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Mo. jobs chief defends review of sweetener maker
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's top economic development official says it would have been a poor use of taxpayer money to double-check all the claims made by a Chinese company promising to build an artificial sweetener factory in Moberly.

Economic Development Director David Kerr told a House committee Wednesday that the department did follow due diligence procedures in reviewing a request for incentives by Mamtek U.S. Inc. But Kerr said it's an inefficient use of state money to second-guess the assertions made by a business or run a background check on its officials. That's because he says Missouri's performance-based incentives are paid only after a business creates jobs or makes a capital investment.

Construction on the Mamtek factory in Moberly halted this fall after Mamtek's financing fell apart and it missed a bond payment.

Moberly officials are unhappy with state's handling of factory deal 

BY JASON HANCOCK STLtoday.com  

Posted: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 12:05 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Officials with the city of Moberly told legislators Tuesday that the state didn't share with them concerns about an economic development deal that was supposed to create 600 jobs but later collapsed.

A House committee is investigating the deal involving Mamtek, a Chinese company that vowed to build an artificial sweetener factory in Moberly with the help of about $17 million in state incentives and $39 million in bonds backed by the city.

Construction halted in September after Mamtek missed a bond payment, resulting in Moberly's bond rating being downgraded, a move that will cost the city on any future borrowing. Since then, questions have swirled about whether state and local officials did their due diligence to ensure the project was a sound investment.

Emails sent in April 2010 by Edward Li, a consultant in China for the Missouri Department of Economic Development, show that he voiced concerns about whether Mamtek actually had a factory in China's Fujian Province, as the company claimed.

In the emails, Li told a state official that a factory had been built but that it never opened because of local zoning issues. Mamtek agreed in 2009 to move out of the facility, he said.

A month later, Li wrote in another email that he had located an office building Mamtek had listed as its address, "but one thing for certain is that it's not a manufacture plant."

He said he was unable to locate a factory owned by Mamtek that was producing sweetener.

Gov. Jay Nixon and local officials announced the deal to bring Mamtek to Moberly two months later.

Corey Mehaffy, president of the Moberly Area Economic Development Corp., told the committee Tuesday that the emails were not brought to the city's attention until this month.

"If we had seen this, it certainly would have raised a red flag," he said. "It is unbelievable that we had not seen this email."

Mehaffy said he was told by the city's administrator in the summer of 2010 that someone from the state had voiced concerns about Mamtek's claims. But when Mehaffy asked the department to send its representative in China to verify the factory's existence, he said, the response was: "Someone would have to pay for that."

In June 2010, a patent attorney working for Mamtek contacted Moberly to assure city officials that the factory did exist and that he had not only visited it but also sampled the artificial sweetener produced there.

The committee's chairman, Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City, said Li's employer, the law firm Armstrong Teasdale, declined an invitation for Li to testify. The patent attorney who said he visited the plant has not responded to the committee's request to testify, Barnes said.
Day 1 of Mamtek hearings resolve little

Posted by: Tim Sampson 

November 30, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — After nearly five hours of testimony into an economic development project in Moberly that went bad, the only thing for certain is that no one is claiming to have the complete picture of what happened.

It’s not even clear if the company that was supposed to locate in Moberly, Mamtek, even exists, now or ever.

Members of the House Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability Tuesday talked to employees of the bonding company that financed the building Mamtek was supposed to occupy, the economic development authority director for the city, even former Gov. Bob Holden, all saying it was up to somebody else to background check the company that pulled out of the Moberly project earlier this year, leaving the city holding the bag for about $39 million in bonds and a building that sits empty, 60 percent of the way to completion.

Corey Mahaffy, president of the Moberly Area Economic Development Authority told committee members background checks were run, doubts were assuaged on a couple of different occasions, and the project was considered to be “solid.”

Mahaffy gave committee members a binder more than six inches thick with thousands of pages of information collected by the city of Moberly during the vetting process. But all the information about the manufacturing company calling itself Mamtek USA came from other sources. Companies such as Pellegrino and Associates of Indianapolis, the underwriters for the bonds, and Perkins Coie, described by Mahaffy as “one of the premiere patent law firms” in the country, and the Missouri Department of Economic Development which continually approved the project despite e-mails produced at the hearing in which a department contact on the ground in China warned that he could find no record of the company ever going into production in China.

“We relied on professional people, who were obviously experts in their field, to do due diligence which was done, which the city, and the bond underwriters, and the bond holders relied upon,” said Mahaffy.

One of those experts was attorney Michael Wise of the Perkins Coie law firm. When rumors surfaced in April of 2010 about whether a plant that manufactured a sweetener called sucralose under the name of Mamtek reached Mahaffy, he told committee members that he wanted to talk to somebody who had actually been to the plant in Wuyishan, Fujian Province China. Wise volunteered in a phone conversation that he had been to the plant on “multiple occasions.”

Despite Wise’s assurances, a chain of emails presented at the hearing showed that doubts about Mamtek were known within the Department of Economic Development.

On April 13, 2010, at about the same time Mahaffy contacted Wise, Edward Li, a contact for the Missouri Department of Economic Development sent an email to DED employees Yan Li, Lynne Shea and Maria Desloge. Yan Li had asked Edward Li to check out Mamtek as best he could from his base in Shanghai. An email in response found the factory in China never opened.

On May 13, 2010 in a follow up email, Lynn Shea asks Edward Li to check again on Mamtek. In a return email, Li states the only address for the company is a high rise office complex in Hong Kong which Li describes as a “business centre, where Mamtek probably just used for registration.”

On May 20, 2010, the city introduces the bond firm of Morgan Keegan to Mamtek and the company begins a due diligence process. A formal announcement and groundbreaking with Gov. Jay Nixon followed in July of last year.

By Aug. 8, 2011, hiring was well underway and a 14-member management team in place. But on Sept. 1, Mamtek misses a $2.3 million bond payment, and construction work is shut down on the manufacturing plant.

“Had we seen that (April 13, 2010) email, we would have done things differently for sure,” said Mahaffy after the hearing.

Committee members wanted to know if anyone should have seen the red flags, should have done more due diligence on their own. Representatives of Morgan Keegan said they relied on information provided by the city of Moberly. Mahaffy said his staff did all it could. Former Gov. Bob Holden said his role was merely as a facilitator.

Holden is chairman of the Midwest US – China Association, a group that fosters relations between the U.S. and China. It seeks out opportunities for the midwest to do business with Chinese businesses. As such, he was approached by Mamtek through their representative Tom Smith of Capital Business Associates, Smith’s Washington D.C. based consulting business. Holden said he had met Smith years earlier when Smith worked for the Missouri National Guard.

Holden said he told Smith that he would be happy to help Mamtek if he could pitch the project to all 12 member states of the Midwest US – China group.

“My role is to bring jobs to the midwest…and be fair to all,” said Holden. But Holden said his association does not have the funds or the manpower available to do background checks on business prospects.

“That should be left to the people actively involved in it,” said Holden.

So, Barnes and the committee will hold another hearing Wednesday morning. This time state economic development department director David Kerr will appear before the committee.

“We’re not even at halftime yet, and I want to hear what DED has to say,” said Barnes.
Mo. lawmaker wants state to help Moberly factory

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The chairman of a Missouri House committee investigating the collapse of a Moberly artificial sweetener project says state officials need to help find a new tenant for the factory.

Jefferson City Republican Jay Barnes says the committee he leads will take time to decide whether the state needs to change its procedures for vetting economic development projects as a result of the failure of Mamtek U.S. Inc.

But Barnes says the Department of Economic Development should immediately make it a top goal to help Moberly find a new business to take over the partially built factory.

Moberly issued $39 million of bonds to help build the facility but has said it will default, because Mamtek has been unable to make its payments.

State gets share of highway repair money

Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

November 29, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon 

 JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri will get a portion of more than $215 million dollars in federal aid to fix highways and bridges damaged during spring storms and floods.

Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood announced Monday that the Federal Highway Administration will provide the money from its emergency fund to 34 states and three territories to reimburse them for repairs made to federal highways and bridges for damage caused by storms, flooding and other natural disasters.

Missouri will get $2,079,250 from the fund. About $350,000 will go for repairs on federal roads and bridges caused by tornadoes in April and May. The rest will go to repair highways damaged by the summer’s floods along the Missouri River.

California will receive the most emergency funding at $43.4 million for damage caused by flooding and earthquakes. North Dakota will get a little more than $31 million for damage due to flooding over the spring and summer.

Mayor leads attempt at community-driven plan for KC schools

By Joe Robertson and Lynn Horsley 

The Kansas City Star - Updated: 2011-11-30 
Days before a state school board meeting that could be critical to the future of the Kansas City School District, political leaders and area school superintendents are scrambling for a chance to propose their own plan.

Mayor Sly James, several area legislators and others interested in Kansas City Public Schools met privately Monday night at Union Station, hoping to buy time from the state to develop a community-driven plan.

Missouri Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro’s state team was still working on its plan Tuesday, aware that Kansas City area leaders were likely to ask for a delay. Nicastro is scheduled to present her recommendation at the state board meeting Thursday and Friday in Branson.

James felt it was incumbent on him to take a role in trying to build a more unified approach between the many communities and school systems entwined in the Kansas City district’s uncertain future. Everything is still possible between the extremes of doing nothing or dissolving the district, James said.

“It’s a difficult thing,” James said. “We’re trying to build consensus and not divide the city.”

Fault lines have already formed, splitting those who want the state to work with the current elected board and those who want an appointed board to take control.

The mayor-led coalition adds to what has been a rush of ideas and requests as the state ponders what to do with the school district, which is set to become unaccredited Jan. 1.

“The commissioner has been in close contact with the individuals (who are leading the mayor and legislators group),” said Nicastro’s spokeswoman, Michele Clark. “Regarding the impact it could have on the (state school board) meeting, the commissioner is still working through all the options. A lot of options are being suggested. There has been a flurry.”

Several people who were involved with the mayor-led meeting said they were still working on building consensus from among several options. Some of the superintendents from neighboring districts took part in the latest meeting Monday night, they said. Some organizations within the Kansas City School District were involved, including parent leadership and the teachers union. District administrators have been talking with the mayor’s office, but no Kansas City school board members or administrators attended Monday’s meeting.

The people at the meeting declined to comment publicly or provide more details because they did not yet have a plan ready.

Nicastro has been preparing to propose a plan to the state school board on how she wants the state to either monitor or administer the district as it strives to regain accreditation. She held several town hall meetings over the past two months, and the state set up a webpage to gather comments and ideas that brought in more than 500 responses, Clark said.

Interim Kansas City superintendent Steve Green didn’t want to comment on the meetings or any plans being discussed, saying the district’s administrative focus is on the daily work in the classrooms.

“While we recognize the importance of (the commissioner’s) choices, KCPS has little control over those outcomes and will not use valuable time and energy pondering what’s next,” Green said.

The District Advisory Committee, made up of parents and community members, has said it wants the state to work with the current board still intact. The teachers union and the NAACP also want to keep the elected board.

Groups that have called for an appointed administrative board include the Civic Council of Greater Kansas City, the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Greater Kansas City and the Mattie Rhodes Center.

The Urban Summit, an umbrella group of Kansas City organizations, joined in support of an appointed board and recommended people for the panel: Attorney Clinton Adams Jr., Urban League President Gwen Grant, the Rev. Wallace S. Hartsfield II and the Rev. Sam Mann. The group’s memo to Nicastro also recommended that someone be appointed from the Latino community.

Under current state statute, the district will have two full school years — until June 30, 2014 — to regain accreditation before the state would have the authority to intervene. At that time, if the district remains unaccredited, the state would be required to take action, either installing an administrative board or dissolving the district such as by dividing it into neighboring districts.

The current elected school board could voluntarily step aside at any time and give authority to a state panel, and the commissioner advised the board in October that it should be willing to consider that option.

The board has remained at the helm, with the members saying they want to see what alternative plan is proposed before considering stepping down.

State intervention could happen more quickly if legislators were to change state law and take away the two-year waiting period.

Neighboring school districts and their communities have been watching the developments carefully because a state law currently tied up in court gives students the ability to transfer from an unaccredited district to an accredited district in the county or adjoining county.

The law requires the unaccredited district to pay tuition and provide transportation to the accredited district — a prospect that is distressing both to Kansas City, which could be crippled financially, and to neighboring districts that fear an uncontrolled or unplanned influx of students.

Transfers may be on hold for a while. A St. Louis area case involving the Clayton and St. Louis school districts, which had been scheduled for mid-January, is now set for early March. The Missouri Supreme Court previously ruled that state law requires districts to allow transfers, but it sent the case back to circuit court to work out the many details that concern school districts.

Until the court rules — or until the legislature adopts new law — the state is leaving the question of transfers up to the individual school districts. Few if any transfers are expected to happen while the law is in limbo.

State school board member Stan Archie of Kansas City is waiting on what will come before the board later this week, but he has been reading the correspondence people have sent to the state and held numerous conversations in the area over the past several weeks.

The mood for drastic changes may be high if people don’t see a “clear, unified effort for change,” Archie said. “Legislative changes are not far-fetched.”

He agrees with the current elected board members who want to see what is being proposed before yielding control, but he also wants the board and the community to be open to significant changes.

“I do feel like there is very little support for the status quo,” he said. “What we have is a system that is not going to get us where we want to be.”
Missouri earns organic farming research grant

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A $740,000 federal grant will enable University of Missouri researchers to study the relationship between organic farm crops and greenhouse gas emissions.

Missouri is one of 24 institutions to receive a total of nearly $19 million in grants from the U.S. Department of Agriculture's National Institute of Food and Agriculture.

Scientists at the university's Bradford Research and Extension Center in Columbia will study carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide gas releases in organic crop soils. The university says more than 60 percent of nitrous oxide emissions are connected to soil management.

Missouri ranks 20th in the country in number of organic farms. But the university reports that those growers are embracing environmentally friendly farming techniques more slowly than their counterparts in other states.

Mo. gets $1.3M for 11 trail projects

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri is getting $1.3 million in federal funds to improve the state's recreational trails.

The money from the federal Recreational Trails Program will be divided among 11 trail projects. The projects include nearly $350,000 for developing, renovating and maintaining trails in the state park system.

The projects include $100,000 to Kansas City for the Riverfront Trail Beardsley Road Connector, while Warrensburg will receive $100,000 to build a trail at Lions Lake. The Midwest Trail Riders Association is getting $14,500 to buy equipment and maintain existing motorized trails.

Defeated House candidate preparing to seek recount 

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • STLtoday.com 

Posted: Tuesday, November 29, 2011 

ST. CHARLES COUNTY • Democrat Paul Woody said Tuesday he's preparing a petition to seek a recount of his 38-vote loss to Republican Chrissy Sommer for a Missouri House seat in a special election Nov. 8.

Woody said barring unforeseen circumstances, he'll file the request. Recounts rarely change election outcomes. However, Woody said "it's important that everybody is confident that their vote is counted."

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan on Tuesday certified the results of the vote.

The totals were the same as in the unofficial count on election night:  Sommer got 1,874 votes, Woody 1,836 and Libertarian nominee Bill Slantz 94.

State law says the loser has the right to a recount if defeated by less than one percent of the total votes cast. That's what happened in this race.

Sommer, a Republican committeewoman, and Woody, a former House Democratic staffer and aide to ex-Gov. Bob Holden, ran to fill the remaining year in the House term of Republican Sally Faith.

Faith resigned after she was elected mayor of St. Charles in April. Her old 15th House district mainly takes in parts of the city and unincorporated areas.
Redistricting challenge to get day in court

Posted by: Tim Sampson

November 30, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A pair of legal challenges to Missouri’s new Congressional map is headed to court next week.

A Dec. 8 trial date has been set in Cole County District Court for two combined lawsuits that allege constitutional inequities in the Congressional map drawn-up by state lawmakers last spring.

According to court documents, the plaintiffs argue you that there are several areas on the new map that ignore mandates regarding the compactness and uniformity of Congressional maps.

Among these complaints, the plaintiffs say that the Kansas City metropolitan area and Jefferson County in suburban St. Louis have been divided up unfairly in a way that germanders traditionally more Democratic leaning populations in to rural, Republican-dominated districts. They also claim that splitting mid-Missouri into two separate districts goes against a mandate in the state constitution that says areas of common interest should be solidified into a single Congressional district.

Lawmakers in the state’s Republican dominated General Assembly have defended the map they drew, saying it represents the best compromise of multiple competing factors. Lawmakers faced the challenge this year of reducing the total number of state Congressional districts from nine to eight because Missouri’s population growth failed to keep pace with the rest of the nation.

The new map was rejected by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon shortly after it was passed, but his veto was over turned by a two-thirds majority in both legislative chambers.

Regardless of the outcome of the next week’s trial, it’s anticipated that the case will eventually be appealed to the State Supreme Court.

3 Missourians to testify at river hearing  

Marshall White - St. Joseph News-Press

A congressional panel will hear today about Missouri River flooding and its impact on communities in Northwest Missouri.

The House Subcommittee on Water Resources and Environment will hold a hearing to review the response and management of the river, to better understand how best to operate the basin in the future. Congressman Sam Graves will participate as a part of the subcommittee, because he is a member of the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.

Three Missouri residents are scheduled to testify: Kathy Kunkel, Holt County clerk; Richard Oswald, an Atchison County farmer; and Tom Waters, Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association president and a resident of Ray County.

The Missouri River basin’s total land area is about 328 million acres. More than half, or 180 million acres, are pasture and range grasslands, used largely for grazing. Croplands total nearly 104 million acres, or 32 percent.

On Monday, American Rivers, a river conservation group, released a letter sent to the committee by Andrew Fahlund, senior vice president for conservation.

“... Damaged levees that protect communities must be repaired as soon as possible,” Mr. Fahlund stated. However, he also urged Congress to look at all options for reducing flood risk in the future.

American Rivers is supporting Brig. Gen. John McMahon, commander of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ northwestern division, which includes the Missouri River basin.

The general has expressed a desire to look at designating floodways, establishing flood corridor easements, applying new building codes, applying technology to assess best and highest use of the land — that is, uses in the floodplain that are compatible with risk of periodic flooding. Other ideas he has include changing local zoning ordinances, changing existing levee alignments and setting back levees to allow more room for the river.

The corps estimates it will cost more than $2 billion to rebuild damaged levees nationally. That includes $120 million to rebuild the levee at Hamburg, Iowa, and $88 million to repair the Atchison County levee. Those are two of the biggest breaching points along the river.

Mrs. Kunkel has been a forthright spokeswoman for the residents of Holt County, which sustained 32 levee breaches, inundating more than 120,000 acres for more than 100 days last summer. Mr. Oswald is known as an outspoken farmer and a Democrat who supports renewable fuels as a way to save farmers. Mr. Waters has been a strong proponent of refocusing the corps’ attention on restoration of the entire Missouri River levee system. 
LEO, others sue Franklin County over coal ash rules

BY JEFFREY TOMICH 

STLtoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, November 29, 2011 2:56 pm

An environmental group and some of its members are suing the Franklin County Commission over a recent decision to amend land use regulations to enable Ameren Missouri to develop a 400-acre coal ash landfill alongside the Missouri River.

The lawsuit was filed last week in Franklin County Circuit Court. Plaintiffs include the Labadie Environmental Organization and members who live near the plant.

Ameren Missouri is seeking to build the coal ash landfill next to its Labadie power plant.

The Franklin County Commission last month approved an amendment to the county's land use regulations that would allow the utility to construct the landfill if it obtains the needed permits.
USDA representative meets with Northeast Missouri locals 
By Chris Curtis – KTVO
Leaders of various organizations and municipalities now have a better idea of how to go about getting their share of federal money.

The Office of U-S Senator Claire McCaskill hosted a USDA Rural Development grant info session Tuesday in Kirksville.

The session was held to provide resources and useful tools to help organizations apply for and access federal grants and loan programs that support public infrastructure, job growth and business development.

USDA Rural Development representative Steven Gerrish says getting the word out is important.

"We are a federal agency and these are the tax-payers dollars. We try to take this seriously and try to administer these programs fairly and ethically in Northeast Missouri and bring as many taxpayer dollars to this area as we can," Gerrish said.

Gerrish provided information on various opportunities that might be appropriate for each groups needs and the resources to help them apply for federal dollars through the USDA Rural Development
Blunt trumpets stable Ag research funds from Fed

Posted by: Tim Sampson

November 29, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon 
COLUMBIA, Mo. – With the federal government in dire financial straits, few programs within the U.S. agricultural budget were spared from funding cuts – with the notable exception of research funding.

Sen. Roy Blunt visited the Food and Agricultural Police Research Institute(FAPRI) at the University of Missouri on Monday, to speak about the importance of the program and maintaining its funding, even during tough economic times.

FAPRI and its sister program, the Rural Policy Research Institute, were given a base allotment of $4 million under the agricultural budget passed by Congress and signed into law by President Barack Obama two weeks ago – shifting the funding burden away from UM and other universities which put up the money to continue funding to programs while congress debated.

“For whatever reason, in the budget we were funding under until Sept. 30, neither (program) had been funded and the University of Missouri stepped up and provided that gap funding to keep this important national resource alive,” the Republican senator said, criticizing the delay in passing the bill.

Blunt said that funding agricultural research was important to Missouri because of FAPRI and the university, which are regarded as national leaders in helping to establish agricultural policy. The senator said the funding ultimately helps create jobs both in agriculture and in advanced research settings.

Under the agricultural appropriations bill, funding for research will be maintained at 2011 fiscal year levels, with more than $831 million allotted for various competitive and non-competitive grant programs.

Although funding did not see an increase, Blunt said avoiding any decreases while most other federal agriculture programs where cut by 5 percent was a victory for FAPRI and similar programs.

“Encouraging innovation is not a new place for the federal government to be,” Blunt said. “But as we look at everything the federal government is doing, it’s a challenge to continue to make the case (for research funding). We were able to make it successfully this year.”

MISSOURINET
House Committee hears day testimony (day 1 of 2) on Mamtek

November 30, 2011 

By Mike Lear 

State lawmakers continue digging for details of the failed project to bring a production facility for Mamtek, a sucralose manufacturer, to Moberly. The House Committee on Government Accountability heard five hours of testimony Tuesday, with more scheduled for Wednesday. Two issues were the prime targets of questioning.

First was the matter of due diligence: was it done and by whom?

The underwriting firm Morgan Keegan, hired by the City of Moberly, was represented by Dick Murray and Kevin Thompson. The pair testified that their job did not include due diligence, and they looked to the City for that.

Economic Development Corporation President Corey Mehaffy (right) testify before the House Committee on Government Accountability.

The City of Moberly and Moberly Area Economic Development Corporation officials say they, in turn, looked to the state. Corporation President Corey Mehaffy presented lawmakers with a binder inches thick with e-mails and other documentation from which he highlighted issues he knew they wanted to know about.

Among them was an e-mail Mehaffy received from David Meyer, a Project Manager with the state Department of Economic Development, initially making Mehaffy aware of the Mamtek project. It reads:

“We still have some due diligence to do on the project, but the lead is deemed to be legitimate enough to require a response.”

Mehaffy tells the committee the Department “conducted its own due diligence, and we relied upon that fact as we do in many other projects.”

Another e-mail raised the second biggest issue of the hearing; that of the existence, or non, of a Mamtek sugar refining plant in China. Mehaffy was first shown the e-mail November 23 by Committee Chairman Jay Barnes.

In the message, Chinese trade consultant with the Missouri Department of Agriculture Edward Li is responding to a request from Economic Development officials seeking information on the China production facility. Li responds:

“We found their plant in Fujian Province, China, never started to manufacture. In 2007, their investment project was approved by Wuyishan City, Fujian. As the initial agreement, local government build the factory and all facility for Mamtek, while Mamtek rent the facility in the beginning and will finally purchase the facility. The planned investment capital is 20 million USD, which will be invested by three phases. In 2008, although most of the facility was built, Mamtek still didn’t start manufacturing. One of the reasons is the protest from local conservation department, who insisted that the project is a kind of fine chemical industry, which should not be set in this zone. In 2009, Mamtek made the deal with local government and agreed to move out (they never started) and so far there is no other news about the new location in China.”

Mehaffey says he would have liked to have seen that e-mail. “I feel like had we seen that e-mail we certainly would have done some additional due diligence regarding that to verify where that information came from, who was involved in that information; those types of things.”

He and others working on the Mamtek deal had seen other information that seemed to confirm the existence and operation of a plant in China. At the center of that is Michael Wise, a patent attorney with the law firm Perkins Coie, working for Mamtek. Wise alleged to have visited the Fujian facility on more than one occasion and even to have product made there in his possession.

Chairman Barnes sought about a month ago to have Wise testify before the Committee. “I sent him a letter. I did not get a response.”

Mehaffy also testified that Tom Smith of Capital Business Development Associates also e-mailed him with pictures that Smith said were of the China plant, and saying the equipment at Moberly would be five times as large as that in those pictures.

As to the question of who has to pay the $39 million of bonds for the failed factory, Barnes says one thing is clear. He cites a document received from the Department of Economic Document in saying, “The City of Moberly is not…legally responsible for the bond payments. That is in large, 12 point, all caps type. Beyond that, you know, that’ll be sorted out in litigation.”

The testimony marked the first time much of the information City of Moberly and Moberly Area Economic Development Corporation representatives revealed has been discussed publicly. Mehaffy quickly became emotional during his presentation, having to pause when talking about what he called positives that came from the project, including the hiring of 14 people in the Mamtek management team that moved their families to Moberly.

Mehaffy said later, “This project is about real people with real lives, and that’s what I care about…those folks whose kids play sports with my kids, who live down the street from me, that’s what I care about.”

Efforts continue to bring a company to the facility at Moberly that Mehaffy describes as about 70 percent complete. He says negotiations are ongoing, and he asked the lawmakers on the Committee to move it forward. “It’s our goal to request this Committee’s assistance to re-engage all of the organizations that at one point supported Moberly in our efforts to bring this project online, and to refocus our collective efforts to move this project forward to create jobs and the investment that are vital to the success of this great state.”

Chairman Barnes asked if the Department of Economic Development has been involved in that ongoing effort. Mehaffy’s response was, “No sir, they have not.”

Barnes said he would bring the issue up to Economic Development Director David Kerr when he testifies before the Committee on Wednesday. “I am willing as the chairman of this committee to make a statement to Director Kerr tomorrow that they need to stop what they’re doing right now and make filling that factory in Moberly their top priority.”

MoDOT, Highway Patrol, M.A.D.D. remember victims, announce heightened enforcement

November 30, 2011 

By Jessica Machetta 

The Highway Patrol and Department of Transportation take pause to remember Missouri’s drunk driving victims, and remind motorists that holiday enforcement efforts are beginning. The Patrol and MoDOT were joined by the Mothers Against Drunk Driving and families of drunk driving victims.  A special Christmas tree was lit and ornament placed for each victim — 217 people last year.

Richard Reed of Springfield recalls taking his son off of life support after he was hit head-on by a drunk driver. “I thought it would happen right away,” he says. “But it took about 15 minutes for his heart to quit beating”

He said it took about a year for the man who hit him to go to court and eventually prison. Reed says after he was released, he hit and killed his father while drinking. Reed says he prays for him to change.

The Reeds now advocate for other victims by lending a helping hand to law enforcement when sobriety checkpoints are under way. They take them water, hot dogs and other comfort items while they work to find and detain drunk drivers.

MoDOT Director Kevin Keith says the holidays always see an increase in drinking and driving, and enforcement efforts come into full swing Dec. 5 and runs through Dec. 13.

The Patrol reports it is seeing a positive trend in numbers … drunk driving crashes decreased by 14 percent in 2010 over the previous year.

The numbers:

Superintendent Ron Replogle says during holiday enforcement periods last year, there were 766 DWI, alcohol and drug arrests during the holiday periods last year. He says they will again continue the 10-, 15- and 20-mile trooper program to increase patrol’s visability.

He says there were 62 checkpoints in 2010; troopers checked more than 21,981; 242 people were arrested during checkpoints; which are funded by NTSB and MoDOT,

In partnership with the state and federal highway departments, the patrol is also active in “Filling the Void,” (victims of impaired driving).

“We’re one of only nine states who have this statewide program,” Replogle says, adding that the patrol provided assitance to more than 500 victims’ survivors.

Ag statistician figures it’s time to go

November 30, 2011 

By Bob Priddy 

The man who recorded the history of Missouri agriculture by the numbers for almost forty years is calling it a career at the end f the week. Gene Danekas has been the director of the national agricultural statistics service Missouri field office for 38 years, keeping records of the number of farmers, the numbers of livestock, fowl, swine—in more recent years, fish raised by farmers, honey..”It’s hard to manage something if you can’t measure it,” he says.

He and his staff have issued forecasts of harvest yields.  When he started there were no CAFOs.  Corn was not turned into ethanol.  And Missouri had thousands of pig farmers.

The statistics also show the advent and growing popularity of sophisticated herbicides and genetically modified seeds, a trend that he hopes continues.  “Monsanto says it will,” he observes.

He says fewer farmers are working fewer acres and that the risks have increased.  He recalls in the 70s when farmers spent two dollars to earn three. Today they spend three dollars in hopes of making four.

Danekas left the family farm and turned to statistics because he felt farming didn’t have much of a future.  Today he thinks it has a strong future and thinks the number of young people getting into it will continue to increase.

BLOG ZONE 
David Catanese: Martin may switch to Missouri governor's race

November 29, 2011

Former U.S. Senate candidate and current Missouri congressional candidate Ed Martin is now considering his third contest of the 2012 cycle: A race for governor.

Appearing on Mark Reardon's St. Louis radio program Tuesday afternoon, the conservative talk show host asked Martin to get in the race and Martin replied, "I will consider it."

“People are asking me to consider it, that’s very nice and I appreciate it," Martin said.

But the risk of the move could be heard in Martin's voice.  He's already switched races once this cycle -- another flip would easily earn him the "opportunist" tag from Democrats and Republican foes alike.

There's also the calculation of whether he can still win the 2nd Congressional District being vacated by Rep. Todd Akin.

Former ambassador Ann Wagner is blowing him away in fundraising and endorsements, but Martin still believes his name recognition from 2010 and deep grassroots support could help him overcome those disadvantages in the August primary.

On the other hand, with Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder stepping aside, Republicans are left without a clear frontrunner to confront first-term Democrat Jay Nixon to fill out the top of the ticket.

Businessman Dave Spence is in the contest with the support of Kinder and his team, but Auditor Tom Schweich is also considering the race and Martin made clear the option remains on the table.

Especially if Wagner looks like she's running away with the 2nd District.

“If at some point it becomes obvious of a better way I can serve, then I’ll decide," Martin said.

Micheal Mahoney: 20 Pounds of Headlines
Martin Avisors Ask Him to Take a Look at Mo Gov. Race
According a well placed source in Republican Ed Martins Mo-2 House race, Martin is being asked to consider switching races from a House campaign to a race for Governor.

“Good folks who Martin trusts are asking him to consider it”, said the source.

If Martin makes the jump, it would be the second time in this campaign cycle Martin has changed campaign goals.

He considered running for the Missouri Republican nomination for US Senate. Martin then switched gears and started a bid for the Mo-2 House nomination. He faces GOP insider Ann Wager on what may be an uphill battle fir the nomination.

St. Louis businessman Dave Spence is one of two Republicans in the GOP gubernatorial primary. The other is Kansas City attorney Bill Randles.

Missouri Lt. Governor Peter Kinder backed away from the race earlier this month. Kinder endorsed Spence.





Supreme Court Judge Draper uses home for office

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG STLtoday.com

Posted: Tuesday, November 29, 2011 4:15 pm | 1 Comment 

JEFFERSON CITY -- Missouri's newest Supreme Court judge, George Draper, won't be moving to Jefferson City. Draper last week designated his home in Chesterfield as his "official station," or main office.

By making that choice, Draper is entitled to state reimbursement for his mileage when he travels to and from the capital. The court holds oral arguments most weeks from September to May. The judges also meet for conferences on cases.

Former Gov. John Ashcroft used to require that his appointees to the high court move to Jefferson City. But other governors have let their appointees choose among three options outlined in Missouri law.

The law says an appellate judge's "official station" can be the courthouse where the appeals court meets, the local courthouse in the judge's home county, or "any other office" in the judge's home county.

In addition to Draper, at least three other current Supreme Court judges -- Zel Fischer, Laura Denvir Stith and Richard Teitelman -- have chosen to locate their main offices in their home counties.

Draper initially sought space in the St. Louis County Circuit Court's building, but the  presiding judge said there was no room available, according to the Supreme Court. So Draper picked his home.

Of course, his two law clerks, Misty Ramirez and Kelly Dunsford, won't report to Draper's home for work each day. He got the St. Louis Circuit Court to give him an office in the Civil Courts building downtown. Though it's not his official office, that's where they'll work when they're not traveling to Jefferson City with him.

Each Supreme Court judge gets a total of $146,508 a year to use for salaries of clerks and secretaries. In addition to his two clerks, Draper hired an executive assistant, Zondra Grandison. She began work today in Draper's other office -- on the third floor of the Supreme Court Building in Jefferson City.

Most of those offices, by the way, include a Murphy bed to accommodate a judge's overnight stays. That dates back to the days when there were few hotels available in the capital and judges stayed in the courthouse for a month at a time.

Gov. Jay Nixon appointed Draper to replace Judge Mike Wolff, who retired and returned to teaching at St. Louis University School of Law. Draper, a former Court of Appeals judge, was sworn in Oct 28.
Barron's Cover - The Choice Ahead 

Should the U.S. continue on its path to becoming more like Europe? Or should we play to entrepreneurial strengths?

By JIM MCTAGUE 

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 2011  

If the presidential election had been held early this month, Barack Obama would have been voted out by a populace both angry and disheartened by his serial inability to spur economic growth and bring down record-high levels of unemployment. Some red states that Obama snatched from the GOP in the 2008 election -- Florida, Indiana, Virginia, North Carolina and Ohio -- would be back in the Republican camp. The nation's youth, which staged a remarkable "children's crusade" for Obama in 2008, showing up at the polls in historic numbers, would have stayed home, unemployed and, consequently, disenchanted. 

The victor would be Republican Mitt Romney, who, while by no means a perfect candidate, offers positions that are encouraging enough to convince a public desperate for a strong recovery that he is the right man for the job -- a competent manager with a workmanlike understanding of a free-market economy, not a novice like Obama, who constantly favored costly, super-size government programs in a vain search for a magic elixir. 

The election, however, is not until November 2012, and it would be naïve to write off a skilled campaigner like President Obama -- and we haven't. Independent voters will determine the outcome of the election. This electorate's current gloomy mood could swing to cheer if our trial-and-error president's luck changes and the languid economy's pulse strengthens. 

"The elections will be 90% about the economy," says Larry Sabato of the University of Virginia, a storied prognosticator whose Crystal Ball Web site is bookmarked by political junkies everywhere. "The economy is all anybody talks about. Obama had his shot. He got his stimulus, and he had his health-care bill. He said these would make things better -- and it's not better. Maybe things will be better in a year, or at least people will have hope that things will get better."

This is the key to Obama's re-election prospects, asserts Sabato. If people feel better about the future in 11 months than they do today, Obama wins. If they feel worse, he loses.

The European economic crisis, too, could be a factor, though it's a stretch, perhaps, to expect voters to connect the rapid ramp-up in entitlement spending under Obama with the policies that laid Greece low. The costly consequences of Obama's expansion of government into the health-care and financial sectors won't begin to hit until 2014, assuming the GOP can't roll them back before then.

That being said, Obama's ratings have actually improved slightly since late October. Pollster Scott Rasmussen of Asbury Park, N.J., says Romney's two-point polling lead over Obama as of the last week of October evaporated by mid-November. Polls now show the two men in a dead heat. This bump for Obama is as much the result of memorable gaffes and pratfalls by the GOP's unimpressive cast of presidential wannabees as it is to any improvement in the electorate's state of mind. In the age of the Internet and social media, a blunder is amplified farther and wider than ever before -- with devastating consequences. Witness the rapid rise and fall in the polls of Herman Cain, the former pizza-chain CEO now dogged by accusations of sexual harassment.

As long as Romney doesn't commit a memorable gaffe, it's a safe bet he will be the Republican standard bearer. Most polls predict this outcome. Sabato says political scientists and campaign analysts assume this will be so. Romney also has built the only credible campaign organization and is the sole candidate attracting support from the party's wealthy establishment, excepting members of the Texas chapter, who remain loyal to Rick Perry.

Nevertheless, Romney must fight like a junkyard dog to win the nomination, despite his impressive résumé. He's a Mormon -- a religion viewed suspiciously by the GOP's large, influential contingent of evangelical Christians. And because of his record as governor of Massachusetts, where he sometimes compromised with the state's Democratic legislature, he's considered an untrustworthy moderate by the party's influential tea-party conservatives. 

Democrats predict that the Republican Party's nomination machinery is so badly bent to the right that it can't possibly nominate someone like Romney, who has broad voter appeal. They point out that tea-party-endorsed candidates in the midterms were so far out of the mainstream that they were unable to win contests, including the one for Harry Reid's Senate seat in Nevada, which should have been easy pickings. 

Another negative: Polls indicate the party faithful are looking for anybody but Romney. The acerbic Newt Gingrich appears to be the latest flavor of the month. He's topping polls now after bouncing along the bottom like a lead sinker for most of the year. Gingrich should make the most of his popularity while it lasts. Republicans have proved to be more fickle than a child in a toy aisle, falling in love first with Donald Trump, and then, briefly, with Ron Paul and next with Cain and his 9-9-9 elixir. 

ROMNEY SUPPORTER 
Jim Talent, a former Missouri senator, says he views the volatile polling swings as a healthy part of the traditional GOP mating ritual. "I think Romney is the candidate with a solid core of support throughout the party and in every region of the country," says Talent, who has known the former governor for six years. "Having said that, I do think that it is typical for the Republican electorate to accept new leaders slowly. That's why typically you have to run several times to get the party nomination."

Talent also asserts that the Republican electorate is naturally skeptical of political leaders and that it takes time for them to warm up to them, unlike Democrats, who latch on quickly to someone new, as they did to both Bill Clinton and Barack Obama. "But if you look at the underlying numbers in the polls, the more people see Romney and listen to what he says, the more they like him," says Talent.

Romney's résumé suggests that he's far better equipped to deal with economic problems than Obama, despite the president's three years of on-the-job training. Romney has managed private companies. He's run a large state. He's run the Olympics. Besides being a proven problem solver, he sees the economic forest where Obama finds lots of trees. Romney believes a macro-economic overhaul is the way to fix the sluggish economy and to make the U.S. competitive with China and other emerging economies. He'd cut discretionary spending. 

He'd keep tax rates at the current level until Congress could overhaul the system to one that encourages savings and investment as opposed to consumption. He'd ask Congress to repeal Obama-era regulations that stymie job creation, including the entire Affordable Health Care Act and most of the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform Act, which he'd replace with streamlined rules that curb reckless behavior without hobbling growth and innovation. And he'd embrace the refrain popularized by John McCain and Sarah Palin in 2008: "Drill, Baby, Drill!"

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Politico

States squirm over health exchanges – (With comments from Sen. Scott Rupp)

By JASON MILLMAN | 11/28/11 
11:11 PM EST 

For state governments, the coming Supreme Court ruling on health reform isn’t an abstract argument about the U.S. Constitution.

It’s a highly practical question about whether, when and how to proceed with one of the health law’s most important and complicated pieces: setting up health insurance exchanges. Already facing political strife over implementation of health reform, some states are wondering if they should sit tight on exchange decisions until the court rules, probably in June.

Set to open in January 2014, exchanges will offer a marketplace where individuals and small businesses in each state can shop for health coverage. The exchanges, which offer subsidized coverage to lower- and middle-income individuals, will absorb more than half of the law’s projected expansion of health coverage to 32 million people.

Like many of the law’s provisions, the onus falls on states to take on much of the work of setting up the exchanges, with the Department of Health and Human Services running an exchange in states that fail or choose not to create one.

For some conservative states trying to block the law in the Supreme Court, the idea of federal intervention is enough motivation for them to plan ahead for an exchange in case their lawsuit fails. In others, the Supreme Court’s consideration of health reform is a cause for paralysis.

Two Midwestern governors have already declared their states won’t set up an exchange until the Supreme Court decides on the health law. And that idea is growing popular among powerful state legislators vigorously opposed to health reform.

Even without the uncertainty surrounding the Supreme Court, states are already on a tight timeline to get exchanges in working condition. Though the exchanges open in January 2014, HHS must determine by Jan. 1, 2013, whether a state will be ready to run one. The last opportunity for states to receive federal financial assistance for building an exchange is the end of June 2012 — right around the time of the Supreme Court ruling.

Recognizing the heavy lift for states’ exchanges, HHS in September floated ideas for partnership exchange models in which the states would split exchange responsibilities with the feds. But the models were met with grumbles from the states, which found them too restrictive.

Steve Larsen, who oversees exchange development for HHS, said he’s heard from states that are hesitant to do too much ahead of the Supreme Court decision. However, he thinks that states won’t want to fall too far behind if the Supreme Court upholds the law in June.

“If that’s when they start to work on an exchange, they will certainly be challenged to have a state-based exchange in 2014,” Larsen told a conference of Medicaid directors earlier this month.

But it’s an argument that Missouri state Sen. Scott Rupp isn’t buying. Rupp, a Republican who chaired the state’s interim exchange study committee this fall, said Missouri should hold off planning entirely until the Supreme Court has its say. Doubtful that the feds have the resources to set up exchanges in every state that declines, Rupp isn’t worried about the health law’s tight deadlines.

“I think there’s plenty of time,” Rupp said. “We don’t care about the timeline the federal government has laid out. We’re a sovereign state. Just because they throw down a deadline, we don’t have to scramble to hit it.”

In Wisconsin, Frank Lasee, the Republican chairman of the state Senate insurance committee, is looking beyond the Supreme Court decision. Lasee wants to know who wins the 2012 elections before Wisconsin confronts health reform. He recently killed a bill that would have written into state law many of health reform’s insurance provisions, such as banning lifetime and annual limits, preventing discrimination against people with pre-existing conditions and allowing young adults to stay on their parents’ insurance until age 26. The bill wouldn’t have created an exchange, though.

“Exchanges really aren’t required until 2014, so we have plenty of time after November 2012,” Lasee said, even though it would leave the state less than two months until the January 2013 certification.

Just 13 states have passed exchange legislation in the 20 months since health reform became law, and some of those states face further legislative battles to design the exchange. Five governors have taken some form of executive action to continue exchange planning after legislatures balked, with only Rhode Island’s Lincoln Chafee flexing executive muscle to actually establish a functioning exchange. It’s hard to imagine many more governors taking similar action without facing the wrath of state legislators.

Some Democrat-led states are further ahead in the planning process. Maryland and California have had functioning exchange boards in place for months, while Connecticut and Vermont are trying to align their exchanges with new state initiatives that aim for universal coverage.

Some states that have set the Supreme Court decision as a symbolic marker continue their exchange planning. Both Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback and Nebraska Gov. Dave Heineman have ruled out an exchange until after the Supreme Court’s decision, but “just-in-case” policy discussion has not disappeared.

Though Kansas this summer sent back a $31 million grant to build an exchange, an advisory committee continues to meet and a special legislative panel recommended that the legislature continue to pursue a state-run exchange again in January.

Likewise, Nebraska continues to make inroads, recently applying for millions more in federal grants to plan an exchange. Insurance Commissioner Bruce Ramge said the grant would position the state well for designing an exchange, if it comes to that.

“We also continue to have frequent stakeholder meetings with interested parties,” Ramge said.

Exchange planning is even taking place in Gov. Rick Perry’s Texas, which this year approved a “health care compact,” a symbolic agreement among conservative states to take control of federal health programs and reject health care reform. Stakeholders in the state said some legislators are planning for an exchange behind the scenes after receiving a $1 million HHS grant last year.

“I’ve talked to members who are on board,” said Jared Wolfe, executive director for the Texas Association of Health Plans. “They say they get it, an exchange is a good idea, but politically can’t vote on it right now and want to wait until the Supreme Court decides.”

Editorial: Missouri should take politics out of legislative redistricting 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com

Posted: Wednesday, November 30, 2011 
For years, some Missouri Republicans have been at war with judges. They have decried the nonpartisan plan that tries to keep politics out of judicial selection. They have lamented rulings they disagreed with, abusing the phrase "activist judges."

But now, in a twist of irony, six of those judges hold the fate of those very Republicans (and Democrats, too) in their hands. We'll see how nonpartisan they really are.

A panel of six appellate judges is seeking to accomplish what partisan lawmakers failed to do: Redraw state House and Senate districts. It's a process that is played out all over the country every 10 years after the U.S. Census Bureau releases new population statistics. Lawmakers at all levels of government are charged with redrawing borders that recognize shifting population patterns.

In many cases, lawmakers do a terrible job. Democrats and Republicans cut deals to draw safe districts for each other's party, often creating districts with absurd boundaries. It's one reason, at the congressional district level, why incumbents are so hard to beat. In Missouri, though individual state legislators are term-limited, skewed districts mean the same party tends to maintain control of the same districts year after year.

Fixing the legislative redistricting process would go a long way to making the Missouri Legislature less partisan, more accountable to voters and less likely to be tainted by corruption.

Missouri this year loses a congressional seat because other states gained population faster than the Show-Me State did. The Republican-dominated Legislature produced a map shrinking nine congressional districts into eight, but that map, too, is in federal court, having been challenged by Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis.

The commission charged with redrawing state legislative districts couldn't come to agreement, so under the state Constitution, state judges took over.

Our hope is that the judges, state and federal, do what lawmakers all over the nation should have done from the beginning: Look to Iowa.

Iowa is the only state in the nation that leaves politics almost entirely out of the redistricting process. The nonpartisan Iowa Legislative Services Agency redraws the political boundaries following strict guidelines meant to keep communities together. Cities and counties rarely are split. The only part of the process that is political is that the General Assembly must approve the final map, which it nearly always does.

"It is the cleanest system in the country," former Iowa Speaker of the House Christopher Rants, a Republican, told us.

Many states leave the drawing of legislative boundaries to the very lawmakers who would benefit from mischief. Some states, like Missouri, appoint bipartisan commissions to do some of the work, but the commissions are stacked with political insiders who advise lawmakers on how best to mess things up for the other party.

Mr. Rants, who now runs a foundation that is advocating for better redistricting processes in other states, points out that in Iowa, incumbents often end up in the same districts. In fact, the most recent Iowa map placed the majority leader of the House in a district with two other sitting incumbents.

"We don't need term limits here because we do a pretty good job of taking incumbents out on our own," Mr. Rants said.

Missouri's legislative maps are a mess. They were that way when Democrats were in charge, and they're that way now, as Republicans seek to gain an advantage for the next decade.

The six-judge panel drawing new legislative maps should follow a process similar to Iowa's, completely ignoring political affiliations, or placement of incumbents, and drawing districts that will represent communities, not political interests.

Unfortunately, the public will be unable to monitor the process. The Columbia Daily Tribune reported Sunday that the panel will meet in secret. "There are no plans to have any public meetings," said Judge Lisa White Hardwick, chief judge of the Western District Court of Appeals and chair of the Appellate Apportionment Commission.

The panel has three judges appointed by Republican governors and three appointed by Democratic governors. Judge Hardwick, appointed to the appeals court in May 2001 by then-Gov. Bob Holden, a Democrat, said the judges all agreed that they'd rather operate in private. Missouri Solicitor General James R. Layton, the commission's legal adviser, says the panel is exempt from the Sunshine Law's open meetings requirement.

Well, isn't that special? Here's a process that couldn't be more important to the public. Here are six judges, appointed on merit, who ought to care what's right and wrong, not just what's technically legal. And they're going to hide behind closed doors.

It's probably easier that way, but it looks as if they've got something to hide.

Whatever happens behind those closed doors, Republicans probably will maintain large majorities in the House and Senate. If the process is done right, many lawmakers, Democrats and Republicans alike, will face challenges in districts that aren't drawn by political hacks. If the process isn't done right, it will say a lot about the judges themselves.

No matter how the judges rule, politicians will be riled up. They have only themselves to blame for not getting the job done in the first place. There will be another round of judge bashing.

A few weeks ago, we suggested that improving the inept, special interest-tainted performance of the Missouri Legislature required three major changes: eliminating term limits, changing redistricting practices and reducing the influence of money on the political process.

Each change would put more power in the hands of individual voters and tamp down on the divisive, partisan rhetoric that dominates the body politic today.

A growing chorus of voices from the right and the left recognizes that the key to restoring political sanity in America fundamentally is about changing the processes built into the current system that invite corruption. Legislative boundaries should be based on demographics, not political affiliation.

Regardless of how judges rule in current disputes, lawmakers and voters must recognize that our system is broken. Iowa does it right. Missouri should, too.

Editorials – St. Joseph News-Press Now

Secrecy baffles citizenry

It’s times like this when the average citizen must wonder, “What exactly is so sensitive about the public’s business that it cannot be discussed in public?”

The question arises now because a panel of six judges working to redraw boundary lines for Missouri legislative districts has decided it will deliberate in secret.

The group, known as the Appellate Apportionment Commission, was selected by the Missouri Supreme Court and purposely is evenly split between three judges appointed by Republican governors and three appointed by Democratic governors. The panel has until mid-December to realign the 34 Senate districts and 163 House districts to account for population shifts over the past decade.

Nothing in state law compels this group of prominent jurists, all presumably civic-minded officeholders, to meet in secret. No in-depth explanation is offered, either.

“The commission has taken the position that we are not going to operate in public session,” said the chair, Judge Lisa White Hardwick of the Western District Court of Appeals. “Our job is to produce two maps, and that is what we are doing at this point.”

The panel did accept public testimony in a session Oct. 13 in Jefferson City. But Missouri Solicitor General Jim Layton, who serves as the judges’ legal adviser, said that’s as far as the public will be brought into this process that ultimately will determine which citizens will be grouped together for purposes of choosing representatives.

This judgment turns on Mr. Layton’s determination that, no matter what the Missouri Sunshine Law might intend, the state constitution allows redistricting commissions to hold private “executive meetings” as frequently as they choose. To that point, he would not say when or how often the panel has met.

We know political disagreements make the work of the commission difficult. Republicans, who dominate in the legislature, prefer the status quo and Democrats would like to see bigger changes in district boundaries.

What we don’t know is why these disagreements cannot be aired in public — for days on end if that is what it takes for the commission to reach reasonable compromises and report out its recommendations.

