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Analysis: New Mo. Senate boundaries split counties 

By DAVID A. LIEB 

Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A new map in hand, state Sen. David Pearce wasted little time hitting the road.

Less than 24 hours after a judicial panel released new boundaries for Missouri's House and Senate districts, the first-term Republican senator from Warrensburg was headed northeast on the highways for an impromptu appearance at a Marshall Rotary club. Why the rush?

If he has any hope of winning election in 2012, Pearce will have to introduce himself to a lot of new people.

"Ninety-five percent of my district is new," Pearce said in a telephone interview from his car. "So all the relationships with all the folks I've made over the last four years, I won't have the opportunity" to continue those.

The new Senate district boundaries released this past week split Pearce's home of Johnson County in two, severing him from the vast majority of the area that he currently represents along Missouri's border with Kansas and instead placing his residence in a west-central Missouri district come the 2012 elections.

Pearce's predicament in Johnson County highlights one of the chief concerns raised about Missouri's new legislative districts. In several instances, the Senate boundaries carve up counties - despite a command from the Missouri Constitution that counties are to be kept whole if at all possible.

Article 3 Section 7 of the constitution says that district lines shall not cross a county except when necessary to add people to a nearby district, because the neighboring county has too many people to fit into one Senate district. For example, because St. Louis County has nearly 1 million people, it contains more than one Senate district, and some of those districts dip into neighboring areas such as St. Louis city and Jefferson County.

But Johnson County has just 52,595 residents, according to the 2010 census which formed the basis for the new legislative maps. That's less than one-third of the redistricting panel's target population of 176,145 residents in each of Missouri's 34 Senate districts. That suggests Johnson County in its entirety could have been paired with several other whole counties to create a Senate district.

The reasons why the six-member panel of appellate judges decided to split Johnson County into two districts aren't known, because the panel deliberated in secret and insisted it was not subject to Missouri's open-meetings law. The panel issued no explanation for the boundaries of specific districts when it released the new maps.

But there is at least one possible explanation for Missouri's carved-up counties.

The U.S. Supreme Court has interpreted the federal voting rights act to allow districts to be drawn so that a majority of voting-age residents are racial minorities. In a 2009 decision, the high court noted that the federal voting rights law could trump a section of the North Carolina Constitution prohibiting counties from being divided to form state Senate and House districts. In that case, however, the Supreme Court said a redistricting map based on the 2000 census had wrongly split a North Carolina county, because the resulting district still did not result in a majority of residents being racial minorities.

Missouri's judicial redistricting panel noted in its news release that its Senate map contains four districts in which racial minorities comprise the majority of residents. Three of those districts are in the St. Louis area. The other one is the 9th District in Kansas City, where minorities comprise 79 percent of the population.

It's possible that the configuration of the 9th District contributed to the panel's decision to split the neighboring 8th and 10th districts among multiple counties. The 10th District will now cover parts of Kansas City and its suburbs in Cass, Clay and Jackson counties. The 8th District also will dip into Cass County while running in a diagonal strip across Jackson County.

Those decisions could have had a ripple effect on the 31st District, which currently is represented by Pearce. The new 31st District will include part of Jackson County while also adding a few rural counties and dropping the portion of Johnson County in which Pearce lives, instead placing his residence in the newly redrawn 21st District.

Pearce called the county splits "just bizarre."

Other lawmakers are equally puzzled or upset.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said splitting Cass and Johnson counties "may be a constitutional problem."

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, also expressed concern about Senate boundaries splitting across various counties.

"It looks like those guidelines in the constitution were just ignored," Talboy said.

Nanci Gonder, a spokeswoman for Attorney General Chris Koster, said the office would not comment on the county splits or other specific legal questions about the new legislative maps because of the potential for litigation.

St. Louis area attorney John Maupin was a Republican member of a bipartisan gubernatorially-appointed commission that failed to agree on a new Senate district map earlier this year, resulting in the need for the judicial panel to take over the task. Maupin said "some of these districts look a little odd," but he added that he understands the difficulty in keeping counties intact within districts.

"If there's going to be a (legal) challenge made, you won't see the name John Maupin as a plaintiff," he said.

Nixon searches for words during impromptu news conference

By Bob Watson

Jefferson City News Tribune

Jay Nixon is a lawyer. And lawyers sometimes pause to use just the right word when answering a question.

But reporters who met with Nixon in Jefferson City on Friday morning, after a tree-trimming ceremony with Lawson School students, couldn’t remember a time when the governor stopped so long to choose his words.

He paused about 15 seconds while answering a question about this week’s hearings on Mamtek, the company that promised to build an artificial sweetener plant in Moberly but failed to make a bond payment this summer.

Some have suggested Nixon and the Economic Development department failed to investigate the company before backing the plan.

Finally, he said: “A lot of business deals don’t make it to the finish line. ...

“I think it’s very, very important for (us) to use taxpayer dollars wisely (and to be) focused on trying to create jobs.”

Nixon also said he’s not ready to endorse Transportation Director Kevin Keith’s proposal to rebuild Interstate 70 as a toll road.

Missouri utility regulators may repeal ethics rule

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG 

STLtoday.com 

JEFFERSON CITY • One of Missouri's utility regulators caused a furor in 2007 after he met secretly with utility executives. So last year, after a study of their ethics policy, the regulators agreed to bar such meetings.

Now, the staff of the Missouri Public Service Commission says the rule has proved to be overbroad and impractical. The commission will hold a hearing today on a proposal to repeal the ban, a move that is drawing fire from consumer groups.

The five-member commission sets rates and policies for investor-owned utilities.

Commission Chairman Kevin Gunn of Webster Groves said the current rule prohibits informal discussions of "any potential issue in any potential case that could potentially be contested. Our general counsel came to us and said, 'It's unenforceable.' "

The rule even precludes discussions on general matters such as bills before the Legislature or transmission of power, Gunn said. If the change is adopted, commissioners could meet with utility executives on such subjects, so long as they disclosed the meeting in advance and filed a report afterward detailing what was discussed.

Consumer advocates are fighting the change, which they say would undermine the fairness of the regulatory process and damage public confidence in the commission.

"There is no reason that commissioners need to get information in secret about issues that are likely to come before them for decision," Public Counsel Lewis Mills, who represents consumers in utility matters, said in written comments filed with the commission.

Taking a different approach, St. Louis-based Ameren Missouri contends that the proposed rule change doesn't go far enough.

The utility said that with the revision, its private meetings with regulators would still have to be disclosed by being posted on commissioners' public calendars. But other groups, such as manufacturers that band together as large electricity users to fight Ameren's rate hikes, could meet with commissioners without any public notice.

If there's a potential for "undue influence," it exists no matter who's having the secret meeting, wrote Ameren's attorney, James B. Lowery of Columbia.

The issue arose in 2007 after the commission's then-chairman, Jeff Davis, held a private meeting with a utility executive three months before the utility proposed a merger with another power company.

The deal involved Aquila Inc., and Kansas City Power & Light Co. A day after meeting with Davis, Aquila's chief executive wrote an email to his board members indicating Davis was on board with moving the merger through quickly.

Davis denied that he gave any such assurance, but he removed himself from considering the case and called for a new code of ethics, with mandated public disclosure of such meetings.

Davis also had been criticized for meeting in the governor's office with a lawyer for Ameren in 2006 while the commission was considering a rate increase proposal by the company. Davis said they talked about the Taum Sauk reservoir collapse, not the rate case.

When months passed without the commission adopting a new ethics policy, then-Sen. Joan Bray, D-University City, prodded the agency by including $100,000 in the 2009 state budget for an ethics study and training. The commission adopted the new rule barring private meetings in mid-2010.

Bray, who now works with the Consumers Council of Missouri, said she is disappointed the rule is already on the chopping block.

"It's really outrageous," she said. "We finally got something. It protects the commissioners from misbehaving, or appearing to misbehave, by entertaining the ideas of one side over the other. I just can't imagine why they'd want to take away their own self-protection."

Bray said she hopes to attend today's hearing, which will be run by the commission's chief regulatory law judge, Morris Woodruff.

In written comments filed with the commission, the Consumers Council of Missouri and the AARP called the rule "a balanced and appropriate rule which was crafted with the goal of ensuring the private 'backroom' discussions do not undermine" the regulatory process.

Others filing objections to the change include the Missouri Retailers Association and the Missouri Industrial Energy Consumers, a group of large manufacturers.

"The rule is essential to protect the impartiality and fairness of the commission process," wrote Diana Vuylsteke, an attorney for the industrial consumers.

The exact wording that would be repealed reads:

"No person who is likely to be a party to a future case before the commission shall attempt to communicate with any commissioner or member of the technical advisory staff regarding any substantive issue that is likely to be an issue within a future contested case, unless otherwise allowed under this rule."

Gunn, who was appointed commission chairman by Gov. Jay Nixon, played down the controversy.

All disclosure requirements would be maintained, and the commission would still have a "blackout" period barring meetings that deal with rate cases. The blackout period starts running 60 days before a case is filed.

"I want to emphasize that these are incredibly minor tweaks to this rule," Gunn said. "There really should not be any substantive change to how we operate with one of the toughest ethics rules in the country."
19 to be interviewed for Missouri appeals court vacancy 

ST. LOUIS (AP) -- A commission responsible for filling a vacancy on Missouri's Eastern District Court of Appeals plans to interview 19 applicants.

The commission said in a news release that 13 men and six women have applied for the position. Three people are racial minorities. Ten people work in the public sector, including seven trial court judges. Eight applicants work in private practice.

To fill appellate court vacancies in Missouri, special commissions nominate three finalists and the governor appoints one to the bench. Interviews, which are open to the public, are scheduled Feb. 17-18 at the Eastern District Court of Appeals.

The vacancy on the appellate court arose after Judge George W. Draper III was appointed to the state Supreme Court.

Nixon: Mo. toll roads not part of short-term plans 

By CHRIS BLANK 

Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon said a proposal to convert Interstate 70 into a toll road would be a "substantial change" and that doing it would require "broad consensus" among the public and within the state Legislature.

The Missouri Department of Transportation has asked state lawmakers for authority to form a partnership with private contractors to rebuild I-70 and recover the costs with revenue collected from tolls. MoDOT says rebuilding the highway would cost roughly $2 billion to $4 billion depending upon how ambitious the project becomes. A less costly option would install three lanes for whole route with a more elaborate rebuild creating dedicated truck lanes.

The Transportation Department is governed by a commission, whose members are appointed by Missouri governors. The commission selects the department's director.

Nixon said it is important to examine ideas that ensure Missouri has sufficient infrastructure but that toll roads had not been part of his immediate proposals.

"I think clearly in the short run that's not something we have put on the forefront, but I think longer-term planning is something that everybody across the state should always be prepared to talk about," Nixon said.

He praised the Transportation Department for attempting to steer more money into road and bridge projects by approving a plan earlier this year that is expected to save $512 million by 2015. It calls for cutting about 1,200 positions and closing 131 facilities

Also unclear is where the Legislature stands on requiring motorists to pay a toll for traveling the state's main east-west highway. A joint transportation committee last month praised the Department of Transportation for attempting to ignite the discussion but stopped short of actually endorsing the proposal.

MoDOT Director Kevin Keith said the toll road proposal was the only method currently available to the agency to rebuild a highway that he says is worn out and approaching the limits for its capacity to carry cars and trucks. Keith estimated other funding options would require a 15-cent increase to Missouri's fuel tax for the next decade or an extra half-cent sales tax for the next 10 years.

Installing tolls on I-70 would require federal permission because the highway already exists, but Missouri has been given tentative approval through a federal pilot program.

The Transportation Department's model for rebuilding I-70 borrowed from a plan previously approved by the Legislature for constructing a new Mississippi River bridge in St. Louis. Lawmakers approved a measure that allowed private investors to charge a toll for using the bridge in exchange for helping to pay the cost of building the new span. Ultimately, the funding method was not used because officials in Illinois objected to a toll bridge.
Blame is spread wide on Mamtek 

BY JASON HANCOCK 

STLtoday.com 

JEFFERSON CITY • No one disputes that the deal to lure a Chinese company to Moberly to build a sweetener factory was marked with warning signs. From shaky financing promises to questions about the existence of the company's factory in China, chances to delay or kill the plan surfaced at least weeks in advance.

"Starting to sound a bit fishy??" an official with the Missouri Department of Economic Development wrote to a Moberly official in May 2010, as questions about the project persisted.

But the project kept humming along, with the promise that the company, Mamtek International, would eventually employ 600 people in the town of 13,000, located 30 miles north of Columbia.

If the company came through on its job creation promise, it would receive $17 million in state incentives. And Moberly officials backed $39 million in bonds to persuade Mamtek to pick their community over others vying for the factory.

By July 2010, Gov. Jay Nixon and local officials stood together in Moberly to proudly announce that the deal was done.

By the time Mamtek missed its first payment on the city-backed bonds a year later, it was too late. UMB Bank, which is the trustee for the bonds, reported in September that Mamtek was severely financially distressed, had very little cash and that its much-heralded patent on a zero-calorie sweetener had "very little value."

Although the state never paid out any money, Moberly has announced it will default on the bonds, which resulted in its bond rating being dramatically lowered.

Who should have sounded the alarm?

Two days of testimony last week before a Missouri House committee investigating the deal centered on that question. Officials from Moberly and the state took turns pointing fingers.

Moberly officials argued that they relied on experts — including the state Department of Economic Development — to ensure the deal was solid. David Kerr, outgoing director of the department, argued that Moberly made assurances it was conducting its own investigation.

What's clear, though, is that a series of miscommunications and conflicting priorities plagued the deal.

"There might have been enough information to blow a whistle and say, 'Everything stops,' " said state Rep. Rory Ellinger, D-University City. "I think the people of Moberly would feel better now if someone did."

The political fallout from the collapsed deal is still unfolding for Nixon and his administration. Kerr announced last month that he was leaving his post by the end of the year, although neither he nor Nixon's office has blamed Mamtek for the departure.

Republicans are using Mamtek to hammer Nixon, even questioning the state of economic development efforts in Missouri. For his part, Nixon has consistently pointed out that the company never received state money.

WARNING SIGNS

In March 2010, the Department of Economic Development sent word of the Mamtek project to 13 communities to gauge interest. By early April, Mamtek had narrowed the choice for its U.S. operations to three cities: Mexico, Sedalia and Moberly.

Critics point out that communities in other states had already declined to do business with Mamtek because the company was unwilling to share details of its financing. Another worrisome concern came a week after the field narrowed.

Missouri has a contract with the Armstrong Teasdale law firm to operate its trade office in Shanghai, China. Lynn Shea, a project manager with the state development department, asked Edward Li, an Armstrong Teasdale employee in China, to gather information on Mamtek.

Li reported back on April 13, 2010, writing in an email that he located a plant in the Fujian Province that Mamtek had moved out of in 2009 due to zoning concerns. The factory had never started to manufacture artificial sweetener. He said there was no other information about a new location for a Mamtek factory.

Kerr says his department then notified officials in the cities still interested in the Mamtek project that there was trouble verifying the existence of a Chinese factory, and that the department had not received other requested paperwork from the company.

But in the meantime, Kerr said, Corey Mehaffy, president of the Moberly Area Economic Development Authority, contacted Mamtek officials independently and pledged financing if the company chose his community.

An April 22 memo from Mehaffy to Mamtek's business consultant, Thomas Smith, promised millions in local incentives. "I am excited about the opportunity to partner with you to bring this project online in Moberly," Mehaffy wrote.

The following month, Shea of the Economic Development department emailed Mehaffy asking him if he received signed agreements from the company. He responded that he had not.

"Starting to sound a bit fishy??" Shea replied.

Shea soon after asked Li to check out other potential addresses in China for a Mamtek factory. Li responded in a May 17 email that there were no manufacturing plants at those addresses either. They were office buildings.

"We didn't find any further information regarding another Mamtek manufacture plant in China," Li wrote.

Kerr says state development officials once again expressed concerns to Mehaffy. But they did not pass Li's email to Moberly because it was not a thorough investigation, only online research, Kerr said.

Mehaffy said last week that had state officials forwarded Li's email, the city would have put the brakes on the deal.

By June 3, 2010, Mehaffy notified the state that he had spoken with Michael Wise, a patent attorney with the international law firm Perkins Coie who had been hired by Mamtek. Wise assured Moberly officials that he had visited the company's factory in China on two separate occasions to verify information for investors.

Besides Wise and other Mamtek officials, no one vouched for the existence of the factory. Wise did not respond to requests for comment from the Post-Dispatch and did not respond to a request to appear at the House committee hearings last week.

In August 2010, signs of tension between Moberly and the state emerged. On Aug. 19, Mehaffy wrote an email to Terry Maglich, a manager with the Department of Economic Development, asking about a comment made about the Mamtek project.

"Apparently someone from (the department) was in Sedalia today for the (governor's) breakfast and was bad-mouthing our Mamtek project again," Mehaffy wrote. "Do you know who this might have been? I am tired of people bad-mouthing this project."

State Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City, pointed out at last week's hearing that "when the promise of 600 jobs comes to a community, they are probably less likely to believe bad reports about the job provider." Still, he said the email traffic shows a state department that was not completely sold on the Mamtek deal but failed to speak up.

"State government is different than local government," said Barnes, who is chairing the committee investigating the project. "You guys had concerns, and I believe that should have caused pause."

Kerr last week defended his department's actions, saying the account from Wise, along with a positive bond rating from Standard & Poor's for the project, eased concerns. The state, he said, was also satisfied that Moberly was being helped by paid consultants, "whose duty it was to protect the interest of the city of Moberly, the bond underwriters and the private investors."

State Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, noted that everyone involved in the deal blames someone else for lack of due diligence.

"The result of it being nobody's fault is that the people of Moberly have a lousy credit rating now and the bond buyers have empty pockets," Kelly said.

POLITICAL FALLOUT

The building that was supposed to house Mamtek now sits as an empty shell, a factory only partially complete. Construction stopped in September.

Moberly, which owns the building and all the equipment, is working to find another tenant.

The loss of 600 promised jobs and the downgrading of Moberly's bond rating are the high-profile casualties of the Mamtek collapse. But news of the deal first broke while lawmakers were in special session, trying to strike a deal on a massive economic development bill. Members of both legislative chambers said Mamtek helped create a lot of misgivings about the bill, which eventually died.

For Missouri Republicans hoping to tarnish the governor, the deal's collapse has created a political opportunity.

"It is clear that the people of Moberly were the victims of Jay Nixon's incompetence and lack of due diligence, which directly led to the devastating and costly collapse of the Mamtek project," Missouri GOP Executive Director Lloyd Smith said in a statement.

At the hearing last week, Barnes tried to make a larger point, questioning whether the push to create jobs, and the positive publicity that comes with it, has created a culture within the Department of Economic Development that ignores warning signs.

"I think there is a pressure to create jobs and that employees fear repercussions if they slow things down or cost the state a project," he said.

Nixon spokesman Scott Holste points out that companies can only receive economic development incentives from the state if they meet strict job creation or investment criteria.

"Mamtek did not meet those criteria, so there was not a dime of state taxpayer money that went to that company," he said.

Holste also said Kerr's resignation did not have anything to do with Mamtek, pointing to a news release announcing the resignation that praised the director for his work over the past two years.

Still, the specter of Mamtek may not go away anytime soon. The House committee investigating the deal plans to meet again in January. A Senate committee is conducting its own investigation.

Also, the state attorney general's office, the state auditor's office and the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission are conducting investigations, while UMB Bank has filed a lawsuit against Mamtek, hoping to recover money for bondholders.
Mo. AG wants tougher laws on reporting sex abuse

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers should toughen the state's requirements on reporting the sexual abuse of children, state Attorney General Chris Koster said.

Koster wants Missouri to join 18 other states that require everyone to report suspected abuse or neglect of children. Right now, only certain professionals, such as teachers or physicians, are required to do so, according to The Columbia Daily Tribune (http://bit.ly/t3lvGe )

Koster said in a recent statement that the allegations of sex abuse at Penn State highlight nationwide disparities in how state laws handle reporting child sexual abuse.

"If a citizen walks in on the sexual abuse of a child, his duty as a citizen should be clear. We are all mandatory reporters," Koster said.

Penn State administrators have been under fire for failing to contact law enforcement over reports that a former football defensive coordinator molested boys.

But whether those individuals were mandated by law to report the situation likely wouldn't have mattered, said Clark Peters, an assistant professor in the University of Missouri's School of Social Work. Peters said he is sympathetic to the revelations of possible child abuse but urges caution when reconsidering legislation.

"Solutions to rare problems, while well intended, often have broad effects that might have wide-ranging, unintended harms," he said in an email. "For example, expanding the number of people mandated to report abuse will likely include those who have less training to identify abuse and the more problematic `neglect,' and distinguish it from benign behavior or injuries."

State Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, also said additional legislation could get "intrusive."

"Every time there's a big problem, somebody wants a new law about it," he said. "If we're not careful, we'll pass an intrusive and over-leaning statute."

Fact check: MoDOT delivered on 63

Kirksville Daily Express 

Posted Dec 03, 2011 
Kirksville, Mo. — MoDOT and those who supported the Highway 63 bypass project don’t appear to be the “liars” some in the community made them out to be at a recent meeting of the newly established 63 safety commission.

Many community members who participated in the Highway 63 Alternate Route Traffic Safety Commission meeting on Nov. 22 voiced their belief the newly-constructed highway is far less than what had been promised to them over the course of a campaign to pass a sales tax to fund the project.

Saying the Missouri Department of Transportation “lied” and “cheated” local voters, a common theme amongst those with that belief was that the Highway 63 bypass project they voted to support was billed as a four-lane highway complete with overpasses. Instead, citizens complained they received a two-lane “death trap” with at-grade intersections.

Harriet Beard, a longtime supporter of the “Corridor of the Capitals” project that would connect Jefferson City, Mo., and Des Moines, Iowa, along with other commission members at the meeting said that simply wasn’t true. They, along with MoDOT representatives, said the Highway 63 bypass project was always intended to be a “phased approach” that begins as a two-lane highway and expands to four-lanes when needed, as well as when funding allows.

An examination of prior media reports and information distributed to the community prior to the vote in 2008 verifies their statements.

The steps toward the recent completion of the Highway 63 bypass gained momentum in November 2004, when Missouri voters overwhelmingly passed Amendment 3. The initiative, supported by 71 percent of voters, redirected all vehicle sales taxes and some gasoline taxes to road and bridge projects across the state.

In November 2007, just days before the state announced what Missouri projects would receive priority funding from Amendment 3 dollars, the Kirksville City Council hosted a public meeting where MoDOT representatives were on hand to answer citizen questions regarding the bypass project.  After receiving what council members said was overwhelming support at the meeting, a special City Council session was called on Nov. 16, 2007, where council members Martha Rowe, Jill McCord and Aaron Rodgerson (Tom Mayer and Jeff Newton were absent) voted to approve city support of the Highway 63 bypass project.

Days later, at the ribbon cutting ceremony for the completed lane additions from Kirksville to Macon, MoDOT officials announced the Highway 63 bypass was ranked in the top five of projects submitted for Amendment 3 dollars.

While the council had voted to support the bypass project, the action was contingent upon the extension of a half-cent sales tax local voters had first passed in 2002 in order to complete the Kirksville-Macon Highway 63 improvements.

And that’s the likely source of confusion.

While the original half-cent tax was approved specifically to create a four-lane highway between Kirksville and Macon, the 2008 voter-approved extension made no mention of a number of lanes - or overpasses.

The ballot language voters were presented with read:

“Shall the city of Kirksville, Missouri continue to impose a sales tax of one-half of one percent (1/2 of 1%) for the purpose of funding economic development in order to fund the acquisition and construction of a project adding an alternate route to Highway 63 in Adair County and Kirksville, Missouri, provided the sales tax shall terminate upon payment of all local obligations issued to complete the Highway 63 Alternate Route Project? There is an assurance from the state of Missouri that the City’s share will not exceed 25% of the project.”

Between the council’s initial support and Election Day, MoDOT was invited to numerous meetings of local organizations. Representatives spoke about the project and provided maps, showing where the road would be constructed and locations for “at grade intersections.”

MoDOT also distributed pamphlets throughout the community. The literature, titled “Alternate Route 63 in the City of Kirksville: ‘The Facts’” detailed reasons why MoDOT believed citizens should support the project, the road’s projected costs, as well as the benefits and design. Specifically, the first paragraph of text in the pamphlet read, “The Alternate Route 63 proposed project would build an 8.5 mile two-lane roadway on the east side of the City of Kirksville with four at-grade intersections.”

Later, the pamphlet states the project “sets the stage for future improvements.”

“In the future, two additional lanes could be constructed within the right-of-way limits to upgrade to a four-lane roadway with interchanges.”

The handout also includes an image of a two-lane highway, captioned “What Alternate Route 63 Will Look Like.”

In the day’s leading up to the the April 8, 2008 vote, advertisements were paid for by Arthur E. Barnes and placed in the Daily Express. Barnes urged citizens to vote “no” on the tax extension, saying “Excessive price-tag to kill Kirksville business and not address the Baltimore congestion problem.”

In the ads, Barnes referenced the at-grade intersections as a concern, writing “poor local access with only cross road access at Highway 6 (east) and Highway 11 (east) with not a probable access at Route P,” as well as a belief the additional sales tax would hurt the local economy, and the addition of a bypass would cause a loss of customers for local businesses.

In the end, 53.8 percent of Kirksville voters supported extending the tax (1,470 in favor, 1,265 opposed).
Auction for old federal building yet to draw a bid

By Scott Moyers

Southeast Missourian

Not even a nibble this time. 
The second online auction in the U.S. government's attempt to sell Cape Girardeau's former federal building is nearly a month old and not one bid has been placed. 

That news, along with the fact that three bidders backed away during the first auction, has Mayor Harry Rediger worried. 

"I'm really concerned now that the building may become empty and vacant for an extended period of time," Rediger said Saturday. "It's by far a very unusual situation." 

The General Services Administration's most recent attempt to sell the building at 339 Broadway began Nov. 9 with the online auction at www.gsa.gov. While the first auction quickly drew interest -- and bids -- that has not been the case this time. 

But GSA spokeswoman Angela Brees countered that auctions typically start out slow and then pick up once an auction close date is announced. Plus, the holiday season is not normally a time for a flurry of bids on any of the government-owned property the GSA is charged with unloading, she said. 

The GSA intends to announce a close date within the next three to six weeks, she said, based on bid activity. Generally, she said, close dates are announced about a month beforehand. 

The two-story, 47,867-square-foot building that was built in 1967 has drawn interest during this auction, Brees said. The agency has given a "handful" of tours and fielded a number of calls from prospective bidders, she said. 

"So we know there's interest in the building," she said. "We're still hopeful we'll be able to sell it." 

But Rediger remains dubious. He said he has watched this auction closely and he worries about a building that is located in a high-profile location, especially with the city's focus on revitalizing Broadway in time for the opening of Isle of Capri's new $125 million casino next year. 

"It's a very important building and in my mind it should be a government building," Rediger said. "We just need to be able to work with GSA to find an answer for this. At this point, I'm very frustrated." 

The city had been interested in a partnership with the Cape Girardeau County Commission to share the federal building for a mix of government offices, but an agreement could not be reached on how to share the space. 

Since then, the commission has been the only public entity that has publicly expressed interest in the building for which the GSA had an asking price of $750,000. 

The first auction drew top bids of $615,000 and $625,000. But all three top bidders backed away, the top two forfeiting $25,000 deposits. GSA does not identify bidders until a sale closes. 

The commission is still committed to purchasing the building as long as it makes sense economically, commissioner Jay Purcell said. The plan, in general, would be to use the former federal building for certain county offices until a new county courthouse could be built in Jackson. 

Commissioner Clint Tracy has been authorized to buy the building at the right price, but Tracy did not return calls Saturday seeking comment. 

Before the first auction, the commission made "serious offers" that the GSA rejected, Purcell said. Purcell was not surprised, he said, to see that no offers had been made during this auction. 

"I was very confident and felt like that if this was taken to auction, it would not bring substantial dollars that were offered before," Purcell said. "We're just going to sit back and wait. That seems the prudent thing to do for now." 

Still, Rediger wants to make sure that the building is occupied by someone and doesn't become an empty blight on Broadway. He said he intends to contact the GSA this week to try to get some of his questions answered. 

"I just want to know where they're heading with this," he said. 
Nixon asks corps to reinstate NW Mo. levee 

From The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Gov. Jay Nixon asked the Corps of Engineers on Friday to restore a Missouri River levee in the northwest corner of the state to a federal repair program, saying the corps shouldn’t have ruled it ineligible ahead of record floods.

The Forest City Levee District Levee was told in mid-May that it had failed an inspection and would no longer qualify for the corps’ rehabilitation and inspection program. A week later, the corps began releasing massive amounts of water from upstream dams filled with record runoff from rain and winter snows.

When the floodwaters subsided, local officials found a massive hole in the Holt County levee and estimated repair costs at $4 million. The corps has said it didn’t know about the pending floods when it disqualified the levee from the program, which includes federal funding for levee repair.

In a letter sent to the corps Friday, Nixon said the corps inspected the levee several times over the years and found deficiencies but never removed the levee from the program.

“It wasn’t until days before commencing record releases of water that the Corps decided to remove (the levee) from the program,” Nixon wrote in the letter to letter to Brig. Gen. John McMahon, commander of the corps’ Northwest Division.

Nixon also said the damage to the levee was a “direct result of these unprecedented releases” and asked the corps to reinstate the levee into the program and restore the levee to its pre-flood condition.

The corps didn’t immediately return a call for comment Friday. But spokesman Jud Kneuvean, emergency management chief for the corps’ Kansas City district, said last week that when the corps informed the levee district of its ineligibility, the corps was unaware of the pending floods.

“At the time we put them out we had no idea the flood was coming,” he said last week. “It unfortunately was a coincidental timing for them.”

Months of sandbagging kept waters from flowing over the top of the levee. But when the water subsided, landowners found a trench near the levee’s base. Forest City Levee District officials estimated the hole as 20- to 30-feet deep, more than a quarter-mile long and more than 100 yards wide.

The district asked the corps earlier this month to reconsider its dismissal from the program. Kneuvean said last week that the corps planned to review the request.

The corps and the levee district said one of the main problems that led to the district’s dismissal from the program is that a pipe used to pump water from the protected side of the levee back into the river ran directly through the levee. Such drainage pipes generally are supposed to go over the top of the levee.

Lanny Meng, secretary treasurer of the Forest City Levee District, said it was cheaper to pump water through the levee instead of over it.

But Kneuvean said there could be erosion of the levee embankment if something within the system failed while water was being pumped. He said the district had been warned not to pump water through the levee but kept doing it.

Many in the community claim the corps wants to flood the area so farmers will sell their land for wildlife restoration efforts.

Corps maintains release to increase flood storage

OMAHA, Neb. (AP) -- The Army Corps of Engineers is extending the current release from Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota to increase flood control storage heading into the spring runoff season on the Missouri River, which had record flooding this year because of heavy rain and melting snowpack.

The corps planned to cut the release on Thursday from 40,000 cubic feet per second to 20,000 cfs. The corps says Friday it will maintain the current release through Dec 7. It will then gradually decrease the rate until it reaches 20,000 cfs.

The corps' Jody Farhat says the adjustment could provide an additional 500,000 cfs of storage by the start of the runoff season.

Farhat says precipitation this fall is below normal over most of the basin, but that could change.
Mo. revenue increases 2 percent through November


JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri tax revenues are increasing, but will need to grow even faster to help account for an error made last year, state officials said Friday.

The state Office of Administration reported that revenues through November increased 2 percent from last year, or from $2.78 billion to $2.84 billion this year. State budget director Linda Luebbering said Friday that state revenues now will need to grow by just under 3 percent during the 2012 budget that started in July for Missouri to keep pace with its budget expectations. That is because state officials last year accidently reported collecting $66.6 million more in general revenue than what actually came in.

Less revenue collected last year means that Missouri would need to bring in more this year to offset that.

Luebbering said the problem arose after a change in the accounting for federal money for Medicaid that is received by the Department of Mental Health. Last year, the funds wrongly were counted as new general revenue.

So far in the current year's budget, Missouri collections from sales taxes are up 3.4 percent compared to last year and individual income taxes have increased by 2.7 percent. However, corporate income tax collections are down 10.7 percent. Luebbering said some of that decrease could be because Missouri's tax code is tied to federal policies, but that officials are not sure why corporate collections have fallen so much this year.
Education commissioner: More time needed on Kansas City schools

December 3, 2011

Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — State Commissioner of Education Chris Nicastro outlined some possibilities, but said she’s not ready to recommend a decision about what to do with the troubled Kansas City Public Schools.

Nicastro, speaking to a meeting of the State School Board in Branson said the district will become unaccredited as of Jan 1, despite pleas from Kansas City Mayor Sly James, who wanted the districts accreditation to remain in place until at least July 1.

The commission said she still doesn’t have a firm course in her mind of how things will proceed after that. During her statement, she outlined five themes or options that have been considered. They are:

· To maintain the status quo, with the current board in place and an enhanced effort to improve the district’s performance.

· To authorize Mayoral control over the school’s as suggested by James and other community leaders.

· To establish an advisory board.

· To dissolve the district.

· To create a special administrative board of education.
The last suggestion under current state law would have to wait two years. Nicastro said she wants the state legislature to take away that waiting period during its upcoming legislative session.

While she and her staff make up their minds on a future course, she told the board she wants the community to come to a consensus on the best course of action. The district has been beset for many years by squabbles among board members, the community and city leaders.

“We believe the action is urgent,” said Nicastro. “It is evident that the community is just now coming to understand the magnitude of its responsibility and the imperative for immediate change.”
DNR says 23 drinking water systems fail to test

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- There are nearly two dozen drinking water systems in Missouri that have been consistently failing to complete drinking water tests.

The Missouri Department of Natural Resources said Friday that 23 Missouri drinking water systems have at least three major monitoring violations in a 12-month period. The DNR says the most recent violations occurred in the third quarter of 2011.

Those systems, however, represent less than 1 percent of the approximately 2,800 public drinking water systems in Missouri.

The DNR says failing to monitor doesn't necessarily mean the water is unsafe, but the department says routine testing is important to keeping a water supply safe.

The DNR says it will pursue more stringent enforcement against systems that continue to not comply with state law.

Slow state revenues could mean budget cuts

December 3, 2011

Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Lagging state tax revenues have Missouri’s budget director concerned about the budget.

Figures published by Luebbering’s office Friday show the state’s overall collections grew by 2.5 percent in November compared to November 2010. For the year, revenue growth is 2 percent.

That revenue growth lags behind the 3 percent estimated by the Governor and legislature when they drew up the current budget. Lueberring said that one percent difference represents a $72 million shortfall for the state.

Luebbering said Friday if collections don’t pick up, legislators are going to have to make cuts in the current fiscal year’s spending. And Fiscal Year 2013’s state budget will only continue the trend of austere state spending plans of the last five or so years.

“We’re going to have to make some pretty speedy recovery,” Luebbering said.

Currently corporate income and franchise taxes are running nearly 11 percent behind what they were at this time last year, and Luebbering says the franchise tax cut okayed by the state legislature last session will kick in during the last quarter of the fiscal year. She said a recent change in the federal tax code is allowing businesses more write offs than before, and she thinks most businesses are taking advantage of those loopholes.

“We need to be ahead of the game pretty soon here, and we’re not right now,” the budget director said.

Luebbering said her staff and House and Senate appropriations staffers will work to revise budget figures through the month of December. Speaking to reporters at the State Capitol Friday, Gov. Jay Nixon was non-committal about his take on the state’s revenue collections.

“I think everybody knows that the budgets will continue to be challenging,” the governor said.

Despite the gloomy November collection figures, Luebbering sounded a more upbeat note when talking about future state growth. She said income tax collection figures continue to be “consistent” and it looks like state sales tax collections are running about three percent ahead of last fiscal year.

“Perhaps there’s some signs that in the next fiscal year…we’ll see some turnaround,” she said.

Campaign to Legalize Marijuana Underway in Missouri 

Show-Me Cannabis Regulation is petitioning to legalize marijuana in Missouri; the group needs to collect 150,000 signatures statewide to get it on a November ballot.
Joanna Small and Joel Girdner

 KSPR – TV 33

JOPLIN, Mo.

It means an amendment to the Missouri constitution that supporters say is needed and opponents say is illegal.

The gourmet hot dogs go down pretty easy inside Joplin's "Instant Karma."

"How are you doing sir, are you a registered voter here in Missouri?" Kelly Maddy asks a customer leaving the restaurant.

Outside the product's a little tougher to swallow.

"Okay, take care, have a good day," he says as the customer walks away without signing.

Maddy is petitioning to legalize marijuana, or, as he puts it to potential supporters:

"Would you like to sign a petition to regulate cannabis like alcohol?" 

Because in essence that's what the leader of the campaign for the Ozarks says making pot legal means.

"We think this is a pragmatic, safe solution to continue with a policy that ends prohibition, keeps our communities safer, keeps marijuana away from our children by putting it behind the counters where they ask for ID," explains Maddy.

If marijuana were made legal in Missouri per this initiative you could grow it on a small scale like in a garden, get a prescription for it and use it for medical purposes, use it if you're over the age of 21, sell it, and you could be released from jail if you were imprisoned on a marijuana-related charge.

You could tax it too.  All terrible ideas according to the Missouri Narcotics Officers Association.

"They're looking at an effort to legalize marijuana which couldn't be any more wrong if they tried," says Sergeant Jason Grellner, Vice President of the Missouri Narcotics Officers Association.

"We would be in full violation of federal law.  We would be in jeopardy of losing federal contracts.  We would be in jeopardy of losing federal grant money," explains Grellner.

Not to mention the health risks.

"Show-Me Cannabis says they want to make the legal age 21 years old but there's no scientific ruling on whether that's even close to safe or anything.  We know the human brain doesn't stop growing to 25 so to arbitrarily pick a number is ludicrous," Grellner concludes.

Maddy is focused on a number.

"26,000 is the official signature goal for the 7th district." 

By night's end he could almost taste it.

"We're going to double that," he says, as a group of three leave Instant Karma after signing.

It's 150,000 signatures needed statewide by May 6th to make next November's ballot.

The Missouri Narcotics Officers Association has vowed to fight the effort.

Colorado is the only state in the nation that has amended its constitution to allow for marijuana use.  There the drug can only be used for medical reasons.

California tried to legalize marijuana statewide last November but Proposition 19 failed.

According to a recent Gallup poll for the first time in our country's history more mid-westerners- 54%- support legalizing pot than oppose it. 
From partisan town to winter wonderland
December 3, 2011

Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – With a flick of the switch, the Governor’s mansion lit up the cool evening sky Friday night heralding the start of the holiday season in the state capitol.

In an annual tradition, Gov. Jay Nixon and his wife Georganne threw open the doors to their capitol city home and welcomed in holiday revelers to tour the historic residence, listen to festive choirs and bask in the glow of the state Christmas tree.

“This is one of our favorite traditions,” the governor said from the steps of the mansion before he threw the switch to light up the mansion and it’s two majestic white pines – one inside and one on the lawn.

The tours, which continue through the weekend, are part of the annual downtown Jefferson City holiday festival. It’s a celebration that features lighted “Living Window” displays in local shops, while students from near-by Lincoln University hand out free hot chocolate and candy canes to passers-by.

This year’s festivities were made even more special by the inclusion of the Joplin High School Choir, who were invited to sing on the steps of the mansion before the tree lighting. Nixon applauded the school for quickly reopening after last May’s devastating tornado.

Holiday tours of the mansion continue Saturday from 2 to 4 p.m. The tours give an intimate look into several rooms of the historic building, which has been home to Missouri’s governors since 1871. The Mansion is located at 100 Madison St. in Jefferson City.

MISSOURINET
State revenues lagging 

December 2, 2011 

By Bob Priddy 

Money to pay for state programs and services is coming in at a slightly better rate than it was at this time last year.   But state budget director Linda Luebbering says it needs to be even better than that to pay all the bills in this year’s budget. “Across all of our revenue sources, we are up two percent compared to last fiscal year. In order to meet our revenue estimate for the year, we need to be up just under three percent,” she says. 

Sales and use taxes are about three-and-a-half percent below last year’s numbers through November.

Luebbering is not optimistic the tax income will hit targets established to pay for everything in this year’s budget.

That’s $20-milion the state will not be collecting.  The state fiscal year runs through next June.

Corps: money is the key to repairs

December 5, 2011 

By Bob Priddy 

The Corps of Engineers says Missouri river levees still holed by this year’s floods will not be fixed before the spring flood season. The Corps has told a congressional subcommittee there’s more to the project than rebuilding levees.

The Corps has extended its increase flow schedule by a few days to drain more waster out of upstream reservoirs, creating more space to store spring runoff. But it cannot guarantee there won’t be flooding next spring.

Northwest Division Commander John McMahon says the Corps is studying how much more flood control should space be allocated based on this year’s record flood. Although some people don’t want to hear him say it, he says it will take time to evaluate a new policy. “I can tell you we’re not going to get nearly all of it done before the runoff season begins….the first of March,” he tells the committee.

The Corps is under pressure to make flood control a super-priority. But McMahon says Congress will need to authorize a revision of the master operations manual and to change the authorized purposes study which lists eight priorities.

But in the end, nothing can beat more money. “I’m not aware of any authoriteis that restrict or constrain what I need to do,” he says, “other than getting the appropriations in hand so we can move out.”

But Congress has yet to pass a budget that gives the Corps specific spending guidance. Government is operating under continuing resolutions that are based on last year’s spending priorities.

Snow coming to the Ozarks

December 3, 2011 

By Allison Blood 

It’s a little too early to tell if we’ll have a white Christmas in Missouri, but the Springfield National Weather Service says it certainly looks like a white Monday in the Ozarks.

Forecaster Doug Cramer says for the next day or so we’ll see rain across southwest Missouri, perhaps a half-inch to an inch.

By Sunday a cold front is going to start moving through and that change in temperatures will force snow showers to develop. Snow is expected to accumulate Monday through Monday night, and most areas will see 1 to 3 inches.

Cramer says snowfall amounts will be less toward areas like West Plains and Alton.

BLOG ZONE 
McClellan: Confusing message in Frontenac 

BILL McCLELLAN 

STLtoday.com 

My wife often asks my opinion when she is involved in some remodeling project. When she decided we should retile the counter around the kitchen sink, she showed me some sample tiles. I picked an orange one. I was thinking bright, colorful.

"Seriously?" my wife asked.

She went with green.

The people who live in Portland Estates off Geyer Road in Frontenac might have sided with me. When they installed new signage to their subdivision last month, they did not opt for understatement. Large concrete entrances on either side of the street proclaim, Portland. The neighborhood association paid $80,000 for the entrances.

Last week, vandals struck. In black paint, somebody scrawled "Wake Up" on one entrance, and "Occupy" on the other.

Stacked up against most indignities that are chronicled daily in this newspaper, the vandalism might not seem like much.

I found it terribly sad.

For one thing, I have been generally sympathetic to the young people who have gathered under the Occupy banner. I understand their frustration.

In the days of my youth, American exceptionalism was a reality, not a political talking point. We were an economic titan. "Made in China" and "Made in Japan" were synonymous with inferior. Men with little formal education made good wages in manufacturing. For the most part, they made enough that their wives could stay home with the kids.

Many of these kids eventually headed to college. Most of us were the first generation to do so. It was assumed we would do better than our parents. For the most part, we have.

That sense of unbounded optimism is gone. A college degree is no longer a surefire ticket to the middle class.

It's as if an unwritten contract has been broken.

So it was not surprising that something like Occupy would happen. Nor was it surprising that the movement would be so amorphous. Who exactly are the young people supposed to blame?

CEOs make millions, sometimes even as their companies flounder. Union leaders sometimes seem most interested in representing themselves. Look at the officials from the teachers union in Illinois who have gamed the system to get themselves six-figure pensions. Politicians seem interested only in winning the next election.

When the enemy is everywhere, it's hard to be a sharpshooter.

I heard a young woman on Charlie Brennan's radio show on KMOX. She told Brennan that she would leave the Occupy encampment at Kiener Plaza when some of their demands were met. Such as? When they take the money out of politics, she said.

Might as well aim high.

Actually, I never quite understood the Occupy St. Louis part of the movement. Occupy Wall Street, I got that. I would have been fine with Occupy Washington. Maybe even Occupy Palm Beach.

But Occupy St. Louis? Who around here sets policy?

Then again, the young people I spoke with when I visited the encampment at Kiener Plaza seemed very earnest. They are coming of age in a tough economy and they are not expecting somebody to hand them success. They just want an opportunity.

Truth is, I suspect they are a smarter, harder-working generation than my own.

So I wish them well, and I was saddened to see somebody use their cause for something as senseless and destructive as defacing the entrance to a subdivision. I thought about the Taliban blowing up the 1,500-year-old statues of Buddha. What was accomplished?

I drove out to Portland Estates on Friday morning. I spoke to a couple of residents who were out walking. They shook their heads in disgust at the vandalism, but they seemed more understanding than I would have expected.

"Probably just some kids," one said, and the thought occurred to me that it was probably local kids. Geyer Road is not exactly a thoroughfare.

But whoever did it, their message is lost on me. I'm on the side of the people of Portland Estates, and I wouldn't be surprised if some of them have orange tiles in their kitchens.
J. KARL MILLER: Occupy protest movement is a nuisance

BY J. KARL MILLER 

Columbia Missourian

During my adult life span, a number of protest movements have been initiated.

Three have been long-lived or memorable — the Civil Rights protest movement of the 1960s, the anti-Vietnam protests of the 1970s and the protests that began nearly three months ago as Occupy Wall Street.

The first two are memorable because they had purpose. 

The Civil Rights movement was a well-organized and largely peaceful exercise in civil disobedience for minority rights, with Martin Luther King Jr. as its respected leader. 

The anti-war movement had no real leader nor was it particularly well-organized or peaceful, but its purpose was unmistakable.

On the other hand, if the "Occupy" movement has a purpose, it is expertly concealed behind a facade of adolescents acting out about a perceived unfairness in their allowance or curfew. 

The notion that they, as "99 percenters," are victims of the wealthiest percent and, as such, deserve to share in a redistribution of property is absolute nonsense.

With the encouragement of the media and left-of-center adherents, the movement has outlived any meaningful benefit. Instead, it has attained elevated-nuisance status. 

The "occupiers" are costing cities and municipalities millions of dollars in police and sanitation functions and, in many locales, are obstructive and disorderly to the point of requiring forcible removal.

Among the most vocal and wrongheaded of the media supporters are Robert Reich, former labor secretary under President Clinton; Paul Krugman of the New York Times; and former Des Moines Register and now-syndicated columnist Donald Kaul.

Reich laments the violation of the occupiers' First Amendment rights, while Krugman finds the accumulation of unredistributed wealth to be unAmerican. 

Kaul claims there are no jobs available, specifically the kind of jobs for which the protesters are college-trained.

Reich conveniently overlooks the caveat that freedom of assembly must be peaceable — that right is forfeited when the protest turns violent or a lawful order to disperse is ignored.  

I am not certain to whom Krugman would cede the power to decide how much wealth a person may accumulate and who is to determine its fair redistribution.

Kaul's jobs lament is rather curious. There is obviously no lack of jobs requiring manual labor, as illegals seem to find ready employment. 

And, the need for skilled workers — welders, plumbers, electricians — is such that these jobs go begging.  Perhaps the occupiers are not into soiling their hands?

As for the jobs for the college-educated — alas, there is little demand in the workplace for those with degrees in ethnic, gender, social ecology or various humanities studies.

Ironically, the United States is experiencing a current and future critical shortage of science, technology, engineering and mathematics professionals, the most pronounced in physics. Maybe the academic requirements of these disciplines leaves too little time for social interaction?

I suppose the Occupy Wall Street protest has been a new and joyous adventure for the neophytes, a nostalgia trip for the geezers of the Vietnam era and a ready vehicle for the anarchists and professional antis. 

But, a reality check is overdue, inasmuch as every one of their demands — whether a living wage without employment, forgiveness of debt, free education or free health care — must be paid by someone with the capital and the ingenuity to do so.

"Social and economic" justice are mere buzz words or slogans for protest posters.   The idea that employment can be stimulated by raising taxes on the wealthiest 1 percent ("fair" share) is patently dishonest.  Tax revenues automatically accrue to the government, an entity that has neither the history nor capacity to create productive jobs.

There is a role for government in job creation, that of working closely with the private sector to encourage entrepreneurship, investment and expansion of existing  businesses. 

The current love affair with "green" jobs, expanding environmental regulations and mythical shovel-ready infrastructure projects in opposition to bona fide and ready energy-producing employment fails to meet that criteria.

RCGA performs vital service for area

DAVID NICKLAUS 

STLtoday.com 

Mayor Francis Slay is a smart politician, so he must have a good reason for taking a potshot at the Regional Chamber and Growth Association. I just can't figure out what it is.

Last weekend, Slay posted some thoughts on his blog under the headline, "City, County and RCGA Should Be Under One Roof." He endorsed a merger of the economic development agencies in St. Louis and St. Louis County, something that has been under serious discussion. He also suggested that this new city-county agency should take over the regional economic development function now performed by the RCGA.

Slay predicted "howls of protest" over his idea, and he was right. Tom Voss and Danny Ludeman, the RCGA's chairman and chairman-elect, respectively, issued a statement saying that their organization's function is "fundamentally different" from the city and county agencies. They also noted that most of the RCGA's economic development budget comes from the private sector.

The message was clear: Corporate donors won't write checks to a government-run bureaucracy. And some RCGA constituents, especially in the Metro East and St. Charles County, resent the notion that St. Louis and St. Louis County know what's best for the entire region.

The RCGA spends $4.5 million a year on economic development, and 90 percent comes from private sources. The public-sector contributors, all of which have representatives on an RCGA economic council, are the cities of St. Louis and Washington, plus St. Louis, St. Charles, Madison and Franklin counties.

Slay frets that St. Louis is going "in too many directions to be successful," but other regions use similar models. Robert Lewis, president of Development Strategies, was involved in efforts to revitalize the RCGA's economic development function in the 1990s, and he says the current structure was modeled after places such as Cleveland and Philadelphia.

Chambers of commerce are also the lead marketers for Nashville, Austin and Atlanta. Other regions, including Minneapolis and Kansas City, have created economic development organizations that are outside the chamber, but still in the private sector.

In theory, the RCGA acts as a neutral broker for companies that are thinking about expanding here. It presents information about all parts of the St. Louis area but doesn't try to steer a company to a particular site.

Our highly fragmented region needs such an organization. Surely Slay realizes that a city-county agency would be mistrusted by the folks trying to attract business to St. Charles or Edwardsville. If he's really making a regional power grab, it's likely to backfire.

Dick Fleming, the RCGA president, has made some enemies during his 17 years on the job, so perhaps Slay's words are intended as a slap at him. If so, the rebuke comes at an odd time, becasue Fleming is retiring at the end of the year.

Maybe something is going on behind the scenes. Is the mayor trying to influence the selection of Fleming's successor? Are the city-county discussions going so badly that he needs to dangle a juicier carrot in front of other politicians? I don't know, but the RCGA is one of the few places where all of St. Louis' warring fiefdoms have to cooperate for the greater good. To blow it up is to risk returning to an era of destructive, every-county-for-itself competition.

Local politicians may be surprised to hear this, but the business world doesn't care about their turf wars. It just wants to see a unified message about what a region has to offer. The RCGA does a credible job of delivering that message, and it should be allowed to keep doing so.
Obama campaign to open KC office Monday

PRIME BUZZ- The Kansas City Star

Dave Helling 

Obama for America said Friday it will officially open its Kansas City office next week.

The announcement comes as experts continue to predict the campaign will bypass Missouri in 2012. Obama narrowly lost the state to John McCain in 2008, but performed 6 points worse in Missouri than his national results — suggesting the state continues to turn red.

State senators Jolie Justus and Kiki Curls will be at the opening Monday evening. The office is at 36th and Broadway.
Danforth offers Romney aid in dealing with anti-Mormon element

BY BILL LAMBRECHT 

Political Fix - STLtoday.com 

WASHINGTON • Former Missouri Sen. John C. Danforth, who has long operated at the intersection of politics and religion, says that people who believe in the Constitution should not be raising questions about the religious beliefs of Mitt Romney.

On the day he endorsed Romney's bid for the Republicans' presidential nomination, Danforth, an ordained Episcopal priest, said he has offered to help Romney contend with those who are wary or perhaps downright hostile to a candidate of the Mormon faith.

"I said, you know this is an issue where I have been engaged, namely what's the relationship between religion and politics? If I can help speak out about this subject of Mormonism, I'm happy to do it. Because I really feel strongly about it," Danforth said Friday.

The Romney campaign announced Danforth's endorsement Friday on the heels of a spate of endorsements by Missouri Republicans this week.

Romney appears solidly positioned in his second quest for the GOP nomination. But polls show that his Mormon faith could be an impediment among some voter blocs, particularly white evangelical Protestants.

In a Nov. 23 Pew Research Center poll, about half of white evangelical Protestants - who are especially strong in the early primary states of Iowa and South Carolina - said they don't regard Mormonism a Christian faith.

The national survey of 1,576 registered voters found that views toward Romney were closely tied to opinions about the Mormon Church. Roughly two-thirds of mainline Protestants and Catholics who responded in the poll said they view Mormon religion as Christian.

The poll also found that the desire to unseat President Barack Obama could trump concerns about Romney's faith.

If Romney is seeking help in dealing with those concerns, he might find no one with better credentials than Danforth. In addition to being a clergyman, the former three-Missouri senator and past Ambassador to the United Nations has often taken issue with the tactics of Christian conservatives. He is the author of the 2006 book Faith and Politics: How the "Moral Values" Debate Divides America and How to Move Forward Together.

Danforth said his offer to the Romney campaign was received warmly but without commitment.

"I think it shouldn't be just up to him (Romney) to deal with it; it's up to all of us to deal with it, because it's playing on the face of the U.S. Constitution," Danforth said. "So people who claim they are constitutionalists should be the first to say, ‘No, you can't say somebody's a Mormon, or somebody's a Jew, or Catholic or anything else and aren't qualified to be president.'"

"We the people should start saying no," Danforth said. "In this country, if you believe in the Constitution, and you believe in fair play, there can be no religious test for holding public office. Period."

Danforth also said in the interview that he wishes the Republicans would end their debate season and get about the business of nominating Romney who, he argued, presents the best opportunity of defeating Obama.

"It's not just numbers," Danforth said, referring to mounting debt, "but how does America lead if it's government can't function? That's the most serious of all problems because it doesn't function. We proved that with the super-commission. Everybody sees that and everybody knows that. Obama is making it worse, not just because he's running up the debt but because he's such a polarizing figure, and he's so strident in his rhetoric. I think the antidote to this is Romney."

Danforth may be a lifelong Republican, but he labeled the ongoing GOP debates as "absolutely dreadful." He has found audience responses to the candidates most upsetting, he said.

"There's a big cheer when somebody raises the issue of whether uninsured people should be turned away from emergency rooms. Or the idea of electrocuting people trying to cross the border. Or killing 234 people on death row in Texas. Big cheers, all from people who claim what wonderful Christians they are," he said.

"It's just awful, it's just absolutely grotesquely terrible and it's got to end. It's not the Republican Party I know."
Redistricting to shape city treasurer's race, too? 

BY JAKE WAGMAN 

Political Fix - STLtoday.com 

ST. LOUIS • The release of new boundaries for state House and Senate districts has a lot of Missouri politicians thinking about the future.

While the new map, handed down Wednesday by an appeals court panel, is not expected to shake the GOP's hold on the General Assembly, it's thrown some incumbent lawmakers into the same districts — which is showing signs of a ripple effect elsewhere on the ballot.

State Rep. Cole McNary, R-Chesterifeld, had already been considering a challenge to State Treasurer Clint Zweifel before this week.

He made his statewide campaign official on Thursday, after the new legislative map put him in the same House district as two of his Republican colleagues, John Diehl and Rick Stream.

But the push to unseat Zweifel isn't the only treasurer's race gaining attention.

In St. Louis, the new legislative boundaries may lead State Rep. Tishaura Jones to run for city treasurer, instead of seeking a fresh term in Jefferson City.

The Democrat from the city's Shaw neighborhood was not drawn into another district, but the shake-up in adjoining districts could force her into a primary contest.

Even if she held on to the seat, term limits would cap her stay in the state House.

There are no such restraints on the city treasurer's post, which is generating interest as the political woes of incumbent Larry Williams continue to mount.

Jones is no stranger to City Hall politics — her father is Virvus Jones, the former city comptroller.

If Tishaura does enter the race, it will add to an already intriguing mix of candidates.

Alderman Fred Wessels has said is running, while Alderman Jeffrey Boyd and City Dem Chair Brian Wahby have expressed interest as well.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Missouri's beauty
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Missouri is a beautiful state. And for the last 75 years the Missouri Department of Conservation has sought to protect this beauty. 
By a 2-to-1 margin, voters passed an amendment to the state constitution establishing the department on Nov. 3, 1936. Today the department receives more funding through sales tax revenue from forest activity and fishing, hunting and wildlife recreation than from the state. 

From 2009 to 2010 hunting, fishing, forest and wildlife recreation in Missouri generated an estimated $11.4 billion in economic activity, supporting 64,186 jobs. 

The Cape Girardeau Conservation Nature Center marked its sixth anniversary in May. Center visitors can view artifacts and enjoy interactive habitat exhibits. Additionally, the hiking trails of County Park North are a nice way to spend some time outdoors. There's also a stocked pond where children 15 and younger can check out free poles and bait to catch a fish. 

Congratulations to the department on this significant anniversary. Your efforts help make it possible for all to enjoy the state's plant and wildlife beauty. 

AS I SEE IT

Build a better future for Kansas City students

By MAYOR SLY JAMES

Special to The KC Star

Over the past few weeks, several proposals to improve the academic future of the students of Kansas City Public Schools have been suggested. After weeks of consultation with community representatives, I sent Missouri’s Commissioner of Education a letter that represents the culmination of these early conversations.

In response, Commissioner Nicastro recommended that rather than immediately seeking a state takeover, we be allowed to continue these conversations and find a unified path forward. In conjunction with a diverse group of over 30 community partners, I have listened and prepared a blueprint for future action, made that suggestion public, and look forward to the community conversation our plan will prompt. 

I took office with no desire to take over the school district. However, if as a community we decide this is our best chance to help our children, I will not shy away from that responsibility. The buck of failed education has been passed too many times.

Whether the buck stops here, or at some other station selected by the community, clearly it must stop now. The consequences of the inability of adults to address the serious issues facing our district are borne by our children.

My charge to the people of Kansas City is simple: Let us determine the best course of action, whether my plan or another, collectively commit to that plan, and take action now.

Our future success depends on a positive collaboration of state actors including the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, the General Assembly and the governor’s office, all working together to pursue excellent academic achievement with a single focus and vision.

State assistance will only work if they have confidence in their governance partners. There is a real cost to inaction. If we do not rally and commit to a workable, unified plan the General Assembly may very well consider dissolving the district, parcelling students out to the surrounding school districts.

The continued failure of the district, to adequately educate every child in the district has enormous implications for the social and economic fabric of this city and directly correlates to increased crime, an under-prepared workforce and joblessness, all of which adversely impact the wellbeing of the community.

On a more basic level, it is simply immoral for us to fail to do all that is necessary to prepare the children of this community to compete in what is clearly a more complex global economy.

There is no more important task for our community right now than finding a new way forward for our children.

Although the plan I proposed would completely transform the governance of our school district, I believe it is the most appropriate course of action for our community.

Let me repeat, however, if there is a better suggestion let us pursue it together.

Small actions with limited results will not be enough. The dire circumstances in which we find ourselves demand a bold and carefully calculated plan of action. I understand the implications of the proposals I have made.

However, I also believe the students in the district deserve to have at least one constant in their lives and that should be a safe, stable, and high-quality school district.

I believe we can make that a reality for our children if we work together. 

You can read my proposal and leave comments on my website, www.kcmayor.org.

This is the beginning of a constructive dialogue. It is also an opportunity to test our will as a city to come together and solve a common problem. 

The community’s discussion and decision are far too important to rush, but we must be serious and focused in the coming weeks.

I believe that we have the capacity to not only succeed in this endeavor but succeed together.
Peculiar Legislative Districts
Washington Missourian

Conspiracy theories were flying after a panel of judges released its new boundaries for Missouri House and Senate districts Wednesday.

The new district maps dramatically shift the boundaries of many districts, drawing the ire of both Republicans and Democrats alike. Many lawmakers are questioning the logic (or lack thereof) that went into formulating the new district lines.
It doesn’t make any sense is the common refrain we’re hearing from many a disgruntled legislator. The 55 House members who were drawn into districts that include one or more colleagues feel especially aggrieved. Several state senators are in the same boat.

Some of the boundaries for the new districts do appear weird and that may be too charitable of a description. That is particularly true for the new House districts that cover Franklin County.

For what is believed to be the first time in its history, the city of Washington will be split between two state House legislative districts — the 109th and the 61st. The 109th District will include a portion of the northeastern part Washington while the majority of the town will be in the newly drawn 61st District which includes New Haven and Gerald.

The list of legislators now grouped with another incumbent includes Dave Schatz, R-Sullivan, and Dave Hinson, R-St. Clair, in the newly drawn 119th district and Tim Jones, R-Eureka, and Paul Curtman, R-Pacific, who are now both in the 110th District.

Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, who currently represents the 109th but who will live in the newly drawn 61st District, was one of the legislators who was scratching his head after the new maps were released. He pointed out that the commission drawing the maps had stated publicly that one of its goals was to try and keep communities and cities together in one district where possible.

Which begs the questions, “What happened with Washington?” and why were so many legislators placed in the same House districts?

We may never know the answer to these questions because the commission deliberated in secret in what some are arguing is a violation of the Missouri Sunshine Law.

Whether the state’s open meetings law applies to the judges on the commission who drew the new districts could be one of several legal arguments that may be raised in subsequent lawsuits challenging the new legislative boundaries.

Washington wasn’t the only smaller city in the state to be carved into two separate districts and Franklin County wasn’t the only county where boundary lines were drawn in a peculiar manner.

But it does make you wonder what the commission was thinking.

Census data shows why critical services need protection      

By Ruth Ehresman, Special to the Beacon     

Fri., 12.2.11  

Census Bureau data released this fall high light the increase in poverty and the plight of Missouri's middle class following the economic recession. Unemployment and poverty have risen, while median household income has fallen. Fortunately, as Missouri families struggle to make ends meet and provide for their children, public services are preventing even more Missourians from falling into poverty. But budget cuts in Washington, mandated by the budget deal and failure of the "super" committee threaten those services.

The Census Bureau recently reported that the number of Americans living in poverty had risen for the fourth year in a row, to 46.2 million from 43.6 million. That means more than one in seven people, including more than one in five children, lived in poverty in 2010. The picture in Missouri was just as grim, with data showing the poverty rate rose to 15.3 percent from 14.6. Families with children under 18, and particularly young families with children under the age of 5, have been hard hit, with family poverty rates of 17.5 percent and 21.6 percent respectively.

As troubling as these numbers are, they understate how many Americans struggle to make ends meet. The Census Bureau considers a family of four to be living in poverty if its income is below $22,314. However, many more families struggle to get by, including the 27.8 percent of Missouri households that make less than $25,000 and the nearly one in 11 Missourians who are unemployed.

These are not just numbers that will improve after the recession is over. Poverty and unemployment have longer term consequences. Unemployed workers lose critical job skills. The health and development of children living in poverty suffer, and they do worse in school, threatening their ability to become productive workers as adults.

It doesn't have to be this way. We know how to help people through hard times and prepare for a stronger economic future. For example, the availability of public health insurance meant that, while the number of people with private health insurance fell this year, the share of Americans who are uninsured did not grow. And programs like unemployment insurance, expanded food stamps and the child and earned income tax credits kept many more people from falling below the poverty line.

These programs have long-term impacts that can help break the cycle of poverty. Boosting the incomes of the poorest families has a significant impact on children's educational performance and increases those children's earnings as adults. In the short term, services like unemployment insurance spur economic activity because families generally need to spend those benefits immediately on basic needs.

However, many of these successful services are at risk. Although rising poverty creates more demand for critical assistance, states and the federal government have cut services. Missouri has reduced state unemployment insurance benefits and cut critical education and social services that serve as a foundation for our economy.

At the federal level, proposals to reduce the deficit through cuts in health care or other essential services will have the opposite effect because they will reduce jobs, cripple economic activity and shrink tax revenues.

More than ever before, Missourians need our elected leaders to make bipartisan, measured policy decisions. The failure of the "super committee" does not end the need to address long-term debt. An effective plan would continue funding for successful services like unemployment insurance that help families through this time of crisis and provide an economic boost to our communities.

A successful plan would also ensure that any deficit reduction package includes revenues. Tax cuts and loopholes contribute significantly to the deficit, and addressing them must be part of the solution. The people of this nation cannot withstand significant cuts in services that help our seniors, children and people with disabilities while tax loopholes remain for millionaires and large corporations.

This is no time for policymakers in Washington, D.C., to be sidetracked by political squabbles. Our country and our state cannot thrive when so many people are struggling. We must act now.

