[image: image1.jpg]


Missouri Senate Communications


Daily News Clips



Collected/Archived for Monday, Dec. 12, 2011 - Page 75 of 75


Judges revise Missouri Senate districts again

By Virginia Young, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

JEFFERSON CITY • If you're getting ready to run for the Missouri Senate, hang on. A judicial panel has tweaked the new boundary lines.

Revised maps filed today reshape about 12 districts, mainly in western and southwestern Missouri. The only change in the St. Louis area appears to move several thousand people in Jefferson County from the 27th District to the 22nd District.

Every 10 years, legislative maps are redrawn to make the districts roughly equal in population. The ideal population for a Senate district is 176,145.

The mapmaking job fell to a six-member panel of state appellate judges this year after bipartisan commissions appointed by the governor failed to reach agreement.

The plan filed today replaces a map the judicial panel filed just last week. While the first plan was signed by all six judges, the new one garnered only four signatures.  The two judges from southwestern Missouri -- Don E. Burrell Jr. and Nancy Rahmeyer -- did not sign off on the revisions.

In a statement, the four judges who agreed to the new plan said they revised it "upon further consideration of a constitutional provision regarding multi-district counties, even though that provision may not apply to redistricting maps drawn by appellate judges."

The first map the judges filed had drawn complaints for carving up several counties, in apparent violation of a section in the Missouri Constitution that counties are to be kept whole if possible.

For example, in the judges' first map, Johnson County, which has about 52,500 people, was split between two Senate districts. In the new map, Johnson County, home of Sen. David Pearce, R-Warrensburg, is entirely within the 21st District.

In the revised map, the judges also made changes that minimized county splits in Kansas City-area and Springfield districts.

The revisions were okayed by judges Robert G. Dowd Jr., Roy L. Richter, Lisa White Hardwick and James E. Welsh. The new maps are available on the Office of Administration website.

Missouri senators split over payroll tax cut extension

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Days after Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill thrust herself in the middle of the current debate over extending the federal payroll tax cut by co-sponsoring her own bipartisan solution, her Republican counterpart came out against the plan saying the current tax rate was never meant to be permanent.

The Senate is currently debating a proposal from Democrat McCaskill and Republican Maine Sen. Susan Collins that would maintain the current 4.2 percent employee payroll tax rate through 2012. The rate was lowered from 6.2 percent at the beginning of the year and is set to return to that level if Congress does not take action by the end of year.

Although Congress is ultimately expected to pass some form of the payroll tax cut extension before the end of the year, McCaskill had harsh criticism for those who oppose her specific proposal because it comes with a 2 percent surtax on millionaires and eliminates certain tax credits for the nation’s five biggest oil companies.

These provisions are meant to help provide stable funding to social security, which the payroll tax traditionally finances.

McCaskill said she expects her proposal to pass because it forces conservatives to choose between raising taxes on the middle class or the wealthy.

“Why is it ok to raise taxes on working people and the middle class and it’s not ok to raise taxes on multimillionaires?” she said. “That’s really what (opponents to the bill) are saying.”

McCaskill took sharp aim at members of Congress like her GOP counterpart, Roy Blunt, who have signed a pledge from powerful anti-tax lobbyist Grover Norquist that they would not raise taxes while in office. She accused the lawmakers who signed the pledge of only following it when it applies to the wealthy.

But Blunt had a different spin on the issue, as he explained his opposition to reporters on Thursday.

He argued that allowing the tax cut to expire would not constitute a tax hike, arguing that as a “tax holiday” it was never meant to last forever.

“Either this was a social security contribution holiday or it wasn’t,” Blunt said. “And if it was a holiday, then it’s by no stretch of the imagination a permanent tax policy.”

In addition to maintaining the current payroll tax rate for employees, McCaskill’s bill would also maintain the same 4.2 percent rate to employers up to $10 million. The bill also contains a number of other provisions, including tax credits for high-tech small businesses, new funds for transportation infrastructure and job training programs.

Mo. unemployment rate falls, but state loses jobs 
By Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lost 3,300 jobs in November but the state's jobless rate still dropped.

The Department of Economic Development reported Friday evening that the state's unemployment rate dropped three-tenths of a point to 8.2 percent last month.

The decline in nonfarm employments comes after the state reported that it added about 1,100 jobs in October. However, the state reported a net loss of 4,000 nonfarm jobs in September.

Local, state, national governments are more open than ever 

By Kevin McDermott, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

From Springfield to Jefferson City to Washington, government today has more electronic windows into its soul than ever before.

Consider the hypothetical state legislative candidate in Illinois. When he accepts campaign donations, they are posted online in a searchable database with the names and occupations of the donors. Once elected, his paycheck can be found, to the dollar, with the push of a few buttons on a laptop or smartphone.

He has to file a statement of economic interest, showing his stocks and other holdings, easily perused by anyone with a computer. Any state contractors who show up at his fundraising events will have their names posted online on both the state campaign and contract databases.

His legislative bills and floor votes are posted immediately, waiting there like a ghost to haunt him in the next election. When the legislator retires, his pension benefits, too, are accessible on your screen.

But there are still some persistent shadows within this seemingly bright-lit world of public information. For example, Illinois statements of economic interest aren't in database form but rather are PDF files — online photocopies, essentially — and so aren't searchable.

That's where people like Adam Andrzejewski come in.

A former candidate for Illinois governor, Andrzejewski is part of an industry sprouting around the digital government information boom: nongovernmental entities that collect and augment government data for online readers, often putting it in a more user-friendly form than the agencies that created it.

"I realized that transparency would be the silver bullet of reining in corruption," said Andrzejewski, who has spearheaded and funded an independent website called OpenTheBooks.com.

The site offers access to a searchable database of state pension benefits for Illinois government retirees. It's something you can get yourself through the state pension systems, but only after filing a legal request and enduring a wait — steps Andrzejewski has already taken to gather the information and put it out there.

Why would a private citizen go to that trouble to grease the skids of public information? Andrzejewski says it's so "they don't have to rely on a bureaucrat to fulfill a request. This information is vitally important."

But he's also considering another run at the Illinois governor's office, after running as a Republican in 2010. His online database positions him as a voice in the public-pension debate, which many Republicans believe will be a key issue in future Illinois elections.

"Like anything else, you have to practice due diligence" when parsing the growing blizzard of data from both public and private sources, says Illinois political scientist Kent Redfield. Still, like other open-government advocates, Redfield sees the explosion of online information as an overwhelmingly good thing.

In Missouri, Internet users who don't find what they're looking for on the official state government sites — or perhaps don't know what's available — can turn to openmissouri.gov. A project of the University of Missouri-Columbia's journalism school, the site's mission is to provide information about hundreds of little-known databases that are available through government but haven't been posted online.

For example, you won't find online records about state amusement park safety inspections, or public drinking water systems that chronically fail bacteria tests. For those lists, you need to make a formal request to the state — something that openmissouri.org can set in motion for its users.

"The government decides what information is placed out there, and it's not necessarily what people want or need to know," says David Herzog, the Mizzou journalism professor who spearheaded openmissouri.org. "We're filling in some of those gaps."

News organizations, too, are on the government database bandwagon. STLtoday.com, the Post-Dispatch's website, for example, offers readers a list of searchable public payroll databases for state employees in Missouri and Illinois, as well as many local governments.

This new availability of information is being driven in part by old supply-and-demand principles. There was a time when the media outlets were the only ones trying to wrest data from the government. Today, average citizens have developed information addictions of their own. Andrzejewski reports 40,000 visitors to his site in its first month.

And political leaders are tripping over one another to be viewed as friends of public information.

Missouri has drawn national praise for its Missouri Accountability Portal, an online clearinghouse of government information where people can find state government salaries, agency spending, contracts and even a "Who is not paying?" section that highlights businesses cited for failure to remit sales or income taxes.

In Illinois, Gov. Pat Quinn and all the other statewide constitutional officers have put forward their own online information portals, often beyond what's required by law.

The federal government, too, has gradually moved from reluctance to enthusiasm on the concept of information access. President Barack Obama's administration pre-emptively stressed openness and access for its controversial stimulus spending program, setting up a website — recovery.gov — that allows anyone to track every dollar of stimulus money state by state.

"In terms of access and attitudes among government officials, things have changed," said Redfield, a professor at the University of Illinois at Springfield who works with the Illinois Campaign for Political Reform. ICPR runs a website called The Sunshine Project, which collects, reworks, analyzes and posts various kinds of public information from Illinois government.

Redfield noted that, in the post-Watergate era, Illinois politicians grudgingly implemented campaign disclosure laws they had been forced to pass, lacing them with daunting paper forms and other requirements that were "designed to make it difficult" to get the information.

With the Internet age and its new attitudes about open data, he said, "the revolution that's taken place is just amazing."

Still, even today's open-government portals have some problems. Among the goals of the ICPR site is to rework the state's campaign finance data so that when, for example, you search for "Ameren" or "ComEd," you get all the donations from those entities. The state Board of Elections site allows campaigns to list numerous permutations of each name, and a standard search won't recognize those that are even one letter or period off.

"The state is sitting on a huge file cabinet of information. There's a lot of stuff there, and what's needed is to make sense of it," says David Morrison of ICPR. "I think people outside of government are best equipped to do that."

Senators seek delay on post office cuts

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – In her ongoing fight to prevent the closure of some 3,700 post offices nationwide, Sen. Claire McCaskill joined other members of Congress on Friday in asking for a six-month moratorium on any postal facility closures while the Congress attempts to implement cost saving procedures.

McCaskill is one of 18 senators asking for the grace period. Their request comes just days after the U.S. Postal Service announced that it was considering possibly closing 252 of its mail-processing centers and eliminating next-day delivery service.

Missouri’s Democratic senator argues Congress should be given time to enact reforms before the postal service implements radical reforms on its own.

“While we may have very different views on how to financially improve the postal service, we all believe that democratically elected members of the Senate and the House have the responsibility to make significant changes to the postal service,” McCaskill and her colleagues wrote.  “Unfortunately, we are concerned that the postal service may preempt Congress on this matter by closing or consolidating nearly 3,700 mostly rural post offices, over 250 mail processing facilities, and eliminating overnight delivery for first class mail before postal reform legislation is enacted.”

Mary Still to run for District 19 Senate seat 

By Caitlin Lukin, Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — Missouri Rep. Mary Still, a Democrat from Boone County, announced her candidacy for the state Senate District 19 seat this morning.

Still, who currently represents Columbia in the 25th District, will run against Republican incumbent Kurt Schaefer in the November 2012 election, according to a news release from her office.

Still said a Senate seat would afford her better opportunities to support her causes, such as a higher cigarette tax and capping interest rates on payday loans. Still also said that serving in the Senate would allow her to block legislation she feels is bad for the community.

"Too many people, regardless of party, will stand down rather than stand up when faced with pressure and special interest lobbyists," Still said. "It's important to have a strong voice in the Senate to help represent working people."

Senate District 19, the seat in question, was recently reconfigured by the Missouri Appellate Apportionment Committee. By next year's election, District 19 will include Howard County instead of Randolph County.

Schaefer said that he has already visited Howard County in anticipation of the changing district boundaries. He was elected to the Senate in 2008, and the upcoming election will be his first time running for re-election. Schaefer said that if re-elected he will continue to support increased education funding.

"I’m very proud of my bipartisan work and actually being productive for the citizens of my district," Schaefer said. "I’m willing to put that record up against anyone, no matter who they may be."

Still said: "We have different backgrounds and different perspectives on many issues, including the economic problems we face. People deserve a choice."

Still, who plans to run a grassroots campaign, visited the Howard County Courthouse in Fayette on Friday morning.

FEMA makes $1 million available for flood repairs

By Clinton Thomas, St. Joseph News-Press
Federal money will flow into Northwest Missouri to plug funding holes summer flooding left in local budgets. 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) announced Friday it has obligated $1 million in public assistance to local governments to reimburse expenses and pay for damage related to flooding along the Missouri River. 

The public assistance program provides grants for seven categories of work: debris removal; emergency protective measures; surface restoration and repairs to roads and bridges; water control facilities, like levees and irrigation; public buildings and equipment, like city halls and schools; public utilities; and recreational facilities, like parks and beaches. 

John Mills, a spokesman for FEMA, said the money supplements the roughly $3 million in grants to individuals and $5 million in low-interest loans issued through the Small Business Administration. “You’re talking about $9 million so far in federal assistance,” Mr. Mills said. 

The state of Missouri manages the public assistance program — the source of the $1 million obligation — from which FEMA provides 75 percent of the funding for each project, with the rest coming from state or local governments. For example, if a sheriff’s department incurred $10,000 in overtime expenses fighting the flood, FEMA would pay $7,500 with other agencies funding the rest. 

City staff has consulted architects to prepare plans for the restoration of the softball fields at Heritage Park, with hopes work can be completed in time to host summer tournaments. FEMA likely will not pay for repairs to the fields, but could help fund renovations of the main pavilion building, ticket booth, maintenance garage, press box, decks and dugouts.
Missouri prepares to name new university president 

By Alan Scher Zagier, Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- The University of Missouri is on the verge of hiring a new president and expects to publicly unveil its choice within days.

After a yearlong search, university curators have identified a preferred candidate, chairman Warren Erdman said Friday after a two-day meeting of the governing board at the system's St. Louis campus. Erdman said the formal hiring and announcement is contingent on finalizing contract negotiations.

"I would hope we might be able to make an announcement next week," said Erdman, who will step down as chairman in 2012 but remain on the board. His successor is vice chairman David Bradley, publisher of the St. Joseph News-Press.

The university is seeking a replacement for Gary Forsee, who stepped down as president in January to care for his wife as she battles cancer. Interim president Steve Owens has said he is not a candidate for the permanent job and plans to resume his duties as general counsel.

Erdman and Bradley declined to discuss the background or qualifications of the confidential search's remaining finalist from a pool of 100 candidates considered by the board, which summoned four of those candidates for interviews. Applicants came "from all walks of life," Bradley said, including business, academic and politics.

Only one of those finalists was interviewed by a 20-member curators' advisory panel made of professors, students, campus workers and alumni from the four Missouri system campuses. That group quizzed the curators' first choice for president during a Tuesday meeting in Columbia.

The unnamed candidate received the nod of all curators, including student representative Laura Confer, who normally isn't allotted a vote.

In the previous presidential search four years ago, Forsee was chosen after New Jersey businessman Terry Sutter emerged as the preferred candidate to replace Elson Floyd, and was publicly identified in media reports. Sutter instead opted to become chief operating officer of a Florida steel manufacturer. Former U.S. Rep. Kenny Hulshof, a Columbia Republican, was a finalist during that search but was not offered the job.

In other business, curators discussed a 3 percent proposed tuition increase for the next academic year, needed in part to cover a budget shortfall of more than $78 million, half of which is aside for delayed campus building maintenance and repairs. Tuition rates won't be set for several more months and are contingent on state funding once legislators return to Jefferson City next month.

The governing board also considered a proposal to offer discounted tuition to out-of-state students who live in the 55 counties bordering Missouri in communities such as Quincy, Ill., and northern Arkansas.
Missouri Officials Seek 'Flexibility Waiver' for the No Child Left Behind Act 

By Rebekah Clark, KSMU

The U.S. Department of Education is giving each state the opportunity to get out of the federal No Child Left Behind Act. To do so, states must submit an alternative proposal that would show they are able to still maintain high standards of achievement. In Missouri, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education in Missouri, or DESE, has received the go-ahead to create a document that could be used as its proposal. If approved by the U.S. Dept. of Education in February, Missouri’s plan would change the way schools have been measuring success.
 In October, Missouri education officials said they were interested in opting out of the federal guidelines, after school testing results did not meet the set requirements of No Child Left Behind. Some state officials feel that the federal regulations in the act don’t properly represent what is really going on in Missouri schools. Michele Clark is the communications coordinator for the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education in Missouri.

"Right now, more than eighty percent of the schools across the state under the federal regulations would say that they’re in need of improvement. We all recognize accountability is important, and continuing to improve is important, but it provides mixed messages. It’s not a focused streamline effort on what we really believe in Missouri.”

If approved, this waiver would allow Missouri to exchange federal reporting requirements for new state requirements. These criteria will be designed specifically for Missouri. Some state educators, like Nixa Superintendent Dr. Stephen Kleinsmith, feels like it should be up to state teachers, and not a federal mandate, to decide what reporting requirements are right for Missouri students.    

“One of the lessons of No Child Left Behind is that the federal government does not know how to improve schools. This needs to be handled at the local level at best, or at least the state level in partnership with local school board government.”

The state is inviting the public to review the proposed alternative draft and give input on it. DESE has provided an online presentation to the public that addresses criteria of the waiver application: expectations for students going to college, recognition, accountability and support of Missouri schools, and effective instruction and leadership within all schools.

The application deadline is February 21stfor states seeking the waiver for the 2012-2013 school year. Those who would like to view the application may go to KSMU.org to for a link to the waiver web page.

Wachovia to pay the state $58.75 million in fraud settlement

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Wachovia has agreed to pay the state of Missouri $58.75 million as part of a settlement over charges of anticompetitive and fraudulent conduct in the municipal bond derivatives market.

The settlement is part of an ongoing nationwide investigation into alleged misconduct concerning a number of municipalities, school districts and non-profits organizations across the state that had bonds through Wachovia between 1998 and 2004.

The payment was announced Thursday by Attorney General Chris Koster. He was one of 26 state attorneys general seeking restitution from the banking giant. The payment to Missouri includes $54.5 million in restitution to various bonded entities, $1.25 million in civil penalties and $3 million to cover the costs of the investigation.

The payment to Missouri is part of a coordinated $148 million settlement agreed to by Wachovia on Thursday.

“Today’s $58.75 million settlement will help to repay the cities, taxpayers, and not-for-profit organizations that earnestly believed financial institutions like Wachovia were engaged in competitive bidding and fair dealing, which we now know was not the case,” Koster said.

Koster is quick to point out that the investigation is still ongoing, but said its already revealed collusive and deceptive conduct involving individuals at Wachovia and other financial institutions, and certain brokers with whom they had working relationships.

The wrongful conduct took the form of bid-rigging, submission of non-competitive courtesy bids and submission of fraudulent certifications of compliance to government agencies outside of U.S. Treasury regulations.

Koster said the ultimately goal was to enrich the financial institutions at the expense of the various clients and ultimately the taxpayers, who were deprived the opportunity for competitive bond rates.

Holden portrait gets fourth and final unveiling

By Virginia Young, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
JEFFERSON CITY • After a trip around the state, the official portrait of former Gov. Bob Holden will be unveiled at 5:30 p.m. today in the Capitol Rotunda.

It won't be a big surprise: Holden's supporters have already seen the painting at formal programs and receptions this month in Springfield, St. Louis and Kansas City.

Holden was governor from 2001 to 2005. He was defeated in the gubernatorial primary by fellow Democrat and now U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill.

His portrait was painted by artist Carla Steck, a Jefferson City native who also painted the First Lady portrait of Holden's wife, Lori Hauser Holden.

According to an article in Missouri Life, Bob Holden's portrait has an "impressionistic touch." At the former governor's urging, it includes a Capitol portico and farm field in the background, to symbolize his rural roots in tiny Birch Tree, Mo.

The magazine says Steck also helped Lori Holden plan Bob Holden's inauguration in 2001. That $1 million party turned into a political liability when the governor had to seek donations to pay the bills.

A spokesman for Gov. Jay Nixon said no tax money was used for Bob Holden's portrait. The project's financing was handled by the Academy of Missouri Squires, an honorary group of state leaders that perpetuates itself.

The academy's treasurer, former Sen. Jim Mathewson, D-Sedalia, has led efforts to raise $10,000 for portraits of each governor since Christopher "Kit" Bond, according to the magazine story. Mathewson could not be reached for comment.

Holden's portrait will hang alongside the other governors' paintings in the first-floor Missouri State Museum in the Capitol.

Holden now teaches at Webster University in St. Louis and is active in economic development through the Midwest U.S.-China Association. He made news recently because of contacts he made on behalf of the failed Mamtek project, an artificial sweetener plant that fell through in Moberly, Mo.

Farm labor law changes could restrict youth ag employment

By Mike Landis, KY3 News
REPUBLIC, Mo. - For generations, Missouri teens have helped feed the world by pitching in on the farm.

 “When I am down there is usually do the feedings to all the heifers and steers,” said senior Jaena Jensen, who lives on a dairy farm. 

Senior Curtis McCartey explained his duties include, “feeding cows, vaccinating cows, working them, selling them."

“Farming is hard work, it is dirty.  For some, it’s fun.  It really gets that hard work ethic.

For most, it’s a family affair. But youth who work on a farm, other than those owned by their own parents, could see fewer employment opportunities.  

For the first time in nearly four decades, the U.S. Labor Department wants to update its laws governing youth farm employment.  The department says the goal is to protect kids working in the sometimes-hazardous environments of certain agriculture operations.  Still, the potential changes are drawing fire from farmers across the nation. 

Some of the controversial points include: 

Those under age 16 would be banned from working in harvesting operations and animal breeding duties.  They’d also be prohibited and from using most-powered farm implements/equipment.

 Fourteen and fifteen year olds couldn't operate tractors without 90 hours of training (opponents say it even applies to lawn and garden tractors).  Federal law currently requires at least 24 hours of training.

If you're 16 or younger, you'd be banned from working in places like grain elevators, silos, manure pits, and stockyards. 

Youth would be banned from herding animals and other practices such as vaccinating, dehorning, castrating, and providing care to sick or injured livestock.

The proposal is drawing bipartisan fire from dozens of lawmakers, including both of Missouri’s U.S. Senators.

Senator Claire McCaskill’s office stated, “Claire strongly opposes any regulations that would restrict kids from doing farm work, and she thinks that these regulators need to start employing some common sense.”

Senator Roy Blunt is also expressing strong opposition to the proposal, calling it ‘absurd.’

“Having grown up working on my family’s dairy farm, I am outraged by the Department of Labor’s ridiculous attempts to restrict other young Americans from doing the same,” he said.

The Department of Labor has yet to make a final decision on the rules.
Blunt weighs in on GOP presidential primary

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — As the race for the Republican presidential nomination zeros in on former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney and former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, Missouri’s Republican senator is trying to remain diplomatic.

While speaking to reporters this week, Sen. Roy Blunt, an announced Romney supporter, was kind in talking about Gingrich’s sudden surge in the national polls.

“I think a debate between Newt Gingrich and Mitt Romney for a few weeks will be a debate between two smart guys who have different backgrounds,” Blunt said, adding that such a debate would benefit the party.

But Blunt hinted that he was restraining his opinions while speaking on teleconference from his D.C. officer. Elected officials are prohibited from mixing campaign activities with their official duties.

But Blunt has made no secret of his support for Romney – a man who he says represents his party’s best chance at taking back the White House in 2012. Shortly after endorsing Romney – who has been the perennial second place candidate in the polls behind a rotating carousel of political flavors of the month – Blunt was named the campaign’s official Congressional liaison. He is tasked with trying to drum up other Congressional endorsements for the Romney campaign.

Columbia, Mo., becomes sixth Missouri community to outlaw gender discrimination 

By Associated Press, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

COLUMBIA, Mo. • The city of Columbia has become the sixth Missouri community to outlaw discrimination based on gender identity.

City Council members voted unanimously last week to include gender identity as a protected category in the municipal code's prohibition of discrimination in employment, housing and public accommodations.

The measure defines gender identity as a person's "identity, appearance, or mannerisms or other gender-related characteristics," regardless of the individual's designation at birth as male or female, the Columbia Missourian reported.

Columbia has prohibited discrimination based on sexual orientation since 1992. When the Human Rights Commission recommended similar protections for gender identity in 2002, the council took no action because of opposition from local employers, City Attorney Fred Boeckmann said.

Many members of the council were surprised by the city's reluctance to include gender identity in the discrimination policy.

"I'm sorry it's taken nine years. It's way overdue," Fifth Ward Councilwoman Helen Anthony said. "I'm going to be happy to support it."

Jessica Orsini, a transsexual alderwoman from nearby Centralia, Mo., who pushed for years for the Columbia policy change, dropped to her knees and pumped her fists following Monday's vote.

"I've been waiting for this for 11 years," Orsini said.

Orsini said she knew at age 3 that she was female, and that she only felt comfortable in her body once she had gender reassignment surgery in 1998.

She said after her surgery, potential employers and landlords discriminated against her when they noted her name change.

Columbia joins Kansas City, St. Louis, Clayton, Olivette and University City in prohibiting gender identity discrimination.

"Now that it's here in Columbia, maybe we can take steps in Centralia," Orsini said. "Maybe."

USDA gives aid to NW Missouri farmers impacted by storms

By Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Farmers in northwest and central Missouri will officially be eligible for special U.S. Department of Agriculture financial assistance in cleaning up from a series of severe storms in August.

The USDA announced Friday that it would grant Gov. Jay Nixon’s request to designate seven Missouri counties in the northwest and west central parts of the state as primary disaster areas because of hail and strong winds associated with a band of storms that caused significant crop damage between Aug. 18 and 22 this year.

Not only does this primary disaster declaration make assistance funds available to those counties, but farmers in 17 neighboring counties will also be eligible for assistance.

The seven primary disaster counties represent areas where more than 30 percent of a single crop was lost due to natural disasters. In the other counties, funds will be available to individual farmers who lost 30 percent of their estimated crops.

“This late summer storm system hit farmers in those counties even as many of them were still dealing with other weather-related adversity that has impacted Missouri this year,” Nixon said in a written statement released on Friday. “With this declaration, those farmers who lost income because of the losses have another avenue of assistance available to them.”

The counties covered by the disaster declaration are Andrew, Atchison, Gentry, Lafayette, Nodaway, Pettis and Platte. Farmers will also be eligible for assistance in the counties of Benton, Buchanan, Carroll, Clay, Clinton, Cooper, Daviess, DeKalb, Harrison, Henry, Holt, Jackson, Johnson, Morgan, Ray, Saline and Worth.

Private investigator takes case to state's highest court, attacks vexing Missouri law

By Brad Rancino, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — The chain of events that led to Ricky Gurley being seated quietly in the back row at a hearing of the Supreme Court of Missouri on Nov. 9 as his lawyer presented a First Amendment case in front of seven judges has caused the Columbia private investigator some grief.

If the court finds reason to side with him by declaring a few of Missouri’s state statutes unconstitutional, almost every Missouri resident who has ever committed the misdemeanor of Googling a candidate for office or looking up an old flame on Facebook will be protected from prosecution. 

By reading a newspaper, doing an online search for a person or organization, or asking his or her neighbor what they did the night before, every citizen in the state has violated the statutes at some point, Gurley's lawyer, Jay Barnes, said.

“Yet it is left to the discretion of police, prosecutors and the courts as to which violations are subject to arrest and which are not,” Barnes wrote in his appellant’s brief.

Barnes and Gurley argue that the statutes are so all-encompassing that a literal reading of them declares anyone who has ever conducted any type of research on any person or organization as having conducted “private investigator business,” which, if practiced without a license, is a class-A misdemeanor.

Christina Wells, an MU law professor, says that this type of case in not "unheard of."

In fact, tour guides in cities  such as Philadelphia, New Orleans and Washington, D.C. are currently fighting a similar battle — arguing against state licensing boards, which now require them to submit to drug-screening and background checks. The guides argue that the requirements, and the statutes on which they stand, are unconstitutional and violate their freedom of speech.

Gurley — a frequent commenter on the Missourian’s website and others — and his lawyer have spent the past 19 months going after the Missouri Board of Private Investigator Examiners — a Jefferson City-based licensing and disciplinary committee. Fresh off a victory handed down by the board’s Administrative Hearing Commission in December 2010, the two went back on the offensive, attacking the groundwork on which the board stands.  

But this is not a typical Supreme Court case. Gurley isn't suing for monetary damages, though he hasn't ruled that out as a possibility for the future. Ideally, he'd like an apology, though he's well aware he probably won't get one.  

He wants to be told that he's right.

Gurley is also seeking a mixture of payback and prevention. He wants payback for the board that he says wrongly denied him a license to practice in April 2010, and a preventative. He doesn't want this to ever happen to him again.

He's aware that a victory for him might mean a victory for all Missouri citizens who might potentially be prosecuted for unwittingly violating the statute in question.

But he’s quick to admit that his case is not an exercise in good citizenry.

“I’m not going to sit here and try to convince you that I’m some good humanitarian,” he said the day after the hearing. “I’m just a businessman.”

Losing business
Gurley’s business, RMRI Inc., is a private investigation agency that makes the bulk of its money on criminal defense cases involving suspected cyber crimes. The agency has been around since 2001, and in March 2010, Gurley applied to the newly formed Board of Private Investigator Examiners for a renewal of his license because newly enacted state statutes require everyone practicing the trade to do so. Before 2007, Columbia investigators went through the city of Columbia for licensing.

But the new board denied Gurley’s application, claiming that he had disclosed driver’s license information — in a 2009 blog post titled “All About Mike Martin” — in violation of the Driver Privacy Protection Act. 

The board also claimed Gurley had failed to disclose, on his application for renewal, that he was previously refused a bail bondsman’s license.

“It would not be honest for me to say I wasn’t mad when they denied my license,” Gurley said. “Angry. Mad as hell. Even right now, that anger hasn’t totally subsided.” 

Gurley appealed the board’s decision to the Administrative Hearing Commission — a "neutral, independent, administrative tribunal" that hears cases from state agencies. The commission’s summary judgment simply reads, “The Board has no cause to deny Gurley a private investigator license on grounds that he violated a criminal statute.”  He was then given his license.

But that wasn’t good enough.

“Let’s say I stopped right there when I got my license back,” he said, obviously still bothered by last year’s events. “And the board says, ‘OK, Mr. Gurley, you’re good now, you’ve got your license … you’re a happy camper.'”

“Well,” he continued, “who pays me that $75,000 back that I just spent to prove that I was right?”

In addition to court costs, Gurley says his business was effectively shut down for 10 months during the appeal process, cutting him off from potential clients and an income for his employees and himself. 

“So no, I’m not a happy camper,” he said. “I’m a pissed-off camper.”

An unpopular man
In 1996, Gurley was convicted of felonious restraint in North Carolina for pursuing a bounty across state lines while working as a recovery agent. He doesn’t try to hide this. But it doesn’t make him a favorite among the private investigator community, either.

“Most PI agencies don’t like me,” he said. “I’m not a very popular person to have a PI license.”

During the interview, Gurley made a habit of lowering his voice whenever someone walked past our corner of the restaurant, looking every one of them up and down before returning to the conversation.  

He says this resentment in the private investigator community might have something to do with the denial of his license renewal, along with the fact that his firm might be one of the highest-charging private investigator businesses in the state.  

“All three of the people on the board (Dwight McNiel, Douglas Mitchell and Francis Rey) were knowledgeable enough to know that I was in the right,” he said. “They have the knowledge, the background, to do the research. They just didn’t want to do it.”

The Board of Private Investigator Examiners — a mix of practicing investigators and citizens — was created by state legislation in 2007. With a fund in the state treasury, it replaced municipalities in the licensing and disciplinary processing of professionals.

“You’ve got three licensed private investigators (on the board) that are able to deny a license to anyone that may be competition,” Gurley said. “McNiel … had it out for me before I even walked through the door.”

Dwight McNiel and the board’s Executive Director Pamela Groose refused to comment for this story because the litigation is still ongoing. McNiel did say that he’d love to talk about Gurley, if only he could.

The Supreme Court
With the exception of one who yawned frequently, all the Supreme Court judges at the hearing on Nov. 9 took an animated interest in the proceedings. Judge William Price rocked back and forth in his leather chair, his head disappearing and reappearing behind the raised bench. 

Assistant Attorney General Kevin Hall, who represented the board in the case,  faced a barrage of rapid-fire questions from the judges, a few of whom openly found fault with the laws Hall was trying so hard to defend.

“It’s a strangely written statute,” Judge Laura Denvir Stith said to Hall during his allotted time for defense. 

“It doesn’t seem to require you to get consideration to be in the private investigations business,” she continued, highlighting the crux of Gurley’s argument — the lack of any compensation element in the statute’s definition of a private investigator business.

Without that important caveat, anyone who looks for information can be labeled a private investigator, Gurley and his lawyer say. 

Another problem with the state statute, they say, is how broadly it defines the type of information that may only be investigated by a private investigator or private investigator business. 

For starters, according to the state statues, investigating “the identity, habits, conduct, business, occupation, honesty, integrity, credibility, knowledge, trustworthiness, efficiency, loyalty, activity, movement, whereabouts, affiliations, associations, transactions, acts, reputation, or character of any person” is considered private investigator business.

Defense attorney Hall’s argument to the court was that the statutes must be read in their entirety, and one cannot simply pick apart one element of the provisions. 

“By focusing on the definition of private investigator business in isolation,” Hall’s brief to the court reads, “Gurley ignores the overall licensing scheme created by the legislature and asks this Court to disregard the legitimate state interests in protecting the public health and welfare from fraudulent and incompetent private investigators.”

The judges continued to pepper Hall during the proceedings with hypothetical questions. 

“What if I’m a stringer for a newspaper ... and I want to research people in the news?” asked one judge. 

“Is there an exception for people engaged in political campaigns?” asked another.

Hall tried to answer the questions, but eventually admitted that the definition of private investigator business does not have an element of compensation in it. 

But he staunchly defended the statutes as a whole, claiming that it was “unreasonable" to assume that the majority of Missouri residents think any act of inquiry to be a misdemeanor.

The validity of that assumption will be left to the seven justices, who will hand down a decision as soon as they consider the evidence.

'I don't do causes'
During interviews, Gurley made sure to repeat that he does not see himself as a hero or a champion for any causes.

"I don’t do causes,” he said.

His hope, he says, is that the next time he applies for a license — whether as a private investigator or in a similar line of work — someone will step in to say, “You can’t (wrong) him, we know what he’ll do.”

“He’s not going to stop,” he hopes they’ll say. “He’s proven it before.”

Or maybe they won’t.

“But it beats the heck out of putting your head in the sand and not doing anything about someone trying to victimize you,” he said. 

“I’m not a victim here,” he said. “I fought back.”

Richard J. Rabbitt, former Missouri House Spearker, dead at 76 

By Jim Doyle, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Richard J. Rabbitt, who served as Missouri's speaker of the House in the 1970s before his imprisonment on federal corruption charges, died Friday (Dec. 9, 2011) of heart failure at Barnes-Jewish Hospital. He was 76.

A lawyer, Mr. Rabbitt became one of the most powerful Democrats in state government before his political career was undone by a bribery scandal.

Mr. Rabbitt was elected to the Missouri House of Representatives in 1960 and served eight terms as a state representative, including three terms as majority floor leader. And he was elected by his colleagues to two terms as the speaker of the Missouri House from 1973 to 1976.

Among his legislative achievements, as House speaker he signed into law in 1976 the Nurse Practice Act following an override of the governor's veto.

Despite his later troubles, Mr. Rabbitt was also considered a reformer who took steps to reorganize the state's executive branch. He supported legislation to limit campaign spending and refused to send special-interest bills to committees that he felt were beholden to certain industries. He strengthened the Consumer Protection Committee, putting it in charge of bills affecting insurance, utilities, loan rates and other consumer issues.

Mr. Rabbitt quit the House in 1976 to run for lieutenant governor but lost a cliffhanger of a race. Soon after, he was indicted by a federal grand jury in the spring of 1977 on charges that he took kickbacks through his law firm in connection with influencing legislation as speaker of the Missouri House.

Mr. Rabbitt maintained that he had accepted campaign contributions but had not taken bribes.

He was tried and convicted on two felony counts: taking money from lobbyists of auto dealers who sought to influence legislation, and attempting to extort law business from the Missouri Bus and Truck Association.

He was sent to prison, temporarily stripped of his law license and served 16 months of a four-year sentence before being paroled. He spent 13 months in a federal prison near Lexington, Ky., and three months in a halfway house in St. Louis.

"He had a bump in the road, but no one's perfect," said former state Rep. Ken Rothman, the majority floor leader who succeeded Rabbitt as the Missouri House speaker. "He was an outstanding tactician. He was always very honest with me. If I asked him a question, I got a straight answer. … He was also tough. He could get in there and mix it up with people. And we maintained our friendship up to the end."

Shortly after his release, Mr. Rabbitt was hired in 1981 by the St. Louis Housing Authority as a supervisor of warehouse operations. He later served as deputy executive director, where he administered the Section 8 vouchers by which federal rent assistance is given to poor tenants in apartments throughout the city. He was dismissed from that job in 1992 for unexplained reasons.

He later worked in the law department of Unigroup Inc., the parent company of United Van Lines. He also regained his law license and did pro bono work representing those who could not afford an attorney.

A native of St. Louis, Mr. Rabbitt graduated from Christian Brothers College high school, majored in political science at St. Louis University and earned his law degree from St. Louis University School of Law.

A history buff, Mr. Rabbitt was proud of his Irish roots. He loved opera and classical music and served as a board member of the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra. He was a grand knight of the Knights of Columbus. And he helped secure funding for the Japanese Garden at the Missouri Botanical Garden.

Mr. Rabbitt was married in 1962 to Teresa Marie Malloy of County Galway, Ireland, and St. Louis. They made Des Peres their home.

Mr. Rabbitt's friends and family members remember him as deeply religious, devoted to his family, a die-hard Cardinals baseball fan and a ranconteur with a marvelous sense of humor.

Visitation will be from 4 to 8 p.m. Tuesday at Bopp Chapel, 10610 Manchester Road, Kirkwood. The funeral Mass will be celebrated Wednesday at 11 a.m. at St. Gerard Magella Catholic Church, 1969 Dougherty Ferry Road, Kirkwood.

In addition to his wife, survivors include three sons, Michael Rabbitt of Chicago, Richard Rabbitt of San Francisco and Daniel Rabbitt of Morrisville, N.C.; three daughters, Maureen Rabbitt of Menlo Park, Calif., Sheila Rabbitt of Des Peres and Terese Rabbitt of Atlanta; a brother, Peter Rabbitt of Shrewsbury; and three grandchildren.

Restoring blown levee in southeast Missouri is slow going

By Leah Thorsen, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

MISSISSIPPI COUNTY, Mo. • Empty houses with smashed windows and missing doors dot the countryside behind the Birds Point levee.

Winter wheat grows in fields submerged seven months ago when the Army Corps of Engineers blasted holes in the levee to relieve the rising Mississippi River.

Never a populous place, the 130,000 acres of farmland have become even more deserted as homeowners abandoned their damaged houses for a new life outside the floodway.

"By and large, they're staying away," said Carlin Bennett, presiding commissioner of Mississippi County.

He estimated that a dozen of the 70 or so families whose homes were destroyed by floodwater had moved back. He doesn't anticipate that number will grow, at least until the corps gets the levee permanently fixed.

That won't be soon. Heavy rain is expected through the middle of this month, and higher than normal levels of precipitation are also forecast through spring, causing a 'significant risk" of more flooding in that area, the corps said last week.

Although the corps began rebuilding the levee in June, weather and rising river levels have halted the permanent repairs.

Instead, Thursday was the first day of a 10-day effort atop the levee to build a 55-foot temporary fix, intended to hold through the winter until weather allows for a permanent repair, said Maj. Jon Korneliussen, project engineer for the levee rebuilding project.

Crews made their way through mud so thick and sticky that it trapped heavy equipment designed for muddy ground. They began assembling a wall of HESCO bastions, fabric-lined wire mesh containers, atop the earthen levee at one of the blast sites.

The cost for the temporary and permanent repairs to the levee is expected to be $24.7 million, Korneliussen said. That would provide 55 feet of protection. The corps has not secured the additional $20 million needed to return the levee to its pre-blast height of 62.5 feet.

Money is being pulled from other corps projects to help pay to rebuild Birds Point, but Korneliussen did not know what those projects were.

The corps set the blasts in May to relieve pressure on a system of levees and to spare Cairo, Ill., a town of about 2,800 that sits five miles upstream, where the Ohio River joins the Mississippi.

The floodwater instead was released in Mississippi County, and onto the home of McIvan and Becky Jones.

They had four days to clear out their house of 35 years before the water arrived. They saved everything they could, including furniture and azalea plants from Becky Jones' mother.

Floodwater knocked out the back wall of the house, destroying it along with their prized apple, peach and plum trees. Their silos show water marks at least 10 feet high.

After months in a rented duplex, the couple moved in September to a little house on their property where a farmhand had lived. They returned mostly so McIvan Jones, 70, can watch for thieves looking to capitalize on the isolation to steal his expensive farm machinery.

There's no Christmas tree this year or decorations. Their daughter in Springfield, Mo., will host Christmas because the Joneses don't have room for their five children, spouses and nine grandchildren.

"I realized we weren't going to have a place for the grandkids, and I broke down," said Becky Jones, 55.

The couple are building a house north of the town of East Prairie, outside the floodway, that should be done in the spring.

The house wrecked in the flood will be knocked down, probably sometime this winter. They both agree it will be better when they no longer have to see it.

The village of Pinhook, a predominantly African-American community inside the spillway, is all but a ghost town. Only one house is reportedly occupied. Its population was 30 in the 2010 census.

Clothes hang in the closets of some of the vacant homes on weed-choked lots. Holes in the walls reveal toppled furniture stained by river mud. High-water marks stain vinyl siding along the tops of houses.

Wendell Choate, 92, of Charleston, Mo., recalls when the corps breached the Birds Point levee previously, in 1937. Pretty much everyone returned then, he said. He doesn't know whether that will happen this time, but he isn't giving up on the area.

"It'll recover. It's beautiful farmland, some of the best in the world," Choate said. "People down here have been through a lot. A flood really doesn't scare us as much as it would for someone living in the city. We'll recover."

Mo. Governor Weighs In On Sharing Ticket With Lt. Governor

By Brian Kelly, KMOX
ST. LOUIS (KMOX)-Missouri’s sitting governor says he can’t rule out supporting a bill that would have future candidates seeking the position, running on the same ticket as the candidate for Lt. Governor.

A bill pre-filed for the upcoming legislative session would have the two run together, like the U.S. President and Vice-President.

Jay Nixon says such a change is not something to be taken lightly, ”I think anytime you’re talking about taking away elective offices from the people you have to  look at that very, very carefully.  I do think it’s something, though, that the legislature ought to give a look at”

Nixon, a Democrat, says having a Lt. Governor from a different party, like the situation he faces now with Republican Peter Kinder, doesn’t make his job any easier or more difficult, “The most difficult parts of this job are not the committee meetings, they are the individual choices you have to make as governor.”

As for how it would affect campaigning, Nixon says he hasn’t analyzed that.

Analysis: Candidates lacking for some Mo. offices 
By David A. Lieb, Associated Press, Southeast Missourian
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan is running for Congress again next year. The St. Louis Democrat assures people of that. But exactly in which district Carnahan will run remains to be determined.

The uncertainty surrounding Carnahan's campaign stems from a legal challenge to Missouri's new congressional boundaries enacted in response to the 2010 census. But uncertainty also abounds in many other places. Aside from Carnahan and his two fellow Democratic incumbents, Democrats don't have any well-known candidates for Congress. Republicans have no declared candidate for attorney general, only recently gained a treasurer's candidate and can't seem to settle on who wants to run for governor or lieutenant governor.

Some Republicans bemoan that their party is in disarray. The state Democratic Party, meanwhile, is in debt.

Suffice it to say, the 2012 election season is not off to a smooth start in Missouri.

Perhaps the clearest indication of the political confusion occurred this past week in a Cole County courtroom, where attorneys argued that a judge should strike down a new congressional district map enacted earlier this year when a supermajority of Republican lawmakers - aided by a few Democrats - overrode a veto by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

The map squeezes Missouri's nine current districts into eight because Missouri's population growth failed to keep pace with the nation's during the past decade. To accommodate that change, state lawmakers essentially squeezed Carnahan out of his current congressional seat by splitting his territory among four districts. They also drew some fairly funky shapes to make the rest of the map work - resulting in district nicknames such as the "dead lizard," the "three-headed toad" and the "lake lobster claw," as Carnahan notes. The legal challenge contends the districts violate requirements to remain compact, among other things.

Carnahan says he is waiting to declare in which district he is running until the Missouri Supreme Court eventually rules on the new map.

"Why would I pick a district - or a fight - that may or may not be there?" Carnahan rhetorically asks.

Because of his name recognition and fundraising, Carnahan might be able to adjust to a last-moment change in district boundaries. But other Democrats are diminishing their fundraising and organizational opportunities the longer they wait to launch a congressional campaign.

Missouri Democratic Party Chairman Mike Sanders, who took over the post just three weeks ago, insists there are several potential Democratic candidates for congressional seats who - like Carnahan - are remaining mum about specific races while they wait for the legal battle to play out. He declined to identify any of them.

"Fielding strong candidates in some of these congressional seats - once the boundaries are drawn - is not going to be our problem in 2012," Sanders said.

Missouri Republican Party Executive Director Lloyd Smith contends there is another reason why Democrats are sitting on the sidelines in the congressional races.

"No Democrat wants to step forward and be associated with (President Barack) Obama," Smith said.

Yet Republicans have had their own troubles with candidates.

Their presumed candidates for governor and lieutenant governor - Peter Kinder and Steven Tilley - both opted out of the races after encountering political or personal troubles. Assuming that Kinder (the incumbent lieutenant governor) was running for governor, state Sen. Brad Lager had declared his candidacy for lieutenant governor - only to find himself in a potential Republican primary after Kinder instead said he would seek re-election.

Republicans have no declared challenger to Democratic Attorney General Chris Koster, though Smith said a couple private-sector attorneys he declined to name "are very interested" in the race. Until state Rep. Cole McNary declared his candidacy at the start of December, Republicans also had no candidate to challenge Democratic Treasurer Clint Zweifel.

"This has the potential to be one of the best election climates in modern history for conservatives across the country, and we can't even find candidates to run for attorney general and treasurer," Lager said last week. "It says something about the disarray our party's currently in."

Smith deflected any concern that the Republican Party is in turmoil, insisting it is well-positioned to recruit, train, finance and aid its candidates.

In their most recent filings with the Missouri Ethics Commission, the state Republican Party reported more than $346,000 in its account while the Democratic Party reported less than $7,000 of cash and a nearly $295,000 debt. Yet Sanders insists the Democratic Party will have no problem raising money for 2012 and notes that many of the party's top-of-the-ticket candidates have their own healthy campaign accounts.

Carnahan, for example, reported $393,535 in his account as of the end of September. Not bad for a candidate for an undeclared district.

"My supporters and donors are ready to go and will be ready to run," Carnahan said.

Missouri lawmakers prefile bills

By Josh Nelson, Springfield News-Leader
Several southwest Missouri lawmakers got a head start on the Jan. 4 legislative session by filing bills early.

The proposals run the gamut, from providing funding for special drug courts to requiring presidential candidates to show proof of citizenship.

The so-called prefiling period began Dec. 1. Not all area lawmakers have found a need to use it. But those who do prefile, such as Rep. Lyle Rowland, R-Cedarcreek, see it as a way to boost their bills' chances of passage.

"I just thought I'd get it out there and let everyone know what my issues are," Rowland said.

This is the second year in office for Rowland but the first in which he has been eligible to file early. One of his proposals was approved in the House last year but didn't make it out of the Senate.

That bill involved a controversial requirement to make all presidential candidates provide the Missouri Secretary of State's office with proof of citizenship. The bill, sometimes called a "birther bill," was sparked by national conservatives' concerns regarding President Barack Obama's birth certificate.

Rowland said he believes the bill applies the same requirements state politicians face to those seeking elected office at the federal level.

"There's no one in the federal government, in my research, that has that responsibility," he said.

Rowland also filed a bill providing certain legal protections for homeowner associations and condominiums.

Rowland isn't the only southwest Missouri lawmaker to file early. Reps. Tony Dugger, R-Hartville, and Ray Weter, R-Nixa, also filed bills.

Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, said he also intends to file several election-related bills, including one that will require voters to show photo identification at the polls. Other lawmakers have filed similar bills in both the House and Senate.

Schoeller has made the voter ID proposal a key part of his bid for the office of secretary of state.

The measure was passed in the General Assembly earlier this year but was vetoed by Gov. Jay Nixon. It will appear on state ballots in November.

Sens. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, and Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, also have their own sets of bills.

Goodman filed proposals to make it a felony to steal mail and to give counties more flexibility in funding drug courts. He also filed a bill that will create a commission examining state criminal statutes.

Dixon is seeking to establish sunset expiration provisions on all state regulations and to extend a tax credit for child advocacy, crisis care centers and any group that receives court-appointed special advocate funding.

Romine announces candidacy for Missouri Senate seat

By Doug Smith, Daily Journal
FARMINGTON — With the recent announcement of district lines being redrawn following the 2010 census, the state’s Third Senatorial District has a new look and demographics. A Farmington businessman believes the new district offers a more uniform constituency, and he wants to represent the residents starting in 2013.

At this time the state Senate’s 3rd district is represented by Senator Kevin Engler, R-Farmington. Come 2012 the Senator will run for the 117th District state House seat. He must leave the Senate due to term limitations.

Missouri voters approved “term limits” on Nov. 3, 1992. Prior to that the state had no legislative term limits, with several legislators having served 20 years or more in the same office. As originally approved by voters, members of the General Assembly could serve a maximum of eight years in the Senate and eight years in the House of Representatives.

Then in 2002 the state’s voters approved amending the term limit provision to allow General Assembly members who filled vacated seats after a term’s midpoint to run for up to two complete four-year terms in the Senate, or four complete two-year terms in the House.

Engler was elected to serve as representative of the 106th district of the Missouri House in 2002. He served one term, from 2003 to 2004, at which time he ran a successful campaign and was elected to serve the 3rd Senatorial district starting in 2005. He was elected for a second four-year term in 2008, with his final Senate term to finish at the end of the 96th General Assembly in 2012.

The current 3rd district of Missouri includes all of Carter, Reynolds, Iron, Washington, St. Francois, Ste. Genevieve, and a portion of Jefferson counties. Most state Senate districts consist of about 160,000 residents. The political makeup of the district has been nearly an even split between Republicans and Democrats, with a small contingency of declared independents.

Senator Jason Crowell has served the past two terms in the 27th Senatorial district comprised of Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Madison, Mississippi, Perry and Scott counties. Like Engler, Crowell will be term limited out of the Senate in 2012. He was elected to the 27th district in 2004, and again in 2008.

Following the completion of the census in 2010 a bi-partisan commission appointed by the governor was charged with the task of redrawing district lines. When the group failed to reach an agreed upon plan, the job was turned over to a panel of appellate judges selected by the state’s Supreme Court. Due to population increase and shift the panel significantly altered the 34 Senate and 163 House districts.

For the 3rd Senatorial District that meant a major shift to the east. The new district will consist of only a small portion of the current 3rd district, and take in much of the present 27th district. The new 3rd district will include all of St. Francois, Ste. Genevieve, Perry and Cape Girardeau counties. Based on past voting records the new district should be about 67 percent Republican.

To that end, the race to win in 2012 in the 3rd district will be the primary on Aug. 7. Farmington businessman Gary Romine announced his intention to run back in the fall of 2009. At that time he wasn’t sure exactly what the new 3rd district would look like, but he knew he wanted to serve the people of the region he called home.

Romine brings to the table a diverse set of skills. He holds a business management degree, has managed stores for a corporation, built and managed a group of 20 stores under his own brand, has worked for multiple state legislators, and sits on the boards of the local community college and one of the region’s banks.

Romine got his first taste of the business world while still in college. One day he answered an advertisement on campus to serve as a representative for a refrigerator company. His only thought at that time was how to fund his education, not realizing that part-time job would set the course for his future.

After graduation he taught business classes in high schools in Branson and Farmington. He left teaching to help his brother-in-law open a new business. When he returned to Southeast Missouri he took a job for Rent-A-Center® as a management trainee. He quickly worked his way up through the company, eventually achieving new production goals in the chain.

In February of 1988, Romine decided to start his own family-owned rent-to-own business. He founded Show Me Rent-To-Own and opened his first store in Leadington. Over the next decade-and-a-half he grew the brand to include 20 stores. Then in about 2003 he decided to downsize his business and sold 11 stores to his old employer, Rent-A-Center. He and wife Kathy retained ownership of stores in Festus, Potosi, Park Hills, Farmington, Fredericktown, Perryville, Sikeston, Dexter and Kennett.

In the years that followed Romine and a small group of investors began steps to develop a new bank. In 2007 the new MRV Banks, based in Ste. Genevieve, was officially chartered and began operations. Romine serves as Chairman of the Board.

About the same time Romine was elected to serve on the Mineral Area College Board of Trustees. Part of his service to the community college has been representing the institution within a higher education consortium bringing Three Rivers Community College of Poplar Bluff, MAC, and Southeast Missouri State University in Cape Girardeau together to enhance educational opportunities in the region.

Should Romine get elected to represent the 3rd district in the state Senate he would have to step down from his seat on the MAC board.

While he’s never served as a General Assembly member, Romine is no stranger to what’s expected of a state Senator. He served one year as Engler’s chief of staff, and another as a legislative staff member. He also served as chief of staff for 22nd district Senator Bill Alter, R-Jefferson County, for a year. Additionally he served as campaign manager and comptroller for Senator Mike Gibbons, former President Pro Tem, in his run for Missouri Attorney General.

As a staff member Romine helped research legislation as it came into the Senator’s office. He also served as an extra set of eyes and hands for the legislator, working closely with constituency issues back home in the district.

“Working in Kevin’s office I saw that the state Senate office has a lot of opportunity to give input to state offices. A Senate office is a key resource to bridge the gap between the community and whatever agency is involved to draw in industry or whatever is needed — to help entities back home achieve success,” Romine explained.

Despite not having a General Assembly member title, a chief of staff often puts in long hours similar to the Senator or Representative he or she represents. “Kevin taught me you take care of your conscious first, your constituents second, and then your caucus third ... that’s the three C’s of keeping your sanity in politics,” Romine said.

Having now had a look at the newly-formed 3rd district, Romine says from a business perspective the new district blends well from a constituency standpoint. He says economic development is one of the key issues facing the district, as is the case with the state as a whole. The businessman has some insight to the business of the region, having owned stores in Cape Girardeau and Jackson for many years, and still having stores in Perryville, Park Hills and Farmington, and a corporate office in Farmington. And the bank he helped form sits in Ste. Genevieve.

“I’m going to take a business mindset to the legislative process. We’re dealing with people’s money, and need to make sure the dollars are effectively used,” Romine explained. With being a good steward and growing dollars comes attention to education, which Romine says must have “a level of priority. Education, workforce, economy, it’s a circle that keeps repeating.”

While the footprint of the future 3rd Senatorial District is new, Romine’s commitment to serve it was determined in 2009. That’s when he registered his campaign committee, Citizens for Romine, with the state ethics commission, and he’s been reporting his campaign fundraising and details every quarter since. Now he’s ready to start the process which, he hopes, will give him a Jefferson City platform to represent the people of the 3rd district for many years to come.

State Representative Chris Kelly will run in District 45

By Kaysie Moore, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — State Representative Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, announced Saturday that he will run for election in the 45th district in November 2012.

Kelly had a choice to represent any district in Boone County after The Missouri Appellate Apportionment Commission filed a new map for state representative and senatorial districts earlier this month. 

"Columbia, Boone County, its economy and its educational institutions have been the focal point of my entire public life," Kelly said in a news release. "With redistricting, the 2010 map provides me the welcome opportunity to represent the core of our city and to further our collective educational, economic and cultural aspirations."

Kelly represents the 24th district now, which includes southern and western Boone County.

Under the new map, the county is separated into five House districts, according to the news release:

· District 44 includes part of Boone and Randolph counties;

· District 47 includes parts of Boone, Cooper, Howard and Randolph counties;

· District 50 includes Boone, Cole, Cooper and Moniteau counties; and

· Districts 45 and 46 are the only two districts that are completely within Boone County.

New candidates as well as incumbent candidates for the House had the choice of running for any seat in the county in which they reside. According to a previous Missourian article, this was because the new maps were finished less than a year before the next election.

The 45th Legislative District includes downtown Columbia, the city's four higher education institutions as well as four of the city's hospitals. 

Kelly, who has represented the 24th District since his return to the Legislature in 2008, said in the news release that he looks forward to representing new constituents in the county he knows and is committed to.

Largent to run for State Senate

By Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — A Henry County state representative is the first candidate to declare his intention to run for a new state senate seat created by the reapportionment plan released last week.

State Rep. Scott Largent, R-Clinton, announced Thursday he will seek election in the newly reconfigured 31st Senatorial District. The district covers Henry, Bates, St. Clair, Benton and Hickory counties and portions of Johnson, Jackson and Cass counties.

Largent is currently serving his second term in the House of Representatives. He chairs the House’s Children and Families Committee. His home area is currently part of the 28th Senatorial District, which is represented by Sen. Mike Parson, R-Bolivar.

Lambert and the allure of big planes from China 

By Todd C. Frankel, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

CARGO CITY • The big plane was not on the way.

It was a Monday afternoon, a day playing out like so many of the recent rest at Lambert-St. Louis International. Flight canceled, dream dashed once again. The celebrated new tenant of the airport's Cargo City was a no-show.

A regional jet or turbo-prop, no one would have noticed. The airport sees plenty of those. But this involved one of the world's largest airplanes. And these big planes, the jumbo jets of the world, have become Lambert's rarest birds.

The flight from China Cargo Airlines was supposed to arrive in St. Louis once a week, ramping up to several a week by year's end. That was the plan. Now seven weeks straight have seen no such airplanes, each one canceled days or hours before it was supposed to land.

That first flight in late September seemed to carry such promise. Just before 4 p.m., as the sun was getting low, a gleaming white Boeing 777 taxied down the runway toward Cargo City on the airport's eastern edge. The plane was greeted by the arched spray of water cannons. The mayor gave a speech. So did an aviation minister from China. The crew, after a 13-hour flight and refueling stop in Anchorage, posed for pictures.

"It was a big deal," recalled Carmelo Turdo, an aviation enthusiast from Florissant who made sure he attended the event.

The sight of a "Triple 7" in St. Louis had become unexpected, as it was in June 2010, when an American Airlines 777 landed at Lambert only after being diverted on its London-Dallas route because of a sick passenger.

But with China Cargo Airlines, Lambert faced the happy prospect of at least weekly visits from 777s or even larger 747s. The planes would be filled not with people, but with goods. Dignitaries and local officials cheered the news. They were attracted by the economic potential of a cargo hub with China, the start of what the consultants called an aerotropolis. But the moment also served as proof that the big planes could be returning to Lambert. Don't discount the value of that. Just look at that massive 777 on the runway now.

"We haven't seen planes that large since the TWA days," Turdo said.

As the 777 was feted, a colorful Southwest Boeing 737 — one of the most common sights at Lambert these days — rolled by. It was about half the size of the China Cargo plane. "It was kind of a joke," Turdo recalled.

Planes arrive at Lambert all the time. It remains the nation's 31st busiest airport, ranked just behind Portland and still well ahead of Kansas City or Memphis. On a day that the flight from China was scheduled to arrive, lots of other planes landed, nearing the runway with surprising quiet, like they were gliding, the smell of jet fuel more pronounced than any sound.

These were Bombardiers and Embraers, jets so skinny they look like flying dachshunds, and single-aisle Airbus 319s and 320s, Boeing 737s and the occasional MD-80, that old workhorse of the sky.

The planes touched down from cities like Atlanta and Chicago, Cincinnati and Orlando, Dallas, Phoenix and Philadelphia. A plane was filled with tourists from Cancun and another from Toronto, nods toward the "international" in the airport's name. Plus, Denver, Houston, LAX, Newark, Minneapolis, Pittsburgh and LaGuardia. Then a flurry of tiny planes, sometimes accompanied by a propeller's chop, from airports like Williamson County, Baldwin Field, Waynesville and Kirksville.

But no planes from Shanghai.

Cargo City is a glum collection of five airport warehouses dotted by loading doors and arranged around a small parking lot. A blue, flickering backlit sign announces the location just beyond Terminal 2. A string of taxis idle nearby, next to a cell phone lot. A sign on warehouse No. 3 reads, "China Air Cargo Airlines, Ltd." in both English and Chinese. The company signed a two-year lease for the 20,000 square-foot space just before that first flight landed. No one for China Air actually works there. The other warehouse tenant, Airport Terminal Services, handles operations.

This unremarkable spot is supposed to be only a temporary outpost in the global economy. The dream is to build thousands of square feet of a new Cargo City, to accommodate the loads from all those big planes making the 7,400-mile trip from Shanghai to St. Louis.

So keep your eye trained on the horizon, looking for the big planes. One could be here this week.

MISSOURINET
Bill planned to address state 911 funding 
By Mike Lear

Several times in recent years, lawmakers have attempted to find a way to support 911 at the state level rather than leaving that to counties. St. Clair Representative Dave Hinson is working on a bill to do just that, after hearing testimony on the issue over the summer as vice chairman of the Interim Committee on 911 Access.

Hinson’s planned approach is to put before voters a flat fee on cell phones statewide, though he is not sure yet what the amount will be. “Right now I’m looking at somewhere around 75 cents proposing to put on the ballot.”

In those counties that have a fee on landline phones to support 911, Hinson says his plan would repeal those and replace it with his cell phone fee. Part of the fee paid by each user would go back to the county he or she lives in. The rest would go into a fund to support statewide 911 system upgrades and mapping.

Other details to be worked out might deal with issues related to consolidating 911 centers across the state. Hinson hopes to have a bill ready soon after the session begins.

Higher Ed Dept to request performance based funding
By Allison Blood
The State Coordination Board on Higher Education has voted to ask the state to base how much money colleges and universities get on how well they perform.

Performance based funding will be requested to the state legislature next year. Department of Higher Education deputy commissioner Paul Wagner says after the Governor created a task force to investigate how this should work, the members started looking at other states. One of the things he learned is that sometimes schools have good years and bad years, so an average would be more fair.

Measures like graduation rates, retention and job placement will determine how much additional funding a school would get. Wagner says there would be five points, and the funding would be split evenly among those points. For example, if a school were to 3 out of 5 of those marks, then it would get 60 percent of the funding raise.

 None of this is enacted until it’s accepted by the legislature as part of the budget for next year.

Judicial panel re-submits Senate district maps, legislative leaders react

By Allison Blood
The judicial apportion commission has release a revised map of boundaries for the Missouri Senate after questions were raised about the constutionality of the map.

Critics, like House Democrats Leader Mike Talboy (D-Kansas City) says the districts still don’t make as much sense as they could, but at least now there’s no problems of constitutionality. The Missouri Constitution says district lines shall not cross a county except when necessary to add people to a nearby district.

Talboy says he wants the commission to go back and look again at the House maps, because neighborhoods are also split in that design.

Senator Kevin Engler (R-Farmington) says he doesn’t think the best thing has been done for the people of Missouri. He is critical of towns being split apart such as Perryville, Farmington and Bon Terre.

Both lawmakers admit this new Senate map is not perfect, and both say the process by which they are drawn, which is in secret, needs to be reworked. Engler says he doesn’t think it will happen though because this issue won’t come up again for another ten years.

A look at the senate district lines, how they changed

By Jessica Machetta
A second map defining Senate districts in Missouri has been released after the initial map drew concerns.

The red lines show the redrawn districts issued Dec. 8 by the Apportionment Commission; the blue lines indicate the original districts recently released, which drew criticism as being unconstitutional. 
A panel of appeals judges drew the maps for House and Senate districts after the legislature couldn’t agree on their own. The changes are mandated by population shifts shown by the census every ten years.

However, the Apportionment Commission was criticized for splitting counties and leading republicans said the new lines showed a democratic slant. Currently, 23 republicans hold Senate seats in the Missouri Legislature; there are eight democrats.

The state constitution states that Senate district cannot cross county lines unless the neighboring county has too many people to fit into a single Senate district.

The new map shows the commission regrouped Johnson County near Kansas City, Green County, areas of St. Louis and outstate areas in Southeast and Southwest Missouri.

The new Senate districts go into effect for the 2012 elections. Candidates will file for their respective new districts in the spring.

Education bill aims to increase graduation rates
By Allison Blood

Senator David Pearce says in order for more Missourians to get degrees, there are several things that need to be fixed. He says retaining students at school is difficult, but in order to keep students in school, there are two other things that need to be addressed: transfer credits and remediation.

He says his bill seeks to do that by creating a library of 25 courses that could be transferred between any public two or four-year university in the state. He says the bill also sets up “reverse transfer” which allows someone who has a number of college credits to transfer to a two-year college to get an associates if that person can’t finish their bachelor’s degree. Lastly it sets up a best-practices standard for remediation, which is the process of bringing students up to speed in basic courses like math or English if they didn’t learn everything they needed to in high school.

Representative Mike Thompson sponsors the same bill in the House. Thompson says sometimes remediation courses just go too fast, or aren’t’ taught well, so students get frustrated and give up, so he wants to streamline how they’re taught in both 2 and 4 year state schools.

The bill will be debated in the coming legislative session.

BLOG ZONE 
Judicial panel revises new map for Missouri Senate
By Jo Mannies, St. Louis Beacon

The judicial commission in charge of redrawing Missouri's legislative districts quietly filed a revised state Senate map this afternoon that dramatically changes several districts in the western part of the state. The changes apparently reflected constitutional concerns raised by critics, regarding the original splits in several western counties.

The only change in the St. Louis area districts involved some slight revisions in Jefferson County, involving the 22nd and 27th state Senate districts.

Unannounced, the commission posted a news release Friday afternoon on the state's Office of Administration that states, in part:

"The Appellate Apportionment Commission has filed a revised state Senate redistricting plan and map with the Secretary of State. The revised plan was filed within the 90-day period allowed by the Constitution and replaces the plan filed on November 30, 2011. A majority of the Commission opted to revise the plan upon further consideration of a constitutional provision regarding multi-district counties, even though that provision may not apply to redistricting maps drawn by the appellate judges ...."

The commission's chair, Judge Lisa White Hardwick, said the release provided all the information about the commission's rational. She did provide some technical details about which counties were affected by the changes.

The affected counties include Johnson, Cass, Clay, Ozark, Reynolds, Lafayette, Dallas and Greene counties. The latter is in the Springfield area, while the others are in central, southern or western Missouri.

When the six appellate judges unveiled new state legislative maps last week, a number of political experts and politicians raised questions, citing the state constitution's prohibition against splitting a county if it could be contained within one state Senate district.

Some of the notable changes include:

· Placing all of Johnson County in the 21st District. Before, that county was split between the 21st District and the 31st District. The new configuration means that Sen. David Pearce -- a Warrensburg Republican who currently represents the 31st District – would have to run in the 21st District, especially since he told the Beacon he has no intention of moving.

· Including part of Lafayette County in the 8th District, which is currently represented by Sen. Will Kraus, R-Lee’s Summit. Interestingly, Kraus’ address was apparently drawn into the 10th District, which is represented by Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City.

· Splitting Greene County and Clay County only twice. In the original redistricting map, those counties were split three times.

· Adding Ozark County into the 20th District and removing it from the 33rd Senate District, which incorporates a swath of counties in southern Missouri.

· Moving Dallas County in southwest Missouri from the 28th District to the 20th District.

· Shifting Reynolds County into the 33rd, and removing it from the 22nd.

· Making small changes to the way Jefferson County is divided between the 27th District and the 22nd District.

Unaffected was St. Charles County, which currently is split among three state Senate districts in the new map.

Republican consultant James Harris, who has been an outspoken critic of Missouri's judicial selection process, contended Friday that the commission's unannounced changes demonstrates "a stunning display of incompetence'' by the panel of judges and its staff.

The changes don't affect the commission's map for the 163-member Missouri House. But House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D- Kansas City, wants the panel to consider that idea.

"The Appellate Apportionment Commission did the right thing by acknowledging its blatant constitutional violations in drawing new Missouri Senate districts and taking prompt corrective action," Talboy said.

"The commission now should take the next step by also revising its redistricting plan for the House of Representatives. Although the House plan doesn’t suffer from the same constitutional infirmities as the original Senate plan, the commission ignored natural geographic boundaries and divided communities in ways that produced House districts that, on the whole, make little sense. Missourians should not be stuck for the next decade with district boundaries that undermine representative democracy, and the commission should develop a workable House redistricting plan while it still has time."

In Twitter jab, Steelman suggests opponent has 'no spine'

By Jake Wagman, St. Louis Post-Dispatch Political Fix

ST. LOUIS • In his first week on the job, new John Brunner campaign manager Jon Seaton issued a debate challenge to the other Republican Senate contenders that he hoped would be taken at face value.

In a letter to Brunner's party rivals, Seaton wrote "Too often, politicians try to score points in the media by 'debating debates,'" a stage Seaton said he hopes the candidates could avoid. 

Good luck — it might already be too late.

Two months ago, Sarah Steelman, who is also vying for the GOP's Senate nomination, proposed a series of debates, a request that was accepted by the other Republican in the race, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, but turned down by Brunner.

"On Oct. 5 I called for debates. Akin agreed — now the other opponent thinks he just came up with the idea!" Steelman tweeted Thursday. "Go figure?"

Just to make sure her point was made, Steelman punctuated her message with the hashtag "#nospine" — as in "No Spine."

It will be interesting to see how Brunner, who served as an infantry officer in the Marine Corps, takes the jab.

Maybe it will actually prompt the candidates to hold a debate — instead of just debating about it.

Martin not running for governor, sticking with Congress 

By Jo Mannies, St. Louis Beacon

A supportive Facebook page notwithstanding, St. Louis lawyer Ed Martin has decided against running for Missouri governor and will stick with his current Republican quest for the 2nd District congressional seat, a spokesman says.

"He will not be running for governor,'' spokesman Rush James said today. "Ed's intention is to change Washington, and that has been his focus from the beginning."

Martin had touched off a flurry of talk after his radio appearance on KMOX (1120 AM) a week ago, in which he said he was considering yet another campaign switch in the wake of encouragement to run for governor.

James acknowledged that the campaign "sat down and discussed it,'' but ultimately Martin decided to stick with his congressional campaign. He is competing against former Ambassador Ann Wagner, a former state GOP chief who has outpaced Martin in fundraising and in endorsements.

Martin earlier had been a candidate for the U.S. Senate when he shifted to the House contest months ago. Martin lately also had been seen as a potential contender for lieutenant governor, during the GOP frenzy following House Speaker Steve Tilley's surprise decision last month to drop out.

Among the reasons for the talk has been the list of prominent Republicans who have signed on as "friends'' on the Facebook page "Draft Martin for Governor','' the creation of which has been tied by some to Martin allies.

Those who have signed up as "friends'' to the page, or posted complimentary comments, include state Sens. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, and Brian Nieves, R-Washington, former state Rep. Allen Icet, current state Rep. Paul Curtman, Missouri Right to Life president Pam Fichter and former state Rep. Carl Bearden, who now heads a fiscally conservative group, United For Missouri.

But a sampling of queries with some of the above indicate that their comments weren't necessarily intended as outright endorsements of Martin. Nieves, for example, said he wasn't endorsing anybody for governor or lieutenant governor until later, when it becomes clear who's running and who's not.

That Facebook page also had a few liberal Democrats on the "friends" list, signaling some may be just wanting to monitor what's posted on the page -- and "friending'' it is one way to keep tabs.

In any event, the broader question may be how Republican conservatives are viewing their most prominent contender for governor at the moment, wealthy businessman Dave Spence -- who a week ago put $2 million of his own money into his campaign.

That may have prompted some serious  soul or pocketbook searching by other potential rivals, including Martin. But so far, most prominent conservatives appear to keeping their thoughts to themselves.

Meanwhile, the Missouri Democratic Party has responded by ignoring Martin, and continuing its focus on Spence:

It’s pretty obvious why so many of Missouri's leading conservatives are uneasy with David Spence’s candidacy," said party spokeswoman Caitlin Legacki. "This guy not only supported the bank bailouts, but took a $40 million bailout to his own bank – and then, making matters much worse – refused to pay the taxpayers back.  Spence should expect all Missouri taxpayers – not just his “conservative base” – to have serious questions about his $40 million bank bailout."

McCaskill study alleges 115 "earmarks" in House defense bill 

By Robert Koenig, St. Louis Beacon

WASHINGTON - As House and Senate negotiators hammer out the final version of their defense bill, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., is issuing a staff report contending that 115 spending proposals in the House version, worth $834 million, are "earmarks" that appear to violate a congressional moratorium on such favored projects.

The pet projects include 20 provisions added by freshman GOP members, many of whom had campaigned on promises to end earmarks. Among those listed in the report is a provision, sponsored by freshman Rep. Bobby Schilling, R-Ill., for $2.5 million for "development of innovative manufacturing techniques" at a lab at the Rock Island Arsenal in Rock Island.

Another amendment listed as resembling an earmark called for $20 million for the Air Force to outfit advanced bombers to carry numerous munitions, according to McClatchy Newspapers. The committee amendment was sponsored by freshman Rep. Vicky Hartzler, R-Harrisonville, whose Missouri district includes Whiteman Air Force Base, where the B-2 bomber is based.

Spokespersons for Schilling and Hartzler -- both of whom won election with tea party support -- denied this weekend that the provisions were earmarks, saying that competition would be involved. The chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, Rep. Howard P. "Buck" McKeon, R-Calif., denied earlier this year that the new fund set up for such amendments -- called the "Mission Force Enhancement Transfer Fund (MFET)" -- funded any earmarks.

The 15-page report by McCaskill's staff, leaked to some news outlets and delivered Friday to the leaders of the House and Senate defense panels, examined 225 committee-adopted amendments. Of those, the report asserted that 75 were "earmark" requests from House Democrats and 40 from House Republicans, intended to encourage funding for projects in a congressional district. Another 31 amendments seemed to be earmarks, but they could not be linked to specific House members.

McCaskill, a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, has vowed to try to strip any such earmarks that remain in the final defense bill. Earlier this year, she had complained to McKeon about the MFET, which she has described as a "slush fund" designed to disguise what are in reality earmarks.

"If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it's a duck. And these were earmarks -- no question about it," she said at a Nov. 30 news conference to announce a bill she is sponsoring with Sen. Pat Toomey, R-Pa., that would impose a permanent ban on earmarks. Both the House and Senate had adopted temporary moratoriums on earmarks for this session of Congress.

Report follows up watchdog group's previous analysis

The McCaskill staff report examined many of the same House defense provisions pointed out last summer by the Citizens Against Government Waste watchdog group, which supports the Toomey-McCaskill earmark bill. That analysis found that 59 of about 111 amendments that were scrutinized had language nearly identical to that used to describe previous earmarks.

On Sunday, a spokesman for McCaskill told the Beacon that her staff's full report, including a spreadsheet identifying the sponsors of all questionable House amendments, would be released publicly and given to all Armed Services committee members on Monday.

A copy of the report, obtained by the Beacon, said that 76 percent of the amendments reviewed were determined to be earmarks. "The funding requested in these 115 amendments could be linked to an entity within or near the offering member's district," the report said. In 85 of those, the funding was also linked to previously disclosed earmark requests in past years.

In an effort to explain why the number of Democratic "earmarks" greatly outnumbered those linked to Republicans, the McCaskill report said that the disparity was related to efforts by GOP members to "remove records of their past earmark requests from public access, significantly reducing the ability to link new earmark requests to past practice."

The McCaskill report listed the Rock Island provision -- which would benefit the Quad City Manufacturing Laboratory at the Rock Island Arsenal -- as one of five "case studies" to explain why such amendments are considered to be earmarks. The study said Schilling's request matched the language (but not the amount) of previous earmarks sponsored by his predecessor, former Rep. Phil Hare, D-Ill., and of parallel Senate earmarks backed by Iowa's senators and Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill.

But the Washington Post quoted a Schilling spokeswoman as saying that the request was not an earmark because the Army would award the funds by means of a competitive process. The Quad Cities Chamber of Commerce had asked for federal funding for the laboratory, but the lab would have to compete for the funds.

The Hartzler provision that might benefit Whiteman air base was not made a case study in the report, but it was listed in the accompanying spreadsheet. A spokesman for Hartzler told McClatchy that the provision is "not something that was earmarked in any way, shape or form. The Air Force will decide, not Vicky Hartzler, whether that money goes to Whiteman or anywhere else."

Watchdog says other bills also include earmarks

While the House defense authorization bill appeared to contain more earmark-like provisions that any other legislation in Congress this year, Citizens Against Government Waste (CAGW) contends that several other major bills include earmarks.

The watchdog group has identified 251 projects worth about $9.6 billion "that represent either an entirely new spending item or a substantial increase over the President's request," the CAGW reported.

Of the 16 appropriations bills being developed in Congress, the CAGW found 12 that contain earmarks. The "porkiest" was the Pentagon appropriations bill, which had 72 projects worth $3.9 billion in the House and 49 projects worth $2.9 billion in the Senate that the CAGW contends "would qualify as earmarks" under definition in the Toomey/McCaskill bill.

"We were hopeful to have put earmarks to bed when the moratorium was adopted," CAGW President Tom Schatz said in a statement. "However, any serious analysis of the FY 2012 appropriations bills reveals that the death knell of pork-barrel spending was sounded prematurely."

Occupy's message tries to draw in endangered middle-class 
By Mary Delach Leonard, St. Louis Beacon

A platoon of Occupy St. Louis demonstrators was on a protest stroll from Kiener Plaza to the Federal Reserve Bank, led by Ashley Hinman, 24, a student at the University of Missouri-St. Louis who carried a bullhorn and directed her followers in a singsong chorus of dissent:

We are the 99 percent.
Banks got bailed out; we got sold out.
Hey, hey, ho, ho, corporate greed has got to go.
Janet Cuenca: "It's about wanting to see things be right."

The temperature was unseasonably warm on this first day of December, and the chanting demonstrators drew an occasional glance from passersby and a handful of folks enjoying the spring-like afternoon amid the holiday decorations at Kiener.

Janet Cuenca, 73, of Creve Coeur, followed behind the 20 or so protesters on her motorized scooter. Cuenca, who has various health issues, said she began coming to Kiener in October after the St. Louis offshoot of the Occupy Wall Street movement set up camp. She has continued to make the commute nearly every other day though the demonstrators were evicted by the city on Nov. 13.

"I'm not an organizer. I'm just here," said Cuenca. "On Tuesday nobody was here, but I was here. It was freezing."

On the front of her scooter, Cuenca had attached a hand-lettered sign: Jail the Wall Street Crooks. She had also made another sign: They Only Call It "Class Warfare" When We Fight Back.
"I've been angry for a long time so I'm very grateful to Occupy for providing a framework for me to come out and express my outrage," said Cuenca. She added that the last time she participated in a demonstration was 1970 -- after the Ohio National Guard shot and killed four students during an antiwar rally at Kent State University.

Cuenca, a teacher for 40 years, said she's always been in the middle class and believes her own family is doing fine.

"I'm out here on principles; it's about wanting to see things be right," Cuenca said. "I'm sorry that the visual focus was taken away by dispersing the gatherings and the tents, but I think the conversation has gotten started and there's a lot in the news about it. I'm glad for that."

Since their eviction from Kiener Plaza, Occupiers have held "general assemblies" at sites ranging from the St. Louis Galleria to the Delmar Loop to the houses of homeowners facing foreclosure. They spread the word through social media — Facebook and Twitter — as well as their website. This week, members from St. Louis are in the nation's capital participating in Occupy D.C., a protest against lobbyists and the political system.

Occupiers had returned to Kiener, which they've dubbed "Freedom Square," on Dec. 1 to celebrate their two-month anniversary in St. Louis. The gathering, called Occu-Fest, included the march to the St. Louis Federal Reserve. As city police officers on bicycles watched, the walkers stayed on the sidewalk and minded the traffic lights, pausing for a brief moment outside the bank before circling back.

Hinman believes that people are still listening to the movement.

"I think pretty much everyone is. Even the police," she said after the group returned to the park. "They realize they're part of the 99 percent. These are the people we're fighting for."

Us vs. Them

The country was still mired in the Great Depression when Cuenca, now a grandmother, was born — during the administration of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Hinman, a single mother of a 3-year-old daughter, was born during the second term of President Ronald Reagan. Though they are of different generations and separated in age by more than a half-century, the women say they were drawn to the Occupy movement by a shared concern: the growing economic divide that they believe is fostered by powerful corporations and the wealthy.

Ashley Hinman, with arm raised: "Everyone deserves equal rights to the basic human needs: food, clean water, energy."

While concerns over a shrinking American middle class have grown louder in the aftermath of the Great Recession, Occupy's message is simpler and more inclusive: We are the 99 percent.

The 1 percent "don't care about the rest of us. It's not fair," said Hinman. "I think everybody here is interested in worldwide social justice. Everyone deserves equal rights to the basic human needs: food, clean water, energy. It's not right for multinational corporations to take millions and millions [of dollars] rather than everybody having enough to survive."

Robert Cropf, an associate professor of public policy at Saint Louis University, said the Occupy movement has broadened the discussion of wealth disparity in the United States, but the trend itself — the financial squeezing of middle- and working-class Americans — started at least three decades ago.

"There had been a conversation regarding the growing disparity between the haves and have-nots, but it had been carried out in a more narrow circle," Cropf said.

Academics, economists and policy-makers can point to years of research tracking the stagnation of middle-class incomes since the late 1970s, but it was the financial meltdown of the nation's large financial institutions in 2008 that brought the pain home.

In addition to wiping out 8 million jobs, the Great Recession ended years of easy credit that had masked declining incomes; middle class Americans had maintained their standard of living by taking readily available loans, mortgages and credit-card debt. 

Economists who study income distribution, such as Emmanuel Saez at the University of California-Berkeley, offer numbers to explain the trend. Among Saez's findings: During the economic expansion of 2002-06, the top 1 percent captured nearly 75 percent of the nation's total income growth. The rest of the nation -- 99 percent of Americans -- split the remaining 25 percent of the increase.

The Occupiers were able to simplify complex economics in a slogan — We are the 99 percent — that is memorable, easy to understand and propagate.

"That's important," Cropf said. "Because in order to have a social movement today you have to be savvy when it comes to marketing and branding."

Holding their ground

Rosemary Feurer, an associate professor of history at Northern Illinois University, notes that labor unions have offered support to Occupiers and even joined in some of their actions. In St. Louis, local labor unions joined a Nov. 17 rally and march to the Martin Luther King Bridge, where 14 men and women were arrested. The local event was part of a national day of action held by Occupy movements across the U.S. intended to call attention to infrastructure in need of repair — and the jobs such projects could create.

"That's one of the most interesting and important things that happened — the labor unions did not find themselves in antagonism to these mostly young people, they saw themselves in alliance," said Feurer (right), who grew up in the St. Louis region, and has studied the local union movement.

Feurer said that as savvy as Occupiers are with social media and the Internet, they've also turned to an old but proven tactic of social protest: Taking space. Holding their ground.

"Demonstrators have to challenge the ability to do business as usual, and the only way that happens is to at least try to make your presence known regularly," Feurer said.

During the Great Depression, she points out, the unemployed in St. Louis held demonstrations demanding that the wealthy contribute to relief efforts.

During the Great Depression, the unemployed in St. Louis held demonstrations demanding that the wealthy contribute to relief efforts.

"One of the things they did was occupy City Hall," she said. "Mass numbers of people taking space or ground, putting bodies on the line." (See the Beacon's report: "Before the social safety net, the unemployed took to the streets."

Occupy Wall Street got rolling in September with several hundred protesters in New York's financial district protesting what the movement calls "the corrosive power of major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process, and the role of Wall Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the greatest recession in generations." The movement claims to have spawned "occupations" in more than 100 cities in the United States.

The Occupy "branding" was developed by Adbusters, an anticonsumerist magazine based in Vancouver, B.C., that credits the uprising at Egypt's Tahrir Square for its inspiration. While Occupy Wall Street describes itself as a "leaderless, people-powered" organization, the Adbusters website  counts it among "our campaigns to reclaim our mental and physical environments."

Feurer and Cropf note that Occupy was initially dismissed by observers and given little coverage by the mainstream media.

"History is unpredictable," Feurer notes. "Occupy came from Adbusters, a small organization, and it was supported by an anonymous movement. My first impression was that you can't create a social movement by people who are anonymous."

Will the movement last?

Cropf believes the long-term future — and clout — of Occupy remains to be seen.

"I think that Occupy has a potent message that a lot of people can understand and grasp immediately. I think the longer run issue is whether or not it can mobilize people and politicize people in a way that gets them to act," Cropf said. "Part of the criticism that has been leveled at the Occupiers is they don't have a coherent message. 'You're part of the 99 percent — you should make common cause with us.' But what does that mean?"

Cropf said the conservative tea-party movement was able to mobilize people to support particular candidates and policies, but time will tell whether Occupy will even attempt to take such an approach in the 2012 election.

Rik Hafer chair of the economics and finance department at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, questions the staying power of the Occupiers, but also sees some similarity between the Tea Party and the Occupy moment.

"The Tea Party doesn't like government because of regulation, and the Occupy movement doesn't like government because of the wrong regulation," he said. "So the Occupy movement wants more regulation because they view companies as having gotten off — as not having paid their share of pain during the recession."

Hafer said that, while there are examples of large corporations that appear to have escaped the recession, many businesses did suffer.

"And the people who owned those business — they paid the price of the recession, too," he said. "So it's not just labor."

Hafer sees the Occupy movement as having tapped into a growing populist sentiment that the playing field needs to be leveled - an attitude that is not surprising given the state of the economy. But economic downturns are cyclical, he adds. He believes Occupiers are reacting to unmet expectations based on an extended period of economic growth period that had experienced a few bumps but was nothing like the recession.

To read more about the issues of class, check out the articles in "Class: The Great Divide"

"You hear people say, 'I got a degree and I can't get a job and I have student debt and it's not fair.' Essentially, it's not that 'It's not fair.' It's that their expectations didn't get met: 'I did everything I was told to do. How come I don't get a job?' That's hard to deal with," Hafer said.

Hafer believes that demands to raise taxes on the wealthy — the 1 percent — play well to the Occupy movement but would have little impact for unemployed Americans with college loan debt. Instead, he suggests an overhaul of the tax structure, up and down the line, to make it more equitable.

"You can raise taxes on the top 1 percent, but it's going to basically have a minuscule effect on the deficit problem, and it's not going to do anything to really get the economy going in the great scheme of things," he said.

Hinman believes the Occupy movement will survive, despite the closing of their tent cities.

"Whether we sleep here doesn't matter," she said. "We'll still march. We'll still stand up for our rights. We'll still make corporations understand that they're making us suffer for unnecessary reasons."

Hinman said she gives as much time as she can to Occupy, but she has other commitments: She is majoring in conservational biology at UMSL, works as an intern at Environment Missouri, an environmental advocacy group, and has a job as a bartender and server. And she's a mom.

"I read that Newt Gingrich calls us dirty hippies that need to take a bath and get a job. I bathe and I have multiple jobs and I go to school," she said. "It's a very peaceful movement. We are following our First Amendment rights and doing the best we can so that every individual has rights and their voice heard."

Hinman said her parents are middle class, but she doesn't think of herself as belonging to any class.

"I don't care where I stand in the 99 percent, but I am in the 99 percent," she said.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Our Opinion: Poor decision stacks odds against problem gamblers

By News Tribune 

Gambling addicts, avoid the tantalizing temptation to roll the dice once again.

Missouri’s pro-gambling panel — politely known as the Missouri Gaming Commission — is easing the exclusion for people who voluntarily have acknowledged a gambling problem.

The lifetime ban has been replaced with a five-year limit.

Among 16,148 people who decided to exclude themselves from casinos, 11,427 of them will be eligible to try again to beat the odds, simply by asking to be removed from the exclusion list.

Missouri’s self-exclusion program was created in 1996 to promote recovery among gamblers who recognized they had a problem.

Shame on the Gaming Commission for inviting more than 11,000 people back into the downward spiral of addiction.

Gaming Commission Chairman Jim Mathewson offered the weak justification that “many people have indicated they aren’t ready to commit to a lifetime ban but are interested in some other period of self-exclusion.”

The lack of commitment is based on denial.

Recognition of a potential addiction invariably is accompanied by the hope the addiction can be reversed and normal behavior will return.

Diluting the self-exclusion rule to appease false hopes is no justification for reviving the prospect of addiction.

The simple truth is problem gamblers are among the best clients at casinos.

Both the gaming commission and the pro-gambling industry trade group — politely known as the Missouri Gaming Association — denied the decision was driven by money.

“Revenue had not one iota involvement in our discussion,” claimed LeAnn McCarty, gaming commission spokeswoman.

The association distanced itself from the decision, contending it did not initiate the discussion and remained neutral.

Despite disavowals, the damage is done.

The door to relapse has been opened to thousands of problem gamblers who volunteered to close it forever. 

The commission’s decision is a profound disappointment.

Editorial: Shameful to use tornado to attack workers' wages 

By Editorial Board, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

If you're a construction worker, truck driver or laborer thinking about working in Joplin, hold on to your wallet. As you seek employment in helping the southwest Missouri city — and maybe yourself — recover from the worst natural disaster in state history, some state Republicans are trying to whack your wages.

This month, a House committee led by Rep. Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, released a report from hearings last summer examining Missouri's year of natural disasters, including flooding on the Missouri and Mississippi rivers and tornadoes from Joplin to St. Louis.

One of the key recommendations — as Mr. Schoeller predicted before he had held a single hearing — is to suspend prevailing wage rates in disaster areas.

Even before the winds started to blow, Mr. Schoeller and other Republicans had been seeking to get rid of the prevailing wage law, which requires builders using public funds to pay reasonable wages. So their pious proclamations of simply trying to maximize rebuilding efforts in Joplin are bogus.

As we noted before Mr. Schoeller's committee got to work, economic studies show that the benefits of lower wages are minimal at best, especially compared with long-term costs created by the shoddier construction that comes from less-skilled employees. Former President George W. Bush learned that lesson the hard way when he hastily retreated from a similar proposal after Hurricane Katrina.

But beyond the historical record, the rush to punish Joplin's workforce by asking its workers to accept wages lower than those in adjacent counties is appalling because the dishonesty of the anti-prevailing wage campaign.

Mr. Schoeller is not alone in this quest. Sen. Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, the president pro tem of the Missouri Senate, has filed a bill that would accomplish the same feat. And Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder also has called for such a proposal, claiming that new federal prevailing wage rates have skyrocketed.

Indeed, the federal government, after having not updated its prevailing wage rates for years, did so this fall. So the published prevailing wage rate — which is a bare minimum — for a carpenter in Jasper or Newton counties, for instance, rose from $7.98 an hour to $21.47.

Yes, that looks like it would increase construction costs enormously. But the numbers are a mirage. Nobody is paying $7.98 per hour for a carpenter in Joplin, unless, perhaps, he's employing undocumented immigrant workers. Is that what Missouri Republicans want?

The more accurate comparison is the state prevailing wage, which is updated yearly. The prevailing wage for a carpenter in Joplin this year is $21.74 per hour. And that rate is down — yes, down — from last year's rate of $21.89.

What's at play here is that a small group of developers — the same ones who profit enormously from the tax credits handed out by the Missouri Housing Development Commission for low-income housing — now want an extra gift from the state. They want to build their multi-million-dollar projects with cheaper labor.

Already benefiting from government goodies, they want to pocket even more profits. Missouri Republicans, who do those developers' bidding and reap their campaign contributions, are rushing to help.

As for those Joplin workers who already make less than workers in any other section of the state? Too bad. For Mr. Schoeller and his cronies, they're just in the way.

Hartzler: House rejects harmful regulations

By Vicky Hartzler, Springfield News-Leader
The U.S. House has taken an important step to rein in federal regulations that are strangling the economy and destroying jobs. It has approved H.R. 10, the Regulations from the Executive In Need of Scrutiny (REINS) Act, which halts the out of control rules and regulations by requiring congressional approval for any federal regulation with an economic impact of $100 million or more. In short, members of Congress -- not unelected federal bureaucrats -- will have to take up-or-down votes on these burdensome requirements before they could be imposed on the American people and businesses. I am proud to be a co-sponsor of this critical legislation.

Despite the high cost to the economy of these regulations, members of Congress are not currently required to approve major federal regulations that are finalized under their watch. Instead, they are only allowed to pass a resolution of disapproval. It makes no sense that the elected representatives of the people are unable to say "no" to job-killing rules and regulations before they take effect.

It is essential that we take action to get the economy moving in the right direction. According to the Small Business Administration, federal regulations cost our economy $1.75 trillion each year. That works out to $15,586 per U.S. household each year. We need to encourage our businesses, especially small businesses, to invest, expand and hire new employees. Excessive regulations tie up businesses in red tape. We cannot allow these burdensome regulations to strangle the economy and kill jobs.

Just how burdensome are these regulations? In a Wall Street Journal op-ed from Nov. 16 of this year, Whole Foods Market co-founder John Mackey noted that, "Many government regulations in education, health care and energy prevent entrepreneurship and innovation from revolutionizing and re-energizing these very important parts of our economy ... Currently thousands of new regulations are added each year and virtually none ever disappear."

The simple truth is that America can no longer allow jobs to flow to other countries because of what has been billed "regulation nation" here in the U.S. Regulations that are often ill-considered and unnecessary must be struck down as they are costly and provide little or no benefit to businesses and to the American people.

The House has acted. It is now time for the Senate to do likewise and to pass this common sense legislation. It is time to rein in the power of unelected bureaucrats who are not held accountable by American voters. It is time to restore the authority to impose regulations to the elected representatives of the people and require these representatives to defend questionable hardships placed on business. It is time for the Senate and President Obama to say "yes" to the REINS Act.

Vicky Hartzler, R-4th District, serves on the House Agriculture Committee and the House Armed Services Committee.
GUEST COMMENTARY: The state needs to stop acting like a bank

By Michael Rathbone, Columbia Missourian

During this time of year, no one wants to say “Bah, Humbug!” However, I would be remiss if I did not mention that the state might run into a revenue shortfall (between $400 million and $600 million) next year.

That can be troublesome, but it also presents an opportunity for the state to re-examine some of its questionable spending decisions. In earlier commentary, I have listed some areas where the state should reconsider spending money.

However, for now, I will focus on the state’s support of the Missouri Agricultural and Small Business Development Authority.

The mission of the authority is to make “capital available to Missouri farmers, particularly independent producers; agribusiness; and small business at competitive interest rates on a scale to make a major impact.”

This raises a red flag for me. An entity that makes capital available to businesses at a “competitive” interest rate sounds an awful lot like a bank to me. In fact, a couple of the programs that the authority administers include: Missouri Agribusiness Revolving Loan Fund, Alternative Loan Program and Animal Waste Treatment Loan Program.

The total state funds loaned to the Animal Waste Treatment Loan Program alone is close to $500,000 ($485,333.56 for fiscal year 2011, specifically).

Is anybody uncomfortable that a part of state government is acting like a bank? Why can’t the recipients of these loans get private financing? If they are great deals, why are private banks and/or financial institutions not jumping at the chance to invest in these projects?

Farms already face lower property tax burdens compared to commercial businesses (farm property has an assessment ration of 12 percent compared to commercial at 32 percent and residential at 19 percent, and the soil quality grading system sets a very low appraised value already) so why do they need additional help with subsidized loans?

Also, how can a government and a private enterprise compete when it comes to financing? By issuing below market interest rates to different businesses, isn’t the state undercutting private financial institutions?

Even if a state department/agency/program loses money, it can acquire new financing by compulsion with increased taxes. A private organization does not have that same power to tax (although with TDDs and CIDs, we are getting there).

Thus, with the ability to achieve easier financing, what real incentive is there for the state to make wise spending decisions when it comes to these loans besides avoiding grief from dedicated bloggers such as me? Isn’t it time for the state to get out of the business of lending with your money and return to the basics?

Just some food for thought.

Editorial: Anger over new legislative boundaries is misplaced 

By the Editorial Board, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Most voters have no idea who their state representatives and senators are. Come next November, even well-informed Missouri voters may have trouble identifying the names on the ballots.

That's because the panel of judges that redrew Missouri's legislative district boundaries — after a governor-appointed panel failed to reach agreement — threw a whole lot of incumbents together to account for shifting populations over the past decade.

In the city of St. Louis, for instance, Democrat state Reps. Jamilah Nasheed, Chris Carter and Karla May find themselves in the same district. In St. Louis County, Republican state Reps. John Diehl, Rick Stream and Cole McNary now live in the same district.

That's what happens as communities grow and contract. It's why maps are redrawn after every U.S. census.

Some of those incumbents now will run for higher office; others will run for a seat in an adjacent district and plan to move later. Others will stew over the perceived loss of political opportunity. Make no mistake, the new maps drawn by the judges made a lot of Missouri politicians — Democrats and Republicans alike — hopping mad.

The problem is that they're mad for all the wrong reasons.

Incumbents don't own the districts they serve. They're renters, and their ability to serve lasts only as long as voters keep them, or the district boundaries change.

There are, however, three legitimate reasons to be upset with the judges' actions:

• They drew the maps in secret.

• They didn't explain their decisions.

• They never should have been involved in the first place.

Last week, we argued as part of our series of editorials on fixing the Missouri Legislature that lawmakers should adopt Iowa's approach to redistricting. The maps produced by Missouri's six-judge apportionment panel reinforce that argument.

In Iowa, the maps are drawn by nonpartisan legislative staffers following strict protocol laid out in state law. The focus is on keeping communities of interest together and equalizing representation. Politics is not a consideration.

In Iowa, the proposed maps are made public and hearings are held to gather input. Tweaks may or may not be made. Judges don't get involved.

In fact, Missouri's experience proves why it is a bad idea to involve judges. The judges decided to act in secret, arguing that they were performing a judicial task, not a political one. That's a specious argument, but even if it were true, the final result lacks a key element of most judicial rulings: an explanation.

When appellate judges decide a court case, they produce opinions outlining the judicial precedent and the reasoning behind their decision.

In this case, Missourians are left to wonder why relatively small towns like Washington and Lebanon were split between districts, or why a mid-Missouri district spans the Missouri River in places where no bridge does. The political fallout could be bad for the independence of the judiciary if angry incumbents seek to punish judges for inconveniencing them. That would be the wrong reaction to a legitimate problem.

Instead, Missouri lawmakers should commit to reforming the redistricting process. Before the legislative session that starts in January, they should file a constitutional amendment that would be voted on in November modeled on Iowa's responsible and nonpartisan approach to redistricting.

Such a law should create a process with clear parameters to define legislative districts, remove politics and produce maps drawn in the light of day.
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A new take on advance directives for adults with psychiatric illness
For most Americans adults, when they are in the throes of a health crisis they can make a choice to go to the hospital. And once they arrive, they again have the option of consenting to or refusing their treatment. If an adult goes to the hospital for a head injury or heart attack, the doctors do not ask her to wait in her hospital room for a few days until she is ready to consent to treatment. She is considered capable of telling the doctor if she does or does not want surgery, medications or other procedures. Furthermore, in those cases in which an adult is so severely ill or injured that he no longer is conscious, his consent or refusal for certain medical care decisions can be heard and protected through an advance directive.

However, for adults with certain psychiatric conditions, not knowing that they need help during a temporary phase of psychosis is a symptom of the problem. That is, knowing that it is time to go to the hospital can be half of the battle. And if or when someone who is acutely ill does go to the hospital, it can take days before he is ready or able to consent to treatment.

Why should adults be able to express their wishes about medical care for future crucial moments, and yet adults with psychiatric illnesses not be allowed to do the same for their mental health care? This question has been asked and answered in many states already. Fortunately, a law that was originally enacted to protect an adult's ability to consent to treatment or select an advocate in advance has paved the way for many states to provide similar rights to people with psychiatric conditions. Currently, half of U.S. states have laws that give adults with psychiatric conditions the right to state their consent and refusal for treatment in advance in a legal document. These documents, known as psychiatric advance directives, give people with psychiatric disorders a chance to express wishes about their care in the event of a future crisis. However, Missouri is not yet one of the 25 states with a psychiatric advance directive law.

Many individuals with psychiatric conditions are capable of telling the difference between what is real and imagined most of the time, but they may also experience episodes of psychosis in which they have difficulty knowing what is real and whether they need help. Psychiatric advance directives laws give people with psychiatric illnesses a voice in their treatment so that in times when they need emergency care, they may be treated in a manner that is timely, dignified and effective. This seems like something anyone would want in a medical emergency. So isn't it time for Missouri to give its citizens with psychiatric illnesses a voice too?"

Ashley Hamilton • St. Louis
Near the breaking point with Pakistan
Regarding "Pakistan resumes some cooperation with NATO" (Dec. 1): A tectonic change! News two days later talked about ending the Pakistan-U.S. alliance. The killing of 25 Pakistani soldiers by a disputed American aerial assault on Pakistan border bases is seen by Pakistan as only a cumulative and conscious American abuse of Pakistan sovereignty. There is much is confusion amid contrary explanations. The point is that U.S. relations with Pakistan are near a breaking point.

Pakistan refused to attend an international conference to plan a future for Afghanistan. Pakistan is very anxious to expand its influence or even control a weak Afghanistan after the departure of our occupation forces. Pakistan has closed our supply routes through that country and closed a once-secret U.S. drone base in remote Pakistani territory. But the Pakistan 'street" and political class demand more.

The real future of Obama's war and Afghanistan already seems full of almost insuperable barriers, despite the bland reassurance of our U.S.-NATO propaganda.

Gen. Stanley McChrystal, there for two years, said that we went in amateurishly, not knowing enough. He said we are 'still not knowing enough."

Our ostensible present, if shifting, goals seem to be:

• Squeeze the Taliban, or some part of it, to the point that it will want to negotiate, a now unlikely scenario.

• Build and train the Afghan army — the police seem hopeless — to the point at which it can at least contain the conflict.

The latter hope may be as frustrated as the former in the early term whenever we leave. Divided loyalties are all but certain to violently emerge once the show is all Afghans. Multi-front civil wars are probable, and without the sea of U.S. money to swim in, reduced rations could make 'sharing" a hopeless disaster.

How can we leave without doing more harm? It seems improbable. Of course, we must do the least harm. In addition to internal reasons for pessimism, Pakistan will lead the neighbors in exploiting Afghan weaknesses in a desperate effort to keep out India's influence, and Iran may look for openings to support the large Shiite Hazara minority.

Be very skeptical of the spoiled military's propaganda of grinding progress. Their narrow bias is a threat to clear-headed civilian policy making.

Al Edgell • St. Louis
Campaigning for jobs
GOP leaders are complaining about President Barack Obama spending time campaigning. It is very obvious that campaign-like speeches and trips are necessary to get the GOP to support jobs legislation for middle class people.

The GOP wants to lay off government employees to pay for new jobs. Laying off government employees does not boost the economy. Instead, lay off stubborn legislators who are working for Grover Norquist and against the United States of America. The economy must grow to make additional jobs in the private sector. Working people are the main consumers. Each group of employees makes new financial resources for more new groups of employees. That grows the economy.

Republicans lost more than 4 million jobs while their campaign funders had reduced taxes during the eight years prior to 2008. To compound that problem, reduced regulations meant that banks and other capitalists did not have to follow standard procedures while dealing with mortgages, auto loans and other financial services.

The corporate and wealthy are not interested in complying with laws, only the accumulation of wealth.

Eugene Hall • St. Peters
Potent chemicals
Planned Parenthood of the St. Louis Region and Southwest Missouri executive Paula Gianino wrote in support of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services' decision to require insurance companies to cover birth control as preventive medicine. But classifying potent chemicals as preventative health care is very misleading. These chemicals may prevent pregnancy a high percentage of the time, but they don't prevent health problems.

Women, if you want to ingest, inject, implant or insert these unnatural chemicals into your bodies, there is nothing I can do to stop you. However, as a nurse, I'll be there to take care of you when you suffer the consequences, such as when a previously healthy non-smoking teenager suffers a stroke, and I'll be there to console your family when you die from a pulmonary embolism, as did a former co-worker who was a slim, 27-year-old, cigarette-smoking nurse.

Laura Gidley-Feltz • Columbia, Ill.
Catholics long have cared for women
In a letter to the editor last week, Paula Gianino, the president and CEO of Planned Parenthood of the St. Louis Region and Southwest Missouri, implied that Catholic bishops don't care about the health of women. I found this to be disingenuous. As a health care professional herself, Ms. Gianino surely knows that Catholic hospitals in St. Louis and all over the world provide health care to women of many different faiths and those without faith.

Planned Parenthood may have good intentions, but it is the largest abortion provider in the United States. The Catholic Church consistently has taught that abortion is unjust because it takes the life of one who is innocent, the child in the womb.

Ms. Gianino also fails to mention the abortifacient qualities of many contraceptives.

It is my firm hope that people of good will who support the right to life would join the "conservative Republicans and Catholic bishops" in urging the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to reverse its decision requiring new insurance plans to cover birth control with no copays.

The Rev. Joseph L. Coffey • St. Louis
Easily manipulated
In "Term limits deserve a second look" (Dec. 6), Missouri State Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, makes the case that term limits on state legislators, which Missouri voters overwhelming approved in 1992, should be revisited. Ms. Nasheed contends that term limits rob voters of "politicians who have served their constituents ably." She intones that these politicians would easily be reelected.

That is a leap of faith. What's not to suggest that term limits are a fail safe to protect voters from undeserving elected officials? Her argument suggests that lobbyists and special interests can more easily manipulate young, inexperienced legislators. Ah, lobbyists, can't get away from them. I suggest the influence of lobbyists extends far beyond the inexperienced legislator. See Washington, D.C.

We as voters either need to elect smarter politicians or reduce the impact of lobbyists. Good luck with the latter.

Greg Gibson • Breckenridge Hills
Congress must include LGBTQ in violence protection act
The Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act was created in 2000 and has been reauthorized many times since. The act has many provisions, such as limiting negative effects on women and children facing violence, strengthening services to victims of violence, strengthening law enforcement for violence against women and strengthening education and training to combat violence.

The U.S. government has made many other laws that focus on victims of hate crimes, yet no headway has been made to protect or provide services to anyone of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer community confronted with any type of violence, big or small.

The original Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act needs to be amended to included protection and services for LGBTQ victims.

Recently, a young man was assaulted in school by two children and beaten repeatedly because he self-identified as gay. The school suspended the child for only three days and seemed to just forget about the situation. The entire altercation was caught on tape by another student, which clearly showed that no one stepped up to help the student being assaulted. The victim and his mother were interviewed and both reported that this was not the first time that someone had violently attacked the victim. There was nothing done to help the young man.

It is the 21st century and the government needs to address the issue of violence for the LGBTQ community through policy.

Rutvik Patel • St. Louis
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Structure, continuity are necessary to improve education
Regarding "Blazing trail for students like him" (Dec. 4): It was great to see a story about Loyola Academy, especially because I had never heard of it before. Schools like this and KIPP academy in New York that emphasize year-round learning and longer school days may be what the educational system needs to look at as a whole. As has been shown in many studies, disadvantaged students keep up with wealthier students during the school year, only to fall behind every summer as their skills atrophy while their more-fortunate schoolmates are barraged with enrichment opportunities. Malcolm Gladwell, in his excellent book "Outliers," points out that year-round learning makes the biggest difference to students in these types of programs.

As someone who has worked for the Voluntary Interdistrict Choice Corp. program here in St. Louis, I can attest to the value of exposing disadvantaged students to more enrichment opportunities. The voluntary transfer program has made a huge difference in many lives for select city students. The Turner case, which threatens to turn our local educational system upside down, is an example of what happens when too many students suffer in a broken school system.

It is a shame that Loyola has only 63 students. There are thousands of others who could benefit from the structure and continuity that it and schools like it offer.

Dan Connors • St. Louis County
Dooley does it again
So, St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley retreats on closing the county's satellite office and some of its parks ("Parks get reprieve in county accord," Dec. 7). Yet again Mr. Dooley has shown his inability to govern. He continues his loose-cannon style.

Mr. Dooley and his merry band of advisers are self destructing. If they are trying to force a recall election, it is working. Thankfully, the St. Louis County Council gives us hope, led by Chairman Steve Stenger. It has taken control of this run-away train.

An obvious place for much-needed cuts would be the overpaid political hacks Mr. Dooley hired. On a positive note, Mr. Dooley has proven that anyone can be elected, regardless of ability to govern.

William L. Frazier • Valley Park
Uninterested market
"Couple's solar plan turns cloudy" (Dec. 6) demonstrates the market's uninterest in solar energy. Around for at 20 years or more, the private sector has not invested in solar energy because of the costs involved for industry and the public. The Babbs, the couple in the story, plan on installing solar panels themselves on their home.

The story said the "projected cost is $66,000. With an Ameren rebate of $50,000, and a 30 percent federal tax credit, they estimate the panels would pay for themselves in a year and could lower their electric bill by as much as 90 percent."

Without the subsidies, very few middle-class families could afford such an outlay. It's been said that those panels will last only about eight years. Our country does not have the funds to subsidize the solar industry, let alone the addition of panels on our rooftops. When and if the costs are reasonable for purchasing and installing them by homeowners, then their demand and its industry will flourish.

Edward Wolfe • Kirkwood
Legislature close to criminal neglect
As a retired pediatrician, I am especially saddened to read that Levi Haggard and his family will never get to share the joys of his first Christmas ("Day care operator is accused in baby's death," Dec. 6). Levi died July 21 of accidental suffocation in an unlicensed day care center in Lincoln County. I also appreciate the remorse the 39-year old operator of the center must feel. She is being charged with second-degree involuntary manslaughter.

How long will it be before our do-nothing state Legislature enacts laws that require all day care centers (including church-sponsored centers) to be licensed, to restrict the number of infants and young children to be cared for by one adult, to require appropriate training for all attendants, to require at least one annual unannounced inspection, to set realistic penalties for violations and to provide necessary funding for administering the program? The Post-Dispatch found that "at least 35 infants had died from mostly preventable sleep-related deaths while in child care in Missouri from 2007 through 2010." In my opinion, this borders on criminal neglect.

Because it is unlikely that we can charge our state legislators with second-degree involuntary manslaughter, we voters should require our legislators to enact this legislation promptly, or we will try our luck with a new crew of legislators.

Dr. John C. Herweg • Ballwin
Still 'El Hombre'
If you were not from the area, you might think Albert Pujols did something horrible. Mr. Pujols is not the indentured servant of Cardinals Nation. He is an honorable man on and off the baseball field. How quickly we forget that he thrilled this community in many baseball games and served this community. Now he has made a wise business decision. The security of his family's future and charity obligations far outweigh the imaginary duty we may feel he owes us.

We put so much of our hearts and money into these sports figures that we feel we control their lives. We don't. We might consider putting our hearts and money into something positive like our schools, public servants, homelessness, charities, etc., and in that way we may begin to follow one of the legacies Mr. Pujols leaves behind.

Mr. Pujols not only demonstrated a daily rigorous committed work effort that led to great plays at the plate for the enjoyment of others, a commitment to charities and mission trips that lead to the betterment of others, but he also demonstrated a committed walk with Jesus Christ by serving people on and off the baseball field. How much greater will his service be in light of his new income?

A few months ago we loved and appreciated Mr. Pujols' efforts on and off the baseball field enough to erect a statute in his honor. However, if we really respected him, we would see a greater vision. Choose not to hate but to be supportive by wishing him and his family the very best future. He's still "El Hombre" in my book.

Michele Brown • St. Louis
Say it isn't so, Albert!
It becomes increasingly difficult to remain a diehard baseball fan given the ugly turn that the game has taken in recent years in which love of the game, assuming that it exists at all, is subordinated to the push for all the money one can get.

Albert Pujols achieved greatness with the St. Louis Cardinals, and how does he show his appreciation? By jumping ship to a team that will pay him perhaps $50 million more over 10 years than what the Cardinals offered. I wonder what Mr. Pujols will be able to do for his family with $250 million versus the $200 million or so that he could have received had he provided the Cardinals a "home-town discount."

Mr. Pujols regularly makes known his devotion to religion and the lord, as evidenced by his glances to the heavens when he achieves on the playing field. I conclude, however, that he is first and foremost a member of the congregation of greed, disloyalty and ungratefulness. Shame on you, Mr. Pujols.

Oren M. Spiegler • Upper Saint Clair, Pa.
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Sustainably living and working together
Regarding "Richmond Heights city council passes urban chicken bill" (Dec. 5): After seven months of local citizens' efforts — talking to and emailing City Council members, attending meetings, chatting with neighbors, gathering petition signatures, etc. — we now have a new law allowing backyard chickens in Richmond Heights. In early January, the city will begin issuing permits.

Our community group's initial goals included raising the number of chickens from three (per a former temporary permit) to 10 and removing a privacy fence requirement, which would have made it financially impossible for many families to have chickens. We also went into this with the goal of ensuring that any other provisions in the law would be fair and reasonable, while requiring owners to raise chickens in a responsible and neighborly manner.

The outcome is a five-chicken limit (a reasonable compromise) and no privacy fence requirement (as was requested). There are setback rules on where the coops and pens can be built, but with signed agreements by affected neighbors the setbacks can be encroached upon. Those were the major issues of concern. The new law includes many other provisions that help ensure that chicken raising in our city will be a positive experience for both the chicken owners and their neighbors.

Adopting sustainable living practices continues to be vital locally and around the world — and we are proud that the city of Richmond Heights has shown that we are up to the challenge.

Linda Haynes Lieb • Richmond Heights
Board member, Friends of the City of Richmond Heights Member, Sustainability Committee
Facing realities
I don't hear much about the "Occupy" crowd these days, so I'm wondering if the Occupy members won? If they did, what did they win? If they won, do they know what they won? What has changed? Of course, the weather is colder now, and sometimes ideals have to face reality.

Phillip Wells • Dellwood
Eye-opening
David Nicklaus' column "Bankruptcy gives Lee time to adapt" (Dec. 6) should be required reading for every member of the Post-Dispatch editorial board. Noting the newspaper's 20 percent profit margin for decades certainly was eye-opening. The editorial writers consistently shout "profiteers" about any other industry making anything near 10 percent.

Jim Beatty • O'Fallon, Ill.
Get your act together
A message to our do-nothing Congress: If you were working in private industry, you would be fired for incompetence. You were elected to serve all of the people, not just a few friends. Get your act together.

William Haverstick • Maryland Heights
Intent on destruction
The story "If the check's in the mail, you'll have to wait longer" (Dec. 5), about the massive cuts that are coming to the U.S. Postal Service, revealed that the Postal Service "an independent agency of government, does not receive tax money, but is subject to congressional control on major aspects of its operations." This goofy arrangement is akin to you owning a business but being forced to allow your crazy neighbor down the street to tell you how to run it.

I don't know of anyone who thinks Congress is doing such a great job of running things. Congress has no idea how to run a post office or what services the public desperately needs from the United States Postal Service, but that is not stopping Congress from quietly killing the U.S. Postal Service either through sheer ineptitude or Machiavellian design, while too few people notice.

The Postal Service makes a substantial profit each year and has hundreds of thousands of loyal, capable workers, but Congress is forcing it, completely unnecessarily, into bankruptcy by making it put aside $55 billion in 10 years to pay for 75 years' worth of future retirees pensions. Congress has no idea if this vast mount will be needed, but it is forcing the Postal Service into this financial jam nonetheless.

This extremely difficult — almost impossible — requirement has not been forced onto any other organization or business, but the Postal Service is expected to do it or go under.

Why is Congress intent of destroying the Postal Service?

Richard A. Orr • St. Charles
Access to agents
A recent article reported that "13 states will split grants totaling nearly $220 million to help set up health insurance exchanges" under the terms of the health care law ("States suing over health care law collect funding," Nov. 29). As officials in these states establish the marketplaces newly mandated by federal law, they must ensure that individuals and small businesses have access to licensed, professional insurance agents through them.

Many small businesses depend on agents to effectively run their health benefits programs. The Congressional Budget Office reports that brokers "handle the responsibilities that larger firms generally delegate to their human resource departments — such as finding plans and negotiating premiums — ... and processing enrollees."

Individual consumers rely on brokers, too. A recent IBM survey revealed that 75 percent of those who have worked with agents are very satisfied. Fifty-four percent said no amount of savings would cause them to drop their brokers.

Janet Trautwein • Washington, D.C
Executive Vice President and CEO, National Association of Health Underwriters
Pointing up
All these years we thought Albert Pujols was pointing to heaven. Turns out it he was indicating he wanted a sky-high contract.

Dave Mack • West St. Louis County

Still have the squirrel
Who needs Albert Pujols when we have the Rally Squirrel?

Jeannette Brueggemann • St. Louis
On the business page
I'm really sick and tired of the Post-Dispatch's baseball writers shrugging off the Albert Pujols episode by saying "It's business." If that is so true, then I suppose we can expect all the paper's baseball writers to show up on the business pages soon.

Fred Houska • Maryland Heights
Now I'll watch more
I'm not a baseball fan, but I jumped on the post-season bandwagon. I absolutely fell for Lance Berkman. I'm thrilled to read he's going to play first base. Maybe I'll watch more baseball.

Melissa E. Miller • St. Louis
Can we get it back?
Now that Albert Pujols is gone, can we have our classical radio station back?

Mel Jernigan • St. Louis
That's conservatism
If the editorial board can accept a back-handed compliment, congratulations on nailing the Albert Pujols departure in the editorial "He's no Tim Salmon" (Dec. 9). I normally ignore "Our View" because I always end up shaking my head and rolling my eyes, and, frankly, who needs all that noise? However, this editorial perfectly and succinctly summarized how I feel about anyone who makes the most of his talent or skill when given the opportunity. I hate to break the news to the writers, but it's called "conservatism".

Bob Flynn • Wentzville
Obsolescent allegiance
It's an embarrassment to St. Louis that Albert Pujols and Cardinals' management are symbiotic in their narcissism, and it's a shame that management-player-fan allegiance is approaching obsolescence. The phrase "team player" is apparently an oxymoron, and greed continues to malign professional sports. Cardinals' management, not fans, will exclusively reap the financial benefits of this.

Gene Weber • St. Louis County
