointed that too few members of the supercommittee were willing to compromise, and that too many members were instead more interested in protecting millionaires and billionaires from higher taxes on their second million dollars."

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo.: "Deficit reduction will happen, but the worst way to cut spending is to enact broad, across the board cuts. The supercommittee had a great opportunity to prioritize government spending through this process, and I'm disappointed that process failed."

Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill.: "Congressional leaders should schedule a vote on the Bowles-Simpson proposal (with hundreds of billions in budget cuts) immediately...The American people sent us to Washington to work together and find solutions, not to kick the can to further generations."

Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth: "Some members of the committee insisted on sweeping tax increases, even at a time when most economists believe that it would further weaken our struggling economy and contribute to higher unemployment, and even though spending - not taxes - is at the root of the problem."

Local legislators' reaction to debt supercommittee's failure 

Compiled by Bill Lambrecht, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Rep. John Shimkus, R-Collinsville • "The supercommittee failed. And we in Congress have failed for many years," he said. He told of putting a friendly arm around newly appointed members of the debt reduction panel last summer and wishing them well in their quest to "do something big" for the benefit of the country. Shimkus' hopes went for naught and he, like most other members of Congress from the St. Louis region, said they were disappointed with the supercommittee's failure. "I think it was lack of courage," Shimkus said of the 12-member panel's failure to reach agreement.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis • The panel's collapse is "a bad day for the American people. It's disappointing that these 12 members could not accomplish the task they were assigned to do. I don't care whose fault it is; it's a disservice to the American people." Clay said that the anticipated efforts to undo the automatic cuts would only make debt reduction harder in the future. "If we play games for the next year trying to subvert the law, we are going to look worse. And I don't know how much worse we could look," he said.

Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis • The panel's impasse is "a symptom of the division and dysfunction and hyperpartisanship in this Congress." The supercommittee "was designed to give us a chance to do something bold and balanced and immediate to address some of these looming budget issues. But it looks like it's not going to happen. I'm very troubled," he said.

Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood • He pointed out that he opposed formation of the supercommittee when the deal was struck last summer to extend the nation's borrowing power. Akin, who is campaigning for Missouri's GOP Senate nomination, said he doubted early on that the supercommittee could succeed with anything meaningful because of the scope of the nation's economic problems. Even if they had reached agreement, Akin said, cuts of $1.2 trillion over 10 years are "child's play" given that the nation is projected to run a $1.5 trillion deficit this year alone. "We have allowed an economic situation to develop that is almost beyond our political control," he said. Akin said that he and others were told last summer that it would be "unspeakable and unthinkable" that we would get to sequestration. Now, he said, he worries about an excessive burden falling on the military if Congress is unable to realign the budget.

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau • She was among 40 Republicans who urged the debt-fighting panel to come up with a package that included new revenue. Emerson said Monday afternoon that the panel might have been doomed to fail from the outset given its equal distribution between Republicans and Democrats. Now, she observed, the onus is back on Congress to take big steps, which she hopes will include proposals from rank-and-file members, not just leaders. "Obviously, I am disappointed. But in all fairness, members of the committee are disappointed, too," she said. "At the end of the day, the cuts have to come, and they will."

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. • "I'm not giving up on the goal of going big with a large-scale, comprehensive deal to tackle the national debt without radically redefining basic protections like Social Security and Medicare. ... I'm sorely disappointed that too few members of the supercommittee were willing to compromise, and that too many members were instead more interested in protecting millionaires and billionaires from higher taxes on their second million dollars."

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo. • "Deficit reduction will happen, but the worst way to cut spending is to enact broad, across-the-board cuts. The supercommittee had a great opportunity to prioritize government spending through this process, and I'm disappointed that process failed."

Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill. • "Congressional leaders should schedule a vote on the Bowles-Simpson proposal (with hundreds of billions in budget cuts) immediately. ... The American people sent us to Washington to work together and find solutions, not to kick the can to further generations."

Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth • "Some members of the committee insisted on sweeping tax increases, even at a time when most economists believe that it would further weaken our struggling economy and contribute to higher unemployment, and even though spending — not taxes — is at the root of the problem."

Missouri lawmakers react to Super Committee failure

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Missouri lawmakers were quick to join the chorus condemning the so-call “Super Committee” on Monday, after the group failed to reach an agreement on deficit reduction – it’s soul purpose for existing.

“I did not vote for the creation of the Super Committee, because I believed that the Budget Control Act (which created the committee) did not address the fundamental problem of reckless deficit spending,” said St. Louis Congressman and 2012 Senate Candidate Todd Akin in a written statement on Monday. “Unfortunately, it looks like my concerns were legitimate.”

The committee, a group of representatives and senators created as a way of giving Congress more time to develop a strategy for paying down the federal deficit, said Monday that it would not be able to come up with a deal to cut $1.2 trillion by it’s Thanksgiving deadline.

The news immediately caused a drop in the stock markets and stoked concerns of another downgrading of America’s credit rating. The federal government had its previously spotless credit rating downgraded for the first time in history back in August, shortly after congress passed the bill that created the super committee.

Congress will now likely scramble to produce legislation that undoes automatic cuts in federal spending – including the defense budget – which were scheduled to kick-in if the committee failed in its work. But President Barack Obama on Monday night said he would veto any such proposals from Congress.

Sen. Roy Blunt, on Monday, said these automatic cuts were the worst possible outcome of the committee’s work.

“Deficit reduction will happen, but the worst way to cut spending is to enact broad, across the board cuts. The super committee had a great opportunity to prioritize government spending through this process, and I’m disappointed that process failed.”

Both political parties have begun blaming each other for a perceived unwillingness to compromise.

Speaking about the state of the nation’s economy last week, Sen. Claire McCaskill said that Congress needs to balance the Republican-driven effort to cut federal spending with the need to create jobs in the short-term to revive the nation’s economy.

“We have a short-term problem, which is jobs and we have a long-term problem which is debt,” she said. “And if we think we can turn off the lights and deal with the long-term problem immediately, we are cutting off our nose despite our face.”

More presidential candidates file for Mo. primary

By Associated Press, News Tribune

The list of candidates on Missouri’s Feb. 7 presidential primary ballots continues to grow.

Filing opened Oct. 25 and closes at 5 p.m. Tuesday. 

Texas Congressman Ron Paul and former Sen. Rick Santorum, of Pennsylvania, both filed Monday, bringing the Republican field to 10. That’s despite the fact that the state Republican Party has decided to choose delegates to its national convention through a caucus process that begins in March.

The Democratic ballot so far consists of President Barack Obama; Randall Terry, of Purgitsville, W.Va.; and Darcy Richardson, of Jacksonville, Fla.

Libertarian James Ogle, of Sacramento, Calif., is the only candidate so far in that party’s primary.

Missouri Democrats choose new leaders

By Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri Democrats chose new leadership over the weekend. Jackson County Executive Mike Sanders was named chairman of the state Democratic Party on Saturday. St. Louis Comptroller Darlene Green was named vice chair of the party.

The leadership change comes in the wake of former State Auditor Susan Montee’s candidacy for Lieutenant Governor. Montee had served as party chairman since shortly after her defeat by Republican Tom Schweich in the 2010 election.

Montee filed paperwork last month to begin her formal bid for Lieutenant Governor. So far, there is one other Democratic candidate who has announced her intention to run. Becky Plattner is a former Saline County Commissioner and is currently the chair of the State Conservation Commission.

Joplin service to honor tornado victims 
By Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

JOPLIN, Mo. (AP) -- The city of Joplin is marking the six-month anniversary of the May 22 tornado with a community memorial service Tuesday.

The service begins at 4:30 p.m. at Cunningham Park. The park is located next to St. John's Regional Medical Center, the damaged hospital that for many became a physical symbol of the tornado that killed 161 people.

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon is scheduled to attend. A moment of silence will take place at 5:41 p.m., the time the twister first hit.

A tree lighting ceremony will commemorate those who died. The city plans to plant 161 trees as individual tributes to the victims.

In case of rain, the service will move to the Leggett and Platt Center at Missouri Southern State University.
Rebuilding permits setting records after Joplin tornado

By Associated Press, Springfield News-Leader

JOPLIN -- Joplin is building at a record pace after the town was devastated by a tornado in May, and city officials said they expect the activity to continue into next year.

The city has issued an average of $35.4 million in building permits per month since the tornado, compared with an average of $2.1 million a month before the May 22 tornado.

Prior to the storm, which killed 161 people, the city was on track to have one of the worst years for construction in decades, The Joplin Globe reported.

For the fiscal year ending Oct. 31, Joplin issued $192,450,711 in permits, breaking the previous record of $128,114,820 set in 2007.

"We expect things to continue at that pace for a few more months before things start to level off," said Steve Cope, city supervisor for building codes and inspections. "We could easily have another $200 million year next year."

The permits were for everything from demolition projects to single-family dwellings to multimillion-dollar commercial buildings inside the Joplin city limits.

Among the big projects were a Wal-Mart Supercenter, $15 million; Academy Sports, $8 million; Hilton Homewood Suites, $6.58 million; Home Depot, $5 million; and a temporary middle school conversion project at $4.8 million.

St. John's Regional Medical Center, which is building a new hospital complex to replace the medical campus that was destroyed, has not sought any permits yet. Work is scheduled to start early next year on the project, which could reach $1 billion.

Since the tornado, 441 homes have been constructed, 316 of those in or near the damage zone, Cope said. About 125 homes were built outside of the damage zone, but within the city limits. The city lost more than 7,000 housing units in the tornado.
Officials take stock of accomplishments six months after tornado 

By Wally Kennedy, Joplin Globe

JOPLIN, Mo. — Six months ago, Archie Cash was settling comfortably into retirement in a modest home at 2040 S. Texas Ave.

Today, he’s working full time as the construction foreman on the rebuilding of his house on the same site.

“Not in my wildest dreams did I think I would be building a house at 65,” he said. “We looked at buying a house, but we decided to rebuild. Why live in a house that someone has already lived in when you can get a new house with new appliances?”

By building on the existing foundation and adding more to enlarge the garage, Cash and his wife, Theresa, have increased their living space from 1,500 to 2,800 square feet.

“We could not have done this — build a bigger house — if we would have had to put in a new foundation and driveway,” he said. “The money we would have spent on that was used elsewhere.”

FEMA FUNDING

In a six-month progress report released Monday, the Federal Emergency Management Agency featured before and after photos of the Cash home as an example of the rebuilding that is under way in Joplin since the May 22 tornado.

In the first five months after the tornado, the city issued $177.3 million in building and other related permits for commercial and residential projects. The Cash home is among 441 houses for which construction permits were issued.

The FEMA report details what the agency has done since May 22 to help get Joplin back on its feet. The agency said it has provided a total of $174 million in federal assistance to Joplin, and Jasper and Newton counties.

Mayor Mike Woolston said: “The assistance provided by FEMA has been invaluable to the city of Joplin. Without help, no community could recover from an event of this magnitude that destroys 30 to 35 percent of the city. The financial assistance provided amounts to almost twice the annual budget for the city, and without their assistance, we would not be able to recover.

“Additionally, FEMA has provided advice and perspective that have been helpful in dealing with the various challenges we have faced. In short, this has been a positive relationship for both of us. For us, it has been essential in our recovery efforts; for them, it allows them to show the public that this is how a government program should work.”

Arriving in Joplin within 24 hours of the tornado, FEMA created four task forces to tackle the most pressing needs facing Joplin at the time: debris removal, housing, critical structures and schools.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Here’s what has been accomplished:

• Debris: President Barack Obama approved a removal operation to clear loose tornado debris from public rights of way and residential property in the hardest hit areas at a 90 percent federal cost share until Aug. 7. Gov. Jay Nixon appointed the Missouri National Guard to provide state oversight and coordination. The Army Corps of Engineers managed the debris operation. More than 1.2 million cubic yards of debris were removed from rights of way and 1,505 residential properties. The Environmental Protection Agency and the Missouri Department of Natural Resources disposed of 103,707 items requiring special disposal. An additional 303,425 cubic yards of debris were removed from public properties outside the heaviest hit area.

• Housing: FEMA identified rental properties within a reasonable commute of Joplin. It quickly became apparent that temporary housing units and community group sites would be required for displaced families. FEMA identified 586 households as eligible for and needing temporary housing. Currently, 559 households occupy temporary housing units. A total of 598 mobile home pads are available for placement of FEMA units.

• Critical structures: FEMA focused on building temporary modular structures to replace two fire stations, and nine temporary structures, including a mobile hospital, for St. John’s Mercy Hospital. Public assistance grants for $4,054,329 (federal share) have been obligated for 78 projects for emergency services, and repair or replacement of public property damaged or destroyed by the tornado.

• Schools: The initial focus was on reopening Joplin’s public schools by Aug. 17. FEMA paid for the installation of 129 modular classrooms, including special classrooms for chemistry, science, horticulture, music, art and an industrial laboratory. It also provided 67 safe rooms and support quarters, including three full kitchens, dry goods storage and walk-in freezers. Five new athletic fields were built to replace unusable fields at Joplin High School.

FEMA’s Individual and Households Program has two sub-programs: a housing program and an other-needs assistance program. Now, $20.2 million has been approved under IHP. The housing assistance program approved $7,614,216 for 2,975 households, according to the FEMA report.

The other-needs program provided assistance with disaster-related essential needs not provided by other assistance programs, including medical assistance, dental assistance, funeral expenses, household items, tools required for a job, and necessary education materials to replace those lost in the disaster. The program approved $12,582,961 for 2,636 households.

FEMA specialists assisted with the formation of the Citizens Advisory Recovery Team, which encouraged residents’ participation in planning and rebuilding. The team is composed of city officials, business leaders, community leaders and residents. Through the summer, the panel was the host for several public meetings to gather residents’ views and suggestions. From those sessions, the team developed recovery and rebuilding priorities. On Nov. 7, the team presented its report to the Joplin City Council. It was unanimously accepted.
State Recalculates High School Graduation Figures

By Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — One out of every five Missouri public school students fail to graduate high school within four years.

That’s the finding of newly calculated statistics compiled by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. The 79.8 percent four-year graduation rate is lower than Missouri’s traditional high school graduation rate, which DESE figures as 86.4 percent. But DESE’s figures include high school students who graduate in more than four years.

The new figure is mandated by the U.S. Department of Education. It becomes a universal calculation that all states will use to compare graduation rates.

“It will be the first time that we can compare our selves to our neighboring states using a consistent definition,” said Leigh Ann Grant-Engle, an assistant commissioner of DESE. “This will be comparing more apples-to-apples where in the past we haven’t been able to.”

Grant-Engle and Commissioner of Education Chris L. Nicastro said the new rate will also allow DESE to determine which students are having trouble getting their high school diplomas in the traditional four years.

“We recognize that not all students will graduate fro high school in four years, but by using the data effectively, we can identify the characteristics of students who may be at risk, or may take longer to succeed,” said Nicastro in a prepared statement. “Ultimately, our goal is to ensure each child will graduate from high school ready to succeed in college and a career.”

Grant-Engle stressed that just because a student doesn’t complete a high school education in four years that student is a drop out. She said the state’s drop out rate remains steady at about 4.2 percent annually.

Other states data has already started coming in. The state of Illinois’ newly reconfigured graduation rate is 83.9 percent, down from 87.8 percent in 2009 when a different formula was used. Grant Engle said not many states had submitted data under the new formula yet, but she expects Missouri’s graduation rate to be in the top third in the nation.

“This is about where Missouri has been when national experts have tried to do some estimating on what our four-year rate would be,” said Grant-Engle. We expect that rate to go up a little over the years as our schools get to look at the data and they clean up the information as they see appropriate.”

Lawmakers restore $12.5M in meth cleanup funds
By Associated Press, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

ST. LOUIS (AP) — The war on methamphetamine has gotten some support from Congress — millions of dollars to clean up the toxic waste generated by clandestine labs.

President Barack Obama signed a wide-ranging appropriations bill Friday that included the restoration of $12.5 million for meth lab cleanup.

"It's an awesome thing," said Tommy Farmer, state meth task force coordinator for Tennessee, the state that led the nation in the number of meth labs in 2010. "It keeps us in the fight so we can combat these things."

The measure restores funding lost in February, when federal meth lab cleanup money through the Community Oriented Policing Services program ran out, and was not renewed. The program provided $19.2 million for meth lab cleanup in 2010.

That was devastating for some areas of the country hit hard by meth. An Associated Press investigation in August found that without federal cleanup money, many local police and sheriff's departments were far less likely to seek out meth labs they couldn't afford to clean up.

The AP investigation found that the number of labs seized dropped sharply in states that relied heavily on federal funding for cleanup: Down 32 percent through mid-year in Tennessee, 33 percent in Arkansas, 35 percent in Michigan and 62 percent in Alabama.

Experts in those states said it wasn't because meth use was on the decline. Without federal money, the burden for cleanup fell to the city or county where the meth lab was found, and in an era of dwindling local revenues, agencies simply couldn't afford the cleanup.

Police weren't turning a blind eye to meth, but stopped sending agents undercover, conducting door-to-door investigations and setting up stakeouts aimed at catching meth-makers, experts said.

"The words I used were they were less proactive," Farmer said.

Lawmakers from both parties lauded the restoration of the cleanup money.

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, a St. Louis Democrat, said meth abuse "destroys communities, tearing families apart and devastating our environment-with every pound of meth producing five to six pounds of toxic waste."

He said he advocates a response to meth abuse that "leverages federal, state, and local resources to tackle all aspects of the problem, from research, education, and prevention to law enforcement, treatment and remediation."

A spokesman for U.S. Rep. Scott DesJarlais, R-Tenn., said restoration of the meth cleanup money was a "positive" from the appropriations bill, even as DesJarlais opposed the spending measure overall.

"The congressman understands how serious of an issue meth production is in the state of Tennessee and remains committed to ensuring that law enforcement is provided with the necessary resources to safely and efficiently dispose of meth labs," said Robert Jameson, a spokesman for DesJarlais.

Sen. Sherrod Brown, D-Ohio, noted that his state had 239 meth lab seizures in 2010. "For many cities and towns, clamping down on meth labs has been like playing Whack-a-Mole — as soon as one disappears, another one pops up," he said. "I'm glad that federal funding for meth lab cleanup has been restored — our communities can't afford to leave dangerous meth labs unattended to."

Cleaning up meth labs is expensive, even the small "shake-and-bake" labs that are little more than a 2-liter soda bottle filled with the toxic ingredients. Because meth is made using a volatile mix of ingredients such as battery acid, drain cleaner and ammonia, only crews with specialized training are allowed to handle the materials found in labs. The waste and debris cannot be dumped in a regular landfill, only in specially approved waste sites.

As a result, typical cost of remediating a single lab is $2,500 to $5,000.

Some states, like Missouri and Kentucky, have developed their own lab cleanup programs, making them far less dependent upon federal money. Those states have placed containers in various locations and train local police on cleanup.

But many other states rely on the COPS money, which requires a federally approved crew to come in for the cleanup, usually from out of state, with the travel time driving up the cost.

Many states that previously relied on COPS funding are developing their own container systems, including Michigan and Tennessee, which began its program this summer. Arkansas also is looking at a container program.

Farmer said that while the $12.5 million falls short of the $19.2 million for last year, the improved efficiencies of container programs should allow for local police to again get aggressive with meth enforcement.

"We're going to be able to stretch that $12.5 million a lot further," he said.

Mo. congressmen seek AG review of inmate's case 
By Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Two Missouri congressmen have asked the state's attorney general to review the case of an inmate convicted of killing a St. Louis woman nearly 30 years ago.

Reps. William Lacy Clay and Emanuel Cleaver II, both Democrats, said in a letter to Attorney General Chris Koster they want Koster to review the new evidence in the case of George Allen Jr., who was sentenced to 95 years in prison in the 1982 death of Mary Bell, 31.

Allen, now 55, was arrested about a month after Bell was killed. Police said he confessed, and lab tests done then could not exclude Allen as the source of semen found on Bell's robe.

But lawyers for the Innocence Project, a national nonprofit that specializes in using DNA evidence to overturn wrongful convictions, have said police and lab documents that weren't disclosed at trial showed police found semen samples from two different men on the robe, and more sophisticated DNA tests completed last year ruled out Allen as the source of either.

In September, lawyers with the Innocence Project also cited the DNA evidence in asking a Cole County judge to free Allen.

In their letter to Koster, dated Nov. 18, Clay and Cleaver echoed the concerns of the Innocence Project.

"We have reviewed documents from the case and spoken with his attorneys, and we share a deep concern that Mr. Allen has suffered a grave injustice that must be remedied swiftly," the letter from Clay and Cleaver said.

Clay said in a statement they are seeking Allen's release and that as attorney general, Koster can make that decision.

Nanci Gonder, Koster's spokeswoman, said the attorney general's office is reviewing Allen's case and the letter from the congressmen. She said it was unclear when Koster would have a decision on the matter.

Dean Hoag, who prosecuted Allen's case for the St. Louis circuit attorney's office, did not immediately return a call seeking comment Monday.

Jennifer Joyce, the current circuit attorney, worked with the Innocence Project on the DNA testing. A spokesman in her office said Monday that Joyce believes the DNA and other new evidence neither confirms Allen's involvement in Bell's murder, nor exonerates him.

Desegregation settlement wipes out district's debt 

By Elisa Crouch, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

ST. LOUIS • The approximately $96 million St. Louis Public Schools will receive from a landmark desegregation settlement agreement finalized last week means more than expanding early childhood education, training principals, mentoring teachers and adding more technology to classrooms.

It means removing a seemingly insurmountable debt that was partly responsible for the district's fall in 2007.

That year, the Missouri State Board of Education stripped the troubled school system of accreditation and initiated a state takeover, citing poor academics and unstable governance. It also cited the district's shaky finances, which were plagued with operating deficits and troublesome debt.

"The district was deep in the hole," said Superintendent Kelvin Adams, who began leading St. Louis Public Schools in 2008. "We would have never been able to dig out of the hole in my window, or of the Special Administrative Board's window, of being here."

On Monday, Adams told a crowd of educators and civic leaders at Stix Early Childhood Center in the Central West End that the hole had been filled, thanks to an intricate agreement that frees up desegregation funds that had largely been locked away from the district.

The $96.1 million from a desegregation escrow account will clear the district of nearly $56 million in debt — making the school system solvent. Bond interest should be less, and insurance costs should go down, and the district's credit rating should improve, Adams said.

In the process, the district could regain a point on a scale the state uses to rate school districts. And that would put the district in a better position to regain accreditation, Adams said.

"We can check off finances," he said. "The district will be solvent."

The $96.1 million comes from an account established in 1999. That year, the federal government ordered Missouri to pay the district $180 million over 10 years as a settlement of a historic desegregation lawsuit, Liddell vs. Board of Education.

The money, held in escrow, was to ensure St. Louis Public Schools had facilities equivalent to those in other school districts and could be spent only on buying land and constructing schools. For example, the account financed the $10.6 million construction in 2004 of the Clyde C. Miller Academy, at 1000 North Grand Boulevard. But for years, the district — which has been closing buildings as enrollment declines — has argued for a broader use of the funds.

William Douthit, attorney for the Liddell plaintiffs, said he agreed.

"School is more than bricks and mortar," he said Monday.

On Nov. 16, Federal District Judge Richard Webber signed off on an agreement among the plaintiffs and related parties that allows the school district to spend $96.1 million from the fund for specified uses.

For years, the district has borrowed against the fund for operations, as allowed in a 2003 court agreement. Last week's agreement absolves the district of what it owes to the fund, plus pays off $19.4 million of additional district debt. It also allows $40.2 million to be spent on eight areas.

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.

"We count this as a win and not part of an ongoing battle," said Michael Liddell, whose mother, the late Minnie Liddell, filed the landmark lawsuit in 1972. She joined the parents of five black students in arguing that their schools were inferior to those in white neighborhoods. It 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.

Adams knew about the settlement fund before taking over as superintendent three years ago. And for months, district officials and parties involved in the lawsuit have talked about other uses for the money.

"This has all been data-driven decision making," Douthit said. "Data show early childhood intervention works. Data show if you have principals who are capable leaders ... that helps support increased levels of academic achievement."

The account will be left with a balance of $18.9 million, and it will remain in escrow in the event the district needs more classroom space.

The agreement, though signed by Webber last week, was reached Sept. 16 among 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 are hurt by an operating deficit that would be eliminated through the agreement.

The agreement has the support of the teachers union — American Federation of Teachers Local 420.

It also has the endorsement of Missouri Education Commissioner Chris L. Nicastro.

"Rather than continuing to hold state funds for building more unneeded school buildings, this agreement will allow St. Louis Public Schools to redirect and invest this resource into targeted educational services needed to boost student achievement and regain accreditation," she said in a statement.

In January, Adams said, he plans to update the Missouri Board of Education on the city's school system. For the fourth year in a row, test scores in St. Louis Public Schools improved in 2011, with 33.1 percent of students passing English and 30.9 percent passing math. Adams says there is much more work to do.

"I'll be talking to them about our financial condition," he said. "I'll be talking about the governance and about academics. I can report to them we don't have a deficit. The deficit is gone."

Occupy movement attracts one-time strange bedfellows

By Dianne Stafford, Kansas City Star

Union electrician Roger Lake and freelance glass artist Tyler Crane — who has never been in a union and doesn’t want to be — may seem to be unlikely allies.

But in the Occupy Wall Street movement, both say, “we are the 99 percent.”

Many members of organized labor and the sometimes disorganized collection of the underemployed and unemployed this year have found ties that bind.

They’re joined in anger at the big bank bailouts and “corporate greed,” at the 1 percent’s political clout, and at the widening wealth gap between those at the top and everyone else. 

Lake, a member of International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Local 124, said he’s “down there in the thick of it,” supporting the Occupy KC movement “because the middle class is hurting while big money has hijacked the political process.”

Crane, an early organizer of the Kansas City rallies, said he decided to back the striking Machinists picketing the Kansas City Honeywell plant — even though he opposes the nuclear component work done at the plant — “because workers who produce things deserve raises that reflect their contribution to profits.”

The two men illustrate the protest movement that jelled two months ago on Wall Street and spread to about 1,000 locations nationwide. The Occupy uprising has forged a real — though maybe temporary — alliance among what some call the “hard hats and hippies.”

In reality, many in the movement are white-collar workers, union and non-union. Many are college students and graduates who want mainstream work lives at livable wages and without crushing debt.

Still, the Occupy protests have turned a historical corner of sorts. In one infamous anti-war protest in New York in the 1970s, hard hats beat up hippies, who were rescued by the very Wall Street suit-wearing types that both groups now rally against. 

Sympathies shifted somewhat in the last few years. Workers’ wages have stagnated, and corporations are holding on to profits or sending jobs overseas instead of hiring more U.S. employees. 

Populist discontent has taken to streets, bridges, parks and temporary encampments, including a kaleidoscope of about 30 tents staked across from the Kansas City Federal Reserve, where as many as 100 activists have filtered in and out on any given day. 

Problems to address

The national president of the AFL-CIO, Richard Trumka, said in a recent conference call with reporters that a message is reverberating across the country — “working people will continue to raise their voices … to stand up for themselves and demand a fair share.”

A recent Wall Street Journal/NBC News poll found broad consensus that the economic problems of working people aren’t being solved by either government or business. In fact, the poll found that professionals and managers were even more likely to support the Occupy cause than blue-collar workers.

Even some union activists speculate that cold weather or simply protest fatigue will winnow the Occupy ranks.

“I’d guess that half, maybe a majority, of our membership is not interested in the Occupy movement, even if they understand that the top 1 percent control 40 percent of the national wealth and they’re not happy about it,” said Terry Atkins, business manager of IBEW Local 124. 

And, he acknowledged, depending on his union members’ source of information, some “discount the protest as a bunch of street people or a lunatic fringe getting media attention.”

But Gordon Clark, a former president of the Transport Workers Union at the Kansas City Overhaul Base, said he thinks the Occupy agenda “goes hand in hand with the issues we toil over every day, the issues that matter whether you’re union or a college kid trying to get a job.”

On the “workers’ rights” section of its website, the transportation union explains its support of the Occupy movement: “We are saying that, for our country to continue to be a democracy, our system must also serve the needs of the 99 percent of working families who are presently denied economic justice.”

Donna Birks, financial secretary for United Auto Workers Local 31, said the message is strong from the national labor offices: Support the Occupy movement. 

“Its issues — jobs and benefits — are our issues,” Birks said. “I’m not going to say we have 100 percent support, because we don’t. Maybe 30 percent of our ranks are Republicans, and we have some tea party supporters, but we’ve had members go down for the Occupy rallies.

“At our union meetings, I haven’t heard anything negative about it. After all, we’re the middle class, and the country is starting to see that the middle class is going down.”

Economic inequality and inequality of political clout are two reasons that Lake, the union electrician, has raised money to sponsor chili feeds and spent time at the Occupy KC camp.

“We’re learning from each other,” Lake said. “The issues stretch across rural and urban, union and non-union. They’re issues that matter to working people and the unemployed. And in my mind, it’s saying don’t divide us with all the single-issue stuff like guns and abortion. It’s saying people are hurting economically and we’ve lost a good balance between democracy and social issues.”

Crane, the glass artist who helped start the Occupy KC movement on Sept. 30, agrees that “basic humanity” propels his fervor.

“Everybody here in the camp isn’t onboard supporting a union structure,” Crane said. “But the core issue is about workers not being exploited.

“The fact is that unions developed to keep labor from being exploited, so that’s why we’re here to support the electricians, the machinists, the firefighters, and that’s why they’re here to support us. We’re all in a struggle for fairness.”

Despite the hands-across-the-water pronouncements, the disparate participants in Occupy KC and other movements aren’t in lockstep.

“The cultures of the unions and the other protesters are real different,” said Judy Ancel, director of the Institute for Labor Studies at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. “The culture of Occupy is kind of leaderless, and it takes up broad issues, including some things that unions aren’t necessarily focused on.”

Furthermore, she noted that Occupy KC has been slow about articulating support for specific issues, choosing to talk broadly about the wealth divide and “the wreck that the big banks have put our economy into,” whereas the local unions “are very much particular goal-driven.”

Shifting structures

One sidelight of the Occupy movement is that it showcases the current unease of people who once were the bedrock of the American workforce — particularly the white male.

Hit by the “mancession,” which saw a larger percentage job loss among men than women, the predominant male membership of the blue-collar workforce has weathered years of wage concessions and a decade-long dwindling of numbers. 

Union membership in the private sector has fallen to under 7 percent of the workforce, a historic low.

Many of the heavy-industry jobs that union members once held — and that paid enough to put a house in the suburbs, a car, a truck and maybe a boat in the garage — have been downsized or moved overseas.

Instead of being the straws that stirred the U.S. economic drink, blue-collar union jobs withered in economic heft to a slew of service jobs held by an increasingly diverse workforce.

Meanwhile, many people outside the unions developed an increasingly negative view of organized labor, partly because of inconvenient strikes, news of corruption by union bosses, and a combination of jealousy and amazement that unions continued to bargain for raises and benefits that non-union employees weren’t getting.

Some of the antipathy began to fade, though, in Wisconsin, where thousands of non-union workers rallied this year in support of public workers.

In February, thousands crowded the Madison Capitol to protest a measure introduced by Gov. Scott Walker that would have stripped the ability of public-worker unions to negotiate for their pensions, benefits and working conditions.

Subsequently, Occupy and union supporters joined hands in Ohio to defeat similar anti-union legislation that would have taken away collective bargaining rights.

Labor leaders aren’t resting on any laurels, though. The National Conference of State Legislatures tallies more than 700 bills introduced this year aimed at limiting union rights or authority.

Union leaders also remind members to keep the focus on overall income inequality. They emphasize that issues like globalization, reduced employee benefits and slow hiring affect most Americans.

There’s also an indication that youthful energy is turning the Occupy focus to the high costs of college and the fact that many earn degrees along with tens of thousands of dollars in loan debt, which is hard to repay when unemployed.

But for now at least, in Kansas City and elsewhere around the country, there are shared interests among the young Occupy camp residents and the middle-age union members who are providing financial and emotional support.

“We don’t want the unions to become our organizers, as opposed to us being the people’s voice,” Crane said. “But we have to acknowledge that unions are organized political forces that already are engaged in struggles against a system that fosters inequality and oppression of workers. I see us working together in community-building.”

Occupy COMO remains in place, despite threat to remove group 

By Associated Press, Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — A tent at the center of an Occupy protest outside City Hall remains in place, despite a city ultimatum to move.

The tent and other camping equipment were still on the site at 6:30 p.m. Monday. Protesters said they are using the tent and its spray-painted slogans to convey their message rather than as a place to sleep.

City officials threatened to bring in police if demonstrators didn't clean up their belongings on Monday.

The city Public Works Department said the demonstrators are violating an ordinance against blocking sidewalks. City officials also said the protesters are damaging municipal property by leaving stains near the Daniel Boone City Building. 

A city spokeswoman said the Occupy group planned to ask the City Council for storage space

Man who got probation for Kinder car theft back in court on new charges

By Patrick T. Sullivan, Southeast Missourian

The Cape Girardeau man who pleaded guilty to helping steal and torch Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder's car will be back in court on separate charges today after he received five years' probation as part of a plea deal last week, according to court records. 

Adam D. Cromer, 20, was originally charged with stealing a motor vehicle, first-degree tampering and second-degree attempted burglary after he and Jacob Shepard, 18, stole 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 pleaded not guilty to the original charges in May but agreed to plead guilty to the tampering charge if the other two were dropped Oct. 11. In return, the state said it would recommend a suspended sentence, according to court documents. 

And that's what Cromer received. 

On Nov. 14, Judge Benjamin Lewis suspended the imposition of sentence, and Cromer was given five years' probation. 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. 

The same day Cromer worked out his deal with the state, he received a summons for resisting arrest and being a visibly intoxicated minor, both misdemeanors. He pleaded not guilty to both charges and will appear in court today before Judge Scott Thomsen. 

Cromer's attorney, Stephen Wilson, could not be reached for comment. 

Shepard was unable to get such a plea deal with his guilty plea. 

He received a seven-year sentence for stealing a motor vehicle and a concurrent four-year sentence for property damage for his role in the incident. Shepard had testified in August that he was under the influence of Ecstasy and alcohol when he stole and rammed Kinder's car into the wall. Shepard said he does not remember driving into the wall. 

Shepard was also on probation for burglary and drug charges in Scott County. 

His attorney, Scott Reynolds, asked Lewis for a four-year sentence, calling a seven-year sentence "overkill," but Lewis rejected the request. 

"The courts don't want to see you throwing your life away," Lewis told Shepard during his sentencing. "But at some point we're not going to be concerned about you; we'll be concerned for public safety." 

Kinder's car was a total loss, and the gun shop reported roughly $2,000 in damage. 

Drug Investigators: High prices, many miles don't stop meth

By Holly Brantley, KFVS Channel 12

SHANNON COUNTY, MO (KFVS) - Methamphetamine use: It's an addiction investigators say users will go to any lengths to satisfy. Drug agents say people are now going just outside the Heartland to get drugs containing pseudoephedrine. 

In Shannon County we found prices ranging from $30 to $50 a box. Compare that with prices you find at chain stores and private pharmacies which average around $18 a box. 

What's more, according to numbers on sales from some of the pharmacies, they're doing what investigators consider eight to ten times normal business for a pharmacy of their size - even at those higher prices. 

"It's way above the normal prices," said Kevin Glaser of the SEMO Drug Task Force. "It's clear I think they have a pretty good idea of what's going on." 

Glaser says it may not be illegal but he feels it certainly is not ethical. We aren't revealing the names of certain pharmacies because investigators say they are not breaking any laws. However, authorities say the sales figures caught their eye because they feel the numbers are jaw dropping at those prices. 

Here are numbers we found between December of 2010, and October of this year for one pharmacy in Shannon County:

· December:  90

· January:  337

· February:  472

· March:  649

· April:  614

· May:  701

· June:  762

· July: Not Available

· August:  401

· September:  351

· October:  436

"Those numbers are way above what you would expect normal sales to be," said Glaser. "I think it's an example of how people are getting around the state wide data tracking system. People will spend the money for a box and walk out with five or six boxes depending on how many friends they take in with them." 

When we asked store clerks at one pharmacy if every store had similar prices, they answered, "No idea. We are the only store that sells this for 30-50 miles." 

Not far from Shannon County, Butler County Sheriff Mark Dobbs says he's sure plenty of people from his county, a prescription only area, travel to Shannon to get meth making ingredients. 

"A lot of times you see the almighty dollar comes into play when people just do things for money," said Sheriff Dobbs. "To me it's a pretty easy deduction that this isn't people traveling to Shannon County or where ever for cold relief this is people going there for meth products, for the wrong reasons." 

Sheriff Dobbs says going prescription only has helped, but problems linger. 

"It's still in southeast Missouri," said Dobbs. "It's not that far away." 

As for Glaser he says he would like to see pharmacies use more ethical practices when it comes to who they sell to. 

"I think people in those communities need to step up and put some pressure on them," said Glaser. "They need to consider who those pharmacies are allowing to come into those communities." 

Many of the counties in southeast Missouri are prescription only now, and he says that is helping to slow production in our area. 

He says state wide production is up eight percent from this time in 2010, however in our area we are down by 26 labs compared to last year. 

Mo. treasurer has advice on expired gift cards 
By Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri State Treasurer Clint Zweifel (ZWEYE'-ful) has some advice for gift-card recipients as the holiday shopping season begins.

Zweifel says in a news release to keep the physical card or certificate even it is has expired. That's because businesses are required to turn over any remaining value to the treasurer's office after five years.

Zweifel says $130,000 worth of gift cards and certificates were returned this year alone. He says there is $5.8 million waiting to be claimed as unclaimed property.

The treasurer advises recipients who have an expired gift card to check with the issuing business to see if it's redeemable. If the business says no, the next step is to check the state's online list of unclaimed property.

Governor shoots deer, donates meat to food banks

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – While hunting in Pulaski County this weekend, Gov. Jay Nixon successfully bagged button buck, which he donated to the state’s Share the Harvest program that provides deer meat to food banks around Missouri.

“I’m delighted to again be one of the thousands of Missouri hunters donating venison to help provide for those in need,” Nixon said.

Share the Harvest is a public-private partnership that has provided venison to area food banks around the holidays for 20 years. During the 2010 hunting season, approximately 6,100 deer were processed through the program, resulting in more than 350,000 pounds of venison for families in need.

Missouri hunters are encouraged to donate a partial or whole deer carcass this season. More information on giving is available on the state’s website, mo.gov.

MISSOURINET
Koster looks at new data privacy laws

By Allison Blood

The Attorney General is holding a summit today to look at ways the state can protect people from identity theft online. Attorney General Chris Koster says as it is right now, technology is improving much faster than the state can write laws protecting people.

He says this summit was scheduled after the News of the World scandal, where a paper was hacking into the voicemails of celebrities for information.

He says right now in Missouri, attaching a GPS tracking device to someone else’s car is not illegal, but he says it should be. He says the summit will look at everything from hacking voicemail to cyber stalking.

Summit schedule and list of topics discussed:

Privacy Threats: Hacking the AG’s Voicemail
· Michael Gregg, Superior Solutions Inc.

 Voicemail Security and Mobile Phone Positioning
· Jamie Hastings, Vice President, External and State Affairs, CTIA – The Wireless Association

  Our Digital Footprints (Hacking, GPS Tracking)
· Page Bellamy, Chief Counsel, Public Safety Division, Missouri Attorney General’s Office

 Technology and Criminal Prosecutions
· Jack Banas, St. Charles County Prosecuting Attorney

· Jennifer Joyce, St. Louis Circuit Attorney

· Robert McCulloch, St. Louis County Prosecuting Attorney

  Law Enforcement Perspectives: Hacking & Technology Facilitated Stalking
· Detective Brian Mize, Chesterfield Police Dept./FBI Cyber Crimes Task Force

· Detective Mark Kurkowski, St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department

 Domestic Violence Concerns: Threats to Personal Safety 
· Jenny Dills, Prevention Coordinator, Missouri Coalition Against Domestic and Sexual  Violence

    Cyber-Security for Families 
· Frank Gallagher, Executive Director, Cable in the Classroom

 Online Behavioral Advertising Regulation
· Peter Kosmala, Executive Director, Digital Advertising Alliance

  Emerging Technology, Trends and Issues
· Jarrett Kolthoff, President, SpearTip LLC

Lt. Gov. Candidate wants to pick and choose

By Bob Priddy

One of the Republican candidates for Lieutenant Governor hopes to improve on his sixteen percent support in the 2008 primary.  But this is a candidacy with a twist.  

St. Louis real estate lawyer Mike Carter calls himself “an independent-minded Republican who has cast votes for Ross Perot and Ron Paul.”  The first time we talked with him, he mentioned his 16 percent support in the 2008 primary for Lieutenant Governor.  What he didn’t mention was that he got 16 percent in the DEMOCRATIC primary.  

Carter says he likes a lot in both parties but he’s running this time as a Republican because he leans toward that party on fiscal issues.  However he thinks people should be able to switch parties all the time…

Carter says he’s fiscally Republican but he is a Democrat when it comes to social issues.  

He says he’s staying in the race even though incumbent Peter Kinder has decided to run for a third term.

Joplin: 6 months later

By Mike Lear

6 months ago today a devastating EF-5 tornado swept through Joplin and Duquesne. Today the community looks back on the work that has been done, and ahead to what is to come.

And, there is much to come. The Jasper County Community Organizations Active in Disaster (COAD) Long Term Recovery Committee estimates it will take five years for the city to recover. The Committee’s Steve Patterson explains, that is when all needs stemming from the disaster might be met. “We have looked at two other, previous long-term recovery efforts and they took about three years on each of those. The one in Carl Junction and then later the one in Neosho; the tornadoes that took place in both those communities. When we finally were able to close out all the cases, it generally was about a 3 year process.”

Patterson says the focus right now is on rebuilding, and donations of both time and money are needed. He says the time that unskilled labor was needed is passed. “With so many homes destroyed, we are working with a number of different levels of this. Some of it’s reconstruction completely, some of it is repair of current properties. So we need skilled people who could come and work with us in those areas.”

Monetary donations can be made to a fund set up at Arvest Bank. Checks can be made out to COAD, and sent to:

Arvest Bank

Attn: Branch Manager

701 South Main Street

Joplin, MO 64801

 

Patterson says the Committee works through a case management system to respond to needs, and donated funds go to some of those needs.

Crystal Payton is the External Affairs Lead with the Federal Emergency Management Agency. FEMA will maintain an office in Joplin as long as a housing program is in place as part of the recovery.

She says Joplin has come a long way in the last 6 months. “They have worked closely with the state, and federal, and voluntary agencies that have come to town in order to support their response and recovery, and in all aspects I think from debris management to housing to their own development of critical facilities and looking at a path forward.”

The City will mark the day with a memorial ceremony beginning at 4:30 at Cunningham Park, across from St. John’s Hospital, both of which were hit by the tornado. During the ceremony the first of 161 trees will be planted; one for every victim of the storm. A moment of silence will begin at 5:41 p.m.; the time the tornado hit Joplin.

BLOG ZONE 

After super committee gives up, blame game begins

By Robert Koenig, St. Louis Beacon

WASHINGTON - With the deficit "super committee" admitting defeat Monday, members of Congress played the blame game and maneuvered to anticipate the next moves in the efforts to reach a deal to reduce the federal budget deficit.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., told reporters she would continue working "on a bipartisan basis" to try to reach a compromise, but she blamed Republicans for opposing any tax increases. And she vowed to oppose any move to defuse the deficit-deal "triggers" that would lead to automatic budget cuts in defense and other federal programs.

On the GOP side, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, told the Beacon that he would help "lead the effort" in the House to protect the Pentagon from those automatic cuts -- an expected legislative effort that Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., said he would oppose, and one that President Barack Obama threatened to veto.

While Akin (right) and many other Republicans blamed Democrats for the super committee's failure for insisting on tax hikes that they worried would weaken the economy, Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, blamed GOP members for "refusing to compromise from their rigid position of protecting tax breaks for the very wealthy." 

Despite this week's super committee setback, some lawmakers said the law's continued threat of $1.2 trillion in automatic cuts over a decade that would start in 2013 -- half of which would hit national security spending -- make it likely that some sort of a deficit agreement will be reached before then.

Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., the Senate's second-ranking Democrat, said through a spokesman that he was disappointed in the committee's failure, but he "hopes that a bipartisan group of members can still reach an agreement on a multitrillion-dollar deal before the next round of deep spending cuts starts in January 2013."

Durbin, a member of the both the Bowles-Simpson Commission that issued a deficit plan last fall and the bipartisan "Gang of Six" that made a proposal last summer, believes that "the only way solve our fiscal problems is through a balanced approach that cuts spending and raises revenues," said the spokesman, Max Gleischman.

Another backer of the "Gang of Six" approach is Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., (left) who tweeted that -- in the wake of the super committee's failure -- "Congress should appoint the bipartisan #GangofSix to finish their work."

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., issued a statement saying that he was disappointed that process failed," in part because the super committee "had a great opportunity to prioritize government spending through this process." He worried about the impact of the automatic cuts that would be triggered if the deficit law is not modified.

"Deficit reduction will happen," Blunt said, "but the worst way to cut spending is to enact broad, across-the-board cuts."

Committee leaders express disappointment, hope

The failure of the super committee -- officially, the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction -- came after more than three months of negotiations and hearings.

The 12-member panel's co-chairs, Rep. Jeb Hensarling, R-Texas, and Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash., released a joint statement late Monday afternoon saying they were "deeply disappointed that we have been unable to come to a bipartisan deficit reduction agreement" before the Wednesday deadline.

Even so, the two chairs said they had not lost hope that a deficit agreement eventually could be reached. "Despite our inability to bridge the committee's significant differences, we end this process united in our belief that the nation's fiscal crisis must be addressed and that we cannot leave it for the next generation to solve," they said.

"We remain hopeful that Congress can build on this committee's work and can find a way to tackle this issue in a way that works for the American people and our economy."

At a media event Monday at Boeing Corp.'s facility in Berkeley, McCaskill said she was "disappointed" by the super committee's failure to reach a deal. She joined a bipartisan group of lawmakers this month in urging the committee to "go big" by making some cuts to entitlement programs and finding ways to increase evenues. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, also backed the "go big" concept.

"I really think most Americans think cleaning up the tax code ... overall lowering the corporate rate and marginally, marginally increasing taxes slightly on those who have more than a $1 million in income -- I think if we can combine that with some entitlement reform that should be a compromise that is obtainable in Washington," McCaskill (right) said.

She criticized Republicans who weren't willing to consider any tax increases -- even those on wealthy individuals -- as part of a deficit deal.

"But for the life of me, I just can't understand why the Republicans are refusing to consider a small tax increase for people on their second million dollars," McCaskill said. She added that removing the automatic cut "triggers" would showcase Congress' unwillingness to follow through with their own directives. "Last time I looked," she said, "all these people are who saying to reverse the automatic cuts were the ones who voted for it.... I do think we have to follow through with the cuts that would have to occur."

Akin told the Beacon that he had voted against the August deficit deal that set up the super committee because it was a flawed approach. "The idea of the super committee was a gimmick, and gimmicks don't work," he said. "It pretty much came out as a lot of people predicted" because "there is a widely divergent opinion as to what the federal government should be doing, and how it should be paid for."

Akin blamed Democrats for insisting on tax cuts that he believes would weaken the economy, and President Barack Obama for "steroid-level spending" on stimulus plans. "You just can't drive taxes beyond a certain level without crashing the economy, which already is in trouble," he said, calling for "a good balanced budget and a cap on federal spending."

Akin said "the public is going to have to become engaged" to solve the problem. "Do they want to come up with new taxing mechanisms, which I think will not work? Or are they going to push to reform government and demand that we live within our means."

Akin said that he and the chairman of the House Armed Services Committee planned to "lead the effort" in the House to defuse the triggers that would impose steep across-the-board cuts in defense, starting in 2013. "This would basically gut the budget of the Defense Department," he said, "and we can't let that happen."

At a news conference late Monday, Obama vowed to veto any effort to defuse the trigger.

"Already, some in Congress are trying to undo these automatic spending cuts," Obama said. "My message to them is simple: No. I will veto any effort to get rid of those automatic spending cuts to domestic and defense spending. There will be no easy off ramps on
this one."

Obama explained: "We need to keep the pressure up to compromise -- not turn off the pressure. The only way these spending cuts will not take place is if Congress gets back to work and agrees on a balanced plan to reduce the deficit by at least $1.2 trillion."

The president expressed hope that a "balanced plan" for deficit reduction can be reached. "Although Congress has not come to an agreement yet, nothing prevents them from coming up with an agreement in the days ahead. They can still come together around a balanced plan."

Clay told the Beacon that he agreed with Obama that the triggers need to remain in order to put pressure on Republicans to come to the table and reach a long-term deficit deal. "The triggers are important and are part of the law we approved," Clay said. He suggested returning to the Bowles-Simpson proposals as the basis for new talks.
U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, said he was disappointed in the outcome but hopeful that Congress might eventually find a compromise solution.

"I encourage all sides not to give up, to continue their work and come to an agreement so drastic cuts to vital defense and social programs, scheduled for January 2013, can be avoided," Carnahan said in a statement Monday.

"Though frustrating, this moment is an opportunity for members of Congress to show they get it - that they are willing to pull together for the economic health of the country," Carnahan said. "We need a balanced plan for both new revenue and necessary cuts, and we need it now. I stand ready to work with anyone, any time they decide they're ready to come to the table."

Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, charged that the committee failed because some members "insisted on sweeping tax increases, even at a time when most economists believe that it would further weaken our struggling economy and contribute to higher unemployment, and even though spending – not taxes – is at the root of the problem. The bottom line is that our current level of spending is unsustainable, so there will be at least $1.2 trillion in deficit reduction one way or another.” 

St. Louis school officials hope financial windfall will help regain accreditation
By Dale Singer, St. Louis Beacon

Leaders of the St. Louis Public Schools say a $96.1 million windfall from the settlement of the longstanding area school desegregation case would help them regain accreditation.

The money comes from the settlement paid by the state of Missouri as part of the federal court's agreement in the case in 1999. For the past several years, the city schools have been allowed to borrow part of that money to help cover annual budget shortfalls, with the sum repaid every year.

Now, according to a three-year program announced Monday by Superintendent Kelvin Adams and other parties to the desegregation suit, the city school district will be able to use $55.9 million to balance its budget, then use the rest of the money for programs such as early childhood, parent-infant interaction, teacher mentoring, magnet school transportation, technology and training principals.

Adams told a news conference at the Stix Early Childhood Center that the money will help bring to the school system financial stability, which was one of the three areas cited as problems when the state of Missouri took accreditation from the St. Louis schools in 2007. The other areas were stable leadership and academic achievement by students

Since the three-member appointed Special Administrative Board took over, turnover at the top of the district has reduced sharply; Adams recently signed a new three-year contract that would make him the longest-serving superintendent in many years. With the $96.1 million approved by a federal judge last week, the district will also be in much better financial shape.

Though academic achievement remains a problem, officials have noted improvement in that area as well, with the district gaining six points of the 14 needed for accreditation by the state.

Adams took note of the progress in all three areas, saying that the settlement "puts us in a better financial position. Our credit rating is now enhanced. You can check off finances and put it off to the side.

"Every single time I get the opportunity, I'm going to ask that we become accredited. Every single time."

The $96.1 million settlement was approved by the NAACP and the family of Minnie Liddell, whose lawsuit filed in federal court in 1972 led to the court-ordered voluntary school desegregation plan that began in 1980. The plan evolved through the years until 1999, when the federal court ordered the state to pay the city schools $180 million to settle the case.

The money was paid over a 10-year period and deposited into a special desegregation fund for capital projects. But as enrollment in the city schools shrank and fewer buildings were needed, city school officials sought to use it for other purposes.

William A. Douthit, attorney for the Liddell plaintiffs, said that the agreement to spread the money around grew out of a new willingness by city school officials to bring his clients into discussions about the best way that the funds could be used.

"Schools are more than just bricks and mortar," Douthit said in an interview after the settlement was announced.

"Rather than keeping the funds in escrow, this allows us to use them for the children who need it now. We were included at the table from the very beginning. It was a matter of moving forward in a collaborative effort."

Adams said he thought the money should be used to help as many students as possible, so his office wanted to work with the plaintiffs in the case to release it from the court's control and put it to good use. He noted that superintendents who preceded him were around for such a short time, they "often did not have knowledge enough to know who was on first, second or third. We're here to help all the children of the city of St. Louis."

He also noted the importance of training new principals.

"We have a great principal here," Adams said of the early childhood center, "but if she leaves, we have no one to replace her. We have to grow our own."

On the technology component of the spending, Adams said:

"Yes, it's important to know how to read. Yes, it's important to know how to write. Yes, it's important to know how to compute. But students in today's world need to know how to use technology and have access to it."

Michael Liddell, the youngest child in the family that brought the suit originally, said he hoped that the money could be used to build the school system up to a point that families would no longer feel they had to move out of the city to get a good education.

"The Liddell family is proud today because we have made good progress for the children," he said. "That's what this is all about."

Adolphus M. Pruitt II, president of the St. Louis NAACP, which also was a party to the suit, gave an indication of how long the legal action has been going on by noting that he was a member of the first graduating class at the Visual Performing Arts high school, back in 1977. Now, he said, he brings his granddaughter to school at the Stix early childhood center.

He said he hopes the money will help tame the "mean streets" of St. Louis so they no longer claim the lives of any of the city's young people.

"We're going to do whatever it takes," he said. "We have the SAB helping the district get back accreditation, and we have to help them."

He also paid tribute to the work of Dr. James A. DeClue, who died last week, for his longstanding work with the NAACP in pushing the desegregation case forward.

Rick Sullivan, who heads the SAB, said whether or not the board continues or control of the city schools reverts to an elected board is for others to decided.

"I think this board has worked well together," he said, "but any board is going to have to be productive, work together and focus on the kids."

In a statement, Chris Nicastro, commissioner of elementary and secondary education for Missouri, praised the settlement, saying:

"After many years of negotiations, we are pleased all parties have come to a positive solution which puts children first. Rather than continuing to hold state funds for building more unneeded school buildings, this agreement will allow St. Louis Public Schools to redirect and invest this resource into targeted educational services needed to boost student achievement and to regain accreditation."

Robbyn Wahby, who handles education policy for Mayor Francis Slay, called the infusion of money "an investment that will pay off in years to come. I'm confident we will see higher reading scores and fewer disciplinary problems.

"It never made sense to use that money only for desegregation purposes. What really made sense to us was to use the dollars in the best way possible."

Proof Downtown Partnership Bitched to City Hall About Occupy St. Louis

By Chad Garrison, Riverfront Times

A couple weeks ago Occupy St. Louis accused Mayor Francis Slay of kowtowing to corporate interests when he informed demonstrators (via his blog) that he would soon demand that they end their encampment at Kiener Plaza. 

In a press release responding to the mayor's online diary, Occupy St. Louis accused Slay of acting on behalf of the Partnership for Downtown St. Louis, a business group whose members include downtown banks, law firms and corporations. 

"This week, Downtown Partnership met with the mayor's office and told him to shut us down," claimed Occupy St. Louis in its November 7 media release. "He responded to their call. No more fitting example could illustrate who is pulling the strings."

Later that day Jeff Rainford, Slay's chief of staff, declined to tell the Post-Dispatch whether or not the mayor's office had in fact met with the partnership. When Daily RFT called the partnership to ask the same question, its spokeswoman said she didn't know if her boss -- Maggie Campbell -- had met with Slay and would get back to us. We're still waiting for that return call. 

Turns out, though, that Occupy St. Louis was correct and an email from Campbell proves it. 

As blogger Adam Shriver revealed this weekend by way of a public records request, Campbell wrote to Rainford on October 31 telling him how her organization had been in contact with business associations in other cities to discuss how to "unoccupy" urban parks from protesters. 

"We look forward to our meeting tomorrow to discuss this issue further," concluded Campbell at the end of the email. "We appreciate your support and thoughtful guidance."

Four days after sending the email (and three days after the partnership met with the mayor's office), Slay announced on his blog that the demonstrators could no longer violate the curfew at Kiener Plaza. 

"Over the past several days, there has been a rising tide of complaints," wrote Slay, in defense of the November 4 edict.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: When will lawmakers realize danger of unlimited lobbyists' gifts? 

By Editorial Board, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Here's a quiz that might help shed light on the embarrassing state of ethics laws in Missouri politics.

For elected officials in Missouri, which of the following is not legal?

a. Buying a pair of $111 women's shoes with campaign funds.

b. Withdrawing hundreds of dollars in campaign funds from ATM machines in Las Vegas casinos.

c. Accepting luxury box seats from lobbyists for Rams games, Cardinals games or concerts, and then using campaign funds to reimburse the lobbyists' companies.

d. All of the above.

e. None of the above.

The answer, if you believe the explanations that shoes, cash withdrawals in casinos and luxury box tickets were related to actual campaigning, is "e." Each example has happened in recent Missouri political history. Each instance, and countless others like them, is common in a state that subtly encourages its politicians to use campaign money for personal gain.

In theory, the desired answer should be "d." Every example would be illegal if a prosecutor could prove that the campaign money were being applied to personal uses.

But in a state with few ethics rules and not much ethics enforcement, politicians easily can dodge the letter of the law. It's not as if lobbyists are making elected officials' house payments (not yet, anyway) but if they're paying for personal meals, clothing and entertainment, what's the difference?

Does anybody believe, for instance, that state Sen. Robin Wright-Jones, a St. Louis Democrat, bought her shoes from Marni strictly to hike the campaign trail? Or that former Democratic state Rep. Rodney Hubbard of St. Louis — now a lobbyist himself — needed cash at a Vegas casino to help him study the finer points of gaming laws? And does anybody really believe that Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, a Eureka Republican, attended the Rams season opener to help figure out how to turn the special session upside down?

Missouri, unfortunately for its taxpayers, is the wild, wild West when it comes to limiting the impact of special interest money on the legislative process.

Missouri's reality is this: In most areas in which influence of lobbyists' money is concerned, there are no rules, short of limited disclosure.

In some cases, there are rules, but the loopholes are big enough to drive a semi-trailer through. And in the few cases in which rules are clear, the Missouri Ethics Commission has limited ability to enforce them.

Missouri is one of very few states with no limit on lobbyists' gifts, for instance. More than half the states in the United States have some limits, and according to the Center for Public Integrity, and at least eight states ban gifts outright. Combine Missouri's lack of regulation on gifts with its rare status as a state that allows unlimited campaign donations, and a culture of corruption thrives.

Even when Missouri's ethics commission acts — as it did in fining Mr. Hubbard for using campaign accounts as virtual ATMs — there is little follow-up by prosecutors to enforce financial disclosure laws. And when lawmakers sought to strengthen ethics laws on a variety of fronts in 2010, they ultimately ignored lobbyists' gifts altogether.

One of the latest trends, apparently started by House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, is most insidious. In 2010 Mr. Tilley vowed to stop taking gifts from lobbyists. What he really meant was that he would seek to avoid looking bad on ethics reports.

These days, Mr. Tilley, Mr. Jones and other lawmakers accept gifts, and then they reimburse lobbyists or companies for those gifts, using campaign funds raised from those same lobbyists or other donors.

That way, they can live high on the hog and still make the empty promise that nobody is buying their influence.

In some ways, the practice is at least as bad as Ms. Wright-Jones claiming a $102 jewelry store expense was for "campaign watch batteries."
It's time to set some limits.

That some Missouri lawmakers use gifts from lobbyists to enrich their personal lives doesn't make all lawmakers, or all lobbyists, corrupt. That Missouri does nothing to try to limit those gifts, however, encourages a creeping corruption that has become an accepted part of the culture in Jefferson City.

That culture allows special interests to use gifts to help influence policy, regardless of whether an official act is promised in exchange for a meal, a round of golf or a front-row seat to the World Series.

As public confidence in politicians sags all over the nation, there is no better time for Missouri lawmakers to implement simple rules to help them regain trust with a doubting public.

Phill Brooks, columnist: Term limits have shrunk the big picture 

By Phill Brooks, Joplin Globe
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Without much fanfare, a small group of Missouri legislators has been working on putting together a plan that could be one of the major issues for the 2012 legislative session.

It’s a politically thorny issue involving how tough to be on sentencing convicted criminals in the face of arguments that punishment wastes taxpayer money and that to impose long prison sentences on first-time, nonviolent offenders is not particularly effective.

Before term limits, we used to see a lot more of this kind of long-term, fact-finding and consensus-building efforts by legislators when the Missouri General Assembly was not in session.

Interim committees, like the sentencing group, that meet during the summer and fall provide vehicles for building the coalitions needed to win legislation its passage.

Without the constant disruptions legislators face during a legislative session, there is something special I’ve seen develop among legislators in their level of understanding and collaboration when they have the opportunity, collectively, to fully concentrate their attention on a single issue.

That intensity of work can lead to stronger bipartisan partnerships on issues that deeply divided lawmakers at the start.

One of the best examples was an interim committee on medical malpractice in the 1970s. Back then, the partisan divide on malpractice lawsuits was as deep as it is today. Republicans tend to take a pro-business stance by arguing for restrictions on liability lawsuit awards against businesses and doctors. Democrats tend to argue the position of civil attorneys in opposition to limiting damage awards.

It was a fascinating process for me to watch as a bipartisan group of senators, starting with significant policy differences, began to develop a consensus while also expanding their own knowledge of the issue. In 1976, their efforts led to adoption of a comprehensive package addressing what they concluded was a real crisis in affordable malpractice insurance coverage for doctors.

A key provision of their package later was thrown out by the state Supreme Court. But the original 1976 law had laid the foundation for subsequent legislative efforts that defined Missouri’s current laws on medical malpractice.

Today, we don’t see that kind of intense, interim session work as often as we did a few decades ago. Now, efforts to craft major bills in preparation for a legislative session tend to be done during meetings by special interests and agency officials that are held behind closed doors, with little or no public debate.

The recommendations of these groups might not even be announced until just before the start of a legislative session. There might be little effort to involve legislators with opposing views in any significant role in drafting the proposal.

The last day of the 2011 regular legislative session was a perfect example of the price our state pays for crafting legislation through this kind of short-term secret process rather than through interim committees that meet in public and have a longer focus.

Three of the biggest issues before state lawmakers last session — development of a St. Louis-China cargo hub, limiting tax credits and laying the groundwork for a second nuclear power plant — died because of major, unresolved disputes in the session’s final hours.

Negotiations to work out the final details all had been done behind closed doors, secret from the public and even from many of the legislators who were going to be asked to cast votes. In fact, the final nuclear plant compromise emerged so late in the session’s last hour that the sponsor bowed to complaints from his colleagues that they did not even have time to read the bill before voting.

That secret approach continued with the efforts to put together a package for the special session. As a result, the governor and legislative leaders discovered that a number of lawmakers were not on board with the package.

Looking at this from the perspective of more than a few decades, I have a sense that our term-limited legislators have lost the sense of working to achieve long-term objectives.

Before term limits, when legislators expected to be around for years, the more effective lawmakers committed years to develop expertise on an issue, craft a working law and develop the coalitions to assure legislative success.

Now, it has to be done quickly without the future-focused thought, deliberation and consensus-building that I had seen in years past.

As always, let me know if you have any comments. If you would like your comments, or a portion of them, included in a future column, let me know and be sure to include your full name in your email.

Editorial: Hey, Mercedes, time to move to a more welcoming state 

By Editorial Board, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Dear Mercedes-Benz U.S. International:

We are dismayed about the unfortunate arrest of one of your company's German executives who ran afoul of Alabama's restrictive anti-immigration law. The 46-year-old executive was arrested Friday while driving a rental car because he didn't have his immigration papers with him.

How inhospitable. Carpetbaggers never have been treated very kindly in the South, though we would have thought exceptions would have been made for those with SUV factories in their carpetbags.

The head of the state's pension system, David Bronner, told the Associated Press about Alabama's immigration law: "You are giving the image, whether it's valid or not, that you don't like foreigners, period."

Here's an idea: You should move your SUV plant to Missouri.

Our state has many advantages over Alabama. We are the Show-Me State, not the "Show me your papers" state. Our Legislature is hostile on the immigration issue, but not as hostile as Alabama's or Arizona's.

Unlike in Alabama, our law enforcement officials won't check immigration status unless presenting you for incarceration on other offenses. In St. Louis, we not only welcome immigrants (outside of Valley Park), but we have a proud German heritage.

Many of our founders came from your country, and at least two elements of traditional German heritage — hard work and beer — stuck.

We realize that moving a massive automotive plant is quite the undertaking, but we happen to have space for one in Fenton and a lot of trained autoworkers. A lot.

We have a state law that offers up to $100 million in tax incentives for automobile plant expansion; in the last 12 months Ford and General Motors have expanded operations here. We probably could come up with a lot more for a brand new plant.

Missouri is not a right-to-work state, but let's face it: Judging from the new United Auto Workers contracts, there's not much to fear there. Word is, your employees in Vance, Ala., already are well paid, and your corporate boss, Daimler AG, is no stranger to dealing with auto workers' unions.

You've got two choices. Either ask your executives to carry their immigration papers at all times, or move to a state that understands gemüchlichkeit.

Letters to the editor, November 22 

Refrain from judgment until we know the story
Nancy Grace, a TV personality I've never watched, apparently asked her viewers to call St. Louis County police to contest the charge of second degree murder on Shelby Dasher ("St. Louis County dispatchers swamped after TV show focuses on Tyler Dasher case," Nov. 19). Ms. Grace was appalled that Ms. Dasher might get a light sentence if convicted in the death of her son, should she be indicted. Of course, the case has not yet been adjudicated and Ms. Dasher has not been found guilty or sentenced. Nonetheless, the police station was deluged with more than 200 calls from uninformed people giving their unsought advice on the sentence.

Why are we asked time and again by "the media" to give our opinions on breaking news? We have none of the inside story. All we have are emotional responses based on the bits of news we have consumed at that moment. A considered opinion is one thing; an emotional response is quite another.

I appeal to all of us to reserve our judgments until the facts have been thoroughly reported and to refrain from forwarding our opinions to the authorities just because a media personality asks us to do so.

Joanne Kelly Good • Maplewood
Help for foster children
This past year, Missouri applied for federal money through the Chafee Education and Training Voucher Program. The ETV program was developed in response to the lack of support provided to foster care youth who age out of the system. Former foster care youth have high rates of homelessness, unemployment and depression.

In addition to the $5,000 available to qualified former foster care youth through the federal ETV money, many states have created tuition waiver programs. With tuition and mandatory fees paid in full, eligible youth are able to complete two- and four-year college programs for free.

Research shows that about 70 percent to 80 percent of foster care youth aspire to enter college, yet only 50 percent of them will graduate from high school or earn a GED. If foster care youth are able to gain a high school diploma, the goal should be to help a large percentage reach college.

Let us show foster care youth that we care about their future.

Fielding Jezreel • Clayton
The real surprise about Pinkel
I suppose this makes me naive, but I was shocked by last week's story about Gary Pinkel, the University of Missouri football coach. I am not surprised that someone would be arrested for suspicion of driving while intoxicated. That happens every day, and I am glad that the incident is being treated seriously.

What shocks me is the money paid to the coach of a football team at a public university. The team does generate a great deal of income, and that could make Mr. Pinkel's salary of more than $2.3 million conscionable. Still, there is something obscene about an athletic coach getting 10 times the salary of a professor, especially in times of continual cut-backs and tuition increases.

Someday we will do a better job of working out the relationship of academics and sport.

Arthur Lloyd • Ladue
Showing off the city
Regarding "Street paintings are connecting St. Louis neighborhoods" (Nov. 20): What a beautiful way to show off our city! Congratulations to Dexter Silvers and Elysia King for the fleur-de-lis murals that will grace our town. My only wish is that they extend their work to the Interstate 64 corridor.

Thanks to these artists for their priceless contribution. I can't wait to see it.

Carol Schmidt • Brentwood
Send a moral message
It is sad and a shame that the retail merchants have to open on Thanksgiving to "get a jump on the competition" on the one day that people of all religions can celebrate and offer thanks, or not, and just be thankful they have family and friends. Of course, the greedy corporate chiefs will be at their homes, surrounded by feasts, family and friends while the "lucky" few who are employed have to leave their families and go to work. It makes me wonder how many upper-management folks will be at their desks while the cashier is taking money or the dockworker is unloading a truck. I'd bet not many.

Why don't we send a moral message to the greedy by not shopping on Thanksgiving? If we don't help them make more profit that day, then maybe next Thanksgiving those other folks can stay at home with their families and friends, enjoying a national holiday of thanks.

Greg Lutz • St. Peters
Don't change a system that's working for us
Regarding Paul Krugman's "Vouchers for veterans and other bad ideas" (Nov. 15); I was wounded in Vietnam and have had continuing problems since then. For many years, I thought about going to a veterans hospital, but, because I was working and had private insurance, and because I really thought it would be a hassle to get care there, I did not go.

When I retired from the private sector, I decided to go the Veterans Administration. To my surprise, I was assigned two doctors to help me, one at the John Cochran Medical Center and another at an O'Fallon, Mo., clinic. They worked together to get my problems under control for the first time in many years. It was one of my better decisions.

Veterans hospitals know all of our problems and have been working on them for many years. We should give them another chance and not change a system that is working for us.

Ron Buckner • St. Louis
Enough with the fairy
Ah, let's see. The country has an unemployment rate of more than 9 percent, with more than 15 percent under-employed, a failed administration and two wars that continue to take the lives of young men and women.

However, with all this and more, the Post-Dispatch continues to find the time to cover the plight of the Sugar Plum Fairy. Even R.J. Matson drew one of his beloved cartoons. Who knew the Sugar Plum Fairy had two left wings?

The fact she violated a St. Charles city rule doesn't matter; she is, of course, a victim. Really, enough is enough. Come on, this is silly — even by the Post-Dispatch's standards.

Lance Cleveland • O'Fallon, Mo.
The whole story
As a long-time resident of St. Charles, I don't like to hear St. Charles take so much criticism for not rehiring Sugar Plum Fairy without hearing the whole story.

I think it is important to know what words were spoken (some words are more offensive than others) and the attitude that went with them.

While the newspaper and other folks insinuate that everyone strolling historical Main Street loved the Sugar Plum fairy, that is not the case. Some people found her too silly and thought it was time for a change.

Millie Norwine • St. Charles
Overseeing an order
As a Boeing shareholder, a former McDonnell Douglas marketing director and a former naval aviator, I laughed at the story "Obama oversees Boeing order in Bali" (Nov. 18.

It was cynical a laugh about President Barack Obama's attendance in Bali, Indonesia, at the signing of a new order for Boeing aircraft after Mr. Obama's Justice Department is suing Boeing over its South Carolina plant. South Carolina is a "right to work" state. As we know, Mr. Obama depends on the unions.

What would Mr. Obama say if Boeing decided to build a final assembly plant in Indonesia?

John A. Harper • Town and Country
