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Plan to tap universities' reserve funds is out

Proposal to use schools' reserve funds finds little support in legislature.

Gov. Jay Nixon said an idea first floated by his office to help balance the state budget by tapping the reserves of Missouri State University and four other public colleges is now "off the table."

Nixon's office presented the idea a few weeks ago as a way to prevent cuts to higher education funding, but the idea proved unpopular with lawmakers and some university officials. A budget deficit of up to $500 million may make cuts inevitable, forcing university officials to find new ways to make up for the lost money.

"Clearly, it's going to mean cuts in K-12 and higher education," said Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield.

In total, the five universities would have been asked to kick in $106 million. Missouri State's portion was $13.7 million. The University of Missouri system, Truman State University, Southeast Missouri State University and University of Central Missouri would contribute the rest. The reserves would be repaid over a period of several years by the state's student loan authority.

The plan had little support from lawmakers at the opening of the new legislative session on Wednesday. House Speaker Steven Tilley, for example, vowed that lawmakers "will not balance our budget by asking our state colleges and universities for a bailout."

Rep. Lincoln Hough, R-Springfield, a member of the House budget committee, said he didn't like the idea of taking money out of the universities' reserves.

"Essentially, the governor was asking for them to give (the state) a short-term loan at no interest," Hough said.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said colleagues in his chamber generally opposed dipping into university reserves to finance operating budgets.

"We just didn't think it was a good way to deal with the problem. Why rob Peter to pay Peter?" Mayer said.

Nixon said Thursday that the idea was one of several his staff has considered. He didn't say whether concerns from lawmakers or the schools factored into the decision.

"We were looking at ways to take those dollars and put them in the classroom, as opposed to on bricks and mortar," he said. "That was one method that was looked at and it didn't pan out. I wouldn't say it was ever a written plan. We look at lots of options."

Lampe said it was hard for lawmakers to react to the idea ahead of time because few details were known about the proposal or its effect on the universities.

The universities and lawmakers would have had to approve the transfer.

Missouri State has money set aside in a central account, as well as individual department reserves that consist of unspent funds rolled over from previous years, said Paul Kinkaid, chief of staff to MSU interim president Clif Smart.

Kinkaid said MSU officials were "entertaining and taking interest" in any idea that would have helped offset another cut to higher education.

"We just can't continue to have decreased higher education funding, because it's going to harm our economy," he said.

University officials were also hesitant to use the same reserve funds to make up for a possible reduction, because it would be a one-time funding source. Instead, the university would likely look at a combination of ways to cover the cuts, Kinkaid said.

House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, said there may have be a discussion this year about allowing universities greater leeway to raise tuition rates. Right now, state law keeps tuition increases at or below the consumer price index. If a university wants a rate hike larger than the CPI, it has to apply for a waiver.

"We need to give universities ownership of tuition costs," Schoeller said.
Nixon: University borrowing plan `off the table' 
By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon said Thursday that he will not tap university reserves to help balance Missouri's budget, scrapping the idea just a few weeks after its debut generated a generally negative reaction.

Nixon's administration had floated an idea that would have taken $106 million from the reserves of five of Missouri's largest universities to help fund the higher education operating budget for the 2013 fiscal year. The reserves would have been replenished over several years with money from Missouri' student loan agency.

Asked Thursday about the idea, Nixon responded: "That is off the table."

The idea had not gone over well with some university officials and state lawmakers, whose approval would have been needed.

On Wednesday, House Speaker Steven Tilley had vowed that lawmakers "will not balance our budget by asking our state colleges and universities for a bailout."

Nixon said Thursday that he would continue to look for ways to put as many dollars as possible into the classrooms at K-12 public schools, colleges and universities - directing cuts toward the administration, as much as possible.

The governor's office has always stressed that the potential to borrow from university reserves to finance the state's budget was only an idea, not a firm plan or proposal. One thing that made the idea potentially attractive was the ability to redirect money from the Missouri Higher Education Loan Authority to finance classroom education in the immediate future instead of using agency funds for longer-term campus construction projects, as a 2007 state law requires, Nixon said.

But some lawmakers had expressed concern about whether the authority could afford to replenish university reserves. The Chesterfield-based student loan agency has skipped many of its scheduled quarterly payments to the state under the 2007 college construction law, citing concerns about its own finances.

Lawmakers were pleased to hear Thursday that Nixon had dropped the idea.

"I'm glad it's off the table. It was a ridiculous plan to begin with," said House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said colleagues in his chamber generally opposed dipping into university reserves to finance operating budgets.

"We just didn't think it was a good way to deal with the problem. Why rob Peter to pay Peter?" Mayer said.

At least some university officials had been open to the idea as a way to prevent a sharp drop in state funding from which it could take several years to bounce back.

"It was a concept that we thought was intriguing and had at least enough merit to look at in more detail," said Paul Kincaid, chief of staff to Interim President Clif Smart at Missouri State University.

Under Nixon's idea, the University of Missouri system would have been asked to provide the state $62.3 million from its reserves, Missouri State University would have supplied $13.7 million, and $10 million each would come from the University of Central Missouri, Southeast Missouri State University and Truman State University.

University of Missouri Interim President Steve Owens said in an emailed statement that officials at his four-campus system would continue working with the governor and Legislature to find ways to adequately fund higher education.

"We appreciate the governor's concern for higher education and the creativity of the idea floated by his office," Owens said.

Public relations personnel at the three other institutions either declined to comment or said officials were unavailable for comment Thursday.

Nixon's budget director has said the state could face a roughly $500 million gap between projected expenses and revenues for the 2013 fiscal year that starts July 1. That gap was the impetus for considering alternative ways of financing higher education.

"We wanted to look at an opportunity with the immediate budget challenge we had this year," Nixon said. He added: "That was one method that was looked it. It didn't pan out."

Reform in Missouri public schools is goal of retooled House panel 

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG Jefferson City Bureau Chief vyoung@post-dispatch.com 573-635-6178 | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:10 am
JEFFERSON CITY • Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley has quietly packed the committee that will write this year's legislation on K-12 schools with lawmakers who are friendly or open to his agenda of shaking up public education.

This week, Tilley added eight legislators to the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee, boosting its roster by a third. His additions include legislators who have sponsored measures that would eliminate the state constitutional ban on giving public money to religious schools and authorize tax credits to pay for tuition at private schools.

Teacher and school administrator groups said Tilley bypassed legislators who are former public school educators and who have resisted his proposals, including bills to abolish tenure and base teacher pay on student progress.

"It looks like the committee got increased to move a certain agenda," said Otto Fajen, who lobbies for the Missouri National Education Association.

Tilley, R-Perryville, said he expanded the committee to include legislators with "a broader base" of experience. "This is going to be a big year for education," he said. "I'm trying to find a group of people who will find a consensus."

Education promises to take center stage because of the convergence of several factors. First, the state has been underfunding its school aid formula, which has distorted the way legislators intended for the money to flow and could shift millions of dollars next year among the state's more than 500 school districts.

Second, children in unaccredited urban districts have the legal right to attend suburban schools at the home district's expense, but that law is tied up in court. Urban schools say they would go bankrupt if a flood of students transferred out; suburban districts fear overcrowding.

Last year, a bill giving suburban districts control over transfers died when it was linked to school choice initiatives, such as giving county districts authority to operate charter schools in St. Louis.

Education committee Chairman Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, said Thursday that Tilley "was just trying to diversify the committee, because we had a bunch of former educators, people on school boards, administrators, whatever. The committee's more diverse now."

The new members include some legislators who have worked on school choice issues. For example:

• Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst, R-St. Louis County, has long championed legislation establishing tuition tax credits to pay for autistic children to attend private schools.

• Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City, last year proposed repealing the constitutional ban on using state money to support religious schools.

• Rep. Doug Funderburk, R-St. Peters, last year sponsored a bill allowing home-schooled students to participate in public high school sports.

Another new committee member, Rep. Kurt Bahr, R-St. Charles, was home-schooled from the fourth grade on. He and his wife home-school the couple's four children.

Bahr said Thursday that he had no preconceived education agenda, but "I'm for finding other options" for children in failing urban districts.

The other new Republican members are: Rep. Mike Leara, R-St. Louis County, and Rep. Mike Cierpiot, R-Lee's Summit. One Republican legislator, Rep. Lindell Shumake, R-Hannibal, left the committee.

Since committee membership is proportionate to the total House membership in partisan makeup, Democrats got to add two members. The Democrats chose Rep. Ira Anders, D-Independence, and Rep. Chris Carter, D-St. Louis.

Carter said Thursday that Dieckhaus asked him to be on the committee. But that doesn't mean Carter has signed on to all of Dieckhaus' ideas.

"Some of this stuff I can go either way on," Carter said. "But I definitely wouldn't ever support any voucher-type deal." He's also unenthusiastic about expanding charter schools because he says the ones in his district haven't shown results.

Mike Lodewegen, the lobbyist for the Missouri Coalition of School Administrators, said it was "unfortunate" that several legislators with a background in education weren't considered for the committee.

There are still several holdovers with such backgrounds. They include Rep. Paul Fitzwater, R-Potosi. He is a retired teacher and coach who worked 29 years at Potosi High School.

While Fitzwater agrees that children in struggling urban schools need options, he said some of those changes, such as charter schools, aren't needed in rural areas.

He also opposes abolishing tenure, proposing instead to fine-tune the steps for dealing with underperforming teachers but still provide due process.

The 106-member House Republican Caucus is deeply split on many of those issues. Still, Fitzwater said Tilley hasn't tried to twist arms.

"He doesn't pressure me. He doesn't say you're going to have to do this or that," Fitzwater said.

Dieckhaus said he is working on an ambitious package that will include expanding charter schools, phasing out teacher tenure over 20 to 30 years and establishing tuition tax credits. Even with the expanded committee, it will be no slam-dunk.

"I've had a lot of people look at it and say, 'Obviously this committee is stacked in your favor. It's hand-chosen,'" Dieckhaus said. "The reality is, that even if we can get a bill out of committee, it doesn't mean we can get a bill passed" by the full Legislature.

At any rate, he's dealing with a more practical question first.

"I haven't gone down to see if there are enough chairs" in the hearing room to accommodate all 24 members.

School officials warily await Missouri decisions on state funding levels

By Kelsey Ryan 
news@joplinglobe.com 

JOPLIN, Mo. — With the Missouri state legislative session having opened this week, educators across the state are waiting to see how funding will fare with a roughly $500 million statewide budget gap for fiscal year 2013 and a formula that could shift millions from some school districts to others.

The state’s foundation formula that determines how much school districts receive is in the last year of a seven-year phase-in. School officials say the formula, which has gone underfunded in the past several years, will create a bigger discrepancy in funding for school districts across the state if it remains unchanged, potentially shifting millions of dollars from some districts to others.

“Some districts are going to be winners, and some districts are going to be losers,” said Webb City Superintendent Anthony Rossetti, whose district receives about 50 percent of its funding from the state. “I have a feeling that we’re going to get less, and that’s what we’re going to plan for, and that’s why I’ve got to keep a close watch on what transpires.”

The new formula was aimed at helping equalize the resources that go to students in poorer areas with those in wealthier districts; the old formula was based on property values.

However, when state revenues decreased, districts across the state took cuts. If the new formula is underfunded, the per-pupil funding will be reduced, and that is prompting some to ask about rewriting the new formula to prevent the reduction.

At the same time, fiscal year 2013 will be especially tough because the state will not receive federal stimulus money like it has in the recent past to help buffer budget shortfalls, said Ron Lankford, deputy commissioner for fiscal and administrative services with the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. The state’s fiscal year starts July 1.

“Now there are no federal dollars, so the reality of the budget circumstance is now strictly on the state of Missouri’s shoulders,” said Lankford, a former Webb City superintendent. “We’re seeing an uptick in state revenue. This can be the year of bottoming out. The question is: How severe is the fall?”

Gov. Jay Nixon will recommend a budget to the Legislature and give his State of the State address on Jan. 17. The budget will proceed to the House and then to the Senate. Both chambers will reconcile differences in the budget before it goes back to the governor to be accepted or rejected.

“It’s really far too early to tell, but the preliminary comments at the General Assembly are that they want to do everything they can to protect K-12 funding,” Lankford said. “They have demonstrated in the past that while not being able to increase (funding), they have at least made an effort to hold those funds level, but the reality is the state of Missouri is short a good amount of money.”

Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, a member of the House Committee on Appropriations-Education, said that while no legislation is pending, some groups are looking at proposals to change the foundation formula for school funding.

“If there’s going to be a cut, make sure every group is cut. Make sure it’s not one group,” Kelley said. “Missouri has a balanced budget — we’re not going to spend what we don’t have. We’re working to make sure schools are not the ones taking the brunt of the damage.”

It’s too early to tell how school funding will play out, said state Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, who was endorsed by the Missouri School Administrators Political Action Committee in 2010.

“There are a lot of conversations about new formulas and higher ed, and then we’ve got the urban cities saying they don’t get enough state aid, so it’s just an early discussion of turf battles,” Richard said. “I’m open to find a possible solution to school funding. I doubt if it will get done this year. It may, but we’ll see.”

Carl Junction Superintendent Phil Cook said his district has made some reductions in the past two years to help prepare for potential state cuts, and he hopes those reductions will be enough to weather whatever turns out to be in the cards for the coming fiscal year.

He said the foundation formula is the district’s biggest funding source. The biggest issue moving into next year is that as the new formula is phased in, districts across the state will see a major shift in money, he said.

Cook is part of a subcommittee for the Missouri Association of School Administrators that is trying to put together compromises to recommend to the state education department and legislators. He said getting everyone to agree on formula changes would be difficult because of the differing demographics and enrollments among the school districts.

“We know we’re just a piece of the whole picture with services across the state,” Cook said. “We as educators think our piece of that is precious, but (we) understand, and want it to be done in an appropriate and equitable manner so districts are sharing pieces.”

Superintendents will have a better picture of the budget in late April and May, but for now, they are waiting.

Rossetti, at Webb City, said some districts may have to ask voters to raise operating levies if the state doesn’t provide the funding necessary to run the schools.

“We all watch it with bated breath to see what’s going to transpire in the next six months,” he said. “We’re going to continue trying to shield children from economic issues they didn’t create.

“I wish I could see a clear picture in this crystal ball. I hesitate to say that I’m going to make any decisions right now. We knew some of this was coming.”
St. Charles County tax bill snafu may spur state law change

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • mschlinkmann@post-dispatch.com > 636-255-7203 | Posted: Thursday, January 5, 2012 2:23 pm
ST. CHARLES COUNTY • The recent delay in mailing St. Charles County real estate tax bills has spurred an effort in the Missouri Legislature to extend payment due dates for any such situations in the future.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, on Thursday proposed extending payment deadlines past the normal Dec. 31 date whenever tax bills aren't mailed by Dec. 2.

Under the proposal, the due date would be extended the number of days by which the required Dec. 2 mailing date is exceeded. That, Dempsey said, would guarantee that there are always 30 days between the day bills are mailed and when payment is due.

Dempsey said his legislation, which he is still working on and has yet to be introduced, would apply statewide.

"Especially when we're talking about taxation," he said, it's better "to err on the side of the taxpayer."

Because of repeated problems due to new software, St. Charles County Collector of Revenue Michelle McBride didn't mail 2011 real estate tax bills until Dec. 19 - more than two weeks after the state's Dec. 2 requirement.

Normally the county gets the bills out in mid-November.

On Wednesday, the County Council passed an emergency ordinance waiving penalties for paying late as long as the tax bill is paid by Jan. 23.

County Counselor Joann Leykam said while state law now doesn't allow extension of the Dec. 31 due date, she believed that counties could waive the late fees.

She cited a state provision saying penalties and interest shouldn't be charged when there is convincing evidence that the county made "an error or omission in determining taxes" owed.
Non-licensed vets cannot make profit
St. Joseph News-Press
A Northwest Missouri court ruled Thursday that it will enforce state law that forbids any non-licensed veterinarian to make a profit from animal husbandry work. 

The decision was made after Brooke Gray, of Holt, Mo., was named in a lawsuit by the Missouri Veterinary Board that said she violated state law by practicing a form of medicine, called floating, without a license. 

The Clinton County Circuit Court said Ms. Gray and other non-licensed vets can perform their services, but without accepting payment. If non-vets do get paid for their efforts, they could be fined or face jail time. 

Ms. Gray and her attorneys from the Freedom Center of Missouri attempted to explain to the court that her practice of filing horses’ teeth is animal husbandry and should not be considered a licensed procedure. The Missouri Veterinary Board, however, argued floating is a form of dentistry, which is defined as veterinary medicine in Chapter 340.200 of Missouri law. 

Dave Roland, director of litigation for the Freedom Center, said the ruling will hinder agricultural development in Missouri because its farmers and ranchers rely on the affordable services provided by Ms. Gray and other non-licensed vets, such as those who castrate, dehorn or vaccinate livestock. Those practices are also considered veterinary medicine under state statute. 

“Their services are essential to this state’s animal agriculture industry,” Mr. Roland said. “ ... I’m afraid that Brooke’s case is just the tip of the iceberg.” 

In September, Travis Ford, spokesman for the Missouri Veterinary Medical Board, said it is required to enforce the laws set forth by the state and does so by sending cease-and-desist letters to unlicensed practitioners. The letters advise them to stop their behavior or face an injunction in civil court. In Ms. Gray’s case, the cease-and-desist letters did not stop her from the illegal practice, he said. 

Ms. Gray and the Freedom Center said they plan to appeal the ruling.
Wallingford says he's 'likely' to run for 3rd Senate District

Friday, January 6, 2012
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian 

In what basically amounts to a move from maybe to probably, Rep. Wayne Wallingford confirmed Thursday that he has all but decided to run for Missouri's newly drawn 3rd District Senate seat. 

The first-term Missouri House Republican from Cape Girardeau used words like "leaning toward" and "likely" when asked to categorize where he stands. He has set a self-imposed deadline of Jan. 16 to make a final decision that -- if yes -- would create a three-way Republican primary in August. 

Wallingford, first elected to the current 158th House District in 2010, said he has received a massive amount of encouragement from voters to run for the Senate district that saw its boundaries redrawn in light of redistricting. 

'Strong statements' 

"I was told by someone that I must run," said Wallingford, 65. "Not that I should, but that I must. A lot of people told me how disappointed they'd be if I didn't run. Those are strong statements that I have taken seriously." 

In fact, he said, the only thing that will keep him from running is a determination that the two Republicans who have already declared could serve the new district as well or better than he could. 

Former state representative Pat Naeger of Perryville, Mo., and Farmington, Mo., businessman Gary Romine have already said they intend to run for the district that includes Cape Girardeau, Perry, Ste. Genevieve and St. Francois counties. 

State Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, who represents the current 27th District, is being forced out by term limits. 

Both the 27th and the 3rd districts have been reconfigured by redistricting, done every 10 years based on census data. The Missouri Supreme Court agreed Wednesday to consider a legal challenge over the new Senate districts, scheduling oral arguments for next week. In the existing 27th, Crowell represents Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Madison, Mississippi, Perry and Scott counties. 

But the changes for the 3rd will be used for the elections this year and take effect for the purpose of representation in January 2013. 

Wallingford intends to meet with Romine today and with Naeger after he returns from a vacation next week. 

"I want to see who can serve the people of the 3rd District the best," said Wallingford, an executive for a company that owns local McDonald's franchises. 

"If, after I meet them, I don't consider myself the best candidate, I'm not going to run," Wallingford said. 

Creating a 'vacuum' 

Both Naeger and Romine said they respect Wallingford and they hope they work with Wallingford -- as a member of the House. They both also expressed some confusion about Wallingford taking the risk of moving from an as yet unopposed race for his existing House seat, which is currently the 158th District, but will become the new 147th District next year. 

Naeger said it would also create a "leadership vacuum" in the Cape Girardeau seat. "Besides, to say someone can be more effective in the Senate really cuts short the process," said Naeger, who served in the House for eight years. "If he runs for the Senate and loses, he's out altogether. Then he loses any vote he has to implement change. ... I just don't understand it." 

Romine said he assumes Wallingford wants to represent a larger constituency. In the Senate, Wallingford would represent four counties instead of basically one city and a few of its outlying areas. 

"But I want to convince him that I can effectively serve the district," Romine said, echoing similar comments made by Naeger. 

Still, if Wallingford runs, it may create a situation where voters from each community -- Farmington, Cape Girardeau and Perryville -- cast ballots for their local candidate to grab political influence. 

Naeger rejected that notion, saying he gives voters more credit than that. 

"I would hope voters are not that parochial," he said. "At the end of the day, voters are smart enough to judge candidates and their experience." 

The primary will take place Aug. 7. The filing period for Senate races runs from Feb. 28 to March 27. 
Rehder's switch to 148th sets up primary contest with Bill

Friday, January 6, 2012
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian 

SIKESTON, Mo. -- Since Missouri House hopeful Holly Rehder set her sights on the legislature last summer, she's faced the possibilities of squaring off against Neal Boyd in one district and Democratic state Rep. Steve Hodges in another. 

Initially, Rehder and Boyd both sought to replace Rep. Ellen Brandom, the Sikeston Republican who was bolting for the state Senate. But Boyd, the singer who won "America's Got Talent," dropped out of the original 160th District race citing health issues. 

Then the state's Senate and House boundaries were redrawn and Rehder opted for a run for the new 149th District, setting up a race with Hodges, an incumbent Democrat from East Prairie, Mo. 

Now, with the redistricting scramble still in full swing, Rehder has had a change of heart and now says she will run in the 148th instead of the 149th. 

With the official filing period still more than a month off, Rehder's decision sets up an Aug. 7 primary contest against fellow Republican and former Sikeston, Mo., mayor Josh Bill. 

"This has not been an easy decision to make," said Rehder, a Republican business owner and former campaign staffer for U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson. "I have dear friends who have supported my run for office over the past five months in both districts." 

The 148th includes northern Mississippi County and eastern Scott County, including Charleston, Wyatt, Anniston, Scott City, Morley, Benton and a portion of Sikeston. 

Rehder, 42, originally decided to run in the 149th, which she considered a sensible move because she actually lives in its boundaries. But after her decision was made public, she said she was flooded with calls urging her to reconsider. 

The existing 160th is being split into both the 148th and 149th, and Rehder has the option of running in either. The new House districts take effect with the start of the next General Assembly in January 2013. 

But after studying the matter, she realized that her convictions and values more closely resembled those of the 148th, which looks to have a larger population of Republicans than the 149th, which includes the Democrat-leaning New Madrid County. She also said she took other personal factors into consideration, including praying on the matter. 

"After I got so many calls, I just looked at the pros and cons of running in both districts," Rehder said. "We decided this was just the best fit for our family. And my core convictions fit better with the people of the 148th." 

Rehder owns Integrity Communications, a cable communications company, with her husband, Ray. Rehder also works as a government affairs consultant for the Missouri Cable Television Association, which included a three-year stint as a lobbyist. 

Rehder is campaigning on a platform that includes making Missouri a right-to-work state, and she said she would also favor removing or modifying the prevailing wage law. 

After the election, Rehder said, she would move within the boundaries of the 148th. Under residency rules that are relaxed because of redistricting, Rehder would have until November 2013 to move into that district should she win. 

Bill and Hodges -- Rehder's new and former opponents -- each said they had no problem with Rehder's decision and that they are still taking nothing for granted. 

"Elections are about choices, and people should have a choice," said Bill, who has worked for three U.S. congressmen, including the late U.S. Rep. Bill Emerson, and served a nine-year stint on the Sikeston City Council. 

Bill said he looks forward to spirited discussions about the issues with Rehder and that he hopes they will appear together before civic groups and at community forums. Rehder said she was amenable to that. 

"She wants to represent the people of this district, and so do I," said Bill, 61. "I'm happy to leave that decision to the voters of the district." 

As for Hodges, he now is the only candidate to declare for the 149th, which includes areas like New Madrid and Pemiscot counties and part of his home county of Mississippi. 

But Hodges is far from declaring victory, he said, considering that the filing period -- that runs from Feb. 28 to March 27 -- hasn't even started yet. 

"I'll give you an update at 5:01 on March 27," said Hodges, who has served in the House since 2006 representing the current 161st District. 
Hearing addresses water rate hike

Customers vent concerns on proposed $4.90 average increase 

St. Joseph News-Press
Missouri American Water customers expressed exasperation Thursday night on a proposed rate increase that would impact St. Joseph later this year. 

The Missouri Public Service Commission held a public hearing at Missouri Western State University, allowing customers to speak on an average residential rate increase of approximately $4.90 a month. Only a small number of residents and commercial water users offered formal testimony on the proposal, which was filed in late June. A new rate — either the one proposed by Missouri American or another put forward by state officials — must legally go into effect by May 27, said Commissioner Kevin Gunn. 

A number of customers offered their frustrations during a question-and-answer period. Later, as Regulatory Law Judge Harold Stearley called out names, it turned out that at least several who planned to testify had already left the hearing. Mr. Gunn said the commission has received about 13,000 comment cards from throughout the utility’s various districts. 

The company’s request seeks to increase its statewide water and sewer revenues by about $42 million. In St. Joseph, where only water rates are at issue, the proposal reflects approximately $4.4 million in investments in local system improvements. A single tariff format would place all of the utility’s Missouri customers in an identical rate class for the same service. 

If approved, the company said the request would increase monthly bills for the average residential customer to about $33.40. Commission staff has recommended a $21 million increase in the utility’s revenues and combining St. Joseph’s district with Platte County and Brunswick, Mo. 

Those who stayed for the duration of the program told the commission that the request does not fit at all with their 2012 budgets. 

“People just haven’t got the money anymore,” testified Bobby Lawton. “I understand everybody wants to make a profit. It’s the customers that are paying the bill. This just keeps going on and on.” 

Michael Meister Jr. agreed. “Where does it end?” he asked. “It’s really ruining small-town America.” 

Company officials went on the defensive earlier in the evening, outlining their justifications for the request. 

“We have to get a return on investment in order to make investments,” said Mike Wood, the utility’s St. Joseph operations manager. 

Frank Kartmann, the company’s president, said a series of costs are behind the request, such as energy usage and the need to replace aging pipes. “We have vehicles that our customer service people use” to respond to residential calls, he said of one reason. 

One man asked Mr. Kartmann when customers might expect future rate hike requests to surface. “I don’t think anybody knows that, when and how much,” he replied. 

Other residents complained about poor service, such as low water pressure or confusion over billing statements. 

The case will be submitted for the commission’s consideration on April 6.
City Approves Agreement on New Missouri River Bridge

Posted: Thursday, January 5, 2012 11:27 am Washington Missourian
Washington City Council members have given final approval to entering into a cost participation agreement with the Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission for future construction of a new Missouri River bridge.

An ordinance authorizing the mayor to sign the agreement was unanimously approved by the council Tuesday night.

Under the agreement, if the commission includes a proposed new bridge in the upcoming Statewide Transportation Improvement Program (STIP) — which is expected to be approved in June or July this year — the city will contribute $500,000 toward “enhancements” for the new bridge.

The city would be required to deposit the funds with the commission by Dec. 31, 2012.
Tougher U.S. lead limit could strain local abatement efforts 

BY ELISA CROUCH • ecrouch@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8119 and blythe bernhard• bbernhard@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8129 | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:15 am
A federal panel is recommending lowering the threshold for lead poisoning in children at the same time that funding shortages are threatening St. Louis' lead abatement program.

More than 5,000 additional children in Missouri and 1,600 children in St. Louis would be flagged for lead exposure under a recommendation to the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to significantly lower the blood lead level considered to be dangerous. If approved, the rate of kids with elevated lead levels in St. Louis, a high-risk area, will go from 3 percent to 15 percent, indicating more work needs to be done to remove lead paint from buildings where exposure could lead to learning disabilities and other problems in children.

The recommendation comes at a time when federal money is drying up for the city's lead abatement program. Last year, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development awarded the city $3 million to fund the program — a 57 percent reduction from previous years.

As a result, 12 staff positions in the program are on the line, potentially eliminating the city's ability to go into apartments and homes to remove lead paint at no cost to the resident or owner. Since 2007, lead paint has been abated in more than 2,600 buildings in the city, according to the program. The Board of Estimate and Apportionment postponed a December vote on the cuts to give city leaders more time to find other sources of money.

"We're still checking to see how we can make up for the cuts in local funds," said Kara Bowlin, spokeswoman for Mayor Francis Slay. "We're getting creative. We're doing our best to make sure we can do it."

Certain areas with older housing stock, including the city of St. Louis, have been designated as high-risk for lead poisoning in residents mainly because of the paint commonly used in houses built before 1978. All children under age 6 who live in the city, certain ZIP codes in central St. Louis County and other high-risk areas, such as Herculaneum, are recommended for annual lead testing.

If government health officials adopt the lower threshold, hundreds of thousands of more children nationwide will be considered at risk for lead poisoning. The change would be the first time the government has tackled the issue in more than 20 years.

No amount of lead — a neurotoxin — is considered safe in the human body. Research has indicated that even low-level lead exposures can contribute to subtle changes in intellect and behavior, which can mean a drop in IQ or the development of learning disabilities. Children younger than 6 are particularly threatened because their central nervous systems develop quickly.

Under the recommendation, the definition of lead poisoning for young children would be lowered from 10 micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood to 5 micrograms. Recent research convinced members on the federal Advisory Committee on Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention that children could suffer harm from concentrations of lead lower than the old standard, officials at the CDC said. The CDC has three months to consider the recommendation.

St. Louis Health Director Pamela Walker said she supports the lower threshold, which could flag potential lead poisoning problems earlier and prevent irreversible damage.

"You don't treat it and get over it," Walker said of lead poisoning. "Once it impacts your brain development, it's a forever issue."

Her department has tracked children with lead levels of 5 to 9 for years because such levels indicate environmental exposure.

Even though lead poisoning rates in the city have fallen, the recommendation "indicates there's still exposure and there's still work to be done," Walker added.

If the lower threshold is adopted, at least 1,615 additional children in the city of St. Louis will qualify for lead identification and removal programs.

The main culprit is peeling paint from walls and windows in older buildings and homes. Other occupational and environmental sources of lead or lead dust can include certain toys, batteries, gasoline, some vinyl products and contaminated soil from mining waste.

In 1978, the government banned lead in paint, and the number of lead poisoning cases under the old standard has been falling.

Slay has made prevention of lead paint poisoning a key goal of his administration. His efforts have focused on testing children and getting lead out of homes.

In 2010, about 14,000 children in St. Louis under age 6 were tested for lead exposure — nearly half of young children in the city. Since 2003, the lead poisoning rate has dropped to 2.6 percent from 13.6 percent.

Walker fears the city has lost federal funding as the result of its own success.

"You get the rates down, and the federal government moves the money to where the rates aren't so good," she said.

Because only about half of children in the city are tested each year, the true number who have been exposed to lead is thought to be much higher. But that doesn't mean all of those children are poisoned, according to Dr. Anthony Scalzo, medical director of the Missouri Poison Center at Cardinal Glennon Children's Medical Center.

Doctors typically don't treat patients unless their lead levels reach 45 or higher, because there is no evidence that treating children with lower levels produces benefits. Treatment involves oral and sometimes intravenous medicines that bind to lead and flush it out of the system.

Lowering the threshold of concern from 10 to 5 would at least "make people aware that they have lead paint in their house and that they need to be cautious," Scalzo said. "If the child is removed from the source, whatever that source is, that number will eventually go down. We need to catch these kids before they develop a body burden of lead."

Many of St. Louis' school buildings were built long before the 1978 lead paint ban, and efforts have been made over the years to remove it. In 2009, St. Louis Public Schools budgeted $5.4 million to remove lead paint from 23 elementary schools — work that was completed months later. In 21 of the buildings, the district also replaced windows, where lead paint particles collect after years of use.

Today, the district builds lead paint abatement into construction projects in all of its schools, not just elementary schools.

"We're well on top of it," said Roger CayCe, executive director of operations for the school district. Any time the district does construction work, he said, "we have a consultant who will go in and check a room to see if there's any kind of hazardous material."
Osage County studies its insurance policies after Helmig files suit for damages
By Terry Ganey, special to the Beacon 

Posted 2:19 pm Thu., 1.5.12 

A Missouri man who received $4 million in compensation for wrongful imprisonment says Osage County owes Dale Helmig millions of dollars for the 14 years of pain and anguish Helmig suffered in prison.

"Dale hasn't just been victimized by a false incarceration," said Joshua Kezer. "Dale's life has been raped for all intents and purposes. At the very least they need to provide this man with an amount of money to live comfortably for the rest of his life."

Ever since a judge released Helmig and said he had been wrongfully convicted, there was an expectation that he would sue those he believed responsible. That became a reality last week when lawyers filed a petition on Helmig's behalf in federal court in Jefferson City.

Named as defendants were Osage County and three law enforcement officers -- Sheriff Carl A. Fowler, former deputy Paul Backues and Robert J. Westfall, a former Missouri State Highway Patrol trooper. They were accused of malicious prosecution, false arrest, procurement of unreliable or fabricated evidence and false testimony in violation of Helmig's constitutional rights.

The suit seeks unnamed compensatory and punitive damages. Last year one of Helmig's lawyers obtained a $15.5 million settlement from Lee's Summit in the case of a businessman who had been exonerated after spending five years in prison for child sexual abuse.

Osage County officials are wondering where the money would come from if Helmig's suit is successful. The three-member county commission held a closed-door meeting earlier this week to discuss whether the county's liability insurance policy could cover such a claim.

The possibility exists that taxpayers could be on the hook for some of the payment if insurance and other county assets are inadequate. Legal experts said juries considering the amount of an award in such cases do not consider a party's ability to pay but only what value to place on the injury sustained.

Kezer, who spent 15 years in prison for a murder he didn't commit, said Helmig was entitled to the maximum amount possible.

"He has been demoralized and abused," Kezer said in an interview. "He's grown old in prison. He was a normal man. Now he is faced with issues and depression and levels of anxiety that only rape victims and crime victims can understand."

MANIPULATED EVIDENCE

Helmig spent more than 14 years in prison for the murder of his mother, Norma Dean Helmig, whose body was found in the flooded Osage River on Aug. 1, 1993. Helmig was released Dec. 13, 2010 after a judge ruled he was innocent of the crime and that a more likely suspect in the murder was his father, Ted Helmig.

State appeals courts later upheld the judge's ruling. Osage County Prosecuting Attorney Amanda Grellner announced last August that Helmig would not be retried.

Two prominent Kansas City lawyers are representing Helmig in his civil claim -- Arthur A. Benson II and Brian F. McCallister. Benson has handled several civil rights cases against government agencies. He is best known for representing black students in a Kansas City public schools desegregation case that lasted 26 years.

McCallister represented Ted White, who received the $15.5 million settlement after a jury exonerated him. The jury determined that a police detective who investigated the case against White had conspired with White's wife to manipulate the evidence. The policeman and White's wife had been carrying on an affair.

The lawyers' claim in Helmig's behalf is based on the case developed to win Helmig's freedom. Sean O'Brien, a University of Missouri-Kansas City law school professor, developed a comprehensive habeas corpus claim that proved to the judge that police, prosecutors and a defense attorney shared the burden of convicting an innocent man.

Helmig's "illegal arrest, illegal confinement, malicious prosecution, and wrongful conviction was deliberately and intentionally brought about by defendants," the suit said. "The arrest, confinement, prosecution, and conviction were the obvious and intended results of the withholding of exculpatory evidence and false testimony designed to prove a case against" Helmig "despite his actual innocence, which was or should have been known to defendants."

The suit said that Fowler "manipulated evidence in order to steer the murder investigation toward Dale Helmig when there was no evidence or motive by him to commit the murder of his mother, despite clear evidence and motive that Norma Helmig's estranged husband, Ted Helmig, had to commit the murder."

Ted Helmig has denied killing his wife. At the time of her death, the two had been involved in a contentious divorce.

At the trial, Fowler testified that Dale Helmig had an altercation with his mother at a Jefferson City restaurant just days before her death. In fact, a Jefferson City police report said it was Ted Helmig, not Dale, who had thrown hot coffee in Norma Helmig's face.

During a three-day habeas corpus proceeding Fowler admitted that there was no substantiation for the report that Dale Helmig had argued with his mother. Although there was no proof the altercation even took place, prosecutors brought the issue to the jury's attention more than once during Helmig's trial

The suit also pointed out that Fowler had withheld evidence that might have helped the defense, such as the fact that Norma Helmig had contacted the sheriff's office about Ted Helmig and had asked about the procedure for obtaining a handgun for protection.

Westfall, then a state trooper, testified during the 1996 trial that during his interrogation of Helmig he never denied killing his mother. In fact, Helmig told Westfall that the sheriff was after him and that he did not kill his mother. Westfall later said in a videotaped sworn statement that his original trial testimony was inaccurate and that it had bothered him for years.

During the trial, the state emphasized Helmig's absence from his mother's home at Pointer's Creek during the search efforts on Sat., July 31, 1993, as evidence of his guilt and as inconsistent with his expressions of worry and concern the day before. In fact, Backues had advised Helmig to stay away from the search scene.

The suit alleged that because of the law officers' behavior, Dale Helmig had suffered "grievous and permanent injury, including 14-plus years of incarceration and the attendant loss of freedom, companionship, and income; and the attendant infliction of mental and physical pain, suffering, anguish, fear, including the fear of being incarcerated for the remainder of his life for a murder he did not commit, and damage to family relationships because the murder victim was his mother." As a result of the damages and injuries, the suit added, Helmig is entitled to monetary relief.

Attempts were made to reach the named defendants for comment. Sheriff Fowler did not return a reporter's telephone call to his office. Backues, reached at his home, declined comment. There was no response to a phone message left on the answering machine at Westfall's home in Mexico.

SIMILAR SUITS

Helmig's lawsuit is similar to that filed by Kezer against a former sheriff, sheriff's deputy and Scott County in southeast Missouri. Kezer had been convicted by a jury in 1994 for the murder of Angela Lawless. A judge's order freed Kezer in 2009.

In the lawsuit, Kezer sought compensation for his time in prison and punitive damages because of his wrongful conviction and arrest, which were supported by unreliable evidence. Four incarcerated men who said Kezer confessed to the crime later recanted.

In an interview, Kezer said that one-third of the $4 million he received went for legal fees. Kezer said his settlement was based upon the maximum provided by an insurance policy. He said he could have sued for much more, but that it would have been tied up in court and that he wanted the matter brought to a conclusion.

"I took what I got because I was ready to move on with my life," Kezer said. "There is no amount of money that repays a man for what Dale and I have experienced."

According to the Midwestern Innocence Project website, about one third of the people exonerated after proving their innocence have not been compensated for the injustice they suffered or the time they spent incarcerated. No Missouri statute indemnifies people who have been wrongfully convicted in circumstances similar to Helmig's.

"I think it's terrible that they get out and there is nothing there to help them readjust," said Adele Bernhard, a law professor at Pace University. "Everyone thinks they will be millionaires in a second. No one can believe that they are not compensated easily and generously for what happened to them."

Kezer's case is also similar to Helmig's in that both men were prosecuted by Kenny Hulshof, who had been a special assistant under then-Attorney General Jay Nixon. Hulshof and the other attorneys involved in Helmig's case -- prosecutor Robert Schollmeyer and defense attorney Christopher Jordan -- are not targets in the lawsuit.

Bernhard said prosecutors have immunity from damage claims in criminal cases and there is a high standard to prove ineffective assistance of defense counsel. She said Helmig's suing over false testimony by police officers was his "best bet." She said she knew of cases where political subdivisions floated bonds to borrow the money to pay such claims.

But not all cases result in settlements. In 2004, Joe Amrine, freed a year earlier after 17 years on death row, filed a lawsuit alleging that officials coerced false testimony against him by threatening inmates and granting them favors.

Benson represented Amrine in that case, which was later dismissed. Amrine is now suing the public defender's office for ineffective assistance of counsel, according to Benson.

While Benson would not discuss Helmig's claim, he did say that there was a difference between Helmig's and the Amrine's cases because "in the Amrine case, there was no significant Brady violations." A Brady violation refers to the failure of police and prosecutors to provide the defense with information that could vindicate the accused.

Ivan Schraeder, a St. Louis-based attorney who represents Osage County through the Missouri Association of Counties, said he hadn't seen Helmig's suit. Many such suits go nowhere, he said.

"Awards are paid out of a number of places, depending on what the county has in the way of defense funds, insurance coverage that applies and its available balances," Schraeder said in a telephone interview. "There is always the possibility, although these are very rare that the local government files for bankruptcy. This has happened on the east and west coast where liabilities are in excess of the ability to pay."

Schraeder said the capacity to pay is not relevant when the jury is considering such cases. The jury's job, he said, is to consider "what is the value of the injury, assuming it has any value at all. There are some immunities that apply. Immunity means there is no liability on the part of the local government or its agents. There are also limits under federal and state law on some recoveries depending on how the lawsuit is framed."

Helmig's case is a straightforward request for compensation based on the deprivation of his rights, privileges, and immunities guaranteed by the federal and state constitutions. His lawyers have requested a jury trial, so if the case gets that far it would be up to a panel of his peers to decide whether he deserves compensation and how much it should be.

Osage County commissioners met with Grellner earlier this week to learn whether the county's insurance could cover such a claim. Johnnie Fowler, who is no relation to the sheriff, was the insurance agent who procured coverage for Osage County.

Fowler said two carriers had been responsible for the county during the time period of the Helmig case. "As far back as that's been, I'm not sure which, if any, of them will come into play on this claim," Fowler said. "Once we get copies of the lawsuit, we will send it to the two insurance companies involved."

Continental Western Insurance Group is the county's current insurance carrier. It has a $2 million limit per occurrence with a $4 million aggregate on claims. It is unclear whether this insurance company is liable for claims prior to Jan. 1, 2009 when its coverage for the county began.

At the time of his arrest, Helmig, now 55, made his living as a painter of houses and commercial buildings. Since his release, he has been living with his younger brother, Richard, in a mobile home in Rocky Mount, near Lake of the Ozarks.

Helmig has been unable to find a job since his release. He spends his idle time fishing with his brother. Kezer said Osage County should consider compensating Helmig as if giving him his retirement.

"He is asking for the retirement package," Kezer said. "He worked 24/7 to get his retirement. They need to give that man enough money to buy his own fishing boat and a fishing shop."
McCaskill to stop at Cape on energy tour today
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill is touring power plants across Missouri this month as part of what she is billing as her "Hometown Energy Tour." 

McCaskill planned to begin her events today at the Ralls County Electric Cooperative in New London, with stops in Kansas City, Springfield, Columbia and St. Louis. She will visit Delta Asphalt Co. in Cape Girardeau at 4 p.m. 

The Democratic senator, who is up for re-election this year, said she hopes to visit with people who work in or rely on Missouri's energy production. McCaskill said she'll be discussing her support for national energy policies and don't penalize states like Missouri that largely rely on coal to generate electricity. 

Blunt, Graves sound off on Obama’s recess appointments
St. Joseph News-Press
Objections to the recess appointments made by President Obama this week have a historical echo, one that amplifies past friction between the branches of government as much as the current dysfunction in Washington. 

Mr. Obama on Wednesday appointed a director to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and three members for the National Labor Relations Board, all with Congress out of session. 

This did not set well with Republican lawmakers, including some from Missouri. 

“It is unfortunate that the president has bypassed the Senate with this appointment despite repeatedly expressing a desire to work with Republicans on improving the nation’s financial structure,” Northwest Missouri Congressman Sam Graves said. 

Missouri U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt called the move a “power grab” that raised constitutional questions. 

“By using a recess appointment to circumvent Congress, the president is attempting to circumvent the U.S. Senate’s constitutional responsibilities in order to enact another unaccountable czar with unlimited power,” Mr. Blunt said. 

Speaking Wednesday in Ohio, the home state of Financial Protection Bureau appointee Richard Cordray, Mr. Obama gave a reason for the recess appointment after nominating him to the position last summer. 

“For almost half a year, Republicans in the Senate have blocked Richard’s confirmation,” the president said. “They refused to even give Richard an up or down vote.” 

Mr. Graves, chairman of the House Small Business Committee, said Republicans had a valid reason for concern. He noted that a disconnect exists between small business owners getting turned down for loans and banks with money to lend but with few qualified applicants. 

He said regulations in the Dodd-Frank Act of 2010, which spawned the bureau Mr. Cordray will lead, have created this situation. 

“Before a director is appointed, the Senate should address these issues on behalf of the nearly 30 million American small businesses,” the congressman said. 

While the current furor involves an action of recent vintage, recess appointments, provided for in Article 2 of the U.S. Constitution, have long raised bipartisan ire in Washington. 

In 1902, Republican President Theodore Roosevelt made Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., a recess appointment to the U.S. Supreme Court. Mr. Holmes refused to serve under those circumstances, though he later accepted a nomination. 

Democratic Sen. Philip Hart of Michigan, known as “the conscience of the Senate,” called recess appointments “bad medicine” during a 1968 Judiciary Committee hearing. Democratic Sen. Robert Byrd introduced legislation in 1984 calling for no recess appointments to be made during a congressional recess of less than 30 days. (Republicans were in the White House and the Senate majority at that time.) 

Presidents take punches from all directions when it comes to recess appointments. The Congressional Research Service released a report last month that showed President Bill Clinton had made 139 recess appointments during his tenure and President George W. Bush had followed that with 171. 

The liberal publication Mother Jones took Mr. Obama to task for only making 28 recess appointments prior to Wednesday. 

Rather than a power grab, reporter Adam Serwer wrote, the president’s action seemed “more like the proverbial 98-pound weakling taking a second to wipe the sand out of his eyes.”
Ed secretary: KC schools trouble a 'huge concern' 
By HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH 
Associated Press

KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan said Thursday that the number of students dropping out of the Kansas City School District is "a huge concern," but there was no immediate announcement about whether he would support Mayor Sly James' takeover proposal.

Duncan and James met earlier this week in Washington to discuss the plan to allow mayoral control of the recently unaccredited district, James' spokesman Danny Rotert said.

Although Duncan hasn't specifically endorsed James' takeover proposal, which would require legislative approval, he has said previously that mayors should take control of big-city school districts where academic performance is suffering.

Rotert said Duncan told James during their meeting Tuesday that the Kansas City district's 2010 graduating class was 61 percent smaller than the ninth grade class from four years earlier. That figure doesn't take into account such things as students who transfer to different schools. The district's official graduation rate, which does account for transfers, is 50.61 percent, according to figures from the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

"We know about 60 percent of students in Kansas City public schools are dropping out of high school, and that is a huge concern," Duncan said in a written statement Thursday. "Like many urban districts, the Kansas City, Mo., School District faces major challenges. Mayor James and I discussed some of those issues and how we can best support the district to ensure that students receive the world-class education they deserve."

Duncan is the former chief executive officer of the Chicago Public Schools. In Chicago, as in several other large cities, the mayor has full control over the school system and picks its leader.

"The message that Secretary Duncan gave to the mayor is if you get control of the district this will be one of the hardest things you do but it also will be the most rewarding you do if you can turn it around," Rotert said. "And he has firsthand knowledge of that."

Interim Superintendent Steve Green said the district is trying to improve and questioned the motives of Duncan and James during a news conference Thursday.

"I refuse to let this district continue to be used as a platform for individuals for political games," Green said.

Enrollment in the district has shrunk to about 17,000 from a peak of 75,000 in the late 1960s. After test scores failed to improve, the state board voted this fall to strip the district's accreditation, effective Sunday.

That triggered a state law that requires unaccredited districts to pay to send students to accredited districts. Because the law is embroiled in litigation, the districts that neighbor unaccredited school systems in Kansas City and St. Louis are blocking transfers for now.

James' takeover plan, which would put transfers on hold, is among a raft of proposals the legislature is expected to consider this session to address struggling schools. One proposal would make it easier for districts to annex portions of unaccredited districts. Another proposal calls for suburban Kansas City districts to contract to operate unaccredited schools. That would address the transfer issue because students in the Kansas City district would become part of accredited school systems.

Rotert said the concern with the annexation proposal is that the most affluent portions of the districts would be cherry-picked, leaving behind only the poorest neighborhoods. He said those poor neighborhoods, where homes often sell for less than $10,000, wouldn't have the tax base to support successful schools.

"In many of the school breakups, what ends up happening is that the more salvageable pieces leave, leaving a really hollowed out area," Rotert said. "And if you don't think we can get worse, I am pretty sure we probably can and that's not a good scenario for anyone. And if you start getting worse with less resources it sets up a horrible system."

Rotert said allowing neighboring districts to operate the unaccredited schools posed a risk, too. He questioned whether residents of the Kansas City district would have a voting voice in the neighboring districts. He also noted that the neighboring districts want to keep the test scores of transfer students separate for at least three years.

"If you are going to run a school district but separate out a portion of that district as different and not your kids really, I think that sets up a really interesting and perhaps not great system," Rotert said.

Interim superintendent says of KC schools: ‘We are NOT the worst district’

Interim superintendent points to improvements and rails against “campaign political rhetoric.”

By JOE ROBERTSON and LYNN HORSLEY
The Kansas City Star 

Fallout from a meeting between Mayor Sly James and the U.S. education secretary brought out the ire in Kansas City Interim Superintendent Steve Green on Thursday.

“I refuse to let the district be used as a platform for campaign political rhetoric,” Green said.

The school superintendent was reacting to media reports that took Education Secretary Arne Duncan’s comments to James about one damning data point and suggested that the troubled school district may be the worst in the nation.

“We are not the worst district in the nation,” Green said.

James had explained his comments earlier, saying that Duncan shared a statistic that suggested that 60 percent of the students who enter the district as ninth-graders are gone by the 12th grade. That figure, Duncan told James, was the worst he’d seen.

James, who is lobbying state legislators for mayoral control of the district, said he did not intend for that data point to become political, and he made the same point as Green did: that wrestling over such statistics of past poor performance drives the community focus in the wrong direction.

“We need to be talking about how we get this thing turned around,” James said, “not what happened a year ago or five years ago. …What he (Duncan) said was that our numbers are bad, and they are bad. But, frankly, was that a surprise to anybody?

“What we should be talking about is, what are we going to do to change this around?”

Kansas City schools, long a target for policy makers’ big plans, find themselves back in political turmoil since the state has stripped its accreditation.

Lawmakers are pitching plans from competing factions that want to break the district up, hasten potential state control, open more opportunities for charter schools or private school vouchers, preserve the district’s elected board system or give it over to mayoral control.

While James and Green have met several times in recent months, Green said tracking the political winds has been difficult and frustrating. As of late Thursday afternoon, Green said, he had not heard directly from James about the storm that came out of reports of his visit with Duncan.

“I’ve seen shifting collaborations,” Green said. “It’s hard to figure out where he really is.”

The mayor had not talked with Green about the visit because it hadn’t seemed necessary at the time, said James’ spokesman, Danny Rotert. The mayor’s comments were never intended to be personal, Rotert said. The mayor planned to make contact with Green Thursday night, he said.

James traveled to Washington, D.C., on Tuesday to meet with some of the presidential Cabinet, including Duncan. And Duncan, Rotert said, had the data about Kansas City on hand when James arrived.

Duncan shared numbers known as a cumulative promotion index, which compares the number of students in the ninth grade with the number in the 12th grade three years later.

It isn’t a pure dropout rate because the number doesn’t account for students who leave for other reasons. And for Kansas City, attrition has been high as families have left for charter schools or other school systems.

Missouri uses a student-identification system to track actual students for each grade level — as most states are doing as data systems have improved.

State records show that Kansas City’s dropout rate is 16.6 percent, which is one of the worst in the state, but not as high as St. Louis, whose rate is 23.8 percent. Kansas City does have the poorest graduation rate in the state at 57.2 percent. St. Louis is at 62.3 percent.

The state average dropout rate is 3.4 percent and the average graduation rate is 86.7 percent.

While the statistic that Duncan referenced is not a pure dropout rate, it still indicates a district in trouble.

“We know about 60 percent of students in Kansas City public schools are dropping out of high school, and that is a huge concern,” Duncan said in a written statement Thursday. “Like many urban districts, the Kansas City, Mo., School District faces major challenges. Mayor James and I discussed some of those issues and how we can best support the district to ensure that students receive the world-class education they deserve.”

James was particularly interested in meeting with Duncan because Duncan was formerly the head of Chicago Public Schools, a mayor-controlled school system, and was appointed to that post by then-Chicago Mayor Richard M. Daley.

“He said we need to push mayoral control,” James said. “That’s the only system that’s going to work and gain control of this system. His words, not mine.”

Not everyone agrees, and James recognizes that there will be a struggle to convince enough legislators, many of whom have raised concerns about the viability and sustainability of mayoral control of Kansas City schools.

Green wants the political fight to not lose sight of the work that continues in the schools.

“I’d rather that the politicians work with us, join us, be part of the solution.”

The schools, which open for the next semester on Monday, will continue efforts that Green said are already pointing the district back toward accreditation.

He cited information, presented to the school board last month, that shows the district is in position now to meet at least two more state standards, which would raise the district from three standards to five, and possibly six.

The district projected it will pick up the college placement standard plus a bonus standard for anticipated improvement on state tests. One of the state’s performance standards, elementary math, might also be in reach this school year.

“We’ve moved the needle,” Green said.

Workers challenge Postal Service

By Wally Kennedy 
news@joplinglobe.com 

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — Hundreds of postal workers turned out Wednesday night to challenge the U.S. Postal Service’s plan to close Springfield’s mail processing center and move those operations to Kansas City to reduce costs.

So many people showed up for the public hearing that there was not enough room in the Executive Conference Center Ballroom, 910 W. Battlefield St., to hold them. Up to 100 people waited in line outside the center for seats to open inside.

Holding signs that said “Save Our Middle Class,” workers interrupted postal officials with chants of “mic check — return to sender” as the officials tried to explain why the center’s business should be shifted to Kansas City.

Postal officials were hampered in getting their message across when the audio on a video production failed. When the floor was opened to those wanting to comment, microphone failures prevented many from being heard.

The situation was so inadequate that U.S. Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield, complained when he offered his observations about the Postal Service’s plan to reduce the nation’s mail processing centers from 487 to fewer than 200 by 2013. Long said the hearing should have been held at Hammons Student Center or some other venue in Springfield.

Long said it appeared to him that “this is pretty well a done deal. Is there anything we can do?”

Echoing what some others said, Long expressed the hope that the Postal Service would take into consideration the fact that Southwest Missouri is the fastest growing area of the state. He said the loss of the mail processing center to Kansas City, the loss of dozens of good-paying jobs, and the fact that mail would take several days to be delivered instead of arriving overnight would not help the region further its growth.

Similar comments were offered by postal workers and a representative of the Springfield Area Chamber of Commerce.

The proposed consolidation would support a two- to three-day service standard for First-Class mail instead of overnight delivery.

Specific segments of the business community, especially those with time-sensitive materials, such as newspaper and business journal publishers, said they would lose subscribers if the delivery of their products is delayed.

Frank L. Martin III, editor and publisher of the West Plains Daily Quill, said, “This could very well put us out of business, and we are the only source of local news in our area.”

Elaine Johnson, of Springfield, told the Postal Service representatives that she suffers from a medical condition that requires the timely delivery of medicine. She said she does not own a computer and relies on the Postal Service to help her keep in touch with other people.

The Postal Service says the centralization of mail processing is needed to respond to “a deep decline in mail volume due to current economic conditions and continuing electronic diversion.”

A spokeswoman said the Postal Service handled 98 billion pieces of First-Class mail in 2006. That volume is expected to drop to 39 billion pieces by 2020.

Some of those who commented said that volume could increase significantly if economic conditions rebound.

The Postal Service said an area mail processing study supports the business case for consolidation. The proposed annual savings in the draft feasibility study are about $8 million in the areas of mail processing, management, maintenance and transportation.

Many of those attending the hearing challenged the accuracy of those numbers and encouraged the Postal Service to cut management positions.
La. Gov. Jindal to speak at Mo. Republican event 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Louisiana Gov. Bobby Jindal will be the keynote speaker next month at an annual conference of the Missouri Republican Party.

The state GOP says Jindal will be the speaker at a Feb. 17 evening banquet at the party's 2012 Lincoln Days event in Kansas City. The Republican Party also expects to have a keynote speaker on Feb. 18, but that person has not been announced yet.

Jindal was elected last October to a second, four-year term.
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 State tax collections lagging; reduction talks begin
January 6, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Some concerns are starting to come from the state budget office that funding for services and institutions will fall millions of dollars short by the end of this fiscal year. Some early discussions of cuts or withholdings have started.

Halfway through the fiscal year, the state is collecting slightly more taxes than it was a year ago. But a Christmas bump didn’t happen.. In fact, sales taxes were down four percent from December, 2010–a month that was 13 percent under 2009′s figure. Corporate tax collections are down ten percent. 

So far, total state tax collections are up only 1.2 percent and losing ground..State budget director Linda Luebbering says tax collections need to grow by about four percent for the rest of the fiscal year for the state to hit budget targets based on a 2.7 percent revenue growth. . .

Tax collections peak in the last quarter of the fiscal year, driven by income tax collections in April. And with unemployment going down, income taxes are expected to go up. But there are concerns they won’t go up enough. 

Luebbering says she and the governor have been talking regularly but they have not identified specifically will be done if enough taxes don’t come in to pay all the bills.
Joplin pastor uses Governor’s Prayer Breakfast to say ‘thank you’
January 5, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Some will remember College Heights Christian Church pastor Randy Gariss for presiding over an internationally televised memorial service a week after that tornado, attended by President Barack Obama and Governor Jay Nixon. Gariss was the keynote speaker at the annual Governor’s Prayer Breakfast, Thursday morning.

He used the opportunity to express gratitude to all those who have come to his community’s aid in the last seven months.

“I don’t know where you say ‘thank you.’ I don’t know what crowd…this is the most appropriate place I know of. By the thousands you came. You came in ones and twos and you came as families in pickups and SUVs and you came as busload after busload. We looked up and there you were. I don’t know how you got there so quick. You were right beside us and you stayed. A great movie with a director and music in the background could not do justice for what it was like to see you.”

Life now in Joplin is a mixed bag, says Gariss. People who have relationships and connections in the town are faring the best. “The individuals that are struggling the most are the individuals that were renters, didn’t own or perhaps didn’t have extended family in town, perhaps a little more the broken families. If they didn’t already have pretty strong relationship ties it’s still a hard winter for them.”

Gariss says what people who have not been to Joplin since the tornado need to understand is difficult to relate. “I would say that it would be that sense of deep, abiding loss and fear. That you think life has sort of a normal pace to it, normal elements you can handle, and the rug entirely comes (out from under you). Even individuals that are building back, they’re afraid of that next rug. They find a great terror about when’s it going to happen again…not necessarily that thing but the next thing.” Gariss says Joplin’s counseling centers are full of people trying to figure out how to handle fear.

He says there is a flip side, however. “There are individuals who will tell you they’ve never had deeper friendships than they have now. We can live isolated until you have a crisis. The one experience now is that you watch, people hug each other…I watched two men stand there to be the John Waynes holding and hugging and talking to each other that have never ever before. Friendships are deeper.”
Supreme Court to take up Senate, Congressional redistricting suits Jan. 12
January 5, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

Supreme Court judges will hear three redistricting cases Jan. 12 – one involving a challenge to a state map, the other two involving challenges to the congressional redistricting plan.

The Supreme Court has scheduled three dockets of cases for oral argument to begin at 9:30 a.m. Thursday, Jan. 12. The cases on redistricting are as follows:

* SC92237, State ex rel. Molly Teichman v. Robin Carnahan, et al., a proceeding challenging the state senate reapportionment plans. 

* SC92200, Kenneth Pearson, et al. v. Chris Koster, et al., an appeal from Cole County involving a constitutional challenge to the congressional redistricting plan adopted in House Bill No. 193. 
Governor’s plan to borrow universities’ money ‘off the table’

January 5, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Governor Jay Nixon will not be seeking money from the state’s largest universities to help balance the budget.

In December word circulated that the Nixon Administration was floating an idea to take $106 million from the reserves of five Missouri universities to support the higher education operating budget. Nixon says now, “That’s off the table.”

Nixon says the idea was merely one of many that was thrown around early in considering how to address what his budget director says is a $500 million gap between revenues and expenses in the fiscal year 2013 budget. “There were a series of ideas…remain a series of ideas…about how you get to a balanced number. Contained within those was the thought that perhaps instead of expending additional dollars on bricks and mortar, that those dollars could be put in the classroom, and that would be something that would make a difference in the short run here with the budget challenge.”

The Governor says he will continue to look for ways to put money into K-12 public school, college and university classrooms. He says what cust have to occur will come from administration.

Nixon will reveal his proposed fiscal year 2013 budget and other priorities in his State of the State Address, Tuesday January 17 at 7 p.m. A spokesman for the Governor says he will not discuss any more about his fiscal plan until then.
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State Supreme Court set to hear challenges to state, congressional redistricting
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 1:59 pm Thu., 1.5.12 

The Missouri Supreme Court has agreed to hold back-to-back oral arguments next Thursday on suits challenging Missouri's congressional and state Senate redistricting.

The court will listen to arguments in two congressional cases -- one from Kansas City area Republicans and the other from St. Louis area Democrats -- that challenge the new map approved by the Republican-controlled General Assembly last spring. Legislators overrode the veto of Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat.

A lower-court judge dismissed the case last month, saying that politics obviously played a role in the new boundary lines, but that such action wasn't unconstitutional, as critics allege. The suit had been filed in September.

The new map, which goes into effect with the 2012 elections, in effect does away with the existing 3rd District represented by U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis. Missouri loses one of its current nine districts because the 2010 census determined that Missouri grew less than some other states.

Meanwhile, the court also agreed to hear a case -- filed just days ago -- that challenges how judges drew the new maps for the state Senate. A panel of appellate judges submitted a map on Nov. 30 but then filed a revised one Dec. 9. Opponents contend that the state constitution doesn't allow the revision.

The altered map appeared to have been filed, in part, because of complaints that the earlier map also violated the state constitution's restrictions on when counties can be split between more than state Senate district.

State Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, announced today that he backs the suit.

Time is of the essence for all the suits because candidate filing in Missouri begins Feb. 28.

Carnahan has made no secret that he hopes the state Supreme Court mandates a new congressional map that preserves his district. If not, Carnahan is expected to challenge U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, who represents the 1st District. That district's new boundaries take in part of Carnahan's current district.
Missouri ends year with bleak budget news
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 5:25 pm Thu., 1.5.12 

Missouri Budget Director Linda Luebbering says the state's financial picture has taken a turn for the worse, making it possible that Gov. Jay Nixon may have to make mid-year trims to balance the current budget.

"I'm more concerned about the next six months than the next 18 months," Luebbering said in an interview Thursday. The budget director explained that most financial experts say the nation's economic picture will improve over the next year.

But the short term poses some serious challenges.

The state's December income numbers -- the mid-point in the fiscal year that began July 1 -- were particularly grim.

The state's revenue collections were down 2.1 percent compared to December 2010. Net general revenue collections for the month declined $14.3 million, from $667.1 million in December 2010 to $652.8 million last month.

What's concerning, said Luebbering, is that December 2010 was down 13 percent from December 2009. Which means that December 2011 is the state's worst showing for the month in at least two years.

It also was the third month out of the last four that saw state revenue declines in 2011 compared to 2010. The upshot is that the current fiscal year collections are now running only 1.2 percent above the previous year.

Overall, the fiscal year-to-date general revenue collections have increased 1.2 percent compared to the previous fiscal year, from $3.45 billion last year to $3.49 billion this year. The increase? About $40 million.

The state's current budget (FY 2012) was crafted based on a modest estimated increase in revenue of just under 2 percent, compared to the previous fiscal year.

To meet that estimate, Luebbering said, the state's revenue collections would need to grow by 4 percent over the next six months. That's unlikely, she said.

As a consequence, Nixon may need to trim the current budget in the next few months to ensure that the state's budget is balanced June 30, as required by the state constitution.

The situation is particularly troubling since state officials and the General Assembly already are focused on a potential shortfall of $500 million in the coming fiscal year's budget, compared to this year, because of the end of federal stimulus aid.

Legislators and the governor's office already are analyzing what cuts might need to be made. Any trims made in the current fiscal year would be in addition to those reductions.

Last month's low revenue number was propelled by an unexpected decline in state sales tax receipts, which Luebbering said had been unexpected because of the usually heavy holiday spending.

Instead, she continued, retailers were forced to offer "deep discounts," which resulted in lower prices for customers -- and less in sales tax for the state.

Missouri's revenue collections were down across the board in December, with the exception of a tiny increase in revenue from the income tax. That at least means people are working.

But they are not spending.

Breakdown in revenue collections for December 2011

Individual income tax collection
· Increased 2.2 percent for the year, from $2.44 billion last year to $2.49 billion this year. 

· Increased 0.1 percent for the month. 

Sales and use tax collections
· Increased 2.2 percent for the year from $898.3 million last year to $918.2 million this year. 

· Decreased 4.0 percent for the month. 

Corporate income and corporate franchise tax collection
· Decreased 10.6 percent for the year, from $244.6 million last year to $218.5 million this year. 

· Decreased 10.5 percent for the month. 

All other collections
· Decreased 22.9 percent for the year, from $219.1 million last year to $168.8 million this year. 

· Decreased 27.9 percent for the month. 

Refunds
· Decreased 12.3 percent for the year, from $351.0 million last year to $307.9 million this year. 

· Decreased 30.2 percent for the month. 

Missouri lawmakers unlikely to tackle 'Right to Work'

The Kansas City Star

22 hours, 28 minutes ago Jason Hancock 

JEFFERSON CITY - It garnered three hours of impassioned debate last year, but never came up for a vote. Now, as lawmakers begin their work in 2012, its looking like making Missouri a right-to-work state won’t get a lot of attention. 

“It’s not in that list of top priorities that we have,” said Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, a Republican from St. Charles. “I’m not certain how the session will unfold.

Dempsey has long been a critic of the legislation, which would outlaw employment contracts that make union dues or fees a condition of employment. His opposition carries a lot of weight since he decides which bills are brought up for debate.

Other Republican Senators are also on record opposing the measure, along with all eight Senate Democrats, who have previously threatened a filibuster. 

Dempsey would not completely shut the door on allowing the bill to come up for debate, saying that decision will ultimately be left up to his fellow Senators. Last year, the Senate bogged down over congressional redistricting, discussion of federal stimulus funds and extending unemployment insurance, he said. 

Without those issues on the table, an array of bills could get more attention. 

“I’m not certain how the session will unfold,” Dempsey said. “In the House, policy is very much top down, but the Senate is very much bottom up, with members telling leadership what policy is going to look like.”

But even if it were to pass, it would have to be signed into law by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, who has threatened to veto any right-to-work legislation. 

In 1978, Missouri voters overwhelmingly defeated a right-to-work ballot initiative. 
There But For the Grace of Boeing Goes Us
Stlmag.com
The people of the great state of Kansas are slightly less enthusiastic about cutting federal spending than they were yesterday.

It could have been the neighbors that were crying today. That would be us in Missouri.

It turns out that one of Kansas’ previously prized corporate citizens—the Boeing Company—is using the occasion of upcoming cuts in the U.S. Department of Defense to justify closing a plant in Wichita that will cost the region 2,160 jobs. Particularly galling to politicians there is that they feel double-crossed by the company after having just done what politicians do, which is shill for it in the halls of Congress.

Lay down with dogs, and you get fleas. Lay down with military contractors, and you get jobs—which makes for wonderful political photo-ops, not to mention juicy campaign contributions—or, on rare occasions, you don’t. And then you think they are dogs.

This is one of those rare occasions.

What’s amusing, if you don’t live in Kansas, is that what’s happening to Kansas is precisely what the Tea Party types who dominate Kansas politics have demanded: They want a smaller government. They want a powerful business community and eviscerated labor unions. They want free markets. And they want it now.

So here comes the Department of Defense, doing what it absolutely should do as the occupation/war in Iraq ends and the prospect of incomprehensible federal deficits remains. That would be to cut spending.

And here comes Boeing, in full victimization mode as to how such spending cuts might impair its commerce in the manufacture of weapons of mass destruction (my term, not theirs), and voila, you have a terrible blow to the very people who believe in their hearts that crazy federal deficits will guarantee the starvation of their grandchildren.

People in St. Louis and Missouri shouldn’t be smug about this. Just this week, our politicians were praising to the heavens the glorious news that our Boeing employees will be gainfully employed in the manufacture of weapons of mass destruction (my term, not theirs) to be shipped to an Arab dictatorship that despises and boycotts Israel and—according to the U.S. Department of State Department—practices Sharia law, persecutes women, intimidates journalists, locks up political dissenters, and is otherwise more than a bit lacking in the human-rights department.

But Saudi Arabia is our friend. And their business is very good for Boeing, which is a very important company to us, just like it was to Wichita.

Until today.

Now, let’s return you to the election debates, where I’m sure you’ll be hearing a lot about cutting the size of government and defending freedom around the globe.

Jindal to headline Missouri Lincoln Days festivities in February
	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

	Posted 2:29 pm Thu., 1.5.12 

	Louisiana Gov. Bobby Jindal is slated to be the opening night keynote speaker for this year's Lincoln Days, Missouri Republicans' annual statewide celebration.

Jindal -- seen by some as a potential vice presidential hopeful this fall -- was last in Missouri in 2010 to raise money for now-U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo.

Lincoln Days is hosted by the Missouri Republican Party and the Missouri Association of Republicans. The event, which rotates among the state's three largest metropolitan areas, is to be held Feb. 17-19 in Kansas City.

"Over the years, Missouri’s Lincoln Days celebration has attracted some of the biggest names in national politics — and this year will be no different. We are excited that Gov. Bobby Jindal will share his vision of our party’s future with Missouri’s committed Republican volunteers and activists," said David Cole, chairman of the Missouri Republican Party.

"Gov. Jindal is a rising star in the Republican Party, and his extraordinary record in Louisiana proves yet again that strong, conservative leadership works."

During his first four years in office, the state GOP said in a statement, "Gov. Jindal has amassed an impressive conservative record: He has cut the state budget by 26 percent, cut the state’s income tax by $1.1 billion, and championed some of the strictest ethics requirements in the nation."

"As we approach a critical election, our annual Lincoln Days celebration will play an important role in energizing the Republican Party’s most devoted volunteers and grassroots activists," said Eric Zahnd, president of the Missouri Association of Republicans. "We are honored that Gov. Jindal will be joining us, and his attendance will once again remind us of the importance of electing strong conservatives at every level of government."


First GOP debate set for Senate contenders, but without Brunner

Posted on January 5, 2012 by Deirdre Shesgreen 

The first debate among Missouri Republican contenders for the U.S. Senate is set for next week—Tuesday, Jan. 10, at 9 a.m. and carried live on KRTS Radio (550am) and KTRS.com.

But only two of the three candidates will be there—former Missouri State Treasurer Sarah Steelman and St. Louis County Congressman Todd Akin. St. Louis businessman John Brunner declined an invitation to participate. All three are competing to unseat Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill.

“John Brunner has been asked and has declined the invitation to attend the event,” Steelman’s campaign said in a statement announcing the debate. “We will leave the invitation open-ended.”

Here are the other details provided by Steelman:

The event will held at the Missouri Athletic Club, moderated by Jo Mannies of the St Louis Beacon and McGraw Milhaven of KTRS Radio. There will be a live audience, with general public, candidate supporters, and Missouri Athletic Club members in attendance.

Audience members may submit questions to the moderators, but Mannies and Milhaven will have the final say about what to ask.

Brunner’s campaign spokesman, Todd Abrajano, said that while Brunner had committed to participating in debates, the three campaigns haven’t yet worked out a “mutually acceptable schedule”

“While our schedule does not allow us to participate in every event we are invited to attend, we are confident that Missouri voters will have multiple opportunities to see and hear all three candidates, together, on the same stage” before the primary is over, Abrajano said.
Huckabee headlining February rally for Wagner
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 12:24 pm Thu., 1.5.12 

Ann Wagner, a Republican congressional candidate for the 2nd District, is bringing in former Arkansas Gov. Mike Huckabee, a favorite with social conservatives, for a Feb. 2 rally.

The location has yet to be announced, but free tickets will be distributed Saturday afternoon to grassroots supporters at Wagner's headquarters, 14551 Manchester Road.

A Wagner spokesman said the rally reflects her support for conservative issues and her support from fellow conservatives.

Huckabee endorsed Wagner a couple of months ago. In a statement, he said, "Huck PAC and I are pleased to endorse Ann Wagner....With over 20 years of experience in the private sector, community service and politics, Ann’s career has been committed to service to her hometown, state and nation."

Wagner said: "I am excited to welcome conservative champion, Gov. Mike Huckabee to my hometown and the 2nd congressional district to fire up grassroots supporters as our campaign continues to build momentum and work toward historic GOP victories in 2012. Together we will return strong, effective, conservative leadership to Washington."

So far, Huckabee's PAC has yet to donate to Wagner, the spokesman said. But Wagner hasn't appeared to need the money yet, either, based on her previous campaign reports. Her latest report showed her with about $860,000 in the bank -- far more than her GOP rival, St. Louis Ed Martin. The latest reports are due Jan. 31.

Wagner, a former state GOP chairman and a former co-chair of the Republican National Committee, has benefited from her political ties. Her supporters also include many executives at Enterprise Rent-a-Car, one of the state's most politically active companies. Her husband, former state Revenue Director Ray Wagner, has been an Enterprise executive for at least 15 years.

Huckabee's appearance could be aimed at bolstering Wagner's support from area tea party activists, some of whom prefer Martin. He was a speaker at a tea party event Wednesday in Jefferson City.

Wagner also has defended some tea party targets, notably U.S. Sen. Richard Lugar, R-Ind., who is being challenged for re-election by some tea party activists in Indiana.
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Kansas City schools can’t wait for the rainbow sign

By BARB SHELLY
The Kansas City Star 

Somewhere in the thicket of ideas, egos and obstacles facing Kansas City as it searches for a way to educate its children, there is a path forward.

It is not a clearly marked trail. In fact, it will have to be cut. I believe it is not any of the paths proposed so far, but rather a new way that incorporates pieces of some of the ideas under consideration.

The current model of elected school board governance is on its last legs. The district known as the Kansas City Public Schools has not been fully accredited in the two decades since Missouri established its school improvement standards. It is currently unaccredited, and almost no one is optimistic that it can regain even provisional accreditation in the two-year window that state law allows. 

Nor is there any confidence that a state-appointed board could fix a system so broken. 

Mayor Sly James wants the Missouri legislature to dissolve the school board and give him the authority to appoint a chief executive officer, chief academic officer and chief business officer, as well as an advisory board. That would perhaps be the fastest route to change. But Kansas City has historically been wary of handing too much control to a lone individual. 

Missouri Sen. Victor Callahan, the Democrat who authored the successful annexation by the Independence School District of several Kansas City district schools, has introduced legislation that would make it easier for adjacent districts to annex parts or all of unaccredited districts. His bill would provide a blueprint for dismantling a troubled school district, but not for avoiding the disruptions and abiding anger of a forced breakup.

James’ idea is paternalistic and Callahan’s is punitive. But both proposals contain elements that could work.

There is a way forward that incorporates and refines ideas already proposed. Its outline works like this: 

• Successful adjacent school districts would have the opportunity to annex small, contiguous portions of the Kansas City school district. That would be preferable to the disruptive provision in current Missouri law that requires that students from unaccredited districts be able to transfer into nearby accredited districts.

• Kansas City Public Schools would be dissolved and a new, smaller district would be created. Its charter would create a board consisting of community leaders and educational experts. The chancellor of the Metropolitan Community College might have a seat, for instance, and/or the dean of the University of Missouri-Kansas City’s School of Education. The mayor and at least one parent would have a seat. This board would either appoint the new district’s top executive, academic and business officers, or perhaps appoint a smaller, more hands-on board to make those decisions.

• The new district would work in concert with foundations and other partners to create a structure in which children from birth through college receive the supports they need to succeed in school and in life. That could mean everything from preschool classes to parenting support to mentors for college-bound teenagers.

None of this is pie in the sky. Leaders in some of the adjacent districts have quietly floated the idea of taking in some of the Kansas City district schools. And efforts such as Harlem Children’s Zone in New York and the YES Prep Public Schools in Houston show that great things can be achieved in urban education if the willpower and the structure are in place.

People in town are talking about these ideas. They need to coalesce and approach the state legislature and education commissioner with a plan and a structure. Support from the mayor, business and civic community, parents and churches will be crucial. 

Need more inspiration? Look to New Orleans. It took advantage of Hurricane Katrina to do away with a notoriously dysfunctional educational culture and build from scratch. 

A “recovery district” that swept up a number of failing schools has been the driver of a heralded reform. It was able to cancel all contracts, cut all ties with the past and start fresh, with a streamlined bureaucracy and new standards for teacher and employee hiring. 

That is precisely what Kansas City needs for its schools. Let’s not wait for a hurricane. Loss of state accreditation is reason enough.
Our Opinion: Coping with another budget shortfall
Jefferson City News-Tribune
Still broke.

Gov. Jay Nixon and state lawmakers begin a new year, and new session, facing yet another budget shortfall.

An estimated $500 million gap will separate revenues and expenses projected for the coming budget year.

Budget shortfalls are nothing new during this prolonged economic downturn, but officials will face some new budgeting challenges.

First, federal stimulus money used to shore up previous state budgets will no longer be available for the 2013 budget year.

Second, the Democratic governor and Republican legislative leaders have agreed not to seek tax increases to raise revenues.

Consequently, officials will rely on spending cuts to balance the state budget. Missouri’s constitution requires a balanced budget and prioritizes paying bills, unlike the U.S. Constitution, which permits federal borrowing.

Because spending cuts have been made to alleviate previous budget shortfalls, additional cuts become progressively more difficult.

“If there were any programs that everybody agreed needed to go away, that happened a couple of years ago,” said Linda Luebbering, Nixon’s budget director. “We’re now to the point of making decisions about cutting spending that, really, we wouldn’t be cutting if we had more revenue.”

The severity of budget cuts presents a double dilemma.

Cuts will eliminate or lessen social services, even as statistics show more people descending into poverty.

In addition, lack of funds will delay innovations that promise to be cost-effective over the long term.

Among those innovations are advances in addressing: rehabilitation rather than incarceration for criminals; treatment and recovery programs for addicts; expanding specialized courts to other areas, including military veterans; and accommodating people with special needs, from autism to Alzheimer’s disease.

Research and technology have opened new paths in these and other areas, but exploration is expensive.

Sadly, the budget shortfall will require making the best of a bad situation — again.

Editorial: Economic gains and losses should not be used as political pawns 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:15 am
Economic statistics often tell different stories depending on the angle from which they are viewed. So it is with the latest unemployment figures for the St. Louis region.

Unemployment reached a three-year low in November, falling to 8.2 percent, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. When adjusted for seasonal changes, the numbers are slightly worse, 8.7 percent, but even that higher number is better than it's been in more than a year.

Good news, right? The trend is heading in the right direction. Hiring is up in the manufacturing sector. About 6,000 jobs were added in the St. Louis metropolitan area in the last year.

But then there's this caveat: The St. Louis workforce has declined by about 27,000 people in the last three years. That means that unemployment has been so bad that some simply stopped looking for work, and they no longer get counted in the overall pool.

Economists suggest that if all people who were looking for work in 2007 but aren't today were counted, the actual national unemployment rate would be closer to 11 percent.

That's an indication of how much the Great Recession has changed the U.S. economy, perhaps forever.

Putting things into context often eludes politicians. Every day, their spin machines tout such successes as a direct result of their leadership. And failures are laid at the feet of their opponents.

December unemployment numbers will be released today. If the rate goes up slightly, that actually might be a good sign that some of those who had left the job market are reentering it, skewing the statistics.

Every politician in America is talking about jobs these days, but what action does it create? Not much.

For example, last month Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, pointed to Missouri's recent gain in manufacturing jobs while trying to deflect attention from some of his administration's recent failures.

Similarly, the Missouri Republican Party this week tried to hang a dour economic statistic around Mr. Nixon's neck. A Creighton University economist issued a report showing that growth in Missouri's gross domestic product ranked dead last in 2011 among nine Midwestern states and probably will remain in the cellar in 2012.

What the Missouri GOP failed to mention (or didn't realize) was that nationally, the state's GDP growth has been last or close to last for more than a decade, under governors and Legislatures from both major parties.

The U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis reports that between 1997 and 2010, Missouri's average GDP growth was 3.4 percent, lower than every state except Ohio and Michigan, two Midwestern states also stung by the decline of the manufacturing industry.

Revival of Missouri's economy — as it's currently constituted — will be closely tied to reviving industries that once made it strong: defense contractors and automobile manufacturing. Also, it must end the same housing market stagnation that is depressing much of the nation, said Ernie Goss, the Creighton University economist who made the dour GDP predictions.

That's not particularly hopeful. Many of the state's automotive jobs are gone for good, and the Pentagon budget is facing major cuts. Missouri needs a new economic model. Finger-pointing by politicians provides no solutions.

Voters should keep that in mind each time they hear a politician talk about jobs.
Editorial: Recession's reality is served in school cafeteria lines

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:00 am
The National School Lunch Act of 1946 was unambiguous about its purpose in post-war America: "It is hereby declared to be the policy of Congress, as a measure of national security, to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation's children...."

More than 65 years later, the program continues to safeguard the health and well-being of the nation's children. Now there is some question of whether the nation is prepared to continue that commitment.

The widening income and wealth gaps between ordinary Americans and the financial elite, the disappearing middle class and the tenacious aftermath of the financial crisis have thrust more and more working people and their families into poverty — 49 million people, according to the U.S. Census Bureau's new measurements.

Chances are your children see evidence of this every day at school, as the Post-Dispatch's Jessica Bock reported this week: Over the last several years, increasing numbers of kids at area elementary schools, middle schools and high schools across the St. Louis region have been qualifying for the U.S. Department of Agriculture's National School Lunch Program.

The criteria for participation are drawn from federal poverty guidelines. The proportion of a school district's enrollment that qualifies for free and reduced-price lunches is viewed as a key indicator of the economic health of the community it serves. As incomes fall and financial problems mount, more school children qualify.

An increasing number of suburban schools now find themselves dealing not only with education — which is challenging enough — but also with the unique needs of hungry kids from stressed out and financially insecure families. These kids may lack basic school supplies and seasonal clothing, to say nothing of the nutrition they need to concentrate on learning.

The data defy tired geographical and racial stereotypes. Economic distress has not been confined to the urban core or inner-ring suburbs or to districts with high percentages of minority students.

For example, Jefferson County's De Soto School District 73 serves 2,955 students, 97 percent of whom are white. According to data for 2011 compiled by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 51.9 percent of the students qualified for free or reduced-price school lunches. That's up 15 percent from 2008.

Of the 5,696 students in the academically distinguished Lindbergh School District in south St. Louis County, more than 86 percent are white. Only 17.7 percent of the students in 2011 qualified for the federal lunch program. Even so, that's up 26 percent since 2008.

And in prosperous St. Charles County, 76 percent of the students in the St. Charles R-VI district are white. Of its 5,100 student enrollment, 40.1 percent qualified for free and reduced-price lunches in 2011 — a 25 percent increase from 2008.

It's one thing to read and hear numbers about the continuing after-effects of the recession. It's another to see the impact yourself: friends and relatives who take a second or third minimum-wage job after losing a career-position salary and benefits, neighbors in financial trouble who finally, reluctantly, get help from area food pantries.

Our children can see how it affects their classmates every day. An increasing number experiences it themselves. As adults — and as Americans — we must protect them.

Giving (tax) credit where credit is due 

BILL McCLELLAN • bmcclellan@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8143 | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:00 am
Some members of the Missouri Legislature are still talking about overhauling the state's tax credit program. If such an attempt is made, let's hope the legislators remember the medical maxim: First do no harm.

That thought came to mind the other day when I visited Zip Rzeppa, who gave up a career as a sportscaster to work in the nonprofit world. He is currently managing director for Angels' Arms, an organization devoted to foster kids. One of its missions is to keep siblings together.

If you remember Rzeppa's high-energy style on television, you will not be surprised to know that he is enthusiastic about Angels' Arms. Very enthusiastic. And why not? It's hard to think of anybody who needs a break more than foster kids.

By definition, they are starting out behind the eight ball. For whatever reason, their parents are unable or unwilling to take care of them. Sometimes they've been abandoned. Sometimes they've been abused. Sometimes they've bounced from relative to relative.

Rzeppa said Angels' Arms had its beginnings in 2000, when a caseworker brought two little boys to the home of foster parents Bess and Larry Wilfong. When Bess said she had been expecting only one child, the caseworker said that wasn't a problem. He'd leave one little boy with her and find another home for the brother. You will do no such thing, said Bess. She took both little boys.

"Seventy-five percent of foster kids are separated from their siblings," Rzeppa said.

That statistic is hard to think about. At a time when a child is most vulnerable, most needy, he or she is separated from siblings.

So Bess Wilfong saw a need and acted on it. She founded Angels' Arms with the idea of doing something to keep siblings together.

In 2003, Angels' Arms bought a home. It was big enough for six kids. The organization found a set of foster parents and rented them the home for $1 a year.

As the years went by, the organization added more homes. Now it has six.

The homes are not inexpensive. They have to be in safe neighborhoods with big backyards. Also, of course, large enough for the foster parents and six kids.

Some kids stay for a short period. Some stay forever. About 300 kids have been helped.

Maybe you're wondering what this has to do with tax credits.

Not long ago, Angels' Arms learned it was eligible to apply for tax credits through the affordable housing assistance program. If it got the tax credits, it could sell them, and the purchaser would get a tax credit of 55 percent of its purchase. In other words, if you bought a $100 tax credit, you could take $55 off your state tax bill.

On Dec. 12, the state granted Angels' Arms $275,000 in tax credits. That figure is 55 percent of $500,000.

Of course, it is not easy to sell $275,000 for $500,000. You need to find a buyer who wants to help.

"Of course, you know me. I'm Catholic," said Rzeppa, who worked for the St. Vincent de Paul Society before joining Angels' Arms. "The 12th is the feast day for Our Lady of Guadalupe. I prayed to her."

Two days after Christmas, Rzeppa was holding a check for $500,000.

The organization applied for additional tax credits and got another $110,000. They sold for $200,000.

By state regulation, these tax credits have to be used for additional housing. In other words, the money cannot be used to pay off the mortgages of the homes the organization already owns.

There is also a timeline. The money must be spent by tax day.

On the day I stopped by to see Rzeppa, Bess Wilfong was out looking at homes.

Angels' Arms figures to buy — and fix up — three homes. Buy them flat-out. No mortgages.

It took three years to raise enough money to make a down payment on the first house. Five more homes in the next eight years. All of them with mortgages.

With tax credits, three houses free and clear in a matter of four months.

I saw a similar thing in November, when Places for People opened a rehabbed building in the Central West End for people with mental illness. Tax credits were used to purchase and rehab that building.

"We're not only buying houses," said Rzeppa. "We'll have contractors working. This is good for the economy."

Plus, the kids. Six in each of the homes. Dozens or even hundreds over the next few years. All of them getting a dose of stability. Siblings staying together.

Missouri is a low-tax state, and the legislators are proud of that. But there is not a lot of money to help people who need help. That is something to bear in mind if the tax credit program ever gets overhauled.
Goal for people to work for less
Springfield News-Leader letter to the editor
There were two articles in the paper, one from Peter Kinder and another about the Republicans in the legislature redoing the prevailing wage. Kinder said the prevailing wage should be $7.25 and the legislature wants to remove any restrictions on the prevailing wage.

The Republicans' idea is make people work for less as the way to make jobs in America. Do you as a working Missourian think that is the answer to our job problem, everybody work at minimum wage? First I would ask all legislators to work for minimum wage -- they don't earn what they make now.

Roy Merritt Humansville
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Alternative to tolls: trucks by train
The recent guest commentary "Should Missouri toll Interstate 70?" (Jan. 3) argues that tolls would best fund new highway lanes. Interstates have reached their 50-year lifespan. User fees are indeed a more equitable way of assessing infrastructure costs. However, such plans are not made on a level playing field. Trucks, because of their weight, cause, by far, the most damage — as well as most congestion and danger. Tolls upon those trucks would be insufficient to pay for four new highway lanes. Should citizens be left holding the bag?

Missouri's cross-state trucks could be diverted to "truck trains" chartered by the state on underutilized tracks. Other states could partner with Missouri to save their budgets as well. Trucks now on I-70 would depart Kansas City hourly on trains bound for St. Louis, continuing to Effingham, Ill., Indianapolis, Columbus, Ohio, Pittsburgh and Harrisburg, Pa. The costs of track upgrades, train equipment and operating budgets would be much cheaper than concrete across five states.

Trucks would have the incentives to use the service of higher cross-state tolls and higher truck stop fuel taxes. The loss in diesel fuel sales would be understood as an alternative to massive highway construction costs and an increasingly vulnerable dependence upon foreign oil. The Missouri Department of Transportation knows about this smart policy proposal of truck-trains. Policy analysts stuck in the small view of "buy concrete" ignore a sound, more equitable alternative. Truck trains make sense.

Andrew Sisk • Kirkwood
Stop, go, stop, go
David Stokes fails to make the case for turning Interstate 70 into a toll road ("Should Missouri toll Interstate 70?" Jan. 3). He conveniently fails to mention some key points that make toll roads unpalatable. Toll roads waste time and gas. Every time someone is forced to slow down from 70 mph to a dead stop and then speed back up again, time and gas are wasted. Multiply that by the thousands and thousands of drivers who would be forced to do so at each of the toll booths between St. Louis and Kansas City, and the dollar amount would be staggering. Add to that the cost of building the toll booths and paying people to collect the tolls, and it is obvious that this is a very expensive proposition.

Mr. Stokes admits that Missouri's 17-cents-per-gallon gas tax is low. It is, in fact, among the lowest in the nation, so the simplest solution is to double it to 34 cents and fix the interstate. I would much rather pay a bit more each time I fill my tank rather than be stopped by one toll booth after another each time I cross the state.

Tom Meyer • Affton
Protecting the paycheck
House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller's letter to the editor on prevailing wages (Jan. 3) gives us a great example of the reality show that some of our state legislators are creating in Jefferson City. Mr. Schoeller said, "Quality on construction projects does not relate to wages," and continued with his reasons for not supporting prevailing-wage laws. Anyone with any common sense knows quality comes with a price.

In this economic crisis, the prevailing-wage laws should be used as a major factor in rebuilding an ethical economy. Requiring a decent wage for workers is the lifeline to establishing and maintaining a strong economic region. Politicians should not take money from working-class people. Real estate, education and local establishments benefit from the pay that is spent by a prevailing-wage worker. Even Mr. Schoeller would benefit from our prevailing wage laws, because more money paid to employees results in more taxes for our state.

Contractors know there is no margin for error on any construction project. It is beneficial to pay trained, safe and professional workers. And workers who earn a decent wage have more money to put right back into the economy. This money keeps the economy flowing.

It is entertaining that politicians think economic stimulus should start with cutting workers' wages. It did not work for the Southern states, and it is not the answer for us, either. Prevailing wages mean more money is cycling in the economy and the state.

Dan Dempster • Wildwood
End the race to bottom
Regarding House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller's letter to the editor on prevailing wages: Prevailing wages create fair and livable wages that play a role in helping a community's economic recovery. Let me be clear, this race to the bottom must end. Prevailing wages contribute to a professional construction workforce. Prevailing wages provide workers with health insurance. And prevailing wages would help ensure that all of Joplin's residents benefit from the city's public works investments. Elected officials should support Missouri's prevailing wage. A study by the Fiscal Policy Institute observes that skilled construction workers on prevailing wage projects are 20 percent more productive than less-skilled workers on non-prevailing wage projects.

Is it reasonable to pay a person the same for frying fast food as for wiring the home in which you sleep? There's no question that Joplin is living through tough times right now, recovering from the worst natural disaster in Missouri history, but prevailing wages would help stabilize an important part of its economy and residents.

State Sen. Timothy P. Green • D-Spanish Lake
Spark discussions
Some people were offended by former U.S. Sen. Rick Santorum's response that welfare is an attempt to redistribute wealth to black people. Mr. Santorum's response was not very diplomatic or politically correct, but it is time to start honest discussions about the destructive effects of welfare.

U.S. Rep. Maxine Waters, D-Calif., once referred to welfare as the largest growth industry in this country. Some people receiving welfare benefits are people who find themselves impoverished for reasons beyond their control. Many are good and decent people who lost jobs through no fault of their own, and, as a result, they lost homes to foreclosure and had automobiles repossessed. These people deserve all the help we can provide, including housing. Others who receive welfare engage in conduct to voluntarily impoverish themselves. Millions of taxpayer dollars are spent on their behalf for public housing projects and Section 8 housing. Many regard these people as welfare "deadbeats," especially when their costs to society are understood. The costs to taxpayers include: food stamps, school breakfast and lunch programs, subsidized housing, medical services and income tax credits.

I hope Mr. Santorum's comment will spark discussions about the devastating consequences of unfettered and undeserved welfare.

William R. Lambert • Edwarsdvlile
Creating jobs
I am a job-creator. First, I created my own job as a landlady and freelance writer. I've spent thousands of dollars renovating a two-unit apartment building my husband and I bought as rental property, thousands on a new garage for our duplex townhouse where we live and hundreds on lawn care and cleaning for both buildings. We've even paid our Southside neighbors to wash our cars.

The garage was made in Illinois in one of the few manufacturing plants that haven't closed and sent jobs overseas. Many of the people we paid were otherwise unemployed; they're creating their own jobs, too, to pay the electric bill and keep a roof over their heads. Our businesses are so small that they don't show up on any economic analysis.

We are the job-creators of this economy, not the likes of Rex Sinquefield, who spends his millions opposing services and support for the working classes.

So in 2012, I will be looking for candidates for all offices who pay attention to the needs of my contractors and neighbors and who will send the bill to the super-rich 1 percent of America. Welfare for the rich — policies that have allowed the idle Wal-Mart heirs to amass fortunes they never worked for — has siphoned off the hard-earned dollars of the real job-creators. It's time they paid their fair share.

Virginia Gilbert • St. Louis
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Good teachers required

I have been following the commentary about the Kansas City Public Schools and I have a question: Where are the strong and experienced classroom teachers in this process?

They are the ones on the front lines working with students day in and day out. Regardless of who ends up as the ultimate governing body over the district, teachers are an integral part of the equation for good public schools.

Administrators and board members who rarely stand in front of a classroom can never understand fully what works with students and what does not. They look at test results in a vacuum instead of seeing the actual achievements taking place each and every day.

Dignitaries who observe once in a while only catch a sound bite of what goes on in the classroom every day. It is time for those in the positions of authority and decision-making to look closely into the classrooms of effective teachers who think beyond the latest curriculum fads and understand what actually works and what does not.

Only through experience and collaboration among teachers, parents and students will public schools meet the needs of the future.

Sherri Epstein

Lenexa

Gingrich’s view of poor

Is it possible that Republican presidential hopeful Newt Gingrich does not know of any “poor” children where the single parent works two jobs? Does he not know of any “poor” children where both parents work (one day job and one night shift)?

Where is the outrage when he makes such broad generalizations?

All I hear is arguing about whether he meant that children from “poor” families should work instead of go to school, or perhaps work during school hours so they won’t grow up to be criminals.

The tragic insult here is the former House speaker’s narrow-minded, heartless and arrogant view of the “poor” — you know, the people he is hoping to represent when he is in the White House.

Sally Tudhope

Kansas City

Louie Wright’s ‘heroism’

The Dec. 28 story, “Firefighter union boss leaves with no regrets,” about political union honcho Louie Wright, mentions how Mr. Wright was attracted to the “action” and the “heroism” of his job as a firefighter. This brave soul is listed as being my age — 61. Yet with no college attendance, he still somehow managed to not get drafted during the height of the Vietnam conflict, while I was.

Escaping military service seems to be the case for a lot of influential tough-talking union pooh-bahs now in their 60s. 

Too bad for Mr. Wright. He would have had more opportunities for heroic action in one night in Vietnam than in 30 years as a union fireman.

Chris Teller

Overland Park

Nostalgia a hit in movies

I enjoyed The Star’s Dec. 29 piece, “On a nostalgia trip,” on how several recent movies have taken a nostalgic bent — mentioning “Midnight in Paris,” “Hugo” and “The Artist,” among others. 

While it is often fashionable to spurn sentimentality, I for one remain an unabashed nostalgist.

Our lives are such that many of us harbor emotions too valued to lose. Those recent films help to rekindle and preserve those long-ago memories. 

Woody Allen has a character in another of his movies reflect: “You’ve never really been kissed until you’ve been kissed on one of those, you know, rainy days in Paris.”

Thank you Woody, Martin Scorsese, and Michel Hazanavicius for bringing back in 2011 some of those aching, heartfelt memories.

Larry Heffel

Lenexa

Thank government

Some letter writers have told the “Occupy” groups to grow up because the phones, hot water, fuel, cars, Internet and military with guns, boats and planes to protect the protesters were “created by the 1 percent you hate,” one writer said. 

However, all these services, products and benefits were not created by the 1 percent of wealthy Americans. And even if they were, no one lives in a vacuum. The military, for example, is provided by the government and paid for by citizens’ tax dollars.

Much of the criticism of the 1 percent is that they used their wealth recklessly to increase that wealth, not create jobs. And even goods and services sold by private companies such as cell phones and fuel depend on the transportation infrastructure, local police and fire protection, environmental laws, public utilities and educated employees. All were created or paid for by government, which is the citizenry, not some nefarious force outside us.

The wealth the 1 percent enjoy was in part the product of a social, economic and educational infrastructure. We’re interconnected and need the institutions and systems that allow for the security and benefits the critics described.

Julie Stephens de Jonge

Lee’s Summit

Mellinger columns

Beware of Sam Mellinger, The Star’s excellent sport commentator. He will kick you when you’re down.

He called for Turner Gill’s job. Got it.

He called for Todd Haley’s job. Got it.

Scott Pioli, watch out. Sam should consider a second career in human resources or at least test his analytical skills in the field of psychiatry.

Ascension Hernandez

Shawnee

Harness conventions

Mayor Sly James has truly critical issues on his plate. They include bringing Kansas City schools back from the brink, long-delayed infrastructure improvements and an alarming homicide rate. 

Please let reason prevail. Stop talking about any more city-subsidized “improvements” to the downtown core until these legitimate issues are resolved.

Let contracts to haul those conventioneers on a “pay as you go” basis.

Allow the brave private investor to make a profit or not. Costs should be born by the end users only, not city taxpayers or neighborhoods.

This shuttle will pass by on its way from Crown Center to downtown.

Existing buses, private taxis and limos would be glad to earn the fares. Let them.

This is so simple. Stop spending money we don’t have. Allocate the city’s income dollars to essential services and infrastructure only.

Let private enterprise provide non-essential services on a fee basis, for profit. If free enterprise can’t make a profit, the city certainly cannot. This means the service clearly wasn’t really needed.

Balancing the budget is painful, but there is simply no alternative. I think this mayor just might be the guy to do it.

Linda Ehinger

Kansas City

Obama support lacking

The president has started campaigning for re-election in 2012, but those opposing him started the “one-term president” campaign as soon as he won the 2008 election.

His inauguration was barely over when all the political factions started viciously attacking him. Lawmakers on the far right in Congress sat on their hands obstructing any efforts to try to stop the rolling snowball economy the Bush administration left. These flag-wearing Americans did absolutely nothing to halt the loss of jobs or create new ones. 

I’m sure the people working for GM and the other big auto companies are glad they have jobs. Yes, Ford managed to stay afloat with their own money.

Unlike the Bush administration’s bailout of Wall Street and the big banks, where taxpayers’ money was loaned with no strings attached, the Obama administration insisted that there would be an accounting of these taxpayer dollars.

It has been said that government does not create jobs. That is wrong. Government creates jobs because the private sector will not. 

Velda Lisette Pettit

Lone Jack

Wilderness dream

Just knowing the Frank Church — River of No Return Wilderness area in Idaho was there was always enough for me. The fact that a 2.3-million-acre area with no roads still existed in the lower 48 states was a comfort. The fact that it is a place where wolves once again roamed made it even better. 

However, nothing prepared me for my recent visit there.

It was rugged — 4,000 feet of elevation change over 7.5 miles. It was beautiful, multi-colored leaves on the stream where we camped and a snow-capped mountain framed by the canyon sides.

Best of all though, it was wild. There were wolves howling, trees marred by bear claws, and mule deer and elk walking through camp. There was more wildlife than I have seen outside of a national park. 

I would like to thank the Forest Service, activists and politicians who fought and will fight to keep this area free of roads. The Frank Church — River of No Return Wilderness is a national treasure comparable to Yellowstone.

If I never get back, just knowing it is there will still be enough. 

Neil Bass

Lone Jack
