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McCaskill stops at Cape Girardeau business on energy tour
Sunday, January 8, 2012

By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian
U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill's stop in Cape Girardeau on Friday as part of a statewide tour covered her support for extending funding of highway infrastructure and discussion of energy production. 

McCaskill toured the facilities of Delta Concrete Companies, where she said she saw a process in place that shows how companies can be responsible with large energy consumption and see a benefit. 

"What this company has done that many companies haven't done as much of is they've figured out ways to be environmentally responsible when it makes sense for them in terms of their profit margin," McCaskill said, pointing to the company's material recycling processes. 

The Democratic senator kicked off her tour Thursday with a visit to an electric cooperative in New London, Mo. She will be touring power plants across Missouri this month as part of what she is billing as her "Hometown Energy Tour," where she plans to discuss her support for national energy policies that she said are "practical, accessible and affordable" and don't penalize states like Missouri that largely rely on coal to generate electricity. 

Missouri Republicans were quick to attack McCaskill's attention to energy policies Friday, with the offices of Republican Senate candidate John Brunner and the Missouri Republican Party sending news releases stating McCaskill's voting record does not match energy policies that work for businesses and individuals. 

"Senator McCaskill has a record of saying one thing in Missouri and voting a different way in Washington when it comes to issues on cap-and-trade and issues on the utilization of coal to produce power," said Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party. 

Smith said it's ironic to Republicans that McCaskill is traveling the state talking about how to save money on energy when she did not vote against allowing the EPA's Cross-State Air Pollution Rule to go forward, which according to a recent article in the Sikeston Standard Democrat could cause a 33 percent increase in electricity rates for Sikeston Board of Municipal Utilities customers. 

"Cap-and-trade was not a good idea," McCaskill said Friday. "I was not in favor of cap-and-trade because the technology was not affordable enough, which meant that for people in Missouri, that are 85 percent coal-dependent, people on fixed incomes weren't going to be able to pay their utility bills. So we've got to go carefully here. I'm somebody who really believes that while I want to clean up the environment and I want to make sure we address global warming, that we don't do it in a way that hurts the pocketbook of people that are working as hard as they can to make their bills come out at the end of the month." 

She said she supports development of alternative renewable forms of energy and domestic drilling for oil and natural gas. 

The state GOP also announced Friday that its party's Senate candidates vying for the chance to unseat McCaskill will participate in a forum at next month's Lincoln Day gathering in Kansas City. 

Mo. GOP Senate candidates to participate in forum
Southeast Missourian

Jan 6, 5:24 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The three Republicans seeking to challenge Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill will appear at a forum next month hosted by the Missouri Republican Party.

The party says former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and businessman John Brunner all have agreed to participate in a 90-minute event Feb. 18 at the party's Lincoln Days conference in Kansas City.

Brunner has been criticized by opponents for not accepting invitations to two media-sponsored events.

Akin and Steelman both plan to participate in a debate Tuesday sponsored by St. Louis radio station KTRS and the St. Louis Beacon. Steelman and Akin also plan to take part in a Jan. 30 forum at Branson High School sponsored by Earls Family Broadcasting.

$3.3M going to levee repair
Work expected to be finished by May

Marshall White, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:42 pm CST January 6, 2012
Missouri’s governor is delivering on his promises made at the beginning of the historic 2011 floods, to support area residents during and after the flood.

Gov. Jay Nixon met Friday with area farmers, levee board members and local politicians in a field of sand, west of Rushville and east of the Missouri River, to proclaim that more than $3.3 million in Community Development Block Grants from the state would go to seven area levee districts.

For one Rushville second-grader, being in a sandy field made sense.

“This really is a field trip, because that is a field out there,” said 8-year-old Brayden Rupe.

The governor explained why the funds were being spent on levees: “Protecting valuable farmland, communities and vital infrastructure are critical priorities, and we are following through on our commitment to provide the resources to rebuild.”

The money equals the required 20 percent match needed to pay the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to begin repairs on five federal qualified levees. Two local levee districts, the Bean Lake and the Rushville-Sugar Lake Levee Associations, protect more than 14,000 acres of prime farmland between the Missouri River and two highways, U.S. Highway 59 and Missouri Highway 45.

“Some people will see this and be more confident in rebuilding,” said Brian Christgen, an area resident.

But the money isn’t the final hurdle to beginning levee repairs.

The corps won’t award contracts until the levee districts acquire additional land or easements needed for repairs, said Robin Wankum, a project manager. Once the districts are ready, they have to certify that fact to the corps.

The corps will call for proposals from seven approved contractors, and will award contracts when the certificates are received, said Col. Tony Hoffman, Kansas City district director.

Compared to what’s been done in the past, the corps is advancing quickly, said Judd Kneuvean, Kansas City district emergency management director.

Two non-federal levees, the Big Tarkio Drainage District and the Corning Levee District, got more than $1.8 million to assist in paying most of the costs associated with levee repairs to their Holt County structures.

There are still concerns about what may happen this spring on the Missouri River. Many area farmers are complaining that the corps is not passing enough dam water down the Missouri River this month.

The agency made a decision to keep the flow from the Gavins Point Dam at 22,000 cubic feet per second, and that’s 5,000 cfs more than the normal January release, said Jody Farhat, chief of the corps’ Missouri River Basin water management office. And the decision has already been made not to have either of the two previously planned spring rises.

The two St. Joseph levees, the South St. Joseph and Elwood/Gladden, will also be getting some special attention.

Once land easements and proper fill materials are located, the agency plans to deal with foundational seepage issues discovered this summer, Mr. Kneuvean said. That includes removing the parking lot at Lake Contrary, building a new blanket and rebuilding the parking lot over that blanket, he said.

Work on most of these levees should begin in February and be finished by May. The corps is monitoring moisture conditions throughout the region and promises to remain flexible on dam water releases.
Missouri River management plan for 2012 released 

Southeast Missourian - Jan 6, 5:57 PM EST

By JOSH FUNK 

Associated Press
OMAHA, Neb. (AP) -- The Army Corps of Engineers says it is trying to improve the way it manages the Missouri River's reservoirs after last year's historic flooding, but the 2012 plan released Friday doesn't include much additional flood-storage space.

The corps has been criticized by people living all along the river because of the way it managed last year's flood that caused $630 million damage to flood-control structures and covered hundreds of thousands of acres of farmland along the 2,341-mile-long river for months.

The corps said it tried to address some concerns by promising to improve communication and react swiftly to signs of high runoff, but officials say there wasn't time to clear much more space than normal in the reservoirs.

"The selected drawdown strategy was designed to evacuate stored flood water as quickly as possible to allow people to get back into their homes, farms and businesses to begin the process of recovery, and to allow inspection and repair of infrastructure including the dams and levees to ensure they are ready for the 2012 season," the corps said in the plan.

Officials are studying whether the corps needs to increase the 16.3 million acre-feet of space that's normally cleared out each spring for flood control purposes. That study won't be completed until March, so it won't affect this year's plan, and even if the corps decides that more flood control space is needed, officials will have to examine how that would affect all the other purposes of the river that require more water: irrigation, navigation, hydroelectric power generation, water supply, water quality, recreation, and fish and wildlife enhancement.

Officials say the levees, dams and channels along the river remain vulnerable going into 2012 because many more repairs are needed, but they are working to complete critical repairs before spring.

In northwest Missouri where some of the worst flooding was last year, Holt County clerk Kathy Kunkel said she's disappointed the corps won't clear out more space in the reservoirs. Kunkel said she doesn't expect all the 32 levee breaches in her county to be repaired before spring, so the area may flood after any significant rain.

"We've got to go back to what this system was designed for, and that's flood control," Kunkel said.

The corps said there is only a 10 percent chance that the amount of water flowing into the Missouri River from melting snow and rainfall this year will exceed the amount the plan can handle.

If this winter's relatively mild weather continues, that would reduce flood concerns along the Missouri River but wouldn't necessarily prompt changes in the corps' management plan.

South Dakota state climatologist Dennis Todey said conditions throughout the Missouri River basin appear much drier this year than at the same time last year, but that the peak snow season remains ahead.

The Corps' Jody Farhat, who oversees the six dams along the river, said under the current forecast, she expects the reservoirs will have slightly more space than normal available at the start of March.

"We feel like the path that we're on is good for the conditions we're seeing," Farhat said.

Last year, the corps had to release massive amounts of water from the six dams along the river all summer to deal with unexpectedly heavy rain in May and above-average mountain snowpack. That caused flooding that began in June and continued well into the fall in some places.

Cliff Morrow, who farms near Tekamah, Neb., not far from the river said he can't believe the corps isn't clearing out more space in the reservoirs for flood control. About half of his family's 1,000 acres were under water all last summer, and he worries about another flood if this spring's rain and snow is unusually heavy again.

"It's too bad when we have to rely on luck to stay away from a flood when good management would have done the same thing," Morrow said. "They could be draining water right now, but they choose not to."

A report from outside experts released last month said the corps did the best it could to deal with last year's record flooding, but the panel recommended several changes that could prevent a disastrous repeat.

The corps said it has already started implementing some of those recommendations, including updating the hydrologic studies it uses. But the corps says many of the suggestions require either detailed study or additional funding, so they couldn't be implemented right away.

The corps said that if it gets any sign of heavy runoff in 2012 it will try to aggressively release water, which might free up additional space in the reservoirs. And the corps said it will try to improve communication by holding conference calls twice a month.

Payday-loan allied group ponies up another $250,000
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 1:57 pm Fri., 1.6.12  
Allies of the payday loan industry are beefing up, moneywise, as they continue to prepare for a possible battle at the ballot box against those who seek to limit how much interest can be charged on such loans.

On Thursday, Missourians for Responsible Government -- a fiscally conservative, free market group founded by activist Patrick Tuohey -- contributed $250,000 to Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity, the chief campaign group set up by the payday industry to fight the possible ballot initiative.

(Click here for the Beacon's earlier look at the initiative effort.)

The hefty contribution will not be included on the soon-to-be-filed reports, due January 15, which cover the last three months of 2011.

The last campaign report, filed Oct. 15, showed Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity to have $246,633 in the bank.  The only contribution listed was an earlier $250,000 from Missourians for Responsible Government -- which as a non-profit does not have to report its donors.  

All told, Missourians for Responsible Government has given $850,000 to the Equal Credit campaign group.

 The upshot: the real contributors to the opposition campaign remain largely unknown.

Missouri Chamber president presents business legislative priorities at Cape appearance
Sunday, January 8, 2012

By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

Changes to workers' compensation law, tort reform and employment law reforms top the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry's lobbying agenda in the 2012 legislative session. 

State chamber president Dan Mehan spoke to local business leaders at the Cape Girardeau Area Chamber of Commerce's First Friday Coffee on Friday about what lawmakers accomplished last year and what business law changes are likely to be debated this year in the Missouri Legislature. 

The elimination of Missouri's corporate franchise tax and a reduction in unemployment benefits passed last session will save the state's employers more than $200 million annually, Mehan said. 

Business groups viewed the franchise tax as excessive because businesses pay the tax on assets and inventory in addition to property and income taxes. 

"In our view it was a pinprick of a tax that cost you just to be in business in the state of Missouri. It was double taxation," Mehan said. 

Senate Bill 19 reduces the franchise tax for the next several years before eliminating it for the 2016 tax year. The bill also freezes what businesses are required to pay under the tax so that firms would not pay more than what they paid in 2009. 

Changes to Missouri's unemployment insurance program will also save businesses money in the coming year. The state will reduce the number of weeks it pays unemployment benefits from 26 weeks to 20 weeks. 

"While there were some things that didn't pass, there were some very real successes," Mehan said. 

The Missouri chamber, with 3,000 members, is the largest business organization in the state and has four paid lobbyists who work to persuade legislators to create a better business climate in the state. 

This session they will work toward bills to keep workplace injury disputes out of the courts and to make it more difficult for workers to bring employment discrimination suits. 

Workers' compensation reforms to be pushed include a proposal to prohibit employees from suing co-workers over on-the-job injuries and specifying that occupational diseases should not be covered by the state's workers' compensation system. 

Last year, Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed legislation passed by the House and Senate to change to the state's employment laws and bring Missouri in line with the federal Civil Rights Act. Under Missouri's Human Rights Act, discrimination must be a contributing factor in the case for an employer to be liable. Federal law sets a higher standard, saying discrimination must be the motivating factor. The vetoed bill also would have capped damages in employment discrimination lawsuits. 

"We're trying to work with the governor to again try to get language that we can reach consensus on," Mehan said. 

How well Missouri colleges perform may soon determine how much state support they get 
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff     

Posted 7:50 am Fri., 1.6.12  
With state support down and demand for accountability in education up, Missouri's public colleges and universities may soon see dollars from Jefferson City parceled out in a new way: performance funding.

A task force convened last year to study the plan has made recommendations to the Coordinating Board for Higher Education, which is expected to vote next month. Paul Wagner, the state's deputy commissioner for higher education, said the changes would mean a whole new way of funding Missouri's public campuses.

"A lot of people assume that the distribution among schools has something to do with how many students they have or what programs they have," Wagner said. "But that's not really the case. There are no policy considerations at all."

Instead, Wagner said, allocations of state money pretty much depend on what a school has received in previous years.

Under performance funding, he added, there would be "an incentive for improvement. Schools would not be compared to one another. They would only be compared to themselves. It's about improvement, not just staying the same."

Funding for public higher education in Missouri has been steadily declining in recent years, and the outlook for improvement any time soon is uncertain. So the task force that studied the issue noted clearly that its proposed model is based on the assumption that the state would provide a stable, adequate financial base.

It added that to start the discussion, "its recommendations first acknowledge that the current base funding levels for Missouri public institutions are universally inadequate and, in some members' opinion, inequitable, and new investments in base funding should continue to be the top priority of the Coordinating Board in advocating for increased appropriations for higher education."

State Rep. Chris Kelly, a Democrat from Columbia who is serving his second tour of duty in the Missouri House, doesn't disagree with that goal. But, he says, because current levels of state support are far from adequate, shifting the emphasis to performance funding is a somewhat disingenuous attempt to change the subject.

Besides, he adds, institutions are already being funded based at least in part on how well they are doing.

"The theory that this is not happening now is nonsense," he said. "We are constantly re-evaluating their performance.

"We haven't adequately funded them in 20 years. We have made tons and tons and tons of cuts. The subject is that we are underfunding these places. It's not that they are underdelivering."

Declining dollars

Reviewing the recent history of state support for Missouri's public colleges and universities, Wagner said the high point came in 2002, when the appropriation was starting to approach $1 billion. Then the tech bubble burst and the first recession of the past decade started driving that figure down.

Now, he said, the level of support is about $800 million, and for the last couple of years, a chunk of that money has come from the federal stimulus program. The money from Washington -- close to $200 million -- let the state divert some of its support for public campuses to other needs, but now, that source is about to disappear.

As Gov. Jay Nixon's administration was putting together its budget for the fiscal year that begins this July, it floated an idea that could have further weakened support for higher education. It talked of plugging the state's budget hole in part by borrowing $107 million from the University of Missouri and other schools, then repaying the money over time.

The idea was met with almost universal opposition, and this week the governor said it is off the table. Kelly said he was skeptical about the plan from the first.

"I don't see why any university president or board would trade millions of dollars for some vague promise from this governor or this legislature," he said. "I also believe it would probably be unconstitutional because it requires that the money be paid back by future legislatures, and this legislature cannot pass things that are binding on future legislatures."

The real answer, he said, is not moving money around but raising new revenue, specifically the state's tobacco tax, which at 17 cents a pack is the lowest among the 50 states.

"There is not going to be money to fund higher education as long as we decide year after year to take care of the cigarette lobby and not raise cigarette taxes," Kelly said. "We should not be proud of having the lowest tax in the nation. I would be much prouder of funding things like the nursing school at UMSL than having a cigarette tax that is less than one-fifth of what Oklahoma has."

Wagner agrees that performance funding has to start with dollars that are adequate.

"No performance funding is going to be successful if it's not funded," he said. "At this point, it's hard to be optimistic for the state being able to come up with new resources in the next few years. In some ways, that makes this the best time to set up the plan, so it will be in place when new money is available."

Five measures of success

The task force on performance funding noted that its strategy has been proposed in Missouri before, but follow-through has been weak. "With national trends in higher education moving toward a greater emphasis on performance driving the allocation of state dollars," it added, "the time was right for Missouri to revisit performance funding and develop a new model."

The panel said performance measures should apply only to new appropriations, then be built into an institution's base appropriation for future years. It said that the funding allocated on the basis of performance should not exceed 2-3 percent of any school's state funding in any given years.

The task force said Missouri's public four-year colleges and universities should be judged on five factors to determine whether any one of them receives the extra money based on performance, with each factor earning 20 percent of the total available:

· Student success and progress, with schools judged either on how many freshmen return for their sophomore year or how many first-time, full-time freshmen successfully complete 24 credit hours in their first academic year.

· Increased numbers of degrees granted, based either on total degrees or how many students earn their degrees in six years or less.

· Quality of student learning, judged by improvements made in general, made by students in their major field or scored on tests required to gain a professional or occupational license.

· Financial responsibility or efficiency, judged on the percent of expenditures spent on an institution's core mission or an increase in revenue per student that falls at or below the increase in the consumer price index.

· A fifth measure would be specific to each college or university.

Greater accountability
Wagner said that at a time of tight money, coupled with calls for more accountability on how those dollars are spent, performance funding can help schools that are already doing well do even better.

States across the country are using such measures, he added, and Missouri should join them.

"A lot of states' higher education budgets are built on input," he said, "but now they are looking more at output, not enrollment or programs but graduates and successful completion of things. Missouri is jumping on that same train."

Doing so, Wagner said, can lead to fundamental shifts at colleges and universities about how education is carried out and how students can benefit.

"In my view," he said, "this is not necessarily about the money as much as it is about getting everyone on campus start thinking with a different mindset. Let's take a closer look at why students leave. Are there things we could do to keep them in the mix?

"It's not necessarily driven solely by money, but because funding is so tight, you can really galvanize a campus around simple, straightforward goals that may not have been in the forefront of everyone's minds."

Nikki Krawitz, the vice president for finance and administration at the University of Missouri system, said the school's four campuses not only have those goals in mind, but they are already moving forward in those areas.

"The performance funding measures are all related to efforts that the University of Missouri has had under way for years," she said in an email, "including increasing retention rates, graduation rates, professional licensure of its graduates, and research funding and efficient use of resources for the core missions.

"Being rewarded for what we are already doing, and agree is important, is great."

Whether performance funding dollars would be extra, and whether they would even be available, remains unclear. But Krawitz said the concept works for the four-campus system.

"Any increase in funding would be welcomed," she said. "We are confident of our ability to deliver performance in the areas that performance funding is focused on and be rewarded for our performance.

new money for higher ed
Wagner said lawmakers often are incredulous when they hear that there is really no clear explanation about why one school gets one amount and another gets more or less than that.

"Lots of legislators do want there to be some sort of policy rationale about how we distribute money among the colleges," Wagner said. "At least with the distribution of new money, institutions that perform well will get a little bit more than the institution that doesn't perform well."

For his part, Kelly would like to see more dollars coming in altogether, to help Missouri students and the state as a whole. For example, he notes that 1,000 nurses from other countries are hired every year in Missouri because the state doesn't have the capacity to train its own. UMSL, he said, which has done a good job managing its money, could use more to beef up its nursing program.

"Why shouldn't Missouri kids get those jobs," he said. "Because we don't want to raise the cigarette tax? The university is literally eating itself from within. It's cutting and cutting and cutting and cutting and cutting."

In the end, Wagner says, it is Kelly and his colleagues in the General Assembly who will decide whether performance funding is put into place -- and whether it gets the financial support it needs to work.

"The determination is finally made by legislators," he said. "We hope if they buy into the performance funding model, actual performance funding would follow. But they don't have to follow it. They really have carte blanche about what their options are.

"I think you would see at the campus level a lot more focus on the issues that are reflected in the performance funding measures. You would see more concerted effort to increase graduation and retention rates, to support students in key fields like science, technology, engineering and math. You would probably see more cooperation among institutions in terms of best practices and success stories in how they have addressed issues. Everyone already understands these issues are important. This would put quite a bit more focus on it."

ACLU questions decision to block KC transfers
Jan 6, 6:45 PM EST

By HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH 

Associated Press
KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The American Civil Liberties Union said Friday that suburban school districts should freely accept students trying to transfer out of the unaccredited Kansas City School District and threatened to intervene in pending litigation aimed at blocking the transfers until funding issues are resolved.

A hotly contested Missouri law allows students from unaccredited districts to transfer to accredited schools within the same or neighboring county. Accredited districts must accept the transfers, with the unaccredited district required to pay tuition and transportation for students who transfer.

But a group of five suburban districts filed a lawsuit against the Kansas City district to temporarily block the transfers. They argue the Kansas City district should pay for more of the costs and make those payments upfront, instead of in monthly installments as Kansas City has proposed.

A Jackson County judge denied the suburban districts' request for a temporary restraining order last week. Another hearing is scheduled for next week, though the districts insist they won't accept any students transferring from Kansas City unless their individual policies governing out-of-district transfers are followed. They argue that paying tuition in monthly installments runs afoul of those policies.

The ACLU questioned that decision in a letter Friday to the suburban districts' attorney, Duane Martin, and urged those schools to accept all transfer requests without waiting on the courts.

"Those cost issues do not appear to impact the right of students to make an immediate transfer, and certainly nothing in the law gives the receiving districts an express right to reject the transfer requests while the districts involved sort out the funding disputes," said Doug Bonney, legal director of the ACLU of Kansas and Western Missouri.

"If your client districts persist in delaying enrollments of transferring students, the ACLU will consider representing such students in a motion to intervene in the pending lawsuit," Bonney said.

Martin said the legal petition filed on behalf of the five accredited districts does not seek to deny any student's right to transfer.

"Each district believes that every student has a right to a quality education," Martin said in a written statement. "The attorney for KCPS admitted in court that the current KCPS policy does not comply with state law. The enrollment of transfer students can occur when the sending district complies with state statute and local school board policies."

Allan V. Hallquist, an attorney for the Kansas City district, said the district didn't disagree with the ACLU's position.

"To my knowledge none of the accredited districts have admitted any students and have not submitted any requests for tuition and transportation," Hallquist said, adding that he spoke to Bonney and stressed that the Kansas City district isn't stopping students from transferring.

Another lawsuit is pending on the other side of the state. After the St. Louis district lost its accreditation in 2007, several families in that district who had been paying to send their children to the suburban Clayton School District decided they were owed free transfers based on the state law. They sued when Clayton refused to send their tuition bills to St. Louis.

The Missouri Supreme Court ruled last year in the parents' favor but sent the case back to St. Louis County Circuit Court. A trial has been pushed back to March to discuss several issues, including a claim by the accredited schools that it's impossible to comply.

Meanwhile, the Legislature is considering several proposals to address the transfers. One proposal would make it easier for districts to annex portions of unaccredited districts, while another proposal calls for suburban Kansas City districts to contract to operate unaccredited schools.

This week, Kansas City Mayor Sly James met with U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan about James' proposal to take over the district - a plan that would give James the authority to appoint top executives to run the district, eliminate the elected school board and put transfers on hold.

Duncan hasn't indicated whether he supports the move but has said something must be done to address Kansas City's abysmal dropout rate.

Gov. Jay Nixon said Friday that he has started meeting with people to discuss the transfer issue.

"With the dual complexities of litigation as well as legislation, I am in a mode now of taking a number of weeks to assess what the best path forward is," he said.

Agenda set for Capitol trip
Great Northwest Day on Jan. 31

Jimmy Myers, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:45 pm CST January 6, 2012
Coordinators from 19 counties in Northwest Missouri have their agendas set for the upcoming Great Northwest Day at the Capitol on Jan. 31.

Each year, about 350 residents from the area descend on the statehouse in Jefferson City to meet with legislators. The event’s steering committee prioritized the legislative issues they want to see addressed this session, which began Wednesday.

The issues they’ll focus on include transportation and infrastructure funding. According to a news release from Great Northwest Day at the Capitol, representatives will be asking legislators to support funding levels that can maintain highways and lettered routes in Northwest Missouri, as well as repair areas damaged by last summer’s flooding.

They also will be addressing a new design for 911 emergency services, which could include adding users’ fees on wireless devices to pay for the upgrade.

Finally, they’ll address unfunded or underfunded mandates on local entities. The contingent will push legislators to “resist efforts to erode fiscal support of local city and county governments.”

On that Tuesday, the group will be publicly recognized at 10 a.m. on the House and Senate floors. The group will meet with their legislators at 1 p.m. and partake in educational roundtables. Individual groups will set up information booths in the ballroom of the Capitol Plaza Hotel, where legislators and other visitors will pass through and visit from 5:30 to 8:30 p.m.
David Spence introducing himself to Missouri Republicans 

BY JAKE WAGMAN jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 8, 2012 12:15 am |

ST. LOUIS • Months after he first discussed the goal of seeking the Republican nomination for governor, St. Louis businessman Dave Spence remains a virtual unknown to most party activists across Missouri.

As he travels around the state pressing his case, party leaders are meeting — most for the first time — a man who does not fit the standard template of a candidate for statewide office. About the closest he's come to an elected office is serving as the rush chair of his fraternity.

What party leaders do know about him is that he sold his plastics company in 2010 and is now wealthy enough to fund at least part of his own campaign. And, at the moment, he may represent the Republicans' best chance of unseating Gov. Jay Nixon.

Shortly after making his bid for governor official in November, Spence donated $2 million to his campaign, instantly giving him the largest war chest of any Missouri Republican running for state office.

While Democrats begin to scrutinize his personal life and business record, Spence will have to work to convince voters that he is serious about a campaign that even those who know him did not see coming.

His nascent campaign — using the slogan "A Conservative for Missouri" — has focused so far on one key theme: job growth. Spence believes his unconventional candidacy — he derides "lifetime politicians" — will be a selling point, even if his wealth might make him hard-pressed to meet most people's idea of an average Joe.

"Honestly, I think one of the best attributes I have is that I haven't been in the political system," he said. "I'm a regular citizen trying to do something extraordinary."

MIZZOU BOUND
Spence, 53, spent most of his childhood living with his mother and sisters in Overland. After graduating from Kirkwood High School, he went to the University of Missouri-Columbia, where his fraternity, Beta Theta Pi, was a big part of his campus life.

Few if anyone pegged him to seek the state's top job some 30 years later.

"It's as astonishing to his close friends as it is to everybody else," said John Hofman, a friend who was in the fraternity with Spence.

Still, Hofman believes Spence is up to the challenge.

"The people that know Dave, I can't tell you how excited they are he is making this sacrifice," Hofman said. "He is truly a guy that came out of Kirkwood High and went out and made it on his own."

Like that famous advice from "The Graduate," Spence went into plastics to make his fortune.

Spence's father started a rubber distributor in the family's basement, which grew into a plastics company where Spence worked as a teenager. But the company failed in the early 1980s, before Spence was old enough to become more involved.

So in his mid-20s, he sought out his own plastics company. In 1985, after approaching a dozen banks, he finally received a small business loan to purchase Alpha Packaging, which then had about 15 employees in a warehouse north of downtown St. Louis.

At Alpha, Spence began taking the excess plastic from bottles to produce molded wheels for barbecue grills and gym rings for outdoor swing sets. Today, Alpha Packaging manufactures more than a billion pharmaceutical bottles and other plastic containers each year from its headquarters in Overland and factories around the U.S., as well as one in Europe.

In 2010, Irving Place Capital, a private equity firm in New York that has been acquiring packaging companies, agreed to buy Alpha for a reported $260 million. Spence stayed as chief executive for about 15 months, leaving his position at the end of November.

After selling the company, Spence bought a sprawling $8 million mansion in Ladue. The 10.8-acre estate includes a golf green, private lake, 6,000-bottle wine cellar and a regulation squash court.

In March, Spence registered with the Coast Guard a 45-foot boat, the "Alpha Bet," which replaced a smaller vessel, the "Alpha Dog."

Spence and his wife own a waterfront home at the Lake of the Ozarks and a $5 million retreat in Park City, Utah, where Spence is an investor in a restaurant. Spence is also the registered agent of a holding company that owns a 1995 LearJet.

Spence says he donated use of the plane in 2010 to help shuttle medical supplies and personnel to earthquake victims in Haiti.

He has given at least $1 million to help the Betas build a new house at Mizzou. Spence also paid for a new weight room and football uniforms at Roosevelt High in St. Louis, where his wife, Suzanne, volunteers.

"I'm a living, breathing example of the American dream," he said. "If people want to knock me for it, I guess they've made up their mind ahead of time."

CHRISTIE PLANTED A SEED
The sale of his company left Spence with more than money — he also had time to spare.

But "something was gnawing at me," he recalled.

When he saw New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie speak at a local fundraiser in September, a seed was planted.

"I just kind of said, 'You know what? This is something I could be interested in,'" Spence said about running for office. "The more I learned about it, the more intrigued I got."

The idea of being the state's chief executive — as opposed to holding a legislative position such as congressman or senator, which are also on the ballot in 2012 — appealed to him.

"If you look at a CEO's skill, and if you look at a governor, it's a very good fit," Spence said. "I think it's a position where you can get things done."

Spence's timing to enter the race could not have been better. The GOP's putative nominee for governor, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, was losing support amid a wave of unwanted headlines.

On Nov. 15, Spence declared he was in "100 percent" on a campaign for governor. Days later, Kinder, who had already planned his own campaign announcement in Cape Girardeau, did an about-face, dropping out of the race and endorsing Spence.

Before jumping into the governor's race, Spence had not been actively involved in politics. County records show he did not vote in the last local election in April, though he did regularly cast a ballot in presidential elections.

His unconventional entrance into the race — he confirmed his candidacy with a text message to the Post-Dispatch — caught even party leaders off guard.

"He has made his interest in public office known, but his entrance into the race for governor was unexpected," Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri GOP, said at the time.

While Spence's inexperience may be a liability, his lack of any type of legislative record could represent a curveball for Democrats, who for months had carefully assembled an opposition file on Kinder, only to see him drop his bid.

A fundraising plea from the Missouri Democratic Party last month carried the subject line, "Who is this guy?"

"His name is Dave Spence and you've probably never heard of him (no worries, we hadn't either)," the party's executive director, Matt Teter, wrote.

Spence's hometown state senator, Republican John Lamping, sees the plastics mogul as part of a wave of "hard-charging type A's" making the leap from business to politics. The former head of the St. Louis company that produces Germ-X, John Brunner, is already on the ballot for U.S. Senate.

"You are going to see people that no one ever heard of getting involved in every cycle," said Lamping, an investment adviser who put his own money into winning a seat in the Legislature.

Despite his wealth, Spence has contributed to only a handful of GOP campaigns in the last decade. But in 2004, Spence donated $1,000 to New York Sen. Chuck Schumer, one of the most influential Democrats in Washington. At the time, Alpha Plastics had a plant in Brooklyn, N.Y.

"We had a customer that leaned on us" to make the donation, Spence said.

His transition from the corner office to the campaign trail includes adjusting to the scrutiny that comes with running for public office. Opponents have already seized on a 2004 arrest for driving drunk, which resulted in the state suspending Spence's drivers license for three months.

According to the police report, Spence was pulled over by Warson Woods police shortly before 3 a.m. His blood-alcohol level was measured at 0.12 percent after he told officers he had several beers at a baseball game. (The legal limit is 0.08 percent.)

Spence has described the arrest as the "one blemish on my record."

RESERVING JUDGMENT
Spence has been meeting with party officials around the state since forming his campaign committee in November. About the only ones who have not expressed enthusiasm, Spence says, are those already part of the political establishment.

"The only people, in my mind, that have been negative about me getting involved are the people in Jeff City," Spence said. "I'm not sure everybody wants change."

Among Spence's first trips as a candidate was to southwest Missouri, a bastion of GOP support that is critical to any Republican running statewide.

One of the area's lawmakers, state Rep. Lincoln Hough, R-Springfield, said he is "going to reserve judgment" on Spence, though he applauded him for putting in his own money to gain a foothold on the nomination.

—"'Seed money' is what people always call it," Hough said.

Danette Proctor, chair of the Greene County Republican Central Committee, met with Spence and described him as a "great candidate," though she pointed out that he is not the only Republican in the race for governor. Bill Randles, a former lawyer from Kansas City, has been campaigning for more than a year.

Though there is a wide cash gulf between the two campaigns — Randles reported $2,800 in the bank — neither candidate has secured the support of either grass roots or establishment Republicans. Spence's only prominent endorsement comes from Kinder.

Spence's campaign so far has focused almost exclusively on job growth. He has criticized Nixon on economic development and said he supports right-to-work laws, which prohibit making joining a union a requirement of employment.

"We just don't have a leader in Jefferson City that, I think, knows how to get people back to work," Spence said. "We need more taxpayers, and not more taxes."

While it is conceivable that another Republican may enter the race for governor — state Auditor Tom Schweich has been mentioned as a possibility — the chances grow slimmer the closer it gets to Election Day.

Even starting his campaign about a year before the general election might not give Spence enough time to match the organization of Nixon, a veteran of more than a half-dozen statewide campaigns.

If Spence is to win the GOP nomination for governor, he'll need more than his own finances to scare Nixon, whose campaign raised $17.3 million in the 2008 election cycle.

Spence's bid may find support from other St. Louis business leaders, who have expressed mounting frustration with Jefferson City since a proposal to spur a cargo hub at Lambert died amid gridlock between the state House and Senate.

Already, a pair of St. Louis businessmen have chipped in $100,000 each into Spence's campaign, though the state's major GOP donors are still on the sidelines.

Spence declined to commit to opening up his checkbook again, preferring instead to wait to see if the campaign can generate its own fundraising momentum.

"I made the investment in the campaign because I think it's an investment in Missouri," Spence said. "I can't expect people to follow me and support what I'm doing unless I'm doing it myself."

Groups lock horns over Missouri's green energy future

BY JEFFREY TOMICH • jtomich@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8320 STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 8, 2012 12:15 am |

There's a battle afoot to reshape Missouri's green energy law.

Renewable energy advocates and utilities are squaring off to establish how much of Missouri's electricity is derived from renewable resources -- with the cost to consumers in the balance.

Renew Missouri, the group formed several years ago to advance the state's existing renewable energy initiative, known as Proposition C, plans to go back to voters this fall and ask them to mandate more wind and solar power. The utility industry lobby, meanwhile, plans to propose its own legislation to clarify the existing law, and says it may offer up a competing ballot initiative.

"We would like to see a clear and precise implementation of Proposition C before any ballot initiative that goes above and beyond and has a significant cost impact," said Trey Davis, executive director of the Jefferson City-based Missouri Energy Development Association.

Ultimately, voters or legislators would to forced to choose among competing visions for the state's energy future -- a philosophical tug of war that goes well beyond a referendum on clean energy.

The renewable energy industry wants to speed Missouri's transition from coal-based electricity to cleaner wind and solar, arguing it will not only improve air and water quality, but also stimulate thousands of new homegrown jobs. Utilities, meanwhile, say they realize the benefit of renewable energy development but don't want a mandate to force their hand and further drive up customer bills.

The debate goes back to 2008, when Missourians voted by a 2-1 margin to require investor-owned utilities like Ameren to derive 2 percent of their electric generation from renewable resources in 2011 -- a percentage that would steadily increase to 15 percent in 2021. It further stipulated that electric bills couldn't increase more than 1 percent over what they would be otherwise.

The measure seemed simple. It drew no organized opposition.

But implementing the law hasn't been so easy.

Utilities, the renewable energy industry and consumer groups bickered for months over rules developed by the Public Service Commission. Then, in a victory for utilities, a little-known legislative committee known as the Joint Committee on Administrative Rules struck down parts of the PSC rules. The issue ultimately landed in court, which also sided with the utilities in a recent ruling.

Disappointed with how the 2008 ballot measure turned out, the state's renewable energy industry resolved to fix what it considered broken. The group is setting out to put in place a more aggressive green power mandate -- one that would put Missouri on par with Illinois.

The initiative still needs Secretary of State approval before Renew Missouri can collect signatures to put it on the ballot this fall. The mandate they plan to take to voters would require utilities to get 5 percent of their electric generation from renewable resources by 2014. The amount would steadily increase to 25 percent by the end of 2025.

The proposal would also adjust how the maximum allowed rate impact is calculated, replacing a 1 percent cap with fixed dollar amounts that vary according to customer class.

For residential customers, the increase will vary according to usage, with the average bill climbing as much as $3. Commercial customers would pay an average of up to $11 more per month and the largest energy users, such as factories, could pay up to $150 a month extra.

"The goal is for this to be clear," said P. J. Wilson, executive director of Renew Missouri.

To help offset the effect of higher rates, the proposal also includes additional funding for the Missouri Office of Public Counsel - the state office that serves as the main line of defense in utility rate cases and other matters before the PSC. The office has seen its budget reduced substantially in past years while utility rates have climbed.

While the utility industry stayed silent the last time Renew Missouri took a ballot initiative to voters, it won't this time.

The utility industry doesn't want the green power mandate strengthened, arguing it will further increase electric rates. And the group says the proposal unfairly gives the biggest energy users a break at the expense of residential customers and small businesses.

"Those are the folks that are also feeling hit on their pocketbooks the most," Davis said.

What's more, MEDA argues that funding for the Public Counsel -- its adversary in rate cases -- shouldn't be tied to the renewable energy law.

The group last week announced plans to file legislation making changes to the existing renewable energy law, though it hadn't yet announced a sponsor or filed the bill as of Friday.

Davis said the bill would be an attempt to clear up the existing law, further helping utilities recover their costs, clarifying the existing 1 percent rate cap and establishing how utilities comply with the mandate. The group also wants regulatory incentives for the use of agricultural products, such as biomass, for electricity generation.

"We're looking to make strong investments in renewable energy for our customers, but we're doing it in a cost-effective way that does not increase their rates more than 1 percent," he said.

Davis said MEDA is considering a ballot initiative to compete with Renew Missouri's proposal, but wasn't specific about what would prompt the group to do so. He would say only that utilities would "take that path if necessary."

Renew Missouri, meanwhile, said it isn't concerned about the possibility of dueling ballot initiatives. And Wilson questions the utility's concern about the potential for higher electric rates.

In fact, the group developed the ballot measure only after reaching out to various consumer groups for their input.

"I don't know who's more qualified to talk about impact on ratepayers," he said, "the utilities, or the ratepayers themselves?"

Consumer groups aren't endorsing the ballot measure. But representatives acknowledge being consulted on how the revamped renewable energy proposal would affect electric rates.

"We were glad to be at the table," said Diana Vuylsteke, a lawyer representing the Missouri Industrial Energy Consumers, a group of the state's largest power users.

John Coffman, a lawyer representing Missouri Consumers Council, went a step further, saying the renewable energy proposal is an improvement for consumers compared with the existing law.

Beside increasing funding for the Office Public Counsel -- an office Coffman used to run -- it would require utilities to recoup costs for complying with the law as part of larger rate cases, not in a separate proceeding. That would ensure a more thorough review that would best serve utility customers, Coffman said.

"That initiative would be immensely better from a consumer perspective than the current law," he said.

Mo. firms missing job targets cited for state aid
Jan 7, 12:34 PM EST

By DAVID A. LIEB 

Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Over the past six years, businesses seeking state tax breaks have optimistically told Missouri officials that they plan to create thousands upon thousands of jobs. Most of those jobs have yet to materialize, and some never will.

Figures from the Missouri Department of Economic Development show a wide gap between the number of jobs anticipated and actually created by businesses participating in the Missouri Quality Jobs program, which is the state's foremost job-creation incentive. The department offers at least a couple explanations - it can take years for businesses to reach their job goals; and the figures are only upper-end projections, not firm commitments.

But the disparity between plans and reality has added to concerns among some lawmakers about whether Missouri's business incentives are missing the mark. Members of a special House committee plan to question Department of Economic Development officials about the figures during a hearing Monday.

"The impact of the Quality Jobs act appears vastly overstated. Five out of six promised jobs for mega projects have ended in epic fails, and a record like that cries out for closer scrutiny," said Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City, who is chairman of the House Interim Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability.

The special committee was created this fall after the financial collapse of a proposed artificial sweetener factory in Moberly, which had been touted by Gov. Jay Nixon to create 612 jobs. The failure of Mamtek U.S. Inc. led Moberly to default on $39 million of bonds issued for the project. The state never paid the $17 million of incentives it offered, because the company folded before it hired enough employees or met other criteria to trigger the state aid.

As part of the House committee's investigation, Barnes asked the Department of Economic Development to provide data comparing anticipated to actual jobs and comparing the total authorized tax breaks to the amount actually issued for all projects approved to receive at least $1 million of incentives since 2006. The Associated Press obtained the information through a request to the committee chairman.

In their applications for state tax breaks, those businesses told the department they anticipated creating 23,145 jobs through a total of 91 projects in the Quality Jobs program. So far, those businesses have created 5,873 jobs - one-fourth the amount they projected. About five out of every six of the projects has not reached their anticipated jobs. Of the $311 million of state aid authorized for those companies, a little over $36 million actually has been paid.

The Missouri Quality Jobs program requires companies to create a minimum number of jobs - ranging from 10 to 100, depending on the type of business - within two or three years of being approved for the program. Once they hit that job threshold and also meet wage and health-insurance requirements, businesses then have three to five years to claim their tax breaks, which are awarded on a per-job basis. The program was created in 2005 under Republican Gov. Matt Blunt and has remained one of the most frequently used incentives under Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

The Department of Economic Development said the anticipated jobs reported by businesses are used as a budgeting tool to help calculate the state's potential financial exposure under a law that caps Quality Jobs tax credits at $80 million annually. There is no penalty if businesses fall short of their jobs mark nor is there any cost to the state, because the tax breaks are issued based on the actual number of new jobs.

"These and other safeguards ensure that no benefits are provided until the jobs are actually created, while allowing companies to pursue their growth and expansion plans in accordance with law," department spokesman John Fougere said in an emailed statement.

Yet governors often cite the projected job figures while announcing the deals, and they don't typically hold news conferences years later when the job targets aren't reached.

Barnes, who was an aide to Blunt from June 2007 through May 2008, acknowledges that he likely wrote speeches for the governor touting some of the dozen-plus Quality Jobs projects approved during that time. Barnes said he doesn't begrudge Nixon for similarly touting the largest possible projected jobs figures, but he now questions whether the program actually spurs businesses to hire more employees.

"They can't claim when the application comes in that there are going to be jobs created and then when it fails that it's (the job projection) just a budgeting gimmick," Barnes said.

More than half the businesses authorized to receive more than $1 million in Quality Jobs incentives during the past six years are listed by the department as not currently having any new jobs. Many of those businesses still could make good on their intentions, because they have not hit the deadline to meet the program's minimum job threshold. But like Mamtek, some of those businesses have already failed.

Wings Enterprises Inc., for example, was approved for nearly $1.3 million of tax breaks in 2006 while projecting that it would hire 200 employees to re-open an iron ore mine near Sullivan. State records show it created eight jobs and received $2,519 in tax breaks before it encountered financial and legal troubles and lost its eligibility for state aid. This past week, MFC Industrial Ltd. - based in Vancouver, Canada - announced that it had teamed with St. Louis-based Alberici Group Inc. to acquire the troubled mining project.

Officials in Moberly are still searching for someone to take over the partially built artificial sweetener factory once intended for Mamtek.

Prompted largely by the Mamtek failure, a Missouri Senate committee also has been investigating the Department of Economic Development's oversight of business incentives. The committee chairman, Sen. Jim Lembke, plans to hold a hearing this coming week on a recent report from legislative staff that faulted the department for poor documentation of its oversight activities. That report said some case files appeared to lack verification that companies actually hired employees or provided health insurance. The department objected to parts of the report and now is providing more information, Lembke said.

"I want to make sure we have the mechanisms in place to say you have to create so many jobs and sustain those jobs, if we're investing the people's money," said Lembke, R-St. Louis.

Ending students' morning hunger with free breakfast

Breakfast In The Classroom prepares to expand to an additional 11 schools.

Springfield News-Leader 11:00 PM, Jan. 7, 2012  
Springfield's relatively new Breakfast In The Classroom program is planning a big expansion and a growing number of older students will soon benefit.

In participating schools, every child in every class can eat a nutritious meal at their desk each morning. It's provided at no cost to the families, regardless of their income.

The Springfield Public Schools' nutrition services department piloted the program more than a year ago. It's now available in 15 elementary schools and one middle school.

Superintendent Norm Ridder said more schools have expressed interest in implementing the program in 2012. Those 11 schools include a second middle school and the first high school.

"We have a very favorable response," Ridder said. "We're responding to immediate needs. ...We may have solved the problem of making sure kids are fed."

District officials have repeatedly voiced support for the program, noting that students can't learn if they're hungry.

The district has been tracking attendance, academic achievement, discipline and lunch participation in schools that offer the program.

Ridder said the preliminary results have been very encouraging. He said principals and teachers are also reporting more focused students, quieter mornings and greater camaraderie in the class setting.

"What's really powerful about Breakfast In The Classroom is that they're breaking bread together," he said, noting students eat together. "You don't understand the importance of that unless you come from a big family."

In fall 2011, Ridder created the Kids First committee -- with representatives from more than 30 groups and programs -- to identify gaps and eliminate overlaps in critical services to Springfield children.

The Kids First committee decided to tackle childhood hunger issues first so members have been reviewing various initiatives such as Breakfast In The Classroom.

The expansion of existing initiatives and the possibility of new efforts -- such as piloting a Saturday feeding center at one middle school -- have been discussed.

Start-up costs

The Breakfast In The Classroom program is offered at Bingham, Bissett, Bowerman, Boyd, Campbell, Delaware, Fremont, Holland, McGregor, Robberson, Watkins, Weller, Westport, Williams elementary schools, the Shady Dell Early Childhood Center and Reed Middle School.

"We were really excited to do Reed, our first middle school," said Wanita Watts, director of nutrition services for the district.

The following schools plan to start the program in 2012: Cowden, Jeffries, Mann, Pittman, Rountree, Sunshine, Truman, Twain and Wilder elementary schools, Pipkin Middle School and Hillcrest High School.

District schools have long offered breakfast before school starts but this program shifts breakfast from the cafeteria to the classroom.

The meal now takes place during the first 10-15 minutes of the school day.

Cafeteria staff continue to do the work but they deliver the food -- an entree, fresh fruit and milk -- on carts designed to keep the options cool or warm.

Every classroom receives wipes to clean the desk surfaces, and all refuse is placed in either trash or recycle bags, placed on the cart and wheeled into the hallways. The cafeteria staff pick them up, take out the refuse and store equipment.

Using the "universal model," every child is able to eat breakfast for free. The increase in food and staff costs for the daily operation is offset by a higher federal reimbursement, which is based on student participation.

Watts said the biggest hurdle to expanding is finding funding for the start-up costs -- $250 a classroom for the cart and storage.

"It's just a matter of getting the equipment," she said.

She said the start-up cost at Hillcrest, which has 48 classrooms, will be higher. There will also be changes because teens require larger portions and more calories.

"Menu options will probably look different," she said. "We're all kind of thinking that through and brainstorming."

Community interest in the breakfast program has been strong. Care to Learn and the Foundation for Springfield Public Schools and others have previously provided start-up costs.

Ridder expects the program to be around for a while. He said some have questioned whether the federal government will reduce funding after the economy rebounds.

He said there's no indication the program is going to be temporary.

"The thing that we're started to feel from the community -- and I think it's an appropriate question -- is, 'Is this sustainable?' Is this just reacting to the recession or is this something the federal government will continue to support," he said. "I do think it's sustainable."

MHDC: Joplin’s credits fulfilled 
January 7, 2012

By Debby Woodin, The Joplin Globe 

All state and federal Low Income Housing Tax Credits designated for Joplin by Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon have been awarded, according to the Missouri Housing Development Commission.

While all money set aside for Joplin was allocated for eight projects last month, some local developers remain in the running for tax credits that are still being offered statewide. Twenty-one Joplin area housing projects that were not approved last month — some of which have drawn fire from neighbors and others — are still contenders for some of that remaining money, although one expert said it’s unlikely they will be picked.

William Ulm, the MHDC’s underwriter, said Friday that commissioners awarded all the tax credits specially assigned for Joplin recovery during a December meeting. That amounted to $90 million, Ulm said, and satisfies the allocation that Gov. Jay Nixon requested for long-term permanent housing development as part of a program he called “Jumpstart Joplin.”

As part of that program, about $22 million also has been allocated for other forms of short-term housing assistance in Joplin, including construction financing help for developers, down payment assistance for storm victims, a Neighborhood Preservation Program through the Missouri Department of Economic Development, and Community Development Block Grant funds.

The state also allocated $10 million in low-income housing tax credits for a St. Louis suburb that also was hit hard by a spring tornado.

Statewide

While the Joplin tax credits have been allocated, more than 100 projects around the state are still being considered for another round of tax credits that will be awarded next month.

In this round the commission will have less to award than in December — about $80 million. There are about 31 projects to consider in Southwest Missouri, which not only includes projects in Joplin, Webb City and Duquesne, but also in Aurora, Springfield, Branson and Bolivar.

A public hearing to allow residents to voice their support or opposition for those proposals will be held at 11 a.m. Wednesday at the Holiday Inn Hotel and Suites, 2720 N. Glenstone Ave. in Springfield.

Other hearings on some of those remaining 100 projects will be held in Kansas City, St. Louis and Columbia.

Although most projects in the region are in Joplin, Ulm said the public hearing is being held in Springfield because two public hearings were already held in Joplin in November and December, and comments were heard on all of the proposals, including those not selected in December but are back for this round.

“We feel like we have already held hearings in Joplin. All of the comments made at those two are still on the record. We haven’t held hearings on those others” for projects in other cities, and Springfield is accessible to residents from surrounding cities to attend, Ulm said. “Anybody who wants to attend the hearings in Springfield is more than welcome.”

The MHDC staff is evaluating all the applications and will make recommendations to commissioners on which ones should be awarded at a meeting in February in Columbia. The commissioners make the final decision.

Ulm said recommendations are based on the amount of money available to award and the quality of the projects proposed.

Although 21 projects in the Joplin area are still pending, Troy Bolander, Joplin’s city planner, said it is unlikely any more tax credits will be granted for Joplin-area projects, given what was awarded to the city in December.

Disagreement

Some of the local projects still vying for state tax credits face stiff opposition from neighbors and community residents.

Two of the projects that have received considerable public outcry are Hickory Highlands, proposed on Zora Street and Illinois Avenue, and Lynnwood on 20th Street in Duquesne.

Several residents of North Port Acres and Northview Estates attended the public hearings in Joplin to oppose the Hickory Highlands project, and some filed written comments. One resident of Northview, Scott Denny, wrote to the commission that the subdivisions surrounding the proposed Hickory Highlands site have 75 homes valued at more than $180,000 and 130 houses valued at more than $130,000. He said the site is not located near any services such as public transportation, pharmacies or grocers.

Petitions have been circulated in Duquesne opposing the Lynnwood project, which would place 40 low-income houses on 10 acres. One of the reasons cited for opposition by Lisa Daugherty, who has circulated the petitions, is the increased demand that the influx of residents would put on the city’s police force and other city services.

The project has stirred so much discussion in Duquesne that the town’s board of aldermen will hear presentations about it at a meeting at 7 p.m. Monday.

Although Daugherty believes the development is too much for existing city services, Duquesne’s assistant to the mayor, David Weaver, said he believes the town’s police and fire services and sewer system are adequate.

Stacy Jurado-Miller, a representative of one of the project developers, the Vecino Group in Springfield, said Lynnwood is not typical tract housing that people sometimes think of when they think of low-income housing. She said all the housing would be 100 percent accessible to senior citizens and people with disabilities.

“Not only is this unique for the Joplin area but for the state,” Jurado-Miller said of the plans.

The all-brick duplexes would have a playground with a treehouse accessible to children in wheelchairs, as well as space for community gardens and an office for the Ozarks Food Harvest to help supply food for residents there.

“These are attractive homes that any of us would be proud to live in, and they have to be impeccably maintained,” Jurado-Miller said.

Stephanie Brady, of the Independent Living Center, said it is the type of housing that is needed by a number of people who were displaced by the tornado. She wrote a letter to the governor earlier saying that the projects considered by the MHDC in December did not offer enough housing for seniors and disabled people.

“I think people have in their minds it’s traditional low-income housing,” Brady said. It is described as affordable housing, but the income qualifications for rental are not strictly poverty-level. She said she has seen the plans for it. “It’s brick and a very attractive development, so hopefully they will see that, because we need the housing desperately.”

At least one other project that received opposition in Joplin, Canterbury Village, is being withdrawn by the developer, Gardner Development, of Springfield. It remains on the MHDC’s list for the public hearing, however.

Vets win case over horse care by non-licensee in Missouri 
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Brooke Gray could be either of two things: an insufficiently educated opportunist, trying to pass herself off as an equine dentist, or a young woman dedicated to horses, performing an age-old practice for an honest wage.

A circuit court judge recently said the former. Her attorney, a St. Louis-based litigator with a history of challenging the government's licensing power, says the latter — and believes the judge's ruling could limit everyone from cattle hands to dog groomers.

A Clinton County Circuit Court judge ruled in December that Gray had to stop a practice called "teeth floating" after the Missouri Veterinary Medical Board, which oversees veterinary licenses in the state, sued Gray because she does not have a veterinary license.

Her attorney plans to appeal the ruling, saying that Gray is merely practicing something that unlicensed lay people have done for hundreds of years.

"Up until 15 years ago no one in Missouri considered these animal husbandry practices veterinary medicine," said Gray's attorney, David Roland, who helms the libertarian Missouri Freedom Center. "That's how animal agriculture has always been done."

Roland calls Gray's case "the tip of the iceberg" and says it could have ramifications for anyone who wants to perform "basic animal husbandry" without a license.

But state law, veterinarian groups and the board say veterinary practices are regulated for a reason: to protect animals and their owners from untrained, unskilled workers. They say the practice of teeth floating, which often requires sedation, should be done either by, or under the supervision, of a licensed veterinarian.

"The public seems to think the licensing board is there to protect veterinarians," said Bruce Whittle, chair of the equine committee for the Missouri Veterinary Medical Association, the group that represents the state's vets. "It's to protect the public against veterinarians that are doing harm."

Gray, who lives north of Kansas City, grew up on an Iowa farm and always wanted to work with horses. So, about eight years ago, she got two months of training at an equine dentistry school in Idaho, then moved to Missouri and opened B & B Equine Dentistry.

She built a steady clientele floating horses teeth, which involves filing down the sharp points that emerge on the enamel. Sharp edges can make it difficult for the horse to eat. Her customers, she says, liked her work.

"I've never had a complaint from a client," Gray said.

She did, however, get a complaint filed against her from a local Clay County vet, David Leighr, whose clients told him that Gray was improperly sedating horses and, in some cases, extracting teeth. Under state law, sedation by anyone other than an owner or licensed vet is illegal, while extraction is a surgical practice, which makes it a veterinary practice, and therefore also illegal for someone to perform without a license.

"One of my clients told me that Brooke had sedated an animal and hit a vein," Leighr said. "Brooke also had them sign a piece of paper that said she was not responsible for anything that happens. A vet doesn't do that. That raised a red flag with me."

When asked if she had extracted teeth, Gray said: "I've taken some things out of horses mouths that didn't belong there." When asked if she had sedated horses, she said: "I've been informed not to say anything about the sedation issue."

Leighr called the board, and eventually, it began to pursue the matter.

After sending two cease-and-desist letters, the board sued Gray to make her stop. She didn't. So in September, the matter went to trial.

Roland says he believes the board pursued the case on behalf of veterinarians who felt they were in danger of losing income to untrained teeth floaters, not because they were concerned about animal welfare.

"One of the quirks of the law is that it's not illegal to do the work on the animals," he explained. "But if they get paid for it, it's a criminal offense. So this is not a health issue."

Several states, he said, have recently changed laws to allow teeth floating by nonvets, and he'll push for Missouri to do the same.

He also points to a number of cease-and-desist letters sent by the board aimed at stopping everything from branding to pet grooming practices. These, he says, are evidence the state is trying to regulate practices that should not require licensing.

"This is an issue that's been gaining momentum for a couple of years," he said.

Gray believes the board is merely requiring a costly education — vet school runs an average of $150,000 — for something she specifically trained to do.

But veterinarians, including Leighr — a fourth-generation vet who said news coverage of the issue in his practice area had cost him business — maintain this issue centers on animal welfare and training.

"Her attorney is trying to convince the public that lay professionals have been doing this for years and that it's safe," he said. "I don't think it's safe. ... And the fact that's she's using sedation and there's no oversight makes it even less safe."

"I went to school for eight years," Leighr added. "I'll put my records out there all the way back to high school, and I challenge her to do the same."

Gray said she would continue floating teeth, only under the supervision of vets, until the appeal is resolved. That, Leighr insisted, is all he's wanted all along.

"I said to her: 'You can do this all day long by having a vet present,'" he said. "Missouri is full of vets retiring every day. They'd be tickled to death to get in the truck with you and go on a farm call."

McCaskill returns to region with RCEC visit
By DOMINIC GENETTI 

Hannibal Courier-Post 

Posted Jan 06, 2012 @ 07:54 AM
Hannibal, MO — Missouri Democratic U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill was in the Hannibal region Thursday, launching her Hometown Energy Tour of the state. She met with officials and members of the Ralls County Electric Co-Op in New London to hear concerns about energy costs and other political subjects.

“Washington can’t mess this up,” the senator said about the concerns of energy costs. “We’ve got to make sure that whatever policies we have are not going to make energy too expensive for people who have it. It’s like food. You’ve got to have electricity, you’ve got to have your heat and we have to make sure it remains affordable, and the decisions I’ve made in that regard have always been with affordability as the most important consideration.”

About 20 or so people sat in a small multipurpose room inside the RCEC building and asked McCaskill several questions. Some asked about energy costs, others asked about employment issues and some pledged their support to McCaskill and the Democratic party.

The senator reassured them with what she feels needs to be and should be done.

“We need a lot of energy to fund the economy in this country, and to develop new alternative forms of energy so we’re not having to worry about Iran and whether or not they’re going to let oil through the strait over there — or whether or not we have to worry about some of the folks that are not our friends, in terms of having to buy oil from them,” McCaskill said. “The more we can move toward energy independence — domestically drilling oil, natural gas, alternatives that are renewable, all of those things — whether it’s ethanol or cellulosic fuel — all of that is important, and we’ve got to work on policies that promote all of it.

“Because that’s how we get out from underneath the thumb of foreign oil, so we are not all of a sudden finding ourselves gasping when we put gas in our car because folks in another part of the world have decided to pump up the price of oil.”

Plans for McCaskill’s visit also include other state co-ops and coal plants and visits with citizens in St. Louis, Columbia, Cape Girardeau and Kansas City.

“I think that I was encouraged by the efforts that are being made at energy efficiency, in terms of weatherization,” McCaskill said. “I don’t think people realize how much money they can save just doing a few things around the house.”

Former Missouri governor takes on new role
BY BILL LAMBRECHT • blambrecht@post-dispatch.com > 202-298-6880 STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, January 9, 2012 12:10 am |

WASHINGTON • If timing is everything, as the saying goes, then Matt Blunt might consider a job giving advice on when to make career changes.

Blunt picked 2004 as the year to run for governor of Missouri. It turned into a strong year for Republicans and, at age 33, he became America's youngest governor.

In his new incarnation, Blunt last year became chief spokesman and a lobbyist in Washington for Detroit's Big Three automakers just as the American automotive industry was enjoying a resurgence.

It is one of several positions Blunt holds these days that enable him to prove life after Missouri's Governor's Mansion can be rewarding and, he says, enjoyable.

As president of the American Automotive Policy Council, one of Blunt's main tasks is reminding Congress of his industry's recent success, a rare good news story about American manufacturing.

Two years after General Motors and Chrysler emerged from bankruptcy, both companies, along with Ford, reported profits and increasing sales in 2011. Their turnaround is hailed in reports such as a recent Time magazine cover story titled, "How America Started Selling Cars Again."

Yet many Americans — some of them in Congress — see the automotive industry as bloated and inefficient, surviving on government bailouts.

"What some people believe about automobile manufacturers, the American-based companies, isn't accurate," Blunt said. "The companies today are fundamentally different than they were just a few years ago, in terms of what they make and how they make it."

Blunt's portfolio these days includes the vital matters affecting American carmakers, including global trade agreements, new fuel economy standards and a recent recommendation to ban texting and cellphone use in automobiles.

Blunt, who turned 41 in November, is leading a life different from his sometimes rocky four years as a young governor, in which he endured criticism for his cuts to Medicaid and low approval ratings at times.

After leaving office in January 2009, he moved swiftly into the world of business. Besides his Big Three job, he is a director for Copart Inc., an online auto auction company in California that claims to sell 1 million vehicles yearly. He is a senior adviser for Rubicon Global, an Atlanta-based waste management firm, and an advisory board member for private equity funds.

Rather than living in Jefferson City or Springfield, Blunt, his wife, Melanie, and sons Branch, 6, and Brooks, who turned 2 on New Year's Day, reside now in Middleburg, Va., situated in rolling horse country that has been home to such notables as Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Elizabeth Taylor.

Blunt says he is comfortable in a part of the country where he has spent considerable time. He graduated from the Naval Academy in nearby Annapolis, Md., and he was stationed on a Virginia-based ship. His wife is a Virginia native.

In recent interviews, Blunt, whose father, Roy, just completed his first year in the U.S. Senate, said he has no regrets in deciding not to seek a second term.

"I loved being governor. It was a great experience. I was proud of what we accomplished," he said. "But I don't know that over another four-year term, I would have been particularly effective. I don't know there's much that I would have gotten done."

He added, "I don't necessarily miss politics."

UNDERSTANDING AUTOS

Blunt is dealing now with politics of a different order, in some cases global. He was outspoken last fall in pressing to keep Japan out of the budding Trans-Pacific Partnership free trade alliance, noting Japan's protectionist policies that keep out all but a few thousand American cars yearly.

Trade is a key focus for Blunt but just one of many focuses for an industry that experts say needs help.

Joe Wiesenfelder, executive editor of Chicago-based Cars.com, said he sees "a gross misunderstanding in Washington about developing and building cars and how long it takes, about the inconsistency of the market and about inconsistency of regulation and the effects on companies."

Until two years ago, Ford, Chrysler and GM were aligned in Washington with the Auto Alliance, which also includes foreign automakers. But the interests of domestic and foreign companies diverged just as legislation and government rules were becoming more consequential.

Blunt's background as a governor likely played a role in his selection as the industry sought to navigate tricky political waters in Congress after the controversial bailouts.

Blunt technically is not a registered federal lobbyist because he spends less than 20 percent of his time lobbying. Nevertheless, he works the halls of Congress, trumpeting the key role of the Big Three in the nation's economy. GM, Ford and Chrysler will add 34,000 jobs in coming years, he said, which translates to 400,000 jobs in the economy supported by automotive plants.

"The American companies are competitive, they are productive and they are making great products," Blunt said, sounding like the car salesman he has become. "Because of that, what recovery we do have in the American economy, the automobile makers are playing a big part."

As a self-described conservative Republican, Blunt might find old allies who decry the $80 billion bailout of Chrysler and GM. Most of the money has been paid back, and the White House projected the cost to taxpayers at $14 billion.

"Decisions that President Bush made at the end of his administration and President Obama made early in his administration have had a successful outcome," he said. "It's always an academic debate whether a different road map would have led to the success."

As governor, Blunt was an advocate of smaller government. Those sensibilities could come into play as government moves more aggressively to dictate vehicle design.

After an agreement with both domestic and foreign manufacturers, the administration of President Barack Obama in November proposed nearly doubling fuel economy requirements to 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025. In 2010, the administration completed rules to raise the fuel standard to 35.5 mpg by 2016. The current requirement for new autos is 27.3 mpg.

Foreign-based manufacturers believe the White House has tilted the rules in favor of the domestic industry. True or not, the Big Three will need to be vigilant as regulations are implemented; their focus will be on easing the burden those regulations could cause.

"It's the classic 'devil's in the details,' and it will be very important to see the rules filed by all the agencies," Blunt said.

TEXTING DEBATED

Automakers took notice recently when the National Transportation Safety Board said states should ban texting and cellphone use in vehicles. The board made the recommendation after concluding that a driver's texting was a factor in a deadly pileup near St. Louis.

Blunt said companies he represents are paying close attention because "they really do believe that you can integrate technology into a vehicle that's not only safe but safer than the way most drivers use technology today."

"As you think about what you might or might not ban in a vehicle, it's important to do it in a way that wouldn't inhibit safety ideas some of the companies have today, and at the same time be realistic," he said. "Quite frankly, I don't think (a cellphone ban is) very realistic."

As a lobbyist, Blunt seemingly could have a ready ear from father Roy, who won election this month to a Senate GOP leadership slot. Matt Blunt said he doesn't intend to talk business at family gatherings, perhaps because Roy Blunt has in the past been criticized for ties to lobbyists in his family and otherwise.

Matt's brother, Andy Blunt, works at a law firm in Jefferson City with a long list of lobbying clients. His sister, Amy, maintains some lobbying clients in her business in the state capital, which largely deals with helping candidates comply with Federal Election Commission rules. Roy Blunt's wife, Abigail, was a lobbyist for tobacco giant Philip Morris before joining Kraft's legislative affairs team.

Andy Blunt said his brother arrived in a position that suits his talents.

"He's a great manager and executive and has the ability to focus on details while thinking about long-term strategy," he said.

Blunt, who acknowledged driving a German-made automobile in the past, also is walking the talk now — driving it, actually.

He gets around Washington in a Chrysler-made Jeep Grand Cherokee.

Mo. Supreme Court to mull redistricting challenges 

Jan 8, 12:06 PM EST

By CHRIS BLANK, Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Just weeks before candidates can begin filing for office, the Missouri Supreme Court is considering whether new congressional boundaries were gerrymandered for the political benefit of incumbents or Republicans.

The court is to hear arguments Thursday over two lawsuits contending the new congressional districts are not compact and serve partisan ends. The seven-member high court will also hear arguments Thursday on a separate lawsuit challenging the new boundaries drawn for the state Senate.

A quick ruling is expected, because candidates can begin filing for this year's elections on Feb. 28.

Congressional and state legislative districts are redrawn each decade based on the most recent census. Missouri is dropping from nine congressional districts to eight because its population growth since 2000 did not keep pace with other states. The number of state Legislature districts is not changing, but the boundaries had to be adjusted to account for population shifts, such as growth in southwestern Missouri and outer St. Louis suburbs and declines in St. Louis County and city.

Responsibility for congressional redistricting landed with the Republican-controlled Legislature, which enacted its map after overriding the veto of Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. State Legislature districts were developed by a panel of six appeals court judges after state commissions with an equal number of Republicans and Democrats deadlocked.

The two lawsuits over Missouri's congressional districts contend the new map runs afoul of equal protection rights by diluting the voting power of some residents.

One lawsuit, filed by Kansas City area attorney Jamie Barker Landes, focuses largely on the 5th Congressional District in the Kansas City-area that currently is held by Democratic U.S. Rep. Emanuel Clever. The lawsuit complains a swath of Jackson County was removed and tacked onto the rural 6th Congressional District of Republican U.S. Rep. Sam Graves that stretches across the northern half of the state from Nebraska to Illinois. Three largely rural counties in west-central Missouri were added to Cleaver's district.

In court documents, Landes describes the map as a "bipartisan gerrymander" that combines unrelated communities to protect incumbents and preserve the status quo.

A second lawsuit to the new congressional districts asserts the map reflects "extreme partisan gerrymandering" and will allow Republicans to elect three-quarters of Missouri's congressional delegation. It also asserts the new districts infringe on voting rights and violates a provision in the Missouri Constitution that calls for promoting the "general welfare of the people." That lawsuit is funded by the National Democratic Redistricting Trust.

The lawsuit says central Missouri counties were not kept together, raises a similar argument about the Kansas City region, complains that Jefferson County in the St. Louis-area was spread among three districts and asserts the St. Louis region would be underrepresented. Missouri's new map essentially eliminated the congressional district of Democratic U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, of St. Louis.

"The redistricting map adopted here represents nothing other than a brazen exercise of bare-knuckled political power, by which the majority in the General Assembly rode roughshod over the constitutional rights of countless Missouri voters who may not share their political persuasion, and tilted the electoral playing field significantly in the majority party's favor - a tilt which, absent judicial intervention, will remain in effect for ten years," attorney Gerry Greiman said in a written argument.

Last month, Cole County Circuit Judge Dan Green rejected both challenges. The decision was appealed to the state Supreme Court.

The Missouri attorney general's office is responsible for defending the state when it is sued. Solicitor General James Layton said in written arguments to the high court that the new congressional districts largely are rectangular - with some areas carved out - and seek to keep counties together. Layton, who had acknowledged to the trial court that the Kansas City-area district could be "problematic," said it should not be sufficient to bring down all the districts.

"If the legislature really had `wholly ignored' compactness, the districts would certainly look quite different than they do," Layton said. He noted courts have stayed out of redistricting unless the Legislature "wholly ignores" the constitutional requirement to keep districts compact.

Republicans state Sen. Scott Rupp and Rep. John Diehl were the chairmen of the state House and Senate redistricting committees and joined both lawsuits as defendants. An attorney representing the lawmakers said compactness was not "wholly ignored" and argued that there is no constitutional right for political groups to hold a proportionate number of congressional seats.

The legal challenge over the state Senate districts raises objections to the map and the procedure the judicial commission followed. The Appellate Apportionment Commission filed its original map Nov. 30, but submitted a revised map Dec. 9. A key point has been a Missouri Constitution provision that says Senate district lines shall not cross a county except when necessary to add people to a nearby district because the neighboring county has too many people to fit into a single Senate district.

The lawsuit asserts that the first Senate map had problems with how Jackson, Greene and St. Louis counties were carved up. It also contends the commission was not authorized to submit its second map, which nonetheless has a similar problem for St. Louis County. The suit also argues that voters in the 8th District, which covers eastern Jackson County and western Lafayette County, would have no senator to represent them until after the 2014 election. Meanwhile, the neighboring 10th District would have two senators living in it during that time.
St. Louis day-care centers under fire from regulators

BY NANCY CAMBRIA • Nancy.Cambria@post-dispatch.com > ST. LOUIS • 
An affiliation of five child day care centers that collectively receives nearly $1 million in state child care subsidies is under fire from regulators for potential violations that include failing to pay taxes, maintain building inspections and report accurate enrollment figures.

Already, the city has shuttered three of the centers, while all are being audited by the state on the suspicion they overcollected subsidies intended to help low-income parents pay for child care.

The five state-licensed centers under review received $969,811 in child care subsidies in 2010 after reporting an average enrollment of 196 children, according to the Missouri Department of Social Services. The state subsidy program reimburses child care centers directly for tuition that working parents are unable to pay.

In letters sent in late December, the state demanded the centers open their December financial and attendance documentation for review and cited various terms of the subsidy agreement. Those include the right for the state to start or complete an audit on suspicion of "overpayments or questionable business practices that resulted in overpayments" as well as impose monetary sanctions if overpayments are found.

The five centers were on track to be reimbursed an additional $971,967 in 2011, according to figures provided by the state.

Department spokesman Seth Bundy said state officials decided to take a closer look after consulting with city officials on the closures. The state had not completed its audit of the centers, he said.

The day cares, which city and state officials said are affiliated through several relatives, operate in the northern and western reaches of the city. Those named in state documents include limited liability corporation organizers Christine Moore, Hyland Brew, Willa Jean Porter, Khristyna Porter and board chair Shanna Harvey.

A message left with a person who answered a phone number for Brew was not returned. Harvey declined to comment. Moore and the Porters could not be reached at contact numbers left in paperwork with state regulators.

Last month, the city revoked the occupancy permits for A Child's World Child Development Center in the 1400 block of Hodiamont Avenue; Purvey and Porter Small World One in the 1900 block of Union Boulevard; and Purvey and Porter Small World Two in the 1900 block of Arlington Avenue. Letters sent by the city to the centers cited either delinquent earnings taxes or expired inspections for the revocations.

The closures triggered the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services to begin pulling the centers' child care licenses. State documents show that the department notified the three centers that the state would fully revoke the licenses this month pending appeals.

Frank Oswald, St. Louis deputy building commissioner, said city employees stood outside the centers a week before the closures to notify parents. He said the city routinely reviews occupancy permits to ensure child care facilities comply with fire, sanitation and special building codes for day cares. Without the permit, centers can't remain in business.

Oswald said two of the centers failed to fill out necessary appeal paperwork or to allow the city to do the required inspections.

He said the city has increasingly involved state officials in its review of child care facilities to alert them to concerns and possible closures.

Two other affiliated city child care facilities are also under the state inquiry.

One of them, A Child's World II Child Development Center in the 6100 block of Ridge Avenue, closed late last year after losing its state child care license. In 2011, that center received $218,606 in state subsidies for about 51 children a month. State records show the center previously had been censured for operating without a state-approved director for more than a year.

To gain approval, potential directors must agree to a state background check. They may be rejected because of felonies or a presence on the state's child abuse and neglect registry.

In December, the center was referred to St. Louis Prosecutor Jennifer Joyce after regulators reported that the center continued to care for 16 children after its license was revoked on Dec. 1.

The final facility under the state review, All About Children Child Development Center, opened in July and continues to operate in the 5500 block of Natural Bridge Avenue. It is licensed to care for 18 children from 6 to 9 p.m. and has received about $17,000 in state reimbursements since opening. That facility also came under a threat of closure last month when the city notified operators it would revoke its occupancy permit if it did not complete needed inspections and pay back taxes. The center has since complied.

Carol Scott, CEO of Child Care Aware of Missouri, said the subsidy system is critical for poor families. Full-time child care in Missouri averages more than $11,000 a year and can easily eat up a minimum wage salary. Missouri's income eligibility for child care assistance is 127 percent of the federal poverty level, one of the most stringent qualifiers in the country. A family of four with an annual income of $27,996 or less qualifies for the program.

Scott said the system can be vulnerable to financial abuse.

Child Care Aware backed a state effort three years ago to incorporate an electronic fingerprint sign-in system to better keep tabs on attendance and subsidy reimbursement. Scott said the state did several public awareness meetings with parents and child care centers to educate them about the proposal and assure them fingerprint images would not be used for any other purposes, but parents argued it was an invasion of privacy and viewed it as "too much government in our lives."

"They got so much consumer pushback, that they dropped it," Scott said of the state.

Child abuse gets attention from state task force

State task force begins meeting to come up with remedies for problem.
Written by Josh Nelson 

Springfield News-Leader

5:11 AM, Jan. 9, 2012
Concerns about child sexual abuse were suddenly forced to the forefront of the public consciousness as news of the Penn State scandal surfaced.

Despite the horrific details of the case, it's good timing for members of the Task Force for the Prevention of Sexual Abuse of Children. The 16-member group held its first meeting Friday. Lawmakers created the task force during the previous legislative session to investigate causes and cures for abuse.

Drawing attention to child sexual abuse in past years has been difficult at best because of its ghastly nature. The arrest of former Penn State football coach Jerry Sandusky in November has allowed more public dialogue on the issue.

"People, because of Penn State, seem willing to listen," said Joy Oesterly, executive director of Missouri Kids First.

The statute creating the task force dictated that a wide array of stakeholders, from school officials and police to children's advocates and sexual assault counselors, be included on the membership roster.

The mission of the task force up to this point is still unfocused. Portions of Friday's meeting were spent discussing what issues should be tackled and what types of remedies should be considered. An additional worry among members was that, with the state continuing to struggle with budget deficits, any recommendations the task force produces requiring funding may not be picked up by lawmakers.

"It's hard to do anything without money, but it's hard to get any money in this budgetary climate," said Emily van Schenkhof, deputy director of Missouri Kids First.

A model of how to tackle a complicated subject like child abuse and present meaningful results may be the Attorney General's Task Force on Domestic Violence, which presented a report in February 2011. That panel found specific policy recommendations that could help to curb domestic violence in Missouri that didn't require a lot of additional funding by "piggy-backing" off existing resources.

The Penn State incident has already spurred some proposed legislation. Attorney General Chris Koster has proposed expanding mandatory reporting requirements from certain occupations, like police officers or teachers, to all adults. Anyone who has knowledge of an incident of child sex abuse could face a penalty.

Task force members were split on the idea.

"Sometimes legislation isn't necessary to make a big change," Oesterly said.

In 2010, around 80 percent of the child sexual abuse reports in Missouri came from mandated reporters. The largest category of reporters was law enforcement and social workers, according to the Missouri Department of Social Services.

The task force has caught the attention of Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, who pushed for the group to hold a hearing in Springfield. Greene County continues to be a leader in child abuse hotline calls. Dixon said, while he understands fiscal concerns may affect the task force's recommendations, he'd like to see more resources directed toward tackling abuse.

"We have to just focus on what we can do," Dixon said.

Mo. Senate leader wants to target health care law 

Southeast Missourian

Jan 9, 5:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The leader of the Missouri Senate hopes two measures targeting the federal health care law will be among the first debated in his chamber this year.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, supports a measure that would ask voters to amend the state constitution to prohibit government mandates to have health insurance. Missouri voters overwhelmingly passed a similar law in 2010. But the proposed amendment could have greater strength, and would put the issue back on the ballot as President Barack Obama seeks re-election.

Mayer also backs a bill to prohibit creation of a state-run health insurance exchange unless specifically authorized by the Legislature or voters. The federal health care law gives states until 2014 to create such exchanges, or else federal officials will do so.
Richard joins Senate appropriations panel 

By Susan Redden

 Globe Staff Writer The Joplin Globe Sun Jan 08, 2012, 11:17 PM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Southwest Missouri just got some extra clout when it comes to the state budget.

State Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, has been appointed to the Senate Appropriations Committee, which plays a key role in creating the state budget each year.

The appointment was made last week by Senate Leader Robert Mayer, R-Dexter. The committee considers all legislation relating to general appropriations and public funding.

Richard said he looks forward to “being a voice for Southwest Missouri on this important committee.”

The state’s revenue shortfall is projected at more than $400 million, Richard said, which will make creating a balanced budget for fiscal 2013 one of the General Assembly’s most challenging priorities.

“Our state faces tough fiscal decisions this year, but we will not pass a budget that relies on a tax increase,” he said. “Working families have to balance their budgets, and so should the state, without increasing taxes.”

Richard, a former Joplin mayor, also serves as vice chairman of the Jobs, Economic Development and Local Government Committee. He is a member of the Transportation Committee, and the Ways and Means and Fiscal Oversight Committee. He was elected to the Senate in 2010 after eight years in the House of Representatives, including service as House speaker.

On the House side, Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, is a member of the House Budget Committee, and is chairman of the House Appropriations Committee on Health, Mental Health and Social Services.

Bill Reiboldt, R-Neosho, is a member of the House Appropriations Committee on Agriculture and Natural Resources; Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, is on the Appropriations Committee on Education; and Bill Lant, R-Joplin, is on the Appropriations Committee on Transportation and Economic Development. Bill White, R-Joplin, serves on two House appropriations committees, health and transportation.

The 2012 legislative session opened last week, and leadership in the Senate and House both said a top priority is balancing the state’s budget without a tax increase.

In the Senate, Mayer said promoting economic development, reforming Missouri’s workers’ compensation law and revising the state’s school foundation funding formula also will be goals.

Several of those priorities also were part of a “Blueprint for Missouri” outlined by House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

Santorum support

Members of the Southwest Missouri Conservative Network who supported Herman Cain now favor former U.S. Sen. Rick Santorum as the Republican presidential nominee. Cain, a former business executive, dropped out a month ago.

Santorum received 37 percent of the vote in a recent straw poll conducted by the group online and during a meeting. Santorum was followed by Newt Gingrich, with 15 percent; U.S. Rep. Ron Paul and Texas Gov. Rick Perry, 13 percent each; Mitt Romney, 12 percent; and U.S. Rep. Michele Bachmann, 10 percent. The poll was taken before Bachmann dropped out last week after the Iowa caucuses.

Poll participants by a significant margin favored attorney Bill Randles as the candidate to challenge Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon in November. Randles got 86 percent of the vote to 14 percent for David Spence.

State Sen. Brad Lager topped incumbent Peter Kinder as the choice for lieutenant governor. Lager, from Savannah, got 53 percent of the vote to Kinder’s 47 percent.

Higdon calls for fairer distribution of funds

OTC receives less money from state than other schools.

5:16 AM, Jan. 9, 2012  |  

Written by, Didi Tang 

Springfield News-Leader

Among all community colleges in Missouri, Ozarks Technical Community gets the least per-student funding from the state.

For 2011-2012, the Springfield-based community college receives $960 in state appropriations for every full-time student, compared with the state average of $1,786.

In St. Louis and Kansas City, community colleges get more than $2,300 per student.

"That, to me, is wrong," OTC Chancellor Hal Higdon said. "Our people are worth just as much as people in St. Louis."

To partly make up for the difference, OTC has the highest tuition among Missouri's community colleges -- $86 per credit hour for in-district students, Higdon said.

Tuition in other community colleges in the state runs $75 to $80 per credit hour, Higdon said.

"The state is making our students pay more," he said. He also noted OTC does not have the funds to add programs or services.

The chancellor, however, is ruling out the option of seeking a higher property tax for the OTC district.

"I don't think that's in the cards," Higdon said. "Our population won't vote for a higher tax."

Instead, this is a state issue that needs to be addressed in Jefferson City, said Higdon, who has repeatedly pointed out the inequity in state funding among Missouri's public community colleges.

He is not calling for redistribution of existing dollars but is asking for more equitable share in the future.

"We make our case when there are no dollars, so everybody is aware of it when the new dollars are here," Higdon said.

"When there are new dollars, we should be the priority."

State Rep. Shane Schoeller, R.-Willard, recognized that there is an issue.

"My goal has been to create more equitable funding for each and every community college, regardless of the geography.

"Due to the budget, there's been no opportunity," Schoeller said.

When new dollars become available, enrollment as well as quality of education should be considered in doling out the money so schools like OTC would not be punished for its success, Schoeller said.

Funding formula

Enrollment had been a factor in distributing state dollars, but state law was changed in the early 1990s to exclude enrollment from the funding calculation to ensure colleges would not be too occupied with recruiting efforts to boost enrollment, Higdon said.

Established in 1990, OTC was then a young school with a few thousands of students, and its share was proportionally small.

State lawmakers agreed to revisit growth patterns every few years at each college and make adjustments in funding distribution, Higdon said.

OTC saw an increase in per-student funding until 1999, when the community college got nearly $3,000 per student from Jefferson City.

Then began the slide.

The growth in enrollment has been remarkable, but OTC has been getting the same percentage increase in state funding as any other community college, though OTC has grown faster.

Lawmakers haven't reviewed enrollment figures and adjusted fund distribution since the late 1990s, Higdon said.

That's partly because term limits have rubbed out institutional memory.

"Nobody in the legislature was around in the 1990s," Higdon said.

It may also be partly because lawmakers from St. Louis and Kansas City want to keep the status quo.

"(The funding formula) favors large, urban areas. Why would I, if I am from those areas, look at this?" Higdon said.

And there's likely an additional reason.

"The legislature has been trying to balance the budget," Higdon said.

Fiscal year 2013 will offer no relief, as higher education funding is expected to be cut, possibly 5 to 18 percent, Higdon said.

"The problem probably will be solved when we are growing the budget," Higdon said.

Very lean operation

As unfair as it appears, community colleges in St. Louis and Kansas City are not paid excessively, Higdon said.

"No one is overfunded," Higdon said. "Some of us are just more underfunded."

But the funding gap still makes Higdon wonder aloud what would happen if OTC is funded at the same level at its peers in St. Louis and Kansas City.

"(The schools in St. Louis and Kansas City) have the opportunity to build more parking, have more faculty, offer more tutoring, more advising," Higdon said.

"We have to run a very, very lean operation, which makes us a better institution, but we can't grow as much.

"If we were funded the same way (as St. Louis and Kansas City), we would have over $22 million, not the $8 million (that we have). Can you imagine the differences in tuition, facilities and services?"
Massive synthetic pot distribution network busted according to police

KVFS - Posted: Jan 09, 2012 5:41 AM CST 

Updated: Jan 09, 2012 5:41 AM CST 

SCOTT CITY, MO (KFVS) - Scott City police have released new details about a large synthetic marijuana distribution network.

According to police the investigation into this network has been going on for several months. That led to police executing a search warrant on the home at 405 Sycamore in Scott City on Thursday, January 5.

Police arrested Matthew Thompson, Regina Thompson and Stewart Thompson at the home.

Police say when they searched the home they found, "a massive synthetic marijuana distribution network." Police also say they seized 1,151 individually packaged containers of synthetic marijuana, 6 large Ziploc bags filled with the same substance and approximately $2,800 in cash.

In all, police say the synthetic marijuana weighed 7.1 pounds.

On Friday, January 6, the Scott County prosecutor charged all 3 suspects with distribution of a controlled substance, possession of a controlled substance and possession of drug paraphernalia.

Matthew Thompson is being held on a $75,000 cash bond. Stewart and Regina Thompson are being held on $50,000 cash bond.

Building a sustainable region, a community at a time

By David Baugher, special to the Beacon     

Posted 1:00 pm Sun., 1.8.12  

There is an old saying about the best-laid plans, but Jennifer Howland will gladly tell you that no blueprint is one-size-fits-all.

"What we envision is not a plan where everything would be the same no matter which community you are in," she said. "It's more about giving local communities options that they can select from and take steps based on their own sets of priorities to achieve a more sustainable future for their citizens."

As sustainability planning manager with the East-West Gateway Council of Governments, Howland has had a lot of time to think about those priorities of late and she's very much hoping the community will join her in that process. Since late 2010, Howland's agency has been working on a regional plan for sustainable development. Bankrolled by a $4.7 million federal grant, the effort is designed to create templates to guide communities as they hammer out integrated, sustainable solutions to complex challenges from housing to water quality to public transportation. The resulting ideas can then be used by city planners in formulating policy.

Set to run through 2013, the funding has attracted 10 agencies, all of which are providing both expertise and projects to meet the requirements from the Department of Housing and Urban Development. HUD has doled out $100 million across 45 regional areas. Only three cities received grants larger than St. Louis.

In the end, it's all about people in the community, Howland said.

"We're going to find out what sustainability means to them," she said. "It's not what East-West Gateway or any of our consortium partners think it is. It's what the region wants for its future."

Snapshots of the community

But for East-West Gateway and its partners that means a lot of talking and a lot of feedback to assess the needs of a diverse area with millions of people spread across seven counties, one large city and two states. The attempt to make that process manageable has led to an approach that more closely resembles political polling than sustainable planning -- that is, taking a sample.

That sample will come via "community planning areas," or CPAs, which are being set up to get a sense of the varying needs of different locales. Some are rural like the small towns clustered along Interstate 55 in the Festus-Crystal City area or the stretch of Illinois Route 3 connecting Columbia to Waterloo. Others are suburban like the development hugging the MetroLink line between Clayton and Shrewsbury, and still others are exurban enclaves like the Wentzville, Lake St. Louis, O'Fallon corridor in St. Charles County. Each one represents a different type of area -- hopefully providing a useful gauge of the kinds of problems faced by each.

All in all, 12 such tracts have been recommended for designation out of the 17 nominated: four in St. Louis County, two each in Madison and St. Clair counties and one apiece in St. Charles, Jefferson and Monroe counties. St. Louis acts as its own CPA. (See map at the bottom of the article.)
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Catherine Werner, sustainability director in Mayor Francis Slay's office, said the city is doing transit-oriented development planning related to MetroLink stations, streetscapes and a multi-modal access study for downtown.

"The city views itself as the heart of the region, and we are interdependent on each other for the overall sustainability that results," said Werner, interviewed by email. "The core 'livability' principles associated with the HUD-funded grant align nicely with the city's efforts to be sustainable in a triple-bottom-line manner -- economically, socially, and environmentally."

For folks in urban planning circles, this is no idle exercise. Big dollars may ride on the results. Glenn Powers, St. Louis County's director of planning, said that the multi-disciplinary approach may cast a wide net, but that's precisely the challenge city planners are faced with when they seek federal money. He notes that Washington is indicating it will direct grants toward cities with an integrated, rather than piecemeal, approach to building a sustainable model.

"Essentially, you have to get your transportation, land use planning and environmental planning together on a single peg so all these things talk to each other," he said.

Rosalind Williams, planning and development director for Ferguson, is the point person for her CPA, which encompasses her city and eight other municipalities from Country Club Hills to Kinloch. She said all the communities in her area face similar challenges from obsolete, aging housing and commercial property to disinvestment to residents heavily dependent on public transit.

"I'm hoping that the inner-ring communities will be able to get their story across to the region that we need more attention and investment," she said. "Whatever happens within the region has ramifications for our future growth."

Input and output

But feedback doesn't happen overnight. Solving that puzzle is a big part of what partner organization Focus St. Louis will be doing by helping to set up public meetings and engagement sessions in the CPAs.

But don't expect the typical public meeting.

"We don't want to just set a microphone up at the front of a room and have a bunch of people come in and talk," said Mark Fogal, community policy and engagement director for the group. "That's not a real effective way of getting input."

A better one involves a bit of technological wizardry via "keypad polling" which involves handheld devices that instantly register audience opinions, creating bar graphs on a nearby screen that provide a focal point for discussion while preventing a vocal minority from hijacking a meeting.

"Not only do we get a chance to get input, but it really helps to generate discussion," Fogal said. "'Wow, everyone agreed with me' or 'Hey, I said this but everyone else said that. I wonder why.' It really helps draw people into the issue."

Eventually, scenarios can be drawn up that compare and contrast the costs and benefits of different strategies.

"The scenarios can make explicit what some of the tradeoffs are that these policies have," he said. "The critical aspect to all of this is that we're doing some focused public engagement in smaller localized communities."

The grant and its associated studies encompass everything from energy use to the environment. The latter is the raison d'etre of Southwestern Illinois Resource Conservation and Development, another partner in the grant.

"Our role is kind of two-pronged," said Megan Riechmann, community and environmental planner for the group. "We are the only strictly environmental nonprofit organization on the team so we serve that purpose for all the partners. We are also the only independent Illinois partner."

Southern Illinois University-Edwardsville participates but only as part of a larger entity.

Riechmann's outfit will deal with everything from bicycles to wetlands restoration.

"We would have been doing most of these projects anyway, but I'm glad they could contribute to the matching dollars that could help bring the money to the region," she said.

Learn and replicate

Eric Kohring, a fair housing specialist with Metropolitan St. Louis Equal Housing Opportunity Council, another participant, said his organization would look at regional housing.

"I have grand hopes for it," he said. "My biggest fear is that it would just be a plan sitting on a shelf. None of us want that so we're all working very hard to get as much feedback from the community, community leaders and government agencies to see how we can make it as effective as possible so it's something they will use, something they can implement effectively."

Grant partner Metro Transit has been working on transit-oriented development, or TOD.

That is "one of the most critical components of this endeavor," said communication director Dianne Williams via email. "TOD is a planning approach that rethinks how we plan, fund and build our communities in a manner that combines sustainable community planning practices, constructive development partnerships and intelligent transportation solutions."

Cindy Mense, chief operating officer of grant partner Trailnet, said her organization was working with as many as 40 different communities or school districts to promote sustainability. Some, like Old North St. Louis and Rock Hill take advantage of the group's "bikeable walkable community plan" while others like Washington University and the Central West End use the TravelGreen initiative, which encourages alternative transportation. Meanwhile, school districts from Webster Groves to Normandy are encouraging children to walk to class.

Trailnet's participation is particularly appropriate, not just because it has already done so much community engagement but because its efforts mirror the grant's goal of a cafeteria-style blueprint that can be tailored to fit a locality's needs. From there, municipal officials can take over the process.

"What we are really striving to do is turn these things into models where we can learn from it and replicate it," Mense said. "We can use our relationships to engage these communities into thinking more about sustainability."

Only time will tell.

"We really hope this is a turning point for St. Louis," she added.
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Nixon hopes to avoid tapping Rainy Day Fund, for now

January 6, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The State of Missouri’s Budget Reserve Fund has still not been tapped into in response to the disasters of 2011. Governor Jay Nixon hopes it won’t have to be, if only in the short-term.

 Nixon says it might be used later, as costs are still being assessed from events like the Joplin tornado and flooding in northwest and southeast Missouri. “Because of some of the bills that are yet to come in, because of the insurance claims that haven’t been met, because of the gaps especially in schools and other public facilities down there (in Joplin) between the insurance coverage, we still may have to have that as an option.”

State statute requires that any amount taken out of the Rainy Day Fund be paid back to it within three years, with interest. Nixon says that means taking out money now could compound challenges of balancing the budget in future years.

The Governor says he plans to talk to legislative leadership over the next one to two weeks about how to proceed in the “best and most prudent financial way.”

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.

Dry winter in Dakotas, Montana could mean no repeat of 2011 Flood
January 6, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Things are looking a lot better in the upper Missouri River basin states than they did last year at this time—in terms of the possibility for later flooding in Missouri. The Corps of Engineers relies on information from the National Climate Prediction Center and climatologists such as Dennis Todey (toddy), who says the snow on the North Dakota and Montana prairies are nowhere near where it was last year.  And the mountain snow accumulation is about average or below average. But it’s still early in the snowfall season in those upstream states.    

Todey says the ground is dry in those areas too, meaning the soil can absorb more snowmelt that the already-wet soils were able to absorb last year.              

All of that means that if the trend continues, less water is likely to run into Missouri River upstream reservoirs when the snow starts to melt.  

Last spring, the snowmelt runoff set records, forcing the Corps to release record amounts of water from upstream reservoirs.  Heavy rains below the lowest impoundment led to the longest flood in recorded Missouri River history. 
The Corps of Engineers is watching those reports carefully..Officials say the Corps will stay flexible in its flood control efforts through the spring as conditions change. 
The Corps already has cancelled its two spring pulses for the river.  It says there will be enough water for a full navigation season. 

Governor’s plan to borrow universities’ money ‘off the table’

January 5, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Gov. Jay Nixon was in Buchanan Co. today to announce more than $3.3 million to assist seven levee districts along the Missouri River.

The $3,316,925 in community development block grants will pay to repair and rebuild levees damaged by last year’s floods — the districts are in Buchanan, Carroll, Holt and Platte counties.

“Throughout the summer, levees in northwest Missouri that protect valuable farmland, homes and communities were damaged by historic flooding,” Nixon says. “Today, I’m pleased to announce that my administration is making more than $3.3 million available to help local communities meet their share of the costs associated with Army Corps of Engineers efforts to repair and rebuild these levees. Protecting valuable farmland, communities and vital infrastructure are critical priorities, and we are following through on our commitment to provide the resources to rebuild. This funding will ensure that communities and farmers have the protection they need to move forward.”

The levee districts to receive the funding include:

· The Bean Lake Levee Association, which protects approximately 7,250 acres of land in Platte County that includes more than $116 million worth of structures; dozens of miles of highway, rail, bridges and roads; an electrical power plant; and 421 acres within Little Bean Marsh Wildlife Reserve. The association will receive a community development block grant of $224,000.

· The Big Tarkio Drainage District which protects the communities of Craig and Bigelow and more than 20,000 acres of prime farm land in Holt County. Interstate 29 and the Burlington Northern-Santa Fe Railroad line, along with numerous county and state routes, lie within the area protected by this district. The district is not part of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers maintenance program, and the $667,317 in CDBG funds represents nearly the entire cost of rebuilding its levee system.

· The Corning Levee District protects the area between the Big Tarkio River and Mill Creek Drainage District. As part of this levee system, the district helps protect a number of assets in Holt County, including the city of Craig, the Burlington Northern-Santa Fe Railroad line, Interstate 29 and numerous county and state highways, including Missouri 111. This district also is not part of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers maintenance program, and the $1,220,707 in CDBG funding represents nearly the entire cost of rebuilding of the levees there.

· Holt Levee District #10 is a crucial component of the Holt County levee system and sustained 16 breaches during last year’s flooding. The district, located in the central part of the county, protects the cities of Craig and Big Lake, the Burlington Northern-Santa Fe Railroad line, Interstate 29 and numerous county and state routes. The district also protects approximately 15,000 acres of prime farmland, along with many homes and farmsteads. Holt Levee 

· The Rushville-Sugar Lake Levee Association protects 7,000 acres of productive farm land. Additionally, this levee protects the Louis and Clark State Park, and a portion of US 59, which supports an average of 9,500 daily motorists. The association will receive $349,992 in community development block grants.

· The Union Township Levee District, which is a mainline levee and the first line of defense for much of northwestern Holt County. The levee protects the low-lying communities of Craig and Big Lake, Big Lake State Park, and the Burlington Northern-Santa Fe Railroad line. Interstate 29 and several Missouri state routes are also protected by the district, along with thousands of acres of fertile farm land. The district will receive $197,355 in CDBG funding.

· The Wakenda Levee District, which protects 22,900 acres of prime farm land, dozens of homes, and several businesses in Carroll County. This levee district also protects an airport, 14 miles of railroad track, more than 80 miles of roads and four highway routes. The Wakenda Levee District will receive $172,983 in community development block grants.

Eleven levee districts applied for community development block grants to cover either the 20 percent local cost share required under the Army Corps of Engineers’ maintenance program, or for the entire cost if the levee district is not part of the Corps’ system. One of the districts withdrew its request because it was able to get full funding. Nixon says the remaining three applications are still pending approval, but are expected to be awarded their requested funds after the approval process is complete.

Leadership: post special session rift between House, Senate healed
January 9, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The relationship between leadership in the House and the Senate collapsed along with the special legislative session last year. At one point in late October, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer (R-Dexter) said he had not spoken to House Speaker Steven Tilley (R-Perryville) in three weeks, while Tilley went so far as to say Mayer had “lied” to him about the status of a deal on legislation.

Senate President Pro-Tem Rob Mayer (left) and House Speaker Steven Tilley pictures courtesy, Missouri Senate and Missouri House of Repsresentatives

The situation left many wondering if the two ends of the Capital would be able to work together in the regular session that just began last week. Cooperation between chambers and parties is key as lawmakers take on a budget with an estimated $500 million dollar gap between revenue and expenditures.

Representative Tilley says things are getting off on a good foot. “It’s well documented we had our difficulties last year and I’ll take the blame my part of that. I had a great dinner with the President Pro Tem of the Senate. I know our Majority Leader (Tim Jones, R-Eureka) has had numerous visits with the Majority Leader of the Senate (Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles) and we want to start off on a good note, and I told Rob (Mayer) that I want to focus on areas where we agree and let’s stay away from areas where we disagree.” Tilley says he hopes there will be time at the end of the session for areas where the two disagree.

Senator Mayer says he holds no animosity about what unfolded last year. “This is a tough business and sometimes things don’t work out, and you have to put all that behind you to go forward to get some things done for the people of Missouri, so I hold no ill feelings about the House or the leadership there and look forward to working with them this year.”

Representative Jones talked about appearing together with Senator Dempsey “in front of several groups over the last several months…I will tell you we had no arguments together in public. We actually spoke about common themes and principles and even common specific legislation.”

Jones says he hopes the Senate as a whole is on board with its leadership, which he says plans to pick three or four key topics to attempt to address early in the session. “I hope that there’s not any individual agendas over there that are simply thinking of themselves and not of the state as a whole. I do truly believe that there are a majority of senators that want to work with a majority of the House and actually move and pass some significant legislation that will help the state as a whole.”

The top Democrat in the House, Minority Leader Mike Talboy (D-Kansas City) says for his part, he has a good relationship with Representative Tilley and Senators Mayer and Dempsey, “so I don’t necessarily have the issues but then again I’m also not in the same position that Steve is and I realize that there are some disagreements that when you’re in charge you have to sit at the table and be able to do some things.”

Talboy adds “I can’t speak for what their relationship’s like but, we’ll see.”
Fourth GOP candidate for Lt. Governor prepares to run

January 9, 2012 By Bob Priddy 
A fourth candidate and second state senator is joining the Republican race for Lieutenant Governor.  State Senator Lu Ann Ridgeway of Smithville served ten years in the House before serving her two terms in the Senate.  She’s a Moberly native and lawyer who wants to become the second woman to serve as Lieutenant Governor. 

Ridgeway will formally announce her candidacy later, joining incumbent Peter Kinder who wants a third term, fellow Senator Brad Lager of Savannah, and St. Louis real estate lawyer Mike Carter. She knows the next lieutenant governor will be in a good position to challenge for the governorship in 20-16 when the office will be open. “We absolutely, positively have to have a strident, outspoken,  articulate, conservative person who can continue to be a strong force for responsible spending lower taxes (and) smaller government,” she says.                                      

Ridgeway is a strong opponent of the affordable health care law. She’s sponsoring a bill this year limiting property taxes on senior citizens. 

The only woman to be a lieutenant governor was Harriett Woods, who served from 1985-1989
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More cash pours into campaign opposing Missouri payday loan restrictions
Jason Hancock, The Kansas City Star Prime Buzz
2 days, 21 hours ago 

A Kansas City-based nonprofit on Thursday donated another $250,000 to a group set up to fight tougher restrictions on short-term lending, such as payday or car title loans. 
A coalition of religious groups and civic organizations have begun collecting signatures to get a measure on the ballot this fall that would cap the annual interest rates on short-term loans at 36 percent. The payday lending industry has decried the measure, saying it would drive them out of business. 
Missourians for Responsible Government — founded by communications consultant and blogger Patrick Tuohey of Kansas City — has over the last five months given $850,000 to a group called Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity. Because Missourians for Responsible Government is a nonprofit, it is not required to disclose where that money came from.
In return, portions of the funds have been paid to two law firms involved with a lawsuit challenging the ballot initiative. The lead plaintiff on the lawsuit is John Prentzler, an executive with QC Holdings Inc., a payday lender based in Overland Park that operates primarily under the Quik Cash name.
Another portion of the funds went to the company of influential Republican political consultant Jeff Roe. 

A second group, made up of companies that offer “traditional installment loans,” is also opposing the ballot measure. That group – known as Stand Up Missouri – reported raising more than $200,000 last month. 
According to its last financial disclosure report filed in October, the group supporting the ballot measure, known as Missourians for Responsible Lending, has raised less than $50,000. 

Steelman's son, her campaign chief, seeking to keep driving privileges after DUI arrest

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 5:28 pm | 

ST. LOUIS • The son of Republican Sarah Steelman — who also happens to be running her bid for U.S. Senate — is seeking to make sure that a DUI arrest last month does not limit his mobility on the campaign trail.

Sam Steelman, 25, was arrested in Springfield, Mo., just before midnight on Dec. 11, police said.

Steelman allegedly refused to take a blood-alcohol test, which, under Missouri law, automatically calls for the state to revoke his drivers license for a year.

In a court motion filed shortly after the arrest, a lawyer for Sam Steelman asked a judge for a hearing where the case could either be thrown out, or Steelman could be issued a "limited hardship permit" that would allow him to drive for work — his mother's campaign.

Steelman "is gainfully employed and uses a motor vehicle in the course of employment," wrote his lawyer, Adam Woody.

Revoking his driving privileges "would result in an undue hardship" to Sam Steelman and others.

The Circuit Court judge in the case has delayed revocation of Steelman's license until at least March 30, when he is set to appear in court.

Sam Steelman's title with his mother's Senate campaign is "deputy manager," but, in the absence of an actual campaign manager, he is the de facto head of the campaign.

He did not respond to a request for comment.

A statement from campaign spokesman Jeff Layman, however, alluded to the fact that one of Steelman's rivals for the GOP Senate nomination, John Brunner, also has a DUI arrest on his record.

KRASKE: Predicting the future -- I'm never wrong -- and the big winners of 2012 are...

2 days, 17 hours ago 

Steve Kraske 

Told you so.

Mitt Romney, Rick Santorum, Ron Paul. The 1-2-3 finishers in Iowa. The Great Kraskini forecast as much Monday night on The Star’s Prime Buzz blog from his hotel room in dreary Des Moines.

Only my calculations had Romney winning by 27 votes, not eight.

(Little joke there).

So I’m off to a hot-hot 2012. Here are seven other forecasts to bank on for the year ahead:

Mitt Romney not only wins the GOP nomination race (that’s an easy call), he nips President Obama at the wire in November. Despite better-than-expected job numbers Friday, the economy will remain too shaky to give the president another term. Missouri, once the great American bellwether, is not in play. It’s bright red. 
Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill skates across the finish line with a re-election victory. It’s going to be ugly, but McCaskill bobs, weaves and glides just enough to win her second term against a gift GOP candidate.
That “gift” GOP nominee will be John Brunner, the St. Louis businessman who has enough money to buy himself a place on the Republican ticket in August over Sarah Steelman and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin. The deciding factor: Brunner’s experienced political team.
In Kansas, expectations for Gov. Sam Brownback have shot into the stratosphere with a legislative agenda that includes some whoppers: school finance reform, diminution of the state income tax, redistricting and Medicaid reform. Brownback will get the final two, but not the first two. Lawmakers still reeling from Speaker Mike O’Neal’s “Mrs. YoMama” dig wind up choking on too many big issues at once.
Missourians will wind up voting in November on zillionaire Rex Sinquefield’s initiative petition drive to wipe out the state income tax. Voters are tempted, but ultimately reject, the idea once they understand how much larger classrooms would grow and how much more expensive groceries would be due to higher sales taxes.
Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican, had one of the worst years in the history of Missouri politics last year (remember the Penthouse Pet?) and abandoned his run for governor. He opted to seek a third term to his current office. But wait: He’s being challenged by state Sen. Brad Lager from northwest Missouri. Pressured by party leaders eager to reinvigorate the Missouri GOP with new faces, Kinder announces in May that he’s leaving politics.
Fast forward to December. Two of the hot names for the White House in 2016 are Brownback, a Republican, and Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, fresh off a re-election win in November. Nixon bathes in the speculation for awhile, but eventually opts to run for the U.S. Senate in 2016, and the seat held by Republican Roy Blunt. Nixon’s tried for the Senate twice before, and lost both times.
The Blunt-Nixon matchup would loom as another battle of Missouri political titans — and another reason to live for tormented political scribes.

Ethanol producers now face future without a subsidy 

DAVID NICKLAUS dnicklaus@ post-dispatch.com | Posted: Sunday, January 8, 2012 12:05 am |  

It's time for a little belt-tightening — but only a little — in the Corn Belt.

A federal tax credit for ethanol expired on Jan. 1, leaving producers of the corn-based fuel without a subsidy that had existed in one form or another since the 1970s.

The loss of the subsidy is squeezing ethanol distillers' profit margins, and it may be starting to push up the retail price of gasoline. If there is an effect at the gas pump, though, it's vanishingly small.

The tax credit amounted to 45 cents per gallon of ethanol, and most pumps dispense fuel that's 10 percent ethanol and 90 percent gasoline. At most, then, the loss of the subsidy could add 4.5 cents to the pump price.

Pat Westhoff, co-director of the University of Missouri's Food and Agricultural Policy Institute, says it's more reasonable to assume that the ethanol distillers will bear some of that cost.

"More of it is being reflected in lower prices to ethanol producers rather than in higher prices to ethanol consumers," he said.

At most, then, Westhoff thinks motorists might pay a couple of cents per gallon more. That's not much in a world in which weather, financial markets or other events can cause prices to jump 20 cents overnight, as they did last week.

Taxpayers will save the $6 billion that they handed to ethanol blenders last year, but unfortunately this doesn't end the government's involvement in deciding what we put in our tanks. It still mandates that the fuel industry blend 13.2 billion gallons of ethanol this year.

"The dominant policy today is the renewable fuel standard," says Wallace Tyner, professor of agricultural economics at Purdue University. "The subsidy was largely redundant, which is one reason the industry quit fighting for it. They basically surrendered months ago."

Think about it: Ethanol producers are guaranteed a market for their product, no matter how costly it gets. What industry wouldn't like such a deal? And for years they got a tax credit that made their product even more profitable.

As profit margins shrink, smaller ethanol distilleries may be particularly vulnerable. Big companies such as Archer Daniels Midland can afford to take a hit, says William O'Grady, chief market strategist at Confluence Investment Management in Webster Groves, but "the smaller, less efficient producers will be hurt and may even go out of business."

The severity of that squeeze will depend on world commodity markets. Ethanol's not as profitable if corn prices rise sharply or oil drops dramatically.

Producers have to keep an eye on sugar prices too, Tyner says. Brazil makes ethanol from sugar cane instead of corn, and a tariff on foreign ethanol also expired at the end of 2011. That's not an issue right now, because the U.S. is a net exporter of ethanol, but things can change quickly.

"If the world price of sugar fell, so Brazil decided to produce less (refined) sugar and more ethanol, then there's a big problem for the domestic ethanol industry," Tyner said.

Sugar, he adds, is among the more volatile agricultural commodities. Its world price has doubled in the past couple of years but could easily go the other direction if Brazil has a bumper crop.

If that happens, U.S.. taxpayers may again need to beware of ethanol producers' seeking subsidies. They were quiet about the tax credit's expiration, but this politically connected industry isn't yet ready to let the free market run its course.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Legislature should start the clock on giving urban schoolchildren hope 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, January 7, 2012 12:15 am

Schoolchildren are not bargaining chips.

But that is precisely what the thousands of school-age children in unaccredited school districts in St. Louis and Kansas City have become.

Those children live in school districts that are ill-equipped to provide them with the free and equal education available to their neighbors who happen to live across arbitrary boundary lines drawn decades ago.

In 2010, the Missouri Supreme Court ruled in favor of those children, saying that they have the right to attend a school district that has the ability to educate them properly. School boards, superintendents and lawmakers have stood in the way.

As the Missouri Legislature returned to work this week, its leaders rightly recognized that it must resolve that court case — Turner v. School District of Clayton — because the educational futures of tens of thousands of schoolchildren rely on a solution.

Unfortunately, those same leaders, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, and Speaker of the House Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, want to use the need to reach a compromise on the "Turner fix" as leverage to implement wide-ranging changes to public schools. Not all of these ideas are good or even constitutional. They include increasing charter schools, eliminating teacher tenure and offering tax-credit vouchers to parents who want to use tax dollars to send children to private schools.

End the games. Children are not chess pieces.

As St. Louis educators have found, and Kansas City leaders soon will discover, there is no easy fix to this problem. Simply allowing thousands of schoolchildren to flee unaccredited school districts could undermine real progress in St. Louis while forcing suburban districts to deal with overcrowding and added costs with no time to plan. But punting, as the Legislature did last year, is no option either.

So what do do? The Legislature should abide by two overriding principles:

Put the children first.

Do no harm.

There is movement in St. Louis, with support in both city and suburban districts, toward a plan that would allow suburban districts to take over existing city schools — many of them empty — and operate them as charter schools. The schools might be supervised by suburban school boards or under the umbrella of the Cooperating School Districts organization.

This form of choice, applied in a unique environment, would modify the existing voluntary desegregation program in which thousands of city schoolchildren are bused to suburban schools. It would have the added benefits of avoiding additional transportation and keeping children closer to home.

In Kansas City, some leaders have proposed a more expansive idea: The city's unaccredited district would be absorbed into suburban districts. That may not be the best solution, but it's a reasonable proposal.

Both concepts could offer children in unaccredited schools more opportunity than they have now.

The Legislature's role should be to create the legal environment for local solutions to work. That begins with setting a deadline for implementation and starting the clock.

Lawmakers should pass a bill that requires the Department of Secondary and Elementary Education to produce rules that would allow children in unaccredited school districts to exercise their rights to a quality education — and then let the education experts get to work.

Give them 90 days. Force the local superintendents and school boards to be prepared to act quickly so that kids no longer will be the pawns in a political debate.

Meanwhile, local leaders shouldn't wait for a break in the Legislature's political play-time to forge their own solutions. The St. Louis Public Schools, already making steady progress, should apply for accreditation. And surely there are brave suburban school boards that will recognize the moral obligation — and the real opportunity — to open the doors to city schoolchildren.

Waiting for the courts or a gridlocked Legislature to act is not a winning strategy.

Missouri's early leaders had it right. After paying down state debts, they made funding public education the Legislature's top priority. The current debate is only peripherally about funding, but money talks. Properly funding education demonstrates a commitment to all Missouri children.

It's time for state lawmakers and educational leaders to renew their commitments.

Our View: Aren’t we first class anymore? 
January 6, 2012

The Joplin Globe Fri Jan 06, 2012, 08:58 AM CST 

— If the U.S. Postal Service closes the mail processing center in Springfield, jobs in Southwest Missouri will be forfeited and delivery standards will no longer be acceptable.

And a mail delivery system that’s already battling to keep pace in the electronic world will become even more obsolete.

Hardly a winning business model, is it?

Yet, that’s how USPS managers are attempting to address a service-based operation — by taking away the service.

 Hundreds attended a public hearing held in Springfield on Wednesday to ask questions and air concerns. If the processing center closes, some will certainly lose their jobs or be transferred elsewhere. Those are good-paying jobs, by the way. The kind of jobs we’d like to keep in Southwest Missouri.

Joplin residents would be affected because mail that is now being processed in Springfield would go to Kansas City. Mail that is currently being delivered overnight could take a day or two more to deliver.

 Congress hasn’t made the Postal Service’s task any easier. In 2006, Congress mandated that the agency pre-fund 75 years of retiree health benefits in a span of 10 years, which means about $5.5 billion off the top every year since 2006.

U.S. Rep. Billy Long, speaking at the Wednesday public hearing, expressed the hope that the Postal Service would take into consideration the fact that Southwest Missouri is the fastest-growing area of the state and that the jobs and timely delivery service are needed in this part of the state.

Long could also help his constituents in the 7th District by sponsoring legislation that would address the pre-funding mandate.

What can you do? Send your comments in writing to Manager, Consumer and Industry Contact, Mid-America District, 300 W. Pershing Road, Suite 207, Kansas City, MO 64108-9631. All comments must be postmarked by Jan. 19.

Don’t forget the stamp.

The Star’s editorial | Keep school rhetoric frank, but also accurate

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Friday, January 6, 2012 12:15 am
The Star’s editorial | 

Updated: 2012-01-07T02:28:23Z 

But Kansas City Public Schools’ loss of accreditation has placed it in the spotlight, and administrators and teachers will have to develop a thick skin. The search for solutions is bound to be accompanied by a public pounding. 

The most recent shot came after a meeting between Mayor Sly James and U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan. James mentioned to reporters that Kansas City schools were labeled the worst in the nation — in a single category, the percent of students who enroll in a district in the ninth grade and who are still in the same district three years later in 12th grade. 

Based on some news accounts, James appeared to be saying that Kansas City schools were the worst in the nation. Interim superintendent Steve Green understandably protested. His district should not carry that stigma. On the other hand, there is no way to sugarcoat its unaccredited status, low test scores and high dropout rate.

For the next few months, Kansas City schools will be pummeled in the Missouri General Assembly as politicians debate changes in the governance structure to try to improve the district’s academic performance.

The longstanding overall poor quality of education the district provides will be discussed, and the details — with accurate and inaccurate assertions — will be brutal. Amid what is certain to be a demoralizing discussion, it’s important to recognize that overall results mask positive accomplishments among many students and teachers. Those high-performing academics should be recognized and encouraged.

District officials are right to continue with their months-old transformation plan to improve academic performance and school quality. Green said this week that the district soon will meet at least two more state standards toward accreditation. If so, that’s progress.

Green also appealed to politicians to help improve the district instead of taking political shots to tear it down.

He’s right. The political debate must be frank, accurate and constructive.

Copyright 2012 . All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed. 

Letters to the editor, January 7
Posted: Saturday, January 7, 2012 12:05 am
Rejecting transfers shortchanges students

Since the St. Louis Public Schools lost accreditation in 2007, the region's superintendents have been busy trying to figure out how to protect themselves from a state law that says failing school districts 'shall pay the tuition of and provide transportation ... for each pupil resident therein who attends an accredited school in another district of the same or an adjoining county." This 1993 law was meant to prevent families from being trapped in a failing school district.

Since 2007, hundreds of families have attempted to register in a neighboring district. They were rejected, a clear violation of the law. Two families filed suit and won, but districts still refuse to accept students from unaccredited districts.

The Clayton School District commissioned a poll that claims that more than 15,000 children from St. Louis city would seek to transfer. Some of the grown-ups — who should be protecting our kids, not working against them — have spent five years trying to keep St. Louis city children from exercising their rights under this law. Now they are using this poll to create fear and claim that the law should be abandoned because too many children want to transfer.

I suggest we turn the conversation away from what is good for adults and toward what is best for Missouri's students. If 15,000 students want to transfer, that means more than 25 percent of the children in St. Louis want a better education, are entitled to a better education and illegally are kept from a better education.

If those students are forced to enroll in or stay in the failing district, more than 50 percent won't be reading at grade level by third grade, and roughly 40 percent won't graduate. And most will fall farther and farther behind in math and science.

The 15,000 children who want to transfer can't wait for their failing district to figure out how to educate them. School district leaders should do everything in their power to provide these students a great education today.

This region's superintendents and school boards should be looking at the high number of students who want to transfer, and the consequences to the children if they don't, and take it upon themselves to figure out a way to enforce the law so that no one gets hurt. It can be done, but it will take the collective will of smart, compassionate people put in charge of educating the region's children.

Kate Casas • St. Louis

State Director, Children's Education Alliance of Missouri

Heightened risk

As the article "Jewish groups favored for aid" (Jan. 2), regarding the Nonprofit Security Grant Program, states, the Jewish Federation of St. Louis and the Jewish Federations of North America take seriously the security threats to our community and will continue to help nonprofits deemed to be at risk to take appropriate steps to protect citizens from harm.

Since the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, numerous terrorist plots and attacks perpetrated at home and abroad demonstrate that preparedness is needed to safeguard our institutions. The heightened risk is further illustrated in the FBI's annual hate crimes report, which shows that over the past decade, the vast majority of religious-based biased/hate crimes (approximately 70 percent) were perpetrated against the Jewish community.

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security recognizes that to best protect our nation, it is essential to facilitate preparedness planning and cooperation between national, state and local law enforcement entities and the community institutions that are most at risk. As a result, in 2004 Congress and the DHS created the Nonprofit Security Grant Program. Grants are reviewed by state and federal counter-terrorism experts, and the secretary of Homeland Security determines the final allocations based on the risk assessments. The grants provide for enhanced surveillance, detection, physical hardening, preparedness training, and cooperation with law enforcement and first responders.

DHS, the FBI and the public record have made clear that nonprofits in general, and Jewish communal institutions in particular, remain high-value civilian targets of international and homegrown terrorists.

Barry Rosenberg • St. Louis

President and CEO, Jewish Federation of St. Louis

Jerry Silverman • New York City

President and CEO, The Jewish Federations of North America

Names of note

Who can decide and write a column on "Obituaries of note in the St. Louis area in 2011"? What is an "obituary of note"? And how can anyone determine who is and will be recognized as such?

Someone could have been a good father, but would the paper know that? Would the paper know about a loving husband or a wonderful humanitarian who let no one know his or her good deeds?

Every life lost this year was a precious life to someone. It seems cold and inhumane to pick and choose who was worthy to be included in this list and who was not.

I was offended when I noticed this long list with, I'm sure, a lot of names left out.

I would not want to be the one who had to pick and chose the names to appear.

Greta Corkhill • Chesterfield

Venue of the year

As a lifelong St. Louisan, I am irritated and offended by Sarah Bryan Miller's choice of "venue of the year" in "11 classical music stories to remember from '1" (Jan. 1). It happens to be in her hometown, Kansas City. It is the $430 million Kauffman Center for the Performing Arts. Even with 100 percent private financing, the building is a risk and a gamble that patrons will pack the concert halls for a symphony orchestra and opera company that Ms. Miller admits are far inferior to the St. Louis Symphony and Opera Theater of St. Louis. The facility will have to book touring ensembles. The costs of maintenance could be expensive.

But that is not the issue. The year-end arts review is not about Kansas City or the state of Missouri. It is about metropolitan St. Louis. The rechristened Peabody Opera House deserves to be venue of the year for many reasons, not the least of which is that the $80 million makeover has preserved the art deco landmark as an outstanding place to see and enjoy the performing arts.

Now, St. Louis not only has an alternative to the Fox Theatre, but it also can book more touring shows, concerts, visiting orchestras and perhaps some productions by Opera Theater of St. Louis. Already we are seeing a renaissance of downtown spurred by the Peabody. It beautifully complements the neighboring modern Scottrade Center and its stately facade overlooks Market Street and the Gateway Mall.

Michael R. Fixman • Creve Coeur

Moving forward in the black church

The black church has been a focal point in the community for years. It is our rock, our home and our comfort zone in a world of greed, hatred and evil. The church served as an institution for social change during slavery and after, including in the Jim Crow era, when blacks were prohibited from gaining any form of equality. Some of the greatest contributors to humanity emerged from black church.

Some black churches are in economically depressed, hopeless and violent communities across the country. Despite that, the church prospers. It seems the church's attitude is that those problems occur outside the church and are of no concern to the church.

Young people have walked away from the church. These people feel that the church has turned its back on social issues such as economic exploitation, racism and homophobia. The church used to be an advocate for the oppressed.

Did the victories from the Civil Rights movement mean the church could draw a line between it and the black working class? Churches continue to build up communities that are well-off, while the economic woes in the black community rise to new heights.

Despite my criticism of the church, I have the utmost respect for it. I was raised in the black church, but I think it must move past its arrogance, tear down its walls and do the work of Christ in areas that may be uncomfortable. It should listen to the concerns of the people and build a new relationship with the community.

The church can serve as an advocate for the voiceless, instead of the clergy speaking about it at Sunday-morning worship but doing nothing.

Returning to the days of old, when the church opened its doors and was a tool for social justice, will help members of the black church feel as if they have a stake in the community.

Grady Brown • St. Louis

Pipeline isn't worth risk

The struggle between President Barack Obama and Congress over the proposed 1,700-mile Keystone XL pipeline continues unabated as demonstrated in "Oil industry chief warns Obama on Canada pipeline" (Jan. 4). Congress has given the president two months to decide whether to approve the pipeline.

Some unions argue for approval based on the assumption that the pipeline will create many "good union" jobs. Environmentalists remain united in their commitment to protect the land, water and human health, urging Mr. Obama to deny the permit for the pipeline.

TransCanada, the pipeline builder, says it will do whatever is necessary to obtain pipeline approval. The company claims that it will pursue an alternative line through Canada to the West Coast if necessary. The accompanying ploy is that it then would ship the oil directly to China, implying that sending the oil to Texas refineries would ensure the oil remains in the United States. But the oil is destined for the world market, and the only sure things we will get out of it are increased pollution, more toxic waste and environmental disasters along the pipeline. And, regarding this route west, Canada has announced a one-year delay on pipe construction to the Canadian West Coast. One obstacles to construction involves constitutionally protected land usage treaties for indigenous Canadian peoples.

A civil engineer and former inspector for TransCanada who worked on the first Keystone pipeline said he witnessed the use of cheap steel and sub-par foundations, fudged safety tests and the placement of facilities in inappropriate spots. TransCanada discounts these problems and considers the 14 documented spills in the first year of the Keystone I as "not so bad."

The pipeline won't create the 20,000 jobs claimed by TransCanada. The University of Cornell Labor Institute puts the number at 4,600 temporary jobs and no more than 20 permanent jobs. When spills occur, jobs will be lost because of contamination of agricultural lands and water.

America would be better served economically to create good permanent jobs in renewable energy development and protecting our country from further environmental degradation.

Toni Vafi • Webster Groves

End sex-trafficking

The Super Bowl not only is one of the biggest sporting events of the year, but it also is one of the biggest human trafficking events. Tens of thousands of sex-trafficking victims are brought to the Super Bowl to meet the expanded demand for commercial sex surrounding this event. People can unite to stop this $9.5 billion business.

To end this modern-day slavery, Sr. Rosie Coughlin, a sister of St. Joseph from Tipton, Ind., gathered with concerned sisters, citizens and law enforcement officials in Indianapolis. They are contacting managers from 250 hotels in the Indianapolis and Terre Haute area and asking that they train their employees to recognize trafficking and stop it in their hotels. This summer, the Millennium Hotel, with the encouragement of the Federation of the Sisters of St. Joseph, became the first Missouri hotel to sign the End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking Code and provide training to their staff.

On Jan. 11, Nix Conference and Meeting Management, a St. Louis firm, becomes the first meeting planning company in the nation to sign the ECPAT-USA Meeting Planner's Code of Conduct.

I urge others to follow in the courageous steps of these citizens and companies.

Sister Patty Johnson • St. Louis

Executive Director, US Federation of the Sisters of St. Joseph

Letters to the editor, January 8 
Posted: Sunday, January 8, 2012 12:00 am 
Britton prevented Missouri from adopting bottle-return law

In another example of a consistent leeward course, the Post-Dispatch lifts up long-time Anheuser-Busch lobbyist John Britton as worthy of front-page coverage ("Lobbyist, 86, puts his thumbprint on laws," Jan. 1). It is not surprising this "news" was given more space than coverage of the coming session of the Missouri Legislature ("Lawmakers' work is cut out for them," Jan. 1). Perhaps it is a good thing for readers to learn that it is professional lobbyists not term-limited elected officials who really run things in our state.

The article did not credit Mr. Britton with helping defeat a returnable-bottle law for Missouri some years ago. Eleven states have such laws, but Missouri failed to join them. The deposit-return system gets containers out of the waste stream and back into use much more efficiently than municipal programs can. It reduces roadside litter, conserves energy used to manufacture new bottles and extends the lives of landfills.

As for Mr. Britton not knowing what he might do with himself if he retires? He could start picking up bottles and cans. He is 86, and if he starts now, think of how long he could live in a smoke-free outdoor environment. The state could print hundreds of highway signs that read: "This mile adopted by John Britton." I would lobby for helping them get printed.

Fred Tilinski • St. Peters

Petitioning the government

Regarding "Lobbyist, 86, puts his thumbprint on laws" (Jan. 1): The problem with lobbyists like John Britton is not that they don't work hard (they do) or that they aren't competent (they are). The problem with lobbyists like Mr. Britton is that their efforts create a history of the legislation that is hidden from the courts and that the courts can't review. This renders the entire legislation unconstitutional on account of vagueness and, the governor or president should veto it.

When the Constitution gives to the people the right to petition the government for redress of grievances, it means the branch that governs, the executive. The legislative branch does not govern and should not be lobbied at all.

Geoffrey Gordon • Edwardsville

Working against health

The article "Lobbyist, 86, puts his thumbprint on laws" (Jan. 1) made John Britton out to be some type of hero. How pathetic. Drunk driving kills innocent people, as does smoking, not wearing seat belts and pollution from corporations. Mr. Britton's life is spent lobbying against safety and health concerns to benefit some of those corporations for which he does his dirty work. 

How can he sleep at night, and how can you not vilify him at every turn?

Ric Haberstroh • Ferguson

Ads and fiction

It is beyond my comprehension how the article "Issues matter less and less to GOP voters" (Jan. 1) appeared on the front page of the paper. The story used terms such as "erroneous" as it regards the opinion of an Obama position. It degraded the approach of some candidates when they say, truthfully, that their objective is to remove possibly "one of the worst leaders" we ever have had — instead of actually reporting the stances of, say, U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Texas, or former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney in the form of quotes.

This is just another example of the far-left liberal drivel the paper expounds in its attempts to flavor the news to its side of thinking. Joseph Pulitzer must be rolling in his grave about the way his paper has been turned from a world-class item to nothing more than a glorified neighborhood reader filled with some ads and a lot of fiction.

Harvey Weiss • St. Louis

Sinking to the bottom

Regarding "Lawmakers' work is cut out for them" (Jan. 1): As most of Jefferson City scrambles on what I only can hope is their last call, they appear to be committed to sink this state to the bottom. As the poverty rate and huge demand for free school lunches increase, do these people really believe they are doing the best for Missouri? Big businesses and the wealthy are not creating jobs in this state or any other. Big business and the wealthy are the ones helping sink us to the bottom. It has become very clear that big business and the wealthy send in the lobbyists with their agenda.

We have no reason to have the lowest tobacco tax in the country, nor should we have the highest. Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, thinks that increasing taxes will add a burden to some people. How about the burden of what it costs the state to pay for tobacco-related health issues? Also, raise the tax on beer. I'll pay a few cents extra on a beer.

This state will grow when people are paid a fair wage that allows them to at least keep up to what their standard of living was a few years ago. Keeping spending under control is one thing, but eliminating services to lower taxes has gotten out of control.

Voters should send Jefferson City a message and vote them all out. It is time to start over. Could it get worse?

Victor Imgarten • St. Charles

Better use

The editorial "Nuts and bolts" (Jan. 3), about the Missouri legislative session that began last week, made me realize that all of these lawmakers soon will begin their biannual appeal for campaign contributions. This year, I am telling all of them that the money I would have donated to their campaigns is going to charity this year.

Charities will put my money to better use than the politicians will. I urge my fellow voters to do the same until we get some responsible people in Jefferson City running the show.

Alvin A. Wolff Jr. • Clayton

Who benefits?

I read with utter incredulity "Business coalition lobbies for new laws for workplace" (Jan. 4), about the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and other business group efforts seeking to, again, "rewrite the rules for personal-injury lawsuits." Supposedly, they are seeking these changes in order to spur economic growth and create jobs. What was the result of the last overhaul?

In 2005, the Legislature substantially rewrote Missouri law regarding medical-malpractice and personal-injury lawsuits. It restricted where a plaintiff can file a claim and capped medical-malpractice lawsuits at a level at which children crippled for life because of medical errors will be dependent on state aid for a lifetime of care. The 2005 revisions substantially altered "joint and several liability," the very subject the article cites as a change these business groups want. The very law they are now seeking to change was rewritten by the lobbyists for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce in 2005.

And if the intended result of these changes is economic growth and job creation, where is the evidence that any of that occurred following the 2005 tort reform? It didn't happen then, and it won't happen now.

Look at the changes the Missouri Chamber of Commerce is proposing. Will average Missourians benefit? No. Insurance companies will.

Todd N. Hendrickson • Clayton

Net exporter

The increase in gas prices last week of more than 20 cents a gallon was blamed on rising crude oil prices and the expiration of the ethanol subsidy. But "U.S. refinery exports set record" (Dec. 31) noted that the United States exported a record amount of refined fuels to Europe, South and Central America in 2011, including the highest daily average ever of between 2.77 million and 2.89 million barrels a day.

And, acording to USA Today, since 2007, our consumption has been dropping and our vehicles are more fuel efficient. Because we are using less here, refiners are shipping more overseas for a higher profit, leaving the United States with a smaller supply cushion and higher price per gallon. So, in 2011, the United States is a "net exporter" of fuels. That hasn't happened since Harry Truman was in office.

Jenny Murrell • Lemay

McCaskill and Coal

 Posted: Saturday, January 7, 2012 5:32 pm | Updated: 1:45 pm, Fri Jan 6, 2012. 
Sen. Claire McCaskill called it a statewide hometown energy tour scheduled for this month. There’s a message she is sounding that probably doesn’t have the environmentalists dancing in their hometown streets, particularly in Labadie where there is concern about Ameren Missouri’s coal-fired power plant.

Demonstrating her “you know where I stand” posture, Sen. McCaskill is making it clear she doesn’t always follow the party line. She’s bucking Democratic leaders on their position that coal is a feared polluter and use of it should be curbed, especially to produce energy.

She fears that tougher regulations on the use of coal will “unfairly penalize Missouri,” a coal-reliant state. She said as families are paying to heat their homes this winter, and as some families are struggling to make ends meet, they are the ones “who will pay through the nose if we force an energy policy that fails the many states like Missouri that rely heavily on coal to produce affordable, accessible energy.”

Sen. McCaskill went against her party in recent years in opposing the failed “Cap & Trade” energy policies proposed in Congress.

Her position is that America needs a “commonsense, all-options energy solution.” She pointed to the many people who are employed by energy-producing companies. She is using her tour around the state to “collect input on how to help grow and expand those businesses, such as opening up alternative forms of energy production and focusing on energy efficiency.”

Sen. McCaskill is a commonsense official. We agree with her. Energy policies must have a long-range focus and not be a knee-jerk-type of reaction to satisfy political whims.

Giving kudos to SPS for proposed feeding program

Springfield News-Leader

11:00 PM, Jan. 7, 2012  |  
It makes sense that a hungry child has trouble learning, so a nutritious meal is a must for every kid in the classroom. But some children go hungry when they are not in school.

That is why Springfield Public Schools deserves kudos for working to provide hot nutritious meals to students in and outside of the traditional school day.
Claudette Riley reported on an exciting proposal by Superintendent Norm Ridder to take advantage of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Child and Adult Care Food Program. The program would allow children and families to eat meals at their neighborhood school, even when school is not in session.
"It's amazing how, when you take care of basic needs, everything else flourishes," Ridder is quoted in the article. "We're going to have children that we know are nourished and ready for school."
In a country that has so much food available, it is sad to consider that an estimated 50 percent of America's children are "food insecure" -- unsure of what food they will have available for their next meal. With so many families struggling to pay for the basic necessities, including nutritious food, that insecurity can lead to a snowball of bad outcomes.
When a hungry first-grader has trouble staying alert in the classroom, he will fall behind in his studies, leading to failure in school and ultimately failure in life. Parents who worry about feeding their families often turn to unproductive ways to cope, leading to failure in the family.
Ridder's proposal would be just one program that seeks to fill up hungry bellies and stop the trend toward failure. It is one that could go a long way to address the issues of poverty that are growing in this economy.
There are others, some paid for through government programs, some through non-profits and private donations.

The Weekend Backpack program through Ozarks Food Harvest provides kid-friendly packages of food to get needy students and their younger siblings through the weekend. Teachers identify the kids who need the program, and the kids simply pick up their backpack on Friday. There have been several supporters of that program, including the United Way's Female Leaders in Philanthropy.
Kids' Cafes, another project of the food bank, provides evening meals to kids at area after-school programs.

Healthy Half Pints is the latest program. The program will provide a half pint of milk each afternoon to students at four Springfield elementary schools that have a high poverty rate, based on free and reduced lunch participation. The Musgrave Foundation brought this issue to the attention of a coalition of private Springfield philanthropic foundations convened periodically by the Community Foundation of the Ozarks. After planning with Springfield Public Schools during the fall semester, Musgrave, the Pendleton Family Foundation, North Point Church and the CFO agreed to fund the $10,000 cost to pilot the four-school project during the spring semester beginning this week.
These and other efforts recognize that a society, like an army, cannot run on an empty stomach. Since the economic crash in 2008 -- a reality felt by many citizens well before that -- we have been challenged to keep society well-fed. That means more than filling stomachs with cheap empty calories, another challenge in our country.
Schools may be the best place to learn healthy nutrition as well as the three Rs. So, kudos again to SPS for finding a way to combine the challenges of feeding the hungry and educating children.

If a healthy meal can do that, we say turn on the stove and get cooking.

Let a computer do the work
Keep district maps out of human hands for as long as possible next time
by Staff

Liberty Tribune
Politicians in Jefferson City and possibly the Missouri Appellate Apportionment Commission have 10 years to get redistricting right next time. They sure blew it this time.

With Missouri House and Senate districts looking like the judges just threw a plate of spaghetti against the wall in drawing the lines, some residents could be dealing with the fallout for years. 

We’re not suggesting that appellate judges didn’t have challenges drawing up maps that took into consideration the state constitution, the Voting Rights Act, minority representation, general population and other legal requirements. The appellate panel was appointed by the Missouri Supreme Court after the bipartisan legislative committee failed to reach a compromise. The same thing happened 10 years before. And there is little reason to believe that it won’t happen in another 10 years, especially with the growing animosity among legislators and the inability of political parties to see beyond their own special interests. 

Interestingly, the dislike for the new district maps appears to cut across party lines.

After the census, the state is mandated to redraw the boundaries in an effort to distribute the population as equally as possible among the 34 Senate and 163 House districts. House members ideally represent approximately 38,000 constituents, and Senators ideally represent about 177,000 people. 

One thing the Missouri Legislature should seriously look at is shrinking the House. It is among the largest in the country. But that’s a fight for another day.

It seems if a computer can play chess and perform complex medical procedures, a computer ought to be able to draw district boundaries in a much more efficient and non-partisan manner. Unless programmed to do so, the computer wouldn’t know gerrymandering from an octopus, or a Democrat or Republican from a Martian. 

Couldn’t computers be programmed to distribute the population into compact districts, taking into consideration pockets of minority, rural and city voters and using other guidelines to try to keep communities from being split in weird ways? In 10 years who knows what technology will be capable of doing. 

Republican Rep. Myron Neth, who currently represents the Liberty area in the legislature, recently brought up the idea of letting a computer draw the maps at a town hall meeting. A computer certainly couldn’t do worse and just might do a whole lot better than battling politicians or fallback judges. After the computer drew the boundaries, a small bipartisan group could tweak them if necessary. And if they couldn’t agree, the computer-drawn districts would stand. The secretary of state’s office should play a major role in creating a computer-generated, centralized data base of the districts.

While the new districts in Clay County are not as contentious as those on the eastern side of the state, Kearney residents in particular could find themselves ill served in the Senate. Kearney has been included in the 12th Senatorial District, which will go clear up to the Iowa/Nebraska line and take in Maryville. Whoever runs for that office in 2014 will no doubt face difficulties serving such a diverse area. Republican Sen. Brad Lager, who currently represents what will be the new district, is term limited. 

The southern part of Clay County, including North Kansas City, will become part of the 10th Senatorial District, an area now represented by Democrat Sen. Jolie Justus out of Jackson County. She is also term limited, and that office will also be up for grabs in 2014.

Lucking out is the 17th Senatorial District, now represented by Sen. Luann Ridgeway, who is also term limited. That district covers most of Clay County, including Gladstone, Kansas City North, Liberty and Smithville. Republican Rep. Ryan Silvey has announced his intent to run for the seat next year.
OUR VIEW: McCaskill needs security guard
By DOMINIC GENETTI 

Hannibal Courier-Post 

Hannibal, MO — THE ISSUE: U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill has made two trips to the area recently, without personal protection.
OUR VIEW: We don’t want what happened in Arizona to happen here, or anywhere else.

The last two times U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill has come to the Hannibal area, the amount of personal protection offered to the Senator has been less than one would have expected, considering the fact that U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords was shot during a meeting with constituents in Arizona less than one year ago.

Could the same thing happen in rural Missouri that happened in Tucson?

While we shudder to think of that possibility, security is on our minds as the election season heats up. Shouldn’t a high-ranking U.S. Senator be afforded the same protection as the governor, who is accompanied by the Missouri State Highway Patrol when he visits the region?

Former presidential hopeful Mike Huckabee was escorted by a Marion County Sheriff’s Deputy when he came to speak at Hannibal-LaGrange University, yet Sen. McCaskill arrived for her planned visit to the Ralls County Rural Electric office on Thursday accompanied only by members of her own staff.

We are strong believers in citizen’s rights to meet with their elected officials. We are also cognizant of the fact that our elected officials deserve a certain level of protection from constituents who may not understand that a good debate is the preferred means of settling political differences.

While we’re happy to see Sen. McCaskill visiting our neighborhood, we also want to make note of the fact that her safety is worth guarding.

Green: Support payment of good wages for Joplin

Springfield News-Leader

11:00 PM, Jan. 8, 2012
Regarding the article "Kinder: Change in prevailing wage requirement needed for Joplin" (Dec. 27): Prevailing wages create fair and livable wages which 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, which save taxpayers from paying for those without medical insurance; and because prevailing wages help ensure that all of Joplin's residents benefit from the city's public works investments, elected officials should support Missouri's prevailing wage.

Joplin will benefit from prevailing wages which support middle-class incomes that boost consumer spending. Joplin families supported by prevailing-wage incomes often own their own homes, which provide local businesses with a stable, long-term customer base. According to economist Mark Zandi, each dollar paid in prevailing wages produces $1.50 in economic activity.

A recovering Joplin will benefit from any increase in consumer spending which equals an increase in sales tax revenue for area cities and local governments. Enhanced revenue for local governments builds general funds and prevents the need to balance budgets through layoffs and cuts to services for struggling residents trying to rebuild. "Quality Construction-Strong Communities," a study by Peter Phillips, proves that public works prevailing-wage projects average $6 per square foot less expensive than nonprevailing-wage public works projects. Phillips writes that workers on prevailing-wage projects produce 13-15 percent more value-added per worker than nonprevailing-wage projects.

For once in Jefferson City we should stick up for those who pay good wages. Following every economic downturn, the common refrain from Republicans is that we must eliminate labor protections and workers' rights. The Fiscal Policy Institute observes that skilled construction workers on prevailing-wage projects are 20 percent more productive than less skilled workers on nonprevailing-wage projects.

Bad actors employ illegal workers, as reported by The Joplin Globe on Jan. 26, 2011, which found that Missouri contractor Greg Hoberock's Hth Companies Inc. was being investigated by federal investigators looking into whether he employed illegal immigrants to work on a Missouri National Guard aviation facility in Springfield. Immediately after the investigation, the Republican legislature tried to eliminate state inspectors that investigate allegations of unauthorized workers.

There's no question that Joplin is living through tough times right now, recovering from the worst natural disaster in Missouri history, but its support of prevailing wages helps stabilize an important part of its economy and residents.

Timothy P. Green, D-Spanish Lake, represents the 13th Senate district.
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Rising insurance costs

In a 2009 speech, President Barack Obama said that the costs of health care would decrease, and families would save $2,500 in annual premiums once “Obamacare” is passed.

Newsflash: We just received our premium for 2012 and our annual rate had an increase of 26 percent. No explanation is given, even though the state had to approve of this increase.

As usual, I am sure that the insurance provider will point fingers away from itself, and President Obama will do the same. No one cares to take responsibility and be accountable. 

The bottom line is I admit I was wrong, and in the next election I will be voting for a different president.

Randy Giminez

Blue Springs

Stay alert while driving

Texting, checking incoming text, checking voice mail, even using hands-free Bluetooth devices to make and receive calls should not be done while driving. Anything that takes your concentration away from driving and the surroundings should be illegal.

The roads are too busy. Nothing is that serious.Also, why do people not use their turn signals? What are they put on cars for — decoration? 

Tailgating? Leave room between you and the car ahead of you. Why do you want to be right on someone’s bumper? What if you are rear-ended? You allow no room for not rear ending the car in front of you.

Applying makeup, changing clothes, exchanging gestures of affection and reading — all of the above are OK, but not while driving. Anything can happen in the blink of an eye.

It doesn’t take long, and it doesn’t take much. Someone being seriously hurt or killed can be avoided if you would only use common sense while driving.

People just make excuses for doing what is wrong, as opposed to being responsible and doing what is right.

Lora D. Bell

Kansas City

Presidential wish list

If I chose to be a candidate for President of the United States, my platform and promise to the American people would be “The 20 percent solution.” 

• Return 20 percent of American jobs sent outside our borders beginning in 2013.

• Limit all credit card interest to a maximum of 3 percent over the prime rate. 

• Repeal the Consumer Bankruptcy Reform Act of 1998. 

• Change the core inflation rate to include food, energy and health care costs. 

• All bailouts, foreign and domestic would be banned. No entity is “too large to fail.”

• On Social Security, 20 percent of the total funds borrowed from the Social Security account by the federal government would be paid back each year beginning in 2013.

• No salary cap on income earned nor limitations on employer’s contributions on paying into Social Security.

• No illegal immigrant inside or outside of the United States or in any foreign country is entitled to receive Social Security benefits or funds of any kind.

• Prison populations should be reduced by 20 percent in 2013. 

Charley Green

Overland Park

End payday loan joints

Stand Up Missouri should quietly sit down until the people involved can support their position with facts, not innuendo and out-of-state dollars (12/14, Letters).

Current Missouri payday loans and small-value installment loans charge interest rates of up to 400 percent or more. Compare that rate to 24 percent credit card rates, 8 percent commercial business rates, 9 percent credit union rates and 4.5 percent home mortgage rates.

Payday loans are usury, plain and simple. There should be a law, and with voter support there will be.

Missourians for Responsible Lending is an organization by Missourians and for Missourians. Its initiative petition currently being circulated will cap interest rates at 36 percent — a fair amount from a responsible lender and an affordable amount for the consumer. 

According to Show Me Progress, Stand Up Missouri is funded by out-of-state financial institutions that suction money from our working families and feather their out-of-state beds.

Sign the petition and vote for the cap in November’s election. Missouri’s working families can do better, and Missouri must stop this financial drain.

Don Arney

Kansas City

Bishop’s resignation

It’s interesting that Pope Benedict XVI accepted the resignation of Los Angeles Auxiliary Bishop Gabino Zavala, 60, because he was secretly married and fathered two children. (1-5, A2, “Bishop Resigns”). Apparently the violation of the vow of celibacy led to the bishop’s resignation.

Which is a more grievous violation of church law: a bishop who is secretly married with children or a bishop who fails to deal with priests who sexually molested children?

A while back I met with my first-grade teacher, a Roman Catholic nun whom I had not seen in 57 years. I asked her to name one thing she would change about the Catholic Church. She replied without hesitation, “Get rid of the male hierarchy and allow women to become priests.”

Ron Fugate

Overland Park

GM Volt in China

We the people bailed out General Motors with our tax money. Now that the company is doing well, General Motors is sending the new Chevrolet Volt to China to be manufactured.

We the people are being denied jobs after we the people helped them out. We the people should not support this.

Peri Kemp

Kansas City

Media’s misinformation

Numbers are manipulated by political pundits to paint an inaccurate picture. So-called news organizations subtly propagandize while projecting an image of the impartial news gatherers. 

A recent PBS “NewsHour” program provided data to correct a misperception. While pundits reported that the top 1 percent pay the greatest share of the tax burden, they neglected to report that while the top 1 percent’s tax burden increased twofold, their income increased tenfold.

Sure, the top 1 percent pay the greatest share of taxes because they generate the greatest income — a twofold increase in the tax burden to a tenfold increase in income. Equitable, fair or even reasonable? No, not at a time when the debt crisis challenge must be addressed.

All must share the burden equitably, not equally. We now face two unintended consequences and the debilitating results of excessive corporate deregulation. The first brought the near-collapse of the banking system and the greatest heist by investment bankers and Wall Street perpetuated, albeit legally, upon the people of America. 

Deregulation should assist small businesses, not the global corporate elite. We should be wary of the systemic problems, weakening the power of democracy and strengthening the power of plutocracy.

Lisa Blain

Kansas City, Kan.

Education funding

Another year and another round of cuts to the public colleges and universities in the state of Missouri. In these tough economic times we should be investing in education and research.

We should be building a strong foundation for our future. Instead, we force colleges to raise tuition, making it increasingly difficult for Missourians to attain a quality education.

Colleges can no longer hire and retain the brightest minds to teach and develop new research. In short, our state falls further behind each day.

We even had a proposal by Gov. Jay Nixon to raid the reserves of the five largest universities. That would have been a dangerous move and done nothing to address the real problem. Fortunately, it has been set aside. 

Our elected officials from both parties need to find a solid and secure a way to properly fund our higher education institutions now and for the future. If they are unable to do this we should vote against all incumbents in the next election.

Nothing less than the future of our state and its citizens are at stake.

Jon Stephens

Kansas City

America on precipice

America has lost its moral compass, and as a result has become an evil country. It’s vulgar, violent, vicious, cruel, money hungry, materialist, sex-, drug- and-alcohol crazed, perverted, celebrity-, sports- and gambling-addicted, immoral, obese, and tolerant of abortion and homosexuality.

There is no sense of right and wrong any more because God has been replaced by the almighty dollar, which is worshipped nowadays. It’s a narcissistic country.

Yet more than 4,500 U.S. soldiers have died in Iraq and Afghanistan and more than 32,000 have been seriously injured. Americans have literally become spectators of these wars, much like they’re watching a sports event while they become obese and bloated on fast food and beer.

If I had a son and there was a draft, I’d send him away somewhere safe from the evil clutches of our monstrous government. I’d never allow him to even fight or die for this American society.

America may finally be destroyed — not from without but rather from within.

Donald L. Foster

Knob Noster, Mo.
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Catholics: Increase your Sunday offerings

The editorial "The bishops strike back" (Jan. 5) calls Catholics to consider what amount their Sunday offering should be after, as the editorial said, "Lawyers for the Archdiocese and Archbishop Robert J. Carlson have launched a legal assault on the victims advocacy organization that helped expose the clergy abuse epidemic here and around the country." The editorial also said, "the same tactic is being employed in the Diocese of Kansas City against the organization."

I'm not a lawyer, but I am a Catholic, and I found the editorial comments bordering on being anti-Catholic. When the newspaper uses phases like "legal assault" and the 'same tactic," it should explain what the lawsuit is seeking, not what the editors suppose it is seeking. Any person or organization that calls an accused person of child abuse a "predator" and "pedophile" before a person is convicted is wrong. If found guilty, then the convicted person should be punished to the fullest extent of the law. I abhor child abuse by anyone in any line of work.

Lately, we have read in the newspaper about accusations of child abuse by people in education and sports. I don't think the newspaper would encourage your readers, regardless of their religion, to stop supporting education or the sports team.

I encourage all Catholics to maintain or increase their weekly offering to their parish so that we can continue to spread Jesus' word throughout our parishes and our community.

Gerald A. Bertel • Florissant

Machinations

I applaud the editorial "The bishops strike back" (Jan. 5), which revealed the machinations of the hierarchy of the Catholic Church in regard to the sexual abuse by priests. In truth, these imperial "holy" men are no different from Bernie Madoff or Roy Cohen of the Joe McCarthy era. They will do anything — ruin lives, deny the obvious — to save the image of the church and, more important, to save the church's cash.

I have heard numerous sermons about abortion, the evils of stem-cell research and, of course, the importance of the collection, but I never have heard a word of contrition, sympathy or even a prayer for those who have been damaged by pedophile priests.

One very sad thing is that there are many fine priests who have to suffer the humiliation and degradation of their guilty superiors.

Gene Dalton • Richmond Heights

Blind, not stupid

Once upon a time, the Post-Dispatch was a big-city newspaper with a bigoted editorial board. Now the Post-Dispatch is a small-town advertising paper with a bigoted editorial board, to which any criticism of Roman Catholic priests, bishops or the church itself is acceptable and to which any attempt at defense or to unmask less-than-honest accusers is deplorable.

We all know that justice is supposed to be blind, but is she also supposed to be stupid?

Edward A. Rohde • Oakville

Equally open

It strikes me as somewhat disingenuous for the Catholic Church in Kansas City and St. Louis to insist that the Survivors Network for those Abused by Priests open its confidential records on clergy sex abused cases unless, of course, the church is willing to do likewise.

If the legal system compels SNAP to open its confidential files, this could and should apply equally to the confidential files of the church. I do not support such a decision, but justice demands that it would apply to both parties. I suspect that the church's files would be much larger and more interesting. I also suspect that this is a can of worms that no one wants to open.

The church may come to regret trying to use the legal system to do its bidding in this matter.

Robert Schutzius • Florissant

Association for the Rights of Catholics in the Church

No nuance

The guest commentary "From Wallace to Paul and Perry" (Jan. 4) by Jeff Smith was abhorrent and should not have been published. Mr. Smith's attempt to lump Barry Goldwater together with George Wallace ignores that Mr. Goldwater's libertarian beliefs influenced all of his policies. Mr. Goldwater was deeply concerned by the rise of the religious right and battled it on matters like the public display of religion. He was pro-choice and argued for open homosexual service in the military. Mr. Goldwater's opposition to the Civil Rights bills is regrettable, but it is a disservice to the man to ignore the nuance of his convictions.

Mr. Smith also ignores that both the Civil Rights bill of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 received a greater percentage of Republican support than Democratic support. This had to do entirely with the breakdown of the voting by region, with legislators from the "Old South" voting at near 90 percent margins against the bill and legislators from the remaining states supporting the bill in similar numbers.

To say that a states' rights perspective is just a discrete way to be racist accomplishes nothing. It doesn't advance responsible discussion about the balance of powers between state and federal government or about the strengths of different policy choice or about serious issue of racism that continues to divide our communities.

I am very disappointed in the Post-Dispatch for publishing this.

Nicholas Crouse • O'Fallon, Mo.

Party-first politics

Guest columnist Jeff Smith writes in "From Wallace to Paul and Perry" (Jan. 4) that the Republican Party has a history of racism. Mr. Smith refers to Texas Gov. Rick Perry's family hunting grounds, named "N....head." I doubt Mr. Perry so named it. Mr. Smith then refers to a remark by U.S. Ron Paul, R-Texas, about race riots in Los Angeles and the black community in Washington, D.C. Mr. Paul's seemingly racist remarks might be 100 percent statistically correct.

Mr. Smith relates Republicans to racism in the South during the Civil Rights movement of the mid-20th century. Note that the movement itself began under Republican President Dwight D. Eisenhower, with cooperation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. It's interesting to note that Mr. Smith attempts to sway readers with his examples while conveniently ignoring the pride of the Republican Party, the so-called "Great Emancipator" himself. How stupid does he think we are?

What we have here is a perfect example of party-first campaigning, facts be damned. Mr. Smith is accusing Republicans of racism while using racism to get his man reelected. I hope that the Post-Dispatch chose to print his column to demonstrate how ridiculously low party-first politics can stoop.

Smith quotes William Faulkner, "The South isn't dead — it ain't even past." Thank God.

R.S. Arnold • St. Peters

Him, not it

David Brooks, in his column "Family guy" (Jan. 4), about Rick Santorum, described the events surrounding the stillborn birth of one of Mr. Santorum's children. According to Mr. Brooks' recounting of the event, Mr. Santorum and his wife spent the night with the body in the hospital, then took it home, prayed over it and welcomed it into their family. I may not agree with their actions, but it should have read "they took him home, prayed over him and welcomed him into their family."

It was disrespectful to to describe the child as "it."

Dorothy Anderson • St. Louis

Can he sing?

So, the Iowa caucuses are over. Former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney becomes the "American Idol" winner, but, can he sing? Former Pennsylvania Sen. Rick Santorum is anti-gay, anti-abortion and wants to bomb Iran. U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Texas is an isolationist. The only decent candidate in the field is Jon Huntsman, and he came in dead last. Way to go, Iowa. Stick to picking corn!

Richard W. Glass • Lake Saint Louis

