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'Blackouts' spur Blunt, Kirk to oppose internet regulation bill 
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent     

Posted 3:11 pm Wed., 1.18.12  
WASHINGTON - In the wake of internet "blackout" protests Wednesday, some key lawmakers -- including U.S. Sens. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., and Mark Kirk, R-Ill. -- abruptly withdrew their support or came out against legislation that aims to shut down sites that share pirated content.

Visitors to Wikipedia and Craigslist today are greeted with splash screens outlining those websites' opposition to SOPA/PIPA.

While Blunt withdrew his earlier cosponsorship of the "Protect Intellectual Property Act," calling the bill "flawed as it stands today," Kirk, who was not a cosponsor, condemned the Senate bill as an "extreme measure [that] stifles First Amendment rights and internet innovation." Sen. Marco Rubio, R-Fla., also withdrew as a cosponsor of the bill.

The lawmakers' actions came on the day that several prominent internet firms, including Wikipedia, staged blackouts in protest of the Senate PIPA bill and a companion House measure, the Stop Online Piracy Act, called SOPA. The companies worry that the bills, if approved, could be used to target legitimate internet sites whose users share content.

The 24-hour Wikipedia blackout blocked access to its English-language articles; Reddit.com shut down its social news service for half a day; Google blacked out the logo on its home page but did not shut down; and Craigslist altered its local home pages to a black screen directing users to a page opposing the House and Senate measures.

U.S. Sens. Roy Blunt, R-Mo. and Mark Kirk, R-Ill., withdrew their support for SOPA/PIPA.

Blunt, who had cosponsored the PIPA bill in May, issued a statement saying that he had backed the original version because he supported "the original intent of this bill -- to protect against the piracy of lawful content." However, Blunt said that when the Senate Judiciary Committee approved the bill, GOP senators objected to "substantive issues," which make the current bill "deeply flawed."

Asserting that American firms "have lost $135 billion in revenue annually as a result of rogue internet sites," Blunt said he thinks "we can come to a solution that will cut off the revenue sources for foreign websites dedicated to counterfeiting and piracy that steal American jobs, hurt the economy and harm consumers. But the Protect IP Act is flawed as it stands today, and I cannot support it moving forward."

In announcing his opposition to PIPA, Kirk said, "Freedom of speech is an inalienable right granted to each and every American, and the internet has become the primary tool with which we utilize this right. The internet empowers Americans to learn, create, innovate and express their views."

Kirk continued: "While we should protect American intellectual property, consumer safety and human rights, we should do so in a manner that specifically targets criminal activity. This extreme measure stifles First Amendment rights and internet innovation."

Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., a member of the Judiciary Committee who backed the PIPA bill, was on an official visit to Cuba and could not be reached for comment Wednesday. A spokesman for Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., said the senator had "concerns" about the legislation and had not cosponsored it.

"The provisions of this legislation are in flux," said the McCaskill spokesman, John LaBombard. "While Claire wants to make sure we can catch the frauds and cheats, she also has real concerns about limiting the freedom of the internet. She will continue to evaluate as the provisions are finalized."

In announcing his withdrawal as a cosponsor, Rubio called on Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., to cancel the plan to hold a key procedural vote on the bill on Tuesday. "Congress should listen and avoid rushing through a bill that could have many unintended consequences," Rubio said.

Sen. Roy Blunt doesn’t agree with Keystone rejection
Ken Newton, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:14 pm CST January 18, 2012
SAVANNAH, Mo. — Missouri Sen. Roy Blunt believes the United States can use North American resources to become energy self-sufficient within the next 15 years.

But, he told a Savannah audience on Wednesday afternoon, the Obama administration’s rejection of the Keystone XL pipeline permit hinders that goal.

Mr. Blunt spoke at the Andrew County Courthouse as news spread about the decision to refuse the application of a Canadian company for pipeline construction between oil fields in Alberta and refineries in Texas.

The Keystone XL project, which would not come through Missouri, is a sister project to TransCanada’s Keystone pipeline built through Buchanan County and the region in 2009.

“That’s a huge economic mistake for the country,” Mr. Blunt said of the State Department announcement. “The shortest path to more American jobs is American energy.”

The Republican senator said the project would have created 20,000 American jobs that involved no expenditure of tax dollars. In fact, he said, the project would create decades of revenues for taxing jurisdictions along its route.

Beyond that, Mr. Blunt said that leveraging the tar sands of Canada, the natural gas deposits in the United States and an aggressive approach to energy exploration would reduce the nation’s dependence on Middle East oil.

“It doesn’t mean we would never buy anything from anybody else,” he said, “but we wouldn’t have to buy anything from anybody else.”

Calling Canada the nation’s best trading partner, the senator said the U.S. neighbor would find another market for its unearthed fuel, probably China. He added that the decision reflects a regrettable philosophy about energy.

“Every other country in the world looks at its natural resources and the first two words they think of are ‘economic advantage’ or ‘economic opportunity,’” Mr. Blunt said. “Only in the United States do a significant number of political leaders look at the natural resources we have, and the first two words they think of are ‘environmental hazard.’”

Quite the contrary, said President Obama in a statement later Wednesday afternoon. He blamed congressional Republicans for a “rushed and arbitrary deadline” that prevented a review of the project’s health and safety ramifications.

“It does not change my administration’s commitment to American-made energy that creates jobs and reduces our dependence on oil,” Mr. Obama said.

Savannah mayor David Ingersoll, one of 24 people who attended the meeting, said energy costs have a local reach, citing predictions that gasoline prices might hit $4 a gallon by Memorial Day.

“If you want to see the economy slow down, that will kill it,” the mayor said.

Mr. Blunt, who discussed a heart procedure that caused him to postpone regional appearances last week, left the Savannah session for stops in Maryville, Grant City and Albany.

His schedule calls for stops in Cameron, Maysville, Hamilton, Bethany, Princeton, Trenton and Chillicothe today and in Gallatin on Friday.

Pipeline rejection angers Republicans, pleases environmental groups
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent     

Posted 6:43 pm Wed., 1.18.12  
WASHINGTON - The pressure of pipeline politics increased Wednesday after President Barack Obama -- complaining of a "rushed and arbitrary" deadline set by congressional Republicans -- rejected for now the proposed $7 billion Keystone XL pipeline project.

Citing a loss of "shovel-ready" jobs, GOP leaders condemned the predictable decision. Environmental groups, concerned about the project's safety and possible impact on climate change, praised the decision. And others expressed hope that a revamped route for the 1,700-mile Keystone XL -- which would carry "oil sands" crude from Canada to the Gulf Coast -- eventually will be approved.

"The president had a choice between jobs and politics, and he is choosing politics," said U.S. Rep. Fred Upton, R-Mich., chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, contending that the pipeline "has been carefully vetted, environmentally scrutinized, and publicly discussed for more than three years."

But Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., chair of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, said Obama made "the right decision given the serious questions that remain unanswered about this proposal." She said that the GOP timetable "did not provide sufficient time to adequately review the Keystone pipeline project or to address a broad range of concerns related to human health and the environment. Any future proposals must be subject to a rigorous and independent review."

There is not likely to be much immediate local impact to Obama's decision, given that the Keystone XL project's main goal was to carry oil to the Gulf -- although it also would connect to the existing Keystone-1 pipeline that already crosses Missouri and leads to refineries or pipeline junctions in Wood River, Ill., and Potaka, Ill.
a vocal backer of the Keystone XL who had traveled to the Canadian oil sands region in October to see the extraction process, argues that building the XL would sent more oil and added business to Illinois sites at the end of Keystone-1, including the Conoco-Phillips refinery in Wood River, the pipeline crossroads and oil terminal at Patoka, and a Marathon Petroleum Corp. refinery in Robinson. "All those places will benefit from the Keystone XL pipeline," he said, also arguing the expanded Keystone would bolster U.S. energy security.

On Wednesday, Shimkus said "the delay is unacceptable" in the Keystone XL. He argued that pipelines are the safest way to transport crude oil; he warned that Canada is likely to sell its oil-sands crude to other countries if it is blocked from piping the oil through the United States; and he argued that the Canadian oil would bolster U.S. energy security. 

But a report issued Wednesday by the Natural Resources Defense Council and Oil Change International contended that the Keystone XL pipeline would make America less energy secure by bypassing the Midwestern oil markets for the Gulf, where much of the refined oil would be shipped to South American or Europe. But the Keystone builder, TransCanada, refutes such claims, saying that most of the oil would stay in this country.

Regional reaction to Obama's rejection of the Keystone XL was mainly from GOP critics. Contending that "the key to more American jobs is more American energy," U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., said: "Once again, the Obama administration has blocked a real solution that would help create thousands of jobs without costing American taxpayers a dime."

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., reaffirming her earlier comments that give conditional support to the Keystone XL, said in a statement Wednesday:

"I support the pipeline. It should be built, and it should be built in a thoughtful and responsible manner, not based on a political timetable."

McCaskill's "political timetable" description apparently referred to the fact that the State Department and Obama had been forced by a GOP provision of the payroll-tax-cut extension legislation to make a decision on the Keystone XL by early next month.

Several experts noted Wednesday that the Keystone XL project was likely to re-emerge later with a different route through Nebraska. The U.S. Department of State, which must issue the permit of any pipeline that crosses national borders into this country, said in a statement that "the department's denial of the permit application does not preclude any subsequent permit application or applications for similar projects."

In accepting State's decision, Obama also said his rejection was "not a judgment on the merits of the pipeline, but the arbitrary nature of a deadline that prevented the State Department from gathering the information necessary to approve the project and protect the American people."

And TransCanada indicated that it planned to apply for a new permit to build the Keystone XL along a similar route. "While we are disappointed, TransCanada remains fully committed to the construction of Keystone XL," Russ K. Girling, the company's chief executive, told the New York Times. "Plans are already underway on a number of fronts to largely maintain the construction schedule of the project. We will reapply for a presidential permit and expect a new application would be processed in an expedited manner to allow for an in-service date of late 2014."

Other Missouri Republicans who criticized Obama's Keystone decision included U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, who said, "This critical project has been delayed by heavy-handed EPA regulations and political stalling by the administration, and this latest move is motivated by a president who doesn't want to anger politically connected environmentalists that care little about creating jobs or lowering gas prices."

U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, R-Tarkio, chairman of the House Small Business Committee, said:

"With an unemployment rate above 8 percent and an underemployment rate of 15 percent, I am completely bewildered at why this administration has decided to reject a true shovel-ready project that will create 20,000 direct jobs and about 118,000 spin-off jobs, many of them through small businesses."

Mo. Supreme Court strikes down new congressional maps
By Rance Burger, lakenewsonline.com 

Posted Jan 18, 2012 @ 06:05 PM

Last update Jan 18, 2012 @ 06:07 PM
Lake of the Ozarks, Mo. — A Missouri Supreme Court strike down could impact a U.S. congressman from Miller County, and change the plans of state senate hopefuls across the Show-Me State.

The Supreme Court ruled, in part, that a challenge to Missouri's newly proposed U.S. House of Representatives districts has some constitutional merit. The high court ruled that a trial court should reexamine a legal challenge to the House districts. Due to 2010 U.S. Census figures, Missouri loses one congressional district, which gave a special committee appointed by the governor the task of contracting Missouri's congressional map from nine districts to eight districts.

A district that U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-Mo., would attempt to serve if reelected will be a key to the challengers' argument. The attorney's challenging the map argue that the newly proposed third district, which would include Miller County and parts of Camden County, would stretch all the way to St. Charles County and the Mississippi River, snaking around St. Louis to both the north and south. The odd shape led the challenging attorneys to question if the lines on the map meet the constitutional definition of "compact."

"This Court makes no prejudgment on these issues, or on the compactness of other districts, other than to hold that Plaintiffs have stated a claim as to the compactness of the districts that is subject to proof and defenses in accordance with evidence as in any other lawsuit," the Supreme Court states in its opinion.

The state Supreme Court issued its opinion per curium, in which the justices write a decision collectively and anonymously.

"Districts 3 and 5 are alleged to be particularly suspect, as can be confirmed by any rational and objective consideration of their boundaries. However, it is a question of fact, yet to be tried, whether those districts are 'as compact and nearly equal in population as may be.'" the opinion states.

 The Supreme Court ordered the trial court to act on the U.S. House districts by Feb. 3.

In Washington, Luetkemeyer's staff members say he isn't overly concerned with the court dispute.

“All constitutional litigation takes twists and turns and this case is no exception. The Supreme Court affirmed the trial judge and disposed of three of the main plaintiffs’ four counts.  The plaintiffs will be put to their proof on the sole surviving remnant of their case before a trial judge. Congressman Luetkemeyer remains focused on representing his constituents," Luetkemeyer Press Secretary Paul Sloca said.

Any changes to the proposed map, especially the boundary lines for the third district, would impact all of the neighboring districts and counties such as Camden County, Morgan County, Pulaski County and Laclede County.

The Supreme Court also rejected new Missouri state Senate maps. That ruling means Gov. Nixon must appoint a new panel of judges to start the Senate redistricting process over from scratch. Th first day of candidate filing for the state Senate primary is Feb. 28.

Internet protests pay off as lawmakers rethink anti-piracy bills

By DAVID GOLDSTEIN, The Kansas City Star
Posted on Wed, Jan. 18, 2012 11:22 PM

WASHINGTON -- In the vast universe of the Internet, some planets went temporarily dark Wednesday to protest government attempts to intrude on what’s long been their anything-goes frontier. And there’s evidence that it made an impact in Washington.

House and Senate bills that once seemed to be on a path toward approval now face a rockier future. House Speaker John Boehner on Wednesday said it was “pretty clear to many of us that there is a lack of consensus at this point.” 

Amid the high-tech campaign against the bills, several lawmakers came out in opposition. At least four Senate Republicans who had previously cosponsored the Senate bill issued statements saying they were withdrawing their support. 

Earlier Wednesday, howls erupted from the Twitter-verse when the English version of Wikipedia, the free, collaborative Web encyclopedia and homework crutch of students everywhere, shut down. One distraught tweet said:

“Why is Wikipedia down on the day that I have a 7 hour take away exam???? Livid.”

To counter the widespread panic, libraries — remember them? — stepped into the breach. An encouraging tweet from a librarian at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, said: “You can still research today during blackouts. Libs are open & lots of online resources for you. Need help?”

Google and Facebook, the two most trafficked sites on the Internet, were still up, although Google slapped a big black bar across its well-known colorful trademark to show its solidarity with the protest against pending anti-piracy legislation.

“Like many businesses, entrepreneurs and Web users, we oppose these bills because there are smart, targeted ways to shut down foreign rogue websites without asking American companies to censor the Internet,” the company said in a statement.

The 24-hour blackout was over the right of business — in this case, Hollywood and the publishing and recording industries — to make a profit on its work, versus maintaining free and open access to the Internet.

Two bills, the Stop Online Piracy Act in the House of Representatives and the Protect Intellectual Property Act in the Senate, would try to stop illegal downloading and sharing of copyright material. Opponents claim they’d stifle innovation, limit service and impel companies to monitor their users. A third bill, the Senate’s Online Protection and Enforcement of Digital Trade Act, aims for a middle ground.

“Protecting foreign criminals from liability rather than protecting American copyright holders and intellectual property developers is irresponsible, will cost American jobs and is just wrong,” Democratic Sen. Patrick Leahy of Vermont, a sponsor of one of the piracy bills, said in a statement.

How many websites joined Wednesday’s protest was unclear. One estimate said 10,000, but that could have been wishful thinking.

Reddit, the popular social news site, went dark. So did MoveOn.org, WordPress and Mozilla, which operates the Web browser Firefox. Like Wikipedia, they directed viewers to information about the pending legislation, as did some sites that remained active, such as Craigslist.

“The Internet has injected itself into the very fabric of society,” said Zac Cohn, 23, who works with an Internet startup company in Seattle and who passed out fliers Wednesday at a protest there. “It feels like you’re fighting the future if you’re trying to regulate the Internet like this.”

McClatchy Co., The Kansas City Star’s parent company, supports efforts to protect content. 

“We should be able to create our content and get all the value we can without people just being able to lift it and make a business out of work which we have paid for,” said Christian A. Hendricks, the company’s vice president for interactive media.

As the day wore on, the blackout seemed to be having an effect.

Republican Sens. Orrin Hatch of Utah, Roy Blunt of Missouri, John Boozman of Arkansas and Charles Grassley of Iowa were among those who withdrew their support for the piracy bills.

On the House side, Rep. Rick Larsen, a Washington Democrat, issued a statement that he had heard from many of his constituents and come to the conclusion that the House and Senate bills “create unacceptable threats to free speech and free access to the Internet.” 

The Motion Picture Association of America called the blackout a “gimmick” and said “business interests are resorting to stunts to punish their users or turn them into corporate pawns.”

But suddenly Hollywood, a powerful player in Washington, had some competition.

Yochai Benkler, a co-director of the Berkman Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University, said the blackout showed not only that tech companies had become influential but also that they now recognized that they had to work with Washington instead of around it.

He said the day also showed that the tech community and everyone who relied on it could form a potentially daunting alliance.

“Today was a very strong public demonstration to suggest that what historically was seen as a technical system of rules that only influences the content industry has become something more,” he said. “You’ve got millions of citizens who care enough to act. That’s not trivial.”

The Associated Press and Rachel Roubein, Emily Seagrave Kennedy and Tish Wells of McClatchy Newspapers contributed to this report.

Online piracy, intellectual property acts losing support in Columbia
Wednesday, January 18, 2012 | 8:40 p.m. CST; updated 9:43 p.m. CST, Wednesday, January 18, 2012 

BY Jake Kreinberg, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — One of Columbia’s representatives in Congress has withdrawn his support for the Protect Intellectual Property Act.

Sen. Roy Blunt said in a statement Wednesday there are “substantive issues” remaining in the bill in its current form that need to be resolved before it can move forward in the U.S. Senate.

According to The Associated Press, the Protect Intellectual Property Act and the similar Stop Online Privacy Act in the U.S. House would allow the Department of Justice to ban online advertising networks and payment facilitators, such as credit card companies, from conducting business with websites accused of copyright infringement.

Sen. Claire McCaskill and 9th District U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, have yet to decide on their respective bills, which also would forbid search engines from linking to pirate websites and require Internet service providers to block access to such sites.

“I continue to believe that we can come to a solution that will cut off the revenue sources for foreign websites dedicated to counterfeiting and piracy that steal American jobs, hurt the economy and harm consumers,” Blunt's statement said. “But the Protect IP Act is flawed as it stands today, and I cannot support it moving forward.”

According to information provided by the senator's staff, Blunt had concerns about the broad nature of the bill and its possible impact on lawful speech, especially online. Blunt was also concerned about breaches in cybersecurity and provisions in the bill that could result in costly litigation.

At least five other senators withdrew their support Wednesday, three of whom had joined Blunt as co-sponsors of the proposed act.

McCaskill needs more time to study the Property Intellectual Property Act, spokesman John LaBombard said.

“The provisions of this legislation are in flux,” LaBombard said in an email. “While Claire wants to make sure we can catch the frauds and cheats, she also has real concerns about limiting the freedom of the Internet. She will continue to evaluate as the provisions are finalized.”

Paul Sloca, press secretary for Luetkemeyer, said the congressman was weighing input from constituents and wants to hear from more stakeholders before making a decision on the Stop Online Privacy Act.

“Ultimately, Blaine believes we must combat online copyright infringement,” Sloca said in an email. “And that Congress, with the input of affected industries, can produce a policy that better protects American intellectual property rights.” 

The House is not expected to vote on the bill for at least another month.

Blunt drops backing for anti-piracy bill

Senator says he can't now support measure that infringes on free speech.

Written by Deirdre Shesgreen , Springfield News-Leader

5:23 AM, Jan. 19, 2012  

WASHINGTON -- Sen. Roy Blunt yanked his support for an anti-piracy bill as a fierce lobbying battle went viral Wednesday, with more than a dozen websites going black to protest the bill.

Anyone trying to visit Wikipedia, for example, was directed to a dark page with this message: "Right now, the U.S. Congress is considering legislation that could fatally damage the free and open Internet. For 24 hours, to raise awareness, we are blacking out Wikipedia."

The legislation has pitted Silicon Valley technology companies and Internet advocates against Hollywood movie studios and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

Blunt, R-Mo., cited free-speech concerns in his decision to pull his support for the legislation, called the Protect Intellectual Property Act, even as he reiterated the concerns of business groups.

"I co-sponsored the Senate version of the Protect IP Act because I support the original intent of this bill -- to protect against the piracy of lawful content," Blunt said in a statement. But, he added, "the right to free speech is one of the most basic foundations that makes our nation great, and I strongly oppose sanctioning Americans' right to free speech in any medium -- including over the Internet."

Proponents say the Senate legislation, and a similar House version, are needed to crack down on the theft of copyrighted content, such as music and movies. The Motion Picture Association of America, a major backer of the bill, said the legislation is vital to protect the "hard work and creativity of millions of American workers."

The MPPA says the film industry loses billions annually because of piracy, with "global Internet thieves" downloading movies and TV shows illegally. The movie association called Wednesday's Internet blackout a "gimmick" and said Internet companies should instead focus on finding a real solution to the theft that's occurring on their watch.

"Some technology business interests are resorting to stunts that punish their users or turn them into their corporate pawns, rather than coming to the table to find solutions to a problem that all now seem to agree is very real and damaging," the MPPA said in a statement Tuesday.

The Senate's proposal, like a similar House bill, would enable owners of copyrighted content and the Justice Department to take action against "rogue" websites in other countries that facilitate the unauthorized distribution of material, especially movies and music, produced in the United States. It would do so by enabling them to pressure "intermediaries" -- service providers, search engines, advertising providers and payment services -- that do business with them.

But critics say the measure is so loosely worded it could threaten many U.S. websites, from search engines like Yahoo to social media tools like Facebook and YouTube. To stay in business, such sites would have to more closely police content posted by millions of users every day.

"The threat going forward isn't just to the established guys" but also to start-ups that can't afford "big legal teams" to monitor their sites, said David Sohn, general counsel for the Center for Democracy & Technology. The public interest group, which gets some funding from companies like Google, promotes Internet freedom and innovation.

The current proposals "would give (copyright) holders a big legal club that they can use to threaten emerging technologies that they think may be doing something wrong," Sohn said. "That creates a very difficult environment for innovation."

The Senate measure was unanimously approved by the Judiciary Committee in May. But Blunt said he and other Republicans had hoped to fix flaws in the bill before it came up for a full Senate vote. He said the current bill "still needs much work" and accused Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid of pushing ahead despite GOP concerns.

Reid has scheduled the measure for a procedural vote next week, even as opposition mounted. Blunt was among a handful of other senators, including Marco Rubio, R-Fla., and Scott Brown, R-Mass., who said they would withdraw support.

The House bill hit a snag last month, when opponents delayed committee action by offering a bevy of amendments. And over the weekend, the White House also expressed concerns about the pending bills.

The recent developments have buoyed opponents.

Lawmakers need "to go back to the drawing board and to do some serious thinking about how they can craft a solution to the problem (of piracy) without all the collateral damage," said Sohn.

Blunt said he thought a compromise was possible.

"I continue to believe that we can come to a solution that will cut off the revenue sources for foreign websites dedicated to counterfeiting and piracy that steal American jobs, hurt the economy and harm consumers," he said. "But the Protect IP Act is flawed as it stands today, and I cannot support it moving forward."

St. Louis Occupy: Tents may be gone, but legal fight continues
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Updated 4:12 pm Wed., 1.18.12  
Ten protesters with the St. Louis Occupy movement were in court today dealing with municipal-ordinance violations stemming from their removal this fall from Kiener Plaza, where dozens occupied a tent city for weeks.

UPDATED: Lawyer Maggie Ellinger-Locke, who is representing the group, said that eight pleaded guilty to a curfew violation, one was found guilty during a brief trial and one was acquitted. The lawyer added that all fines and court costs were waived. Those who had been jailed overnight in October to given credit for time served.

 The possible fines had ranged from $100 to $500, she said.

Ellinger-Locke called the result "a victory for the movement,'' since no one had to pay any money.

Many of those involved in today's proceedings have remained involved, she added. (END UPDATE.)
The Occupy activists were in the headlines for much of this fall, particularly during the World Series. Their tent city in Kiener was removed in mid-November, after failed legal attempts to stay.

Although there were some tensions and police-protester confrontations between the Occupy activists and City Hall -- particularly during the final Friday night removal -- the dealings were generally cordial without the violent incidents seen in some other cities.

Mayor Francis Slay, among others, had sought to keep the protests peaceful, while also allaying the concerns and complaints of downtown businesses who contended the occupation had been disruptive, and that the tent city had sanitation issues.

Occupy protesters had disputed the assertions. Their movement in St. Louis also was assisted by area labor groups, who helped organize rallies and marches that focused on the Occupy movement's chief message of economic inequality.

Since their ouster from Kiener, some Occupy activists have sought to keep the movement going with various local protests or gatherings. The political impact of their activities will likely depend, in part, on whether the Occupy effort kicks back into gear when the weather gets warmer -- and the political climate heats up.

Area state senators have amassed large bank accounts for re-election bids 
By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon     

Posted 10:18 pm Wed., 1.18.12  

The Missouri Supreme Court on Tuesday threw out a new Senate district map constructed by a panel of appellate judges, and has ordered that Gov. Jay Nixon restart the map-drawing process from the beginning.

But regardless of what their districts eventually look like, several incumbent lawmakers have built a financial advantage in re-election bids.

Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, has nearly $145,608.09 of cash on hand. That comes after raising $155,018.22 and spending $19,912.54 during the fourth quarter of 2011.

(Cunningham's money includes a generous sum from wealthy financier Rex Sinquefield.)

Up until the court ruling, Cunningham had planned to run in a new 27th District that encompassed western St. Louis County and northern Jefferson County. She currently represents the 7th District, which encompasses parts of western and central St. Louis County. So far, Cunningham has had no announced opposition this fall.

Another incumbent without any declared competition is Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale. He pulled in $126,736 during the last fundraising quarter and spent $22,455.20. He has $440,577.89 of cash on hand.

Schmitt -– one of the chief sponsors of a legislative plan to lure more international cargo to Lambert-St. Louis International Airport -– had briefly considered a run for lieutenant governor. He dropped it when Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a fellow Republican, opted to run for re-election.

Meanwhile, state Sen. Jim Lembke -– a Lemay Republican who narrowly won his seat four years ago -– continued to outpace a potential rival for another term in the Senate. Lembke gathered up $42,194.43 during the last fundraising quarter. After spending $8,825.38, Lembke has $102,368.04 on hand.

That total is far more than former state Rep. Sue Schoemehl, a Democrat from Oakville who announced a bid against Lembke last year. Schoemehl brought in $5,570 during the last fundraising quarter and spent $6,102. She has $17,006.87 of cash on hand.

NORTH COUNTY SCRAMBLE

Two Democrats -– former state Rep. Gina Walsh and Florissant resident Redditt Hudson -– are angling to replace term-limited state Sen. Tim Green, D-Spanish Lake.

Walsh, a Bellefontaine Neighbors resident, raised $47,074.01 during last fundraising quarter. She has $121,729.23 on hand after spending $4,598.81.

An insulator contractor, Walsh received thousands of dollars from union political action committees. According to her campaign website, Walsh is an active member of Asbestos Workers Local No. 1.

Hudson -– a Florissant resident who serves as a program associate for the American Civil Liberties aUnion of Eastern Missouri -– raised $8,399.94 and spent $7,612.94 during same time period. He has $1,213.86 of cash on hand.

No Vote Yet on Public School Financing

Stephanie Ebbs, KMOX State Capitol Bureau

January 19, 2012 8:23 AM

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (KMOX) - The complexity of revising Missouri’s system for financing public schools is so complicated that a legislative committee delayed a vote on the issue so they can better understand the issue.

The formula used to calculate the money given to public schools is incredibly complicated; balancing enrollment, local tax revenue and benchmark wealth to determine each district’s funding. The House Education Committee delayed a vote to give members time to further study and understand the formula and the challenges it is facing.

The problem the legislature plans to address is that the current statute doesn’t include how to deal with a lack of significant funding increases. Senate Education Committee Chairman David Pearce, R-Warrensberg, and House Education Committee Chairman Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, are sponsoring separate bills to determine how funds would be distributed when the government does not have enough money to meet the formula’s appropriation increase requirements.

An increase would be required to meet the law’s requirement that more money be appropriated to under-funded schools without taking money from well-off districts. The governor recommended a $5 million increase in his 2013 budget, which is almost $500 million short of the funds required to fully fund public school districts.

The funding increases are necessary to meet the funding law’s requirements to boost state funding to under-funded public schools without taking money from more financially stable districts.

Legislators are under a time crunch to pass a provision to this formula because of concerns that drastic changes in funding could occur in the beginning of the next fiscal year.

Both bills address how the discrepancies in funding would be dealt with for two different types of school districts. For hold harmless districts funding is determined by a static per-student figure; and formula districts have funding recalculated every year.

The Senate and House versions of this bill both decrease hold harmless district funding at a lower rate than the decrease to formula schools.

The House committee is scheduled to meet again in two weeks for executive session. The Senate committee has not set a date to vote.

Mo. lawmakers may buck Nixon's higher ed cuts
By DAVID A. LIEB 

Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri university officials warned Wednesday of potential tuition increases, course reductions and employee furloughs if Gov. Jay Nixon's newly proposed 12.5 percent funding cut for higher education comes to fruition.

Nixon's budget proposal would drop state aid to public colleges and universities to its lowest level since 1997, compounding the financial strain on schools that already have been forced to trim costs during several consecutive years of flat or declining state funding.

The Democratic governor suggested in Tuesday night's State of the State address that higher education institutions should adopt "leaner, more efficient operations" and "change their business models." On Wednesday, a key lawmaker pledged to try to block the governor's plan and college officials said it won't be possible to account for the collective $106 million cut merely by administrative efficiencies.

"It is fair to ask how long we can continue to do more with less," said Steve Owens, the interim president of the University of Missouri system. "After a decade of reductions in state support and implementation of operational efficiencies, we are near the point where either the level of funding will have to increase or the scope and quality of services will have to decrease."

Owens said the university is still assessing how the proposed funding cut would affect such things as student tuition and employee wages.

Missouri State University would need to fill a budget hole of about $15 million - $11 million attributable to the state funding cut and the rest to rising costs, said interim president Clif Smart. Some of that could be covered through administrative cuts, but it also likely would be necessary to raise student tuition by more than the rate of inflation and to dip into the university's $60 million of reserves, he said.

Smart was meeting Wednesday with student leaders to discuss the proposed state funding cut and the potential for tuition increases.

"I think our students are willing to pay more to keep the quality high," Smart said.

Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer said Wednesday that he does not intend to follow Nixon's college-funding recommendation when preparing the state budget for the fiscal year that starts July 1. But the senator, whose district includes the flagship campus of the University of Missouri system, said it was too soon to know how much funding he would propose for higher education institutions.

The governor's proposed cut is "a huge blow, not just for the education community itself, but I think for the advancement of economic development of the state of Missouri," said Schaefer, R-Columbia.

Last year, Nixon proposed a roughly 7 percent cut to the core budgets of colleges and universities. The Legislature pared that back to roughly 5.5 percent. But when he signed the budget into law, Nixon imposed additional spending restrictions on higher education institutions - essentially restoring the cut to the level he originally proposed.

Because of that move, House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey said he didn't know whether it would be worthwhile for lawmakers to try to lessen the 12.5 percent cut proposed this year by the governor.

"Clearly we want to put more in higher education," Silvey, R-Kansas City, said Wednesday. "We just don't know that he'll actually spend that."

One of the many pressures on Missouri's budget is the need to set aside around $100 million over a two-year period for disaster recovery costs associated with a deadly tornado that hit Joplin last May and with flooding along the Mississippi and Missouri rivers.

Nixon's proposed higher education cuts do not make any exception for Missouri Southern State University in Joplin, which incurred costs while serving as a staging area for disaster response efforts. The university has pledged to provide $1,000 scholarships for Joplin-area students who graduate from high school in the next couple years.

University President Bruce Speck said the school would not rescind its scholarship offer as a result of the proposed state funding cuts.

But "in a sense, that commitment is a little more painful now," Speck said.

He said the university will consider a range of options, including employee furloughs, restructuring degree programs and offering more courses electronically.

"We can't continue to whack here and whack there, we really need to think about how higher education is going in Missouri and how we need to adapt to that environment," Speck said.

Higher education balks at proposed budget cuts 
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff     

Posted 12:44 pm Wed., 1.18.12 
Public colleges and universities in Missouri had a predictable reaction to Gov. Jay Nixon's proposed budget cuts: We've already done our part.

"For more than 10 years, higher education and the four campuses of the University of Missouri system have been doing more with less," said Steve Owens, interim president of the system, in a statement.

"The university now receives less annual state support than we did in 2001, yet we now educate 17,000 more students, generate $85 million more in sponsored research, provide $23.5 million more in unreimbursed health care, offer a broader scope of extension services, including free disaster relief, and create more new jobs through economic development."

David Russell, the state's commissioner for higher education, noted that in his State of the State speech Tuesday night, Nixon said that too many families in Missouri cannot afford higher education, so schools must keep their tuition at reasonable levels.

But to do that, Russell said, and to provide adequate support for financial aid programs, cuts to other parts of the higher education budget will be needed, and those threaten to erode the quality of the education that students receive.

"The governor understands the power of higher education to lift students' earning power and grow the state economy," Russell said. "The governor's speech emphasized the importance of growing jobs for Missourians. To do that, we must provide citizens with high quality academic credentials and skills that adapt to changing workforce needs and attract industry to the state."

Russell said that the proposed 12.5 percent cut to the budgets of public colleges and universities equals $118 million less than this year's total appropriation of $742 million. Such reductions would put public higher education around the same level of state funding as it had in 1997.

The schools have reacted to earlier cuts with a number of cost-saving measures, Russell said, from collaboration on degree programs to freezes on hiring and salaries. "Our institutions promote access and affordability," he added, "but resources can only stretch so far."

At the four-campus UM system, curators discussed likely tuition increases, probably about 3 percent, at their December meeting on the St. Louis campus.

While trying to keep such increases as low as possible, the university has cut expenses, but those efforts have hurt the system's standing in terms of support when it is compared with neighboring states.

"During the last decade," Owens said in his statement, "both the state and the university have continuously made difficult choices and cuts that have been felt by all Missourians. This year will be no different and the university will continue to work with all segments of the state to share the burden of a slowly recovering economy.

"The years of cuts specific to higher education, however, have placed our state 45th out of 50 states in per capita higher education funding --- lower than any of our neighboring states, any state in the Midwest and any state in the South."

Owens said that "given the historic difficulty in finding adequate funds for higher education, now is the time to begin looking at all options, including new, dedicated revenue streams."

He concluded:

"It is fair to ask how long we can continue to do more with less. After a decade of reductions in state support and implementation of operational efficiencies, we are near the point where either the level of funding will have to increase or the scope and quality of services will have to decrease."

Missouri colleges say impending state cuts will force tuition hikes 

BY TIM BARKER AND VIRGINIA YOUNG • Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau Chief • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2012 9:20 am |

Gov. Jay Nixon wants the state's public colleges and universities to respond to his proposed 12.5 percent cut in state funding by running 'smarter, more efficient operations."

ut the campuses say they have virtually no chance of bridging the gap without tuition increases.

That position — staked out almost immediately after Nixon delivered his proposed budget Tuesday — could lead to a showdown between the governor and the schools over the size of tuition hikes.

For weeks, campus leaders have heard rumblings from Jefferson City about their role in Nixon's plan to plug a $500 million hole in the state's budget. Their fears were confirmed Tuesday, when Nixon revealed a proposed $106 million cut to four-year and two-year schools.

With Nixon, lawmakers and college administrators all stressing the need to keep college costs in check, the cut creates the potential for friction if anticipated tuition increases exceed the governor's wishes. The governor has not said what he expects.

A similar scenario played out last year when the University of Missouri raised tuition 5.5 percent, despite Nixon's suggestion to go no higher than 5 percent. The governor responded later by taking away an extra 1.1 percent of state appropriations from the system.

In his annual State of the State address Tuesday, Nixon said colleges and universities need to focus on ways to cut overhead and administrative costs.

"Public colleges and universities must change their business models," Nixon said, citing a program at the University of Central Missouri that could accelerate some undergraduate programs to three years or less.

But campus presidents and chancellors said Wednesday they have done much already in recent years to be more efficient. Salaries have been frozen. Staffing has been cut. Maintenance has been delayed.

At Missouri State University in Springfield, where administrators could be facing a deficit of more than $14 million, departments will again be asked to tighten their belts. But there is no hope of avoiding a tuition increase, said Clif Smart, the school's interim president.

"Not any way in the world do we have a chance of doing that. It's not realistic to think in year four of this austerity program that there are easy cuts," said Smart, noting the school has raised tuition a total of 4 percent over the last three years.

His thoughts were echoed by Troy Paino, president of Truman State University in Kirksville. The problem is that the 12.5 percent cut follows two years of reductions totaling more than 12 percent.

"That's roughly a quarter of our state appropriations in a three-year span," Paino said. "Obviously you are going to have to raise tuition when you are getting cut like this."

The University of Missouri system — in the midst of a leadership change as its new president prepares to take office — issued a statement by its interim president, Steve Owens. The four-campus system is reviewing the proposal and its impact on pay raises, tuition increases and potential cuts.

The statement noted the system receives less annual state funding than it did in 2001, despite substantial growth in enrollment.

After a decade of reductions in state support and implementation of operational efficiencies, we are near the point where either the level of funding will have to increase or the scope and quality of services will have to decrease," Owens said.

In December, the system took its first steps toward an increase that would raise undergraduate tuition by at least 3 percent starting in the summer. But that was based on the assumption that state support would remain flat.

According to board documents, a 1 percent cut in state funding equals a loss of $3.9 million, meaning Nixon's plan would cut nearly $50 million from the system. Every 1 percent increase in tuition gains back $4.4 million.

The issue is likely to be an important part of the February meeting of the system's Board of Curators, particularly if they want to push for increases higher than the rate of inflation, which is expected to be 3 percent. Anything above that requires the system to apply for a waiver from the Commissioner for Higher Education, as the system did last year when it passed tuition increases averaging 5.5 percent for the four campuses.

That process can add more than a month to the timeline for getting an increase in place.

It's unclear, though, whether Nixon's entire cut will stick. Already, some key Republican legislators said they will work to soften the blow.

"That's the single largest cut to higher education in the state's history," said Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia. "That's a real problem."

Noting that community colleges provide job training that helps the state recruit businesses and retool plants, Schaefer called cutting college funding "an enormous blow to economic development."

Students would bear most of the burden because if the cut goes through, Schaefer said, "the realistic response from universities is very likely going to be a tuition increase."

The higher education cuts are among several initiatives proposed by Nixon. His budget also calls for $191.7 million in cuts to Medicaid, $64.3 million in gains from new debt collection measures and $51.8 million saved through a tax amnesty program.

Schaefer and Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, said they plan to scrutinize the growing Medicaid budget, which provides health care for the poor.

"We shouldn't just automatically go to higher education," Lembke said. "That just seems punitive."

But others warned that the state has already eliminated the "low-hanging fruit" in previous years' budget cuts, so the decisions are getting tougher.

Given sluggish revenue growth and the end of one-time federal funding, Nixon's "got to cut somewhere," said Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington. "You can't just keep doing whistles and mirrors and smoke. You have to cut services."

Nixon's plan received a vote of confidence from Rep. Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, who said higher education officials likely have been working with Nixon's office on the proposed cuts to find a number the schools can stomach.

"It's not just something they came up with," said Talboy, the Democratic leader in the House.

Though Talboy expressed faith that the administration would not seek to cut more than the state's higher education institutions could withstand, he ventured no stance on what would happen if those cuts led to a call for tuition increases.

"That's a decision I have zero input in," Talboy said.

Jake Wagman of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

Nixon’s proposal would result in $2.7 million cut for MSSU

By Roger McKinney, Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe
January 18, 2012


JOPLIN, Mo. — Gov. Jay Nixon’s proposed cuts of 12.5 percent to funding for higher education aren’t sitting well with officials or students at Missouri Southern State University.

MSSU President Bruce Speck on Wednesday said the governor’s proposal is discouraging and confusing. He said the governor in his State of the State address Tuesday night promoted signs of economic recovery without acknowledging the role of universities in training people for those jobs.

“We’re talking about really a huge step backward in terms of higher education,” Speck said, noting that Southern’s state funding would be at 1990s levels if the proposal is approved.

Speck said there are two sides to a balance sheet, and the state needs to consider ways to raise revenue.

“I know it’s political, but I just don’t see why taxation of cigarettes is such a problem,” he said, using one example. “It seems there’s some areas they could explore.”

Rob Yust, MSSU vice president for business affairs, said the proposed cut would result in a loss of $2.7 million to the university. Net state appropriations in the current fiscal year total $21.9 million, and that could be reduced to $19.2 million in fiscal 2013 under Nixon’s proposal.

Speck said the most disturbing part of Nixon’s speech was when he asked university officials to look for ways to cut overhead costs and become more efficient.

“I really am concerned people can get the wrong message,” Speck said. He said suggesting that there is a lot of waste at universities when the state already has cut their funding so drastically would be wrong.

Speck and Yust said faculty members are in their fourth year with no raises.

TUITION INCREASE

Speck said the Board of Governors will consider raising the tuition rate.

“There will be a tuition increase,” he said. “We’ve got to have sources of income to offset costs. We’ve got some decisions to make.”

He said there have been no specific discussions about programs or areas that may be cut.

“We want to be sensitive” in discussing potential cuts, Speck said. “I don’t want to send a lot of fear in the hearts of people that we’re going to have mass layoffs.”

The idea of paying higher tuition wasn’t well-received by some students who were asked about it. An increase of $20 per credit hour approved by the Board of Governors took effect last fall, for a rate of $163 per credit hour. The Missouri commissioner of higher education waived a penalty against MSSU for exceeding the state cap on tuition increases. Speck and Yust said future increases would be tied to the Consumer Price Index, a measure of inflation.

Megan Ross, a Joplin junior, works in the bookstore at Billingsly Student Center in a job she said pays well. But she said she doesn’t get much financial aid.

“That would be very painful,” Ross said of any tuition increase. “That would hurt a lot.”

Mackenzie Buckner, a Joplin sophomore, said she has several scholarships and still owes $400 on her tuition. She said she has an off-campus job but finds it difficult to schedule work around her class schedule. She lives with her parents.

“I couldn’t imagine if I had other bills to pay,” Buckner said.

‘REALLY SAD’

Sherry Buchanan, chairwoman of the MSSU Board of Governors, said there may be some discussion about the governor’s proposal at Friday’s board meeting, but the board will discuss the matter in more detail at a March retreat. She said the board members had hoped that this would the year that the state held the line on further cuts to universities, since they have been the target of the cuts over the past few years.

“We’re continuing to be asked to do more with less,” Buchanan said. “We’re just at a point where we’re going to have to look at the realities of deficit spending, but that can’t continue year after year without it getting gruesome.”

She said Missouri is near the bottom in a ranking of states in terms of per-capita spending on higher education.

“That’s really sad,” she said.

State Rep. Charlie Davis, R-Webb City, whose district includes MSSU, said he doesn’t think higher education can withstand such a cut.

“There’s going to be a fight,” Davis said.

“We say that we’re in a global economy. If we don’t educate our kids, we’re going to fall behind. If we continue to cut higher education, we’re going to continue to fall behind.”

Davis said the cut would be devastating to MSSU and other universities.

“That’s going to put them in a financial hardship, especially if they’re not allowed to increase tuition,” he said.

Nixon’s office declined to comment on the concerns of MSSU officials.

Efforts to obtain comment from state Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, were unsuccessful Wednesday. Richard is a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee.

The Associated Press reported that Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, chairman of the Appropriations Committee, said he does not intend to follow Nixon’s college-funding recommendation when preparing the state budget for the fiscal year that starts July 1. But he said it was too soon to know how much funding he would propose for higher education institutions.

The governor’s proposed cut is “a huge blow, not just for the education community itself, but I think for the advancement of economic development of the state of Missouri,” Schaefer said.

State cuts

ROB YUST, MSSU vice president for business affairs, said that if the governor’s proposal is approved, state cuts to MSSU would total $6.7 million over three years, from the $25.9 million it received in fiscal year 2010.

Southeast Missouri State officials respond to higher ed budget cuts
Thursday, January 19, 2012

By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian
Southeast Missouri State University could deal with a $5.2 million budget reduction under Gov. Jay Nixon's proposal to cut 12.5 percent from higher education in fiscal 2013. 

Before Tuesday night's State of the State address, Nixon announced $89 million would be cut from public universities under the proposal, the largest amount to be cut from an area of the state budget with the exception of a $191 million cut to Medicaid. 

Across Missouri on Wednesday, university officials and legislators responded to the proposal. 

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, said Nixon's proposed cuts for university budgets and a $5 million increase to K-12 education funding show a pattern of "decimating higher education and treading water elsewhere." 

A 12.5 percent cut to Southeast's budget would force a tuition increase higher than the rate of inflation, or of at least 3 percent, said Dr. Ken Dobbins, president of the university. That percentage would also bring the total amount of cuts to university funding from the state near 25 percent when including a 5.2 percent cut in 2011 and a 7 percent cut in 2010, Dobbins said. 

The university will continue to conduct budget and academic program reviews in anticipation of cuts. There would have to be many more reductions and consolidations like the university has already conducted in recent years, Dobbins said, giving examples of a $1.6 million spending reduction by making changes to the university's health benefits program, as well as axing some academic programs and staff. 

"The low hanging fruit has already been taken care of with the reductions we've had in the past," Dobbins said. 

Dobbins pointed to the university's growing student population as a helping hand to dealing with budget cuts. The 2011-2012 academic year at Southeast has seen the highest-ever enrollment at the university. 

He echoed Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, on the effect of budget cuts to the state's future workforce. 

"We cannot sacrifice quality academic programs, because employers in the state of Missouri will look to us to provide graduates that fit the workplace," Dobbins said. 

Nixon proposed an idea in December that would tap $106 million in reserve funds from universities to help balance the state's budget shortfall, but the idea was later dropped. That idea did have some merit, Dobbins said. Southeast would have contributed around $10 million under the idea. 

"I liked the concept of not having base budget cuts, but how we were going to get there didn't occur," he said. 

The Legislature has until early May to make changes to the budget and send it back to Nixon. 

Dobbins said a bright spot in the governor's proposed budget is a plan to include $105.5 million for maintaining A+, Bright Flight and Access scholarship programs. 

The Access scholarships are need-based, and Dobbins said the funding is absolutely necessary for ensuring students in challenging financial situations can afford to seek a higher education. 

Nixon proposes 12 percent cut
By Ashley Jost, Truman Index 
Published: Wednesday, January 18, 2012

Updated: Thursday, January 19, 2012 02:01

When University President Troy Paino answered the phone Tuesday afternoon, he knew Gov. Jay Nixon, on the other line, was going to give him bad news. 

After hearing Nixon say he had made the decision to cut $106 million from higher education, translating to a 12.5 percent decrease in state appropriations, Paino said he was forced to realize the rumors he had heard were true.

"Even though we were planning for the worst, we were hoping for the best," Paino said.

Nixon released his budget information online Tuesday afternoon before giving his State of the State Address that night, in which he commended the legislature and his constituents for their strength and ability to get through the hard financial times Missouri has faced, while he shed light on the state's financial future.

Paino said Nixon shared this optimism with him during their phone conversation, expressing how he was confident there are better days ahead and Truman had the ability to move on in response to this challenge.

Paino's biggest concern, he said, continues to be what such a cut means for the University. He said that after a 5.2 percent cut during the 2011 fiscal year, then 7 percent during 2012, adding another 12.5 percent adds up to about a quarter of Truman's state money being taken away during three year's time.

"All of the easy cuts, if there were any easy cuts, are long gone," he said. "When you get to cuts this size, it makes the decisions much more difficult."

Paino said the decisions that need to be made about where cuts need to occur are something that he hopes to have more than just administration input.

"It really needs to be a conversation with more people, students included," Paino said. "We won't be able to preserve who we are and the quality that Truman stands for without a collective effort."

Missouri House Rep. Zachary Wyatt, R-2, said that while the situations look unfortunate now, he still is optimistic that there's a chance the general assembly could make it look better.

Because the next step in the budget process includes the general assembly submitting their proposed budget, Wyatt said conversations about lowering the percentage are happening between representatives. 

The concern, he said, is Nixon has the power to withhold the money regardless of any decreasing recommendations. This power, Wyatt said, is something Nixon exercised last year, bringing the legislative-proposed 3.2 percent cut from higher education to 7 percent.

Wyatt said while Nixon commends himself on leveling the funding for scholarships, the drastic cuts he has made to tuition are going to drain student scholarships faster, which Wyatt says is less conducive to students than it would be to avoid such appropriation cuts.

"I wish the governor would have taken a better position on higher education, but it will be interesting to see how we work together in the House to get that number dwindled down," Wyatt said.

Paino said he plans to have more financial information for Truman specifically at his all-University meeting Jan. 31. 

"I want to assure students that we are still committed to the principle that excellence and access are in equal balance, and we will do everything possible to keep tuition low as possible through it all," he said.

Missouri public university funding falls 13.6 percent since 2002
Wednesday, January 18, 2012 | 8:54 p.m. CST; updated 10:35 p.m. CST, Wednesday, January 18, 2012 

BY Celia Ampel, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — The state reduced per-student funding for major public research universities by 13.6 percent from 2002 to 2010, according to a news release sent Wednesday from the National Science Board.

The report comes on the heels of Gov. Jay Nixon's State of the State address, where he proposed a $106 million reduction in funding for higher education institutions. This comes to an approximate 13 percent decrease from last 

After adjusting figures for inflation, the higher education section of the board's report found per-pupil spending in Missouri dropped from $10,200 to $8,812 from 2002 to 2010. Nationally, state funding for the top 101 public research universities decreased by 10 percent on average during that time, the release stated.

The report, Science and Engineering Indicators, is prepared every two years. It provides data on American jobs and education funding and performance, which have not been adjusted for inflation. Policymakers, federal agencies, researchers and journalists use its findings to evaluate the country's competitiveness in science and technology, the release stated.

Despite the decline in state funding, Missouri’s per-pupil spending is above the national average for the first time since 2005, according to the release. The most recent data reported are for 2010.

The report also examined state spending on student aid per full-time undergraduate student. Missouri has spent far less than the national average on student aid since data were first collected in 1995. For example, in 2006, Missouri spent $198 per student. Nationally, states averaged $785 per student.

But from 2006 to 2008, Missouri's per-pupil student aid spending did increase to $503, which was closer to the national average at that time.

State cuts may have less impact on OTC

But chancellor says college still likely will have to raise tuition.
Written by Didi Tang 

SpringfieldNews-Leader

11:00 PM, Jan. 18, 2012  
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 For years, Ozarks Technical Community College has complained of poor funding from the state.

But there is at least one benefit.

The pain is less severe when the ax falls on state appropriations.

"Once again, because we are so poorly funded by the state, it will affect us less than other people," said Hal Higdon, chancellor of the community college system. He was responding to Gov. Jay Nixon's recommendation to reduce state funding for higher education by 12.5 percent.

That would mean a loss of $1.38 million to OTC, which has an annual budget of more than $68 million.

State appropriations make up 14 percent of OTC's annual budget. Tuition and fees count for 55 percent, and local property tax revenue makes up an additional 11 percent of the budget.

By comparison, state funding counts for nearly 40 percent of Missouri State University's total operating revenues. The public university has no local tax income.

Under Nixon's recommendation, MSU expects a $10 million reduction in state funding for 2012-2013.

On Wednesday, Higdon said the proposed cut in state funding is likely to result in higher tuition for OTC students, though he provided no further details on how much higher the tuition could go.

"It's hard to say at this point," said Higdon, noting that the budget process is still in the early stage.

State lawmakers will try to minimize the cut, though there may not be much wiggle room, Higdon said.

He said he is pleased the governor has recommended no cut to the state's A+ program, which offers eligible Missouri students free tuition at community colleges.

Higdon said he still hopes to provide a pay raise to OTC employees in 2012-2013.

While Higdon considers the school to be fortunate in this case because of its lack of dependency on state funding, he said he still wants to see more public support coming to OTC in the future.

"With the 12.5 percent cut, we may have the distinction of being the least-funded community college in America," Higdon said.

"My issue is not with this year's funding but equitable funding between the institutions in the future," Higdon said.

Spending cap bill headed for final vote

Proposal aimed at avoiding "boom and bust" budgeting.
Written by Josh Nelson 

Springfield News-Leader

11:00 PM, Jan. 18, 2012 
A proposal backed by Rep. Eric Burlison, R-Springfield, to cap future lawmakers' spending is headed for a final vote in the House.

The movement came after a lively debate Wednesday on whether such limitations would hamstring efforts to properly fund legislative priorities such as education.

After more than 90 minutes of discussion, House members approved a "perfected" version of Burlison's bill, which would ask voters to approve a constitutional amendment to limit spending from the general revenue fund to $8 billion annually. That's equal to the amount spent in the 2008 fiscal year -- a high-water mark for recent Missouri state budgets. The bill is officially titled House Journal Resolution 43.

In future years, any increases in spending would be limited through a formula that takes into account factors such as increases in inflation and growth in the state's population. General revenue is expected to be about $7.5 billion in the next fiscal year, according the governor's office.

Burlison said he believes Missouri would have been in a better position had the spending caps been implemented 30 years ago, though the state's financial straits also present a good time to broach the issue.

"With our budget shortfall we're facing this year, as well as the disaster in Joplin, it's clear that we need today to have revenues available for such a time as what we're facing today," he said.

Burlison and other supporters of the limits argued this prevents a "boom and bust" cycle in the budget. When revenues are strong, lawmakers spend more on various programs or pass tax cuts. When the economy falters, lawmakers pass deep spending cuts. Busts are avoided by setting money aside in good times to pay debts, save money or issue temporary tax cuts.

A large portion of Tuesday's debate focused on whether the proposal would harm education and social welfare programs by locking them into less-than-adequate funding levels. That could make it harder for lawmakers in the future to put more funding in those programs when the economy turns around. The school formula, for example, is now more than $500 million below the adequate level.

(Page 2 of 2)

"This legislation is a significant overcorrection that doesn't take into account what might happen, just what is happening now," said Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur.

A big concern for some lawmakers was that this plan would have the same effect as a similar spending cap amendment passed in Colorado called the Taxpayer's Bill of Rights. That bill put enough pressure on the budget and school funding that voters opted to suspend the spending cap for five years.

The perfected version of Burlison's bill approved Tuesday included an amendment to exempt increases in education funding from counting toward the spending cap. But opponents said it did little to salvage the overall proposal.

"I think it's like putting lipstick on a pig," said Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia.

One of the few Democrats to support the bill was Rep. Chris Kelly of Columbia, who said he believed opponents sounded as if they were "just worrying about the sky falling."

"Opponents talk about handcuffing in general terms, but no one shows where the handcuffing occurs," Kelly said.

The amendment has been fast-tracked by House leaders, which means that the period of time that it takes to get to this stage in the vote is faster than with other pieces of legislation. In previous years, the bill was passed out of the House but died in the Senate. It would also require approval of voters before going into effect.

"This legislation is a significant overcorrection that doesn't take into account what might happen, just what is happening now," said Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur.

A big concern for some lawmakers was that this plan would have the same effect as a similar spending cap amendment passed in Colorado called the Taxpayer's Bill of Rights. That bill put enough pressure on the budget and school funding that voters opted to suspend the spending cap for five years.

The perfected version of Burlison's bill approved Tuesday included an amendment to exempt increases in education funding from counting toward the spending cap. But opponents said it did little to salvage the overall proposal.

"I think it's like putting lipstick on a pig," said Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia.

One of the few Democrats to support the bill was Rep. Chris Kelly of Columbia, who said he believed opponents sounded as if they were "just worrying about the sky falling."

"Opponents talk about handcuffing in general terms, but no one shows where the handcuffing occurs," Kelly said.

The amendment has been fast-tracked by House leaders, which means that the period of time that it takes to get to this stage in the vote is faster than with other pieces of legislation. In previous years, the bill was passed out of the House but died in the Senate. It would also require approval of voters before going into effect.

Mo. House approves constitutional spending limit 
Jan 19, 12:28 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri House members have approved a proposed amendment to the state Constitution that limits increases in state spending.

The measure would cap annual spending increases at 1.5 percent of the revenue collected in the previous year plus the rates of inflation and population change. Additional money would be used for debt and two state reserve funds. Eventually it would permit an income tax cut.

House members on Thursday approved the measure 105-54, which sends the proposal to the Senate.

Majority House Republicans say the spending limit is a priority. Supporters say it would make budget decisions more sustainable and soften the severity of cuts in tight years. Critics argue it would curtail lawmakers' ability to make decisions.

Approval by the Legislature would put the measure to a statewide vote.

---

Budget limits is HJR43

House passes budget growth limit amendment
January 18, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo — The Missouri House of Representatives has passed its first piece of legislation for the 2012 session.

On Wednesday, the House voted 100-53 to send to voters a state constitutional amendment that would limit the growth of state government once state revenues reach the $8 billion plateau.

Under the resolution, budget growth of 1.5 percent from the previous fiscal year would be spent through the state budget process as it is now. Growth of the next one percent would then be placed toward paying down the state debt. And growth above 2.5 percent would then be placed in a modified rainy day fund for natural emergencies and another fund that would be used for budget stabilization.

“In good years when we have a budget surplus, let’s put that money aside,” said legislation sponsor Rep. Eric Burlison, R-Springfield. “Let’s put it aside so that those programs, like education, that truly need those funds in the future have that money available.”

A key backer of the legislation, Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, said the growth limit would take away the roller coaster effect of fluctuating revenue collections and the pressures they bring on state budget writers.

“The people in the budget process can evaluate how much they let certain state services grow,” said Kelly. “They can measure all those things within the confines of a balanced budget and have continuing, rational growth rather than boom, bust, boom, bust.”

Kelly, a legislative veteran, who’s service in the House dates back to the early 1980’s recalled for colleagues that on several occasions over the years that when tax collections have come in at rates that approach or exceed ten percent from year to year, the legislature has been quick to enact tax cuts. Kelly, and other supporters of the resolution say those permanent tax cuts have hurt Missouri citizens in the long run by providing less revenue when times have become tough.

“We have enacted permanent solutions for one-time problems,’ said Kelly.

But opponents of the resolution argue that lawmakers are supposed to be able to make decisions about important budget matters from year to year, and that to enact limits on that ability short-changes the public.

“This legislation is all about taking away the accountability of legislators who were sent here by the citizens of the state of Missouri to make good decisions on their behalf,” said Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur. “This great over-correction of a problem we have because we are in a downturned economy is not the right way to go about managing the affairs of our state today, tomorrow and for the next five years into the future.”

Others argue that with legislators looking at a $500 million dollar hole in the upcoming state budget, now is not the time to be talking about limiting the growth of the state budget. Estimates of state revenue collection during the 2013 fiscal year run about $7.7 billion dollars, well below the threshold that would kick the revenue limits in to action. Some budget analysts say it could be three years or more before state revenues top $8 billion.

“But there are no limits on how much revenues could increase under this amendment,” said Kelly. “We would be ensuring that in down years, there is money left in the kitty.”

Also adding its voice to those opposing the legislation, the non-partisan Missouri Budget Project that said in a statement that once the spending caps of the measure are in place, it would be unlikely that Missouri would ever be able to restore funding for critical state programs.

“The risks inherent in a constitutional spending cap would make it more difficult for Missourians to obtain quality educations and compete in the global economy,” said Amy Blouin, Executive Director of the Missouri Budget Project. “State investments in these services build the foundation for economic growth today and in the future, and this growth would be put at risk.”

Blouin also said the caps are unnecessary because the state’s Hancock amendment also limits growth in state revenue.

“Our state must maintain the flexibility to fund critical investments like education, transportation, and public safety,” said Blouin. “Abandoning those commitments by artificially limiting spending will undermine our economy and hold jobs back.”

With the passage of the proposed constitutional amendment in the House, it now moves on to the state Senate. If the measure passes there, it would go on to a statewide ballot for a popular vote.

School funding formula is focus of Missouri legislators' work 

BY ELISA CROUCH • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2012 12:05 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Missouri's lagging revenue has school districts bracing for a situation in which some may gain and others may lose millions of dollars if adjustments aren't made to the state's school funding formula.

Lawmakers began on Wednesday debating fixes to the formula — a calculation approved in 2005 to provide adequate funds to all students by next year. For four years, budget shortages have delayed that goal. Now, legislators are faced with a $250 million to $300 million shortage that could pit districts against each other.

However, they decide to adjust things, there will be winners and losers, legislators concede. But because of the intricacies of the formula, doing nothing could result in hundreds of millions of dollars shifting among school districts, with some losing as much as 20 percent of their state funding and others gaining as much.

"The money moving back and forth is not a fair thing and will not be good for our state," Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, told the House Committee on Elementary and Secondary Education.

The intent of the funding formula is to bridge funding gaps between wealthy and poorer school districts. The plan had hoped to phase in an additional $800 million of school aid over seven years. But it provided little guidance as to how to scale back spending to individual districts if that new money did not materialize.

Currently, all of the state's more than 500 school districts are taking the same percentage hit. But the consequences aren't equal. School districts that rely mostly on local property taxes to operate, such as Kirkwood and Clayton districts, are affected differently from those that rely more on state aid, such as Rivervew Gardens, Wentzville and Francis Howell.

Thomson's bill would apply the shortfall to school districts differently depending on their funding classification.

School districts dependent on the formula, which have gained more state revenue than they used to collect, would take a bigger hit than the 151 districts not on the formula, often defined as "hold harmless" districts. Funding to some of those districts has remained frozen since 2005.

Hold harmless districts would take one third of the hit of those on the formula, because formula districts have generally seen greater increases in funding. Hold harmless districts in the St. Louis area include St. Louis Public Schools, Lindbergh, Ladue and Parkway. Formula school districts include Fort Zumwalt, Mehlville, Rockwood and Webster Groves.

The bill also would allow the Missouri education department to recalculate cost-of-living and labor adjustments in the formula annually, potentially distributing more cash to suburban and urban schools.

In the Senate, the Education Committee heard a similar bill Wednesday that would divvy up the money a bit differently.

The total cost of the formula is driven by its goal of reaching "adequacy targets," which are intended to provide a minimum level of per-pupil spending. That amount is based on how much money the state's highest performing districts spend. This year, the target is $6,131 per student.

But that target is rising. As it does, the state has less money to distribute to hold harmless districts. At the same time, districts fully funded by the formula would generally see increases.

And this is what bothers legislators.

"I don't like the idea of taking money from some and giving it to others," said Rep. Joe Aull, D-Marshall.

But Aull also expressed concern that new legislation could hurt some school districts — including at least one that he represents — more than others.

"The whole point of this thing is trying to get everybody more equal," Thomson said. "So yes, there will be some losses and there will be some gains. But they will be smaller. ... We don't want schools winning or losing 20 percent in excess."

School state formula needs work

Governor, administrators agree: Current system should be more equitable.
Written by Claudette Riley 

Springfield News-Leader

11:00 PM, Jan. 18, 2012 
Gov. Jay Nixon signaled urgency this week in calling for a fix to the way state funding is divided among Missouri public schools.

While he devoted only one line of Tuesday's State of the State speech to the foundation formula, he listed it first among the issues facing public education that "require our action this session."
"First, we must find a solution that applies the foundation formula fairly and predictably," he said.
A handful of area superintendents and other education leaders viewed that sole sentence -- and other talk about equality -- as a sort of lifeline, an acknowledgement by Nixon that the time for the formula to take center stage is now.
None offered specific recommendations other than to freeze funding while an answer is sought.
The foundation formula was designed to help determine the amount of state funding needed to provide a basic level of support to each school district. It must be used primarily to pay teachers' salaries.
The complex formula uses factors such as student attendance and local property tax rates to set that basic level. The amount allocated per student can vary by thousands of dollars from one district to another.
Area school officials have clamored for change to the formula, along with district officials from other parts of the state, especially as state funding stayed relatively flat and lagged below the formula's recommended levels.
Springfield Superintendent Norm Ridder said the calculation system, as it was originally proposed, made sense. But he said it will remain "dysfunctional" until it's properly funded.
Gerry Lee, president-elect of the Missouri School Boards' Association, said he's "confident" Nixon wants to see the K-12 state funding issue resolved.
"It's got to be a priority. It has to be addressed, it's not working right now," said Lee, who is also a Springfield school board member. "Hopefully, if we can get everything together, we can make it happen."
Other than adding funding, none of the school officials contacted by the News-Leader backed a specific recommendation for how to fix the formula.
"We haven't found a solution to not fully funding it and how that funding gets spread," Lee said. "There are thoughts and ideas thrown out there. ... What I don't want is a knee-jerk reaction. We've got to do it right."
Nixa Superintendent Stephen Kleinsmith suggested that Nixon "freeze" the funding -- at Nixon's proposed level -- and hope the economy picks up in a year or two.
"In a perfect world, the right thing to do would be to fully fund the formula, as was the original commitment. But obviously that is not a practical response during these economic times," Kleinsmith said. "One could also adjust the public's expectations placed upon Missouri's school systems, thus making the learning experience more affordable."
Willard Superintendent Kent Medlin said the current formula was designed to address issues of adequacy and equality.
"Neither of those goals are being achieved now with the underfunding of the formula," he said. "Equity has become more and more of a problem. The range between per-pupil funding has grown around the state."

That's because a stopgap measure was enacted to keep some mostly smaller and rural districts from experiencing a drop in state funding. Those districts are known as "hold harmless" because funding is maintained at a certain level until changes can be made.
"One of the biggest problems with the foundation formula is that it pits schools against each other," Medlin said. "The superintendents recognize that the state is in a very difficult situation and what hangs in the balance is our kids."
Lawmakers tackle school funding
Jimmy Myers, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:40 pm CST January 18, 2012
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The morning after Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon talked about the elementary and secondary education funding formula in his State of the State address, legislators got to work on the issue.

The complicated formula got more complicated in recent years as state funds to match the formula have decreased. Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, filed a bill to fix the issue last year, but it stalled in the Senate.

Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, chairs the elementary and secondary education committee, which met Wednesday to discuss Mr. Thomson’s refiled bill. Mr. Dieckhaus said he promised Mr. Thomson that his bill would be the first one taken up by his committee, but because it is a difficult issue, he is giving committee members two weeks to understand it before they pass it out of committee and back to the House floor.

Mr. Thomson gave a 20-minute presentation on the bill, which he said will give direction on how school districts will be funded when revenues are short, repeals an adequacy target provision that is causing some of the formula problems now, and deals with a dollar-value modifier issue.

“It’s a long-term fix,” he said. “It lessens the extreme winners and losers that the other possible scenarios present.”

Some scenarios, if the formula isn’t fixed, would include neighboring districts receiving 20-percent cuts while the next district over gets a 20-percent increase in funding.

But the bill, which will help some districts facing losses but not help others that stand to gain large sums of money if the formula goes untouched, faces a tough time during this election year.

“In an election year,” said committee member Rep. Joe Aull, D-Marshall, “we’re all going to be looking out for our own districts. We’ve got to be thinking about this from a global perspective.”

Mr. Aull added that he hopes the bill doesn’t get loaded down with an assortment of other education bills, which could make its move through the Statehouse more laborious and have less chance of passing. Mr. Thomson agreed.

Missouri teachers could be evaluated on student progress 

BY JESSICA BOCK • jbock@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8228 STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2012 12:15 am 

For the first time, Missouri teachers would be evaluated partly on the performance of their students, according to a plan that could free the state from the increasingly unpopular No Child Left Behind law.

Missouri — as are nearly all states — is moving forward with its application to federal education officials for a waiver relieving the state from the law that requires all children be proficient in reading and math by 2014.

Last year, less than 18 percent of districts in the state met yearly goals required by the accountability rules of the federal law. Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education leaders say schools would still be held accountable, but the new flexibility would allow the state to set "ambitious, yet achievable" goals.

But the application requires states to make certain reforms, including changing teacher evaluations, which also could be unpopular with educators.

"This personalizes the pressure," said Jack Jennings, founder of the nonprofit Washington-based Center on Education Policy. "It becomes a personal consequence, rather than a school consequence."

Many teachers are coming to grips with a new evaluation system that takes into account student performance, he said. Some believe that measure should be a part of a teacher's evaluation as long as it is not the predominate factor, and it is based on the right tests.

Teachers unions in Missouri have concerns.

Ann Jarrett, teaching and learning director for the Missouri National Education Association, said the Missouri Assessment Program, the state's standardized test, should not be that measure. It was not designed to evaluate teachers, she said.

But the association is in favor of improvements to teacher evaluations.

"Teacher evaluations should help teachers to improve, and it should help schools to improve. It should give teachers feedback on what their strengths and weaknesses are," Jarrett said. "Right now, in too many instances, it does not do that."

The union — as well as the Missouri State Teachers Association — say local teachers and school boards should determine how their educators are evaluated, not state officials.

In its application, the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education says it would develop a model for teacher evaluations, and it would be up to the local school districts to use that example or develop their own. But individual models would be required to use certain parts of the state model, including student performance.

Eleven states — Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Tennessee — submitted applications to federal officials for waivers in the first round, and dozens more, including Missouri and Illinois, have said they intend to apply by the Feb. 21 deadline.

In Illinois, education officials had already begun work on a new teacher evaluation system before beginning their application.

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has said that giving states flexibility in No Child Left Behind will allow them to move beyond the bubble tests and dumbed-down standards based on arbitrary ideas of proficiency. Improving evaluations to consider student growth will help focus on what really matters — the annual gains of students, federal education officials say.

As the state refines its application, the change in teacher evaluations has sparked the most debate. But educators say the other ideas floated in the application are welcome changes.

New measures of accountability are needed, officials say. Rather than basing performance on a single test, the focus would change to individual student growth over time.

If the application is approved, Missouri will move toward one accountability system. Right now, districts are held to No Child Left Behind benchmarks, as well as measures in the state's annual performance report. It leads to confusion when some districts are labeled as failing under No Child Left Behind but considered a top performer by the state. That has happened with the Parkway School District, for example.

The district did not meet annual progress goals when the state released the results of standardized tests last summer. Just a few months later, the district received 14 of 14 performance points in its review from the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

"That was a huge conflict we were constantly having to explain," said Kathy Blackmore, an assistant superintendent in Parkway.

Under No Child Left Behind, schools that fail to make the required yearly gains face a series of sanctions, such as allowing students to transfer to more successful schools.

But in many cases, educators believe those sanctions can work against progress in student achievement.

States seeking waivers are required to focus on improving schools that score in the lowest 5 percent and those with the widest achievement gaps.

If a state's application is approved, schools there could see changes in requirements under No Child Left Behind as soon as 2012-13.

Immigration bill meets opposition
By Jackie Kinealy, Truman Index
Published: Wednesday, January 18, 2012

Updated: Thursday, January 19, 2012 02:01

A Missouri senator is proposing a controversial bill about illegal immigration. 

Senate Bill 590, which had its first hearing Tuesday, would require school districts to verify students' immigration status upon enrollment and would allow police to demand documentation during traffic stops under reasonable suspicion  that the driver is in the country illegally. 

Sen. Will Kraus, R-8, introduced the bill this month as a way to determine the cost of illegal immigration to Missouri taxpayers, but opponents of the bill argue its provisions violate the 14th Amendment and burden school districts and police. 

Kraus said the bill is related to legislation he introduced last year that asked Missouri's attorney general Chris Koster to sue the federal government for the cost of illegal immigration to Missouri taxpayers in a Jan. 10 written statement. But the proposed lawsuit ran into obstacles because most state agencies don't know how much they spend on illegal immigrants compared to citizens. 

SB 590 is designed to aid Kraus' attempt to sue the federal government for its failure to crack down on illegal immigrants by collecting data about the impact and cost of illegal immigrants to Missouri, according to the statement. 

At the bill's first hearing Tuesday before the General Laws Committee, Gary Wiegert, lobbyist for the St. Louis Tea Party, was the sole person to testify in support of the bill.

Weigert said the St. Louis Tea Party supports Kraus' bill because illegal immigrants are a burden to Missouri's taxpayers, schools and police. 

"The trouble is we're not obeying the rule of law — people are coming here illegally to work and live," he said. "It's a burden on local schools to educate kids that should be educated in other countries." 

But opponents like Vanessa Crawford, Missouri Immigrant and Refugee Advocates executive director, argued at the hearing that making SB 590 law actually puts a greater burden on communities. 

"It is a major unfunded mandate on police and schools because you're asking for new training and supervision and a new program of reporting," she said. 

It will be expensive and time-consuming for schools and police to comply with the law, Crawford said.

"This bill is turning schools and police officers into immigration agents, which just fosters this atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion between officers and the community," she said. 

Crawford also said it's irresponsible to pass a bill that inevitably will be challenged in courts.  Every provision in the bill is similar to laws that have been blocked in court in another states, including Arizona and Alabama, because it's unconstitutional, she said.

The Equal Protection Clause in the 14th amendment guarantees equal protection of law to any person within the state's jurisdiction, not specifically legal citizens. 

If the bill does make its way through the legislature, the governor and the courts to become a law, it wouldn't change much for the Kirksville school district, which already checks students' immigration status before enrollment, said Pat Williams, Kirksville R-III school district superintendant.

During at least the last five years, there hasn't been a situation in which someone could not produce documents, he said, and overall there is not a big immigrant population in the Kirksville school district. 

Part of the bill addresses the cost of English Language Learner programs to public schools. Williams said Kirksville R-III provides remedial English courses to about 25 students, or about 1 percent of the student body.  Among ELL students, Spanish is the most common first language but there also are students who speak Chinese, Vietnamese and Ethiopian, he said. 

About 30 miles west of Kirksville, the Milan school district has a much greater immigrant population, said Axel Fuentes, a field organizer for the civil rights group Center for New Community in the town. 

He said that when he learned about the bill, he spoke with several illegal immigrants living in Milan who said they likely would pull their children from school if the bill became law to avoid the risk of appearing on a list of illegal immigrants. 

Fewer students in the classrooms would mean less funding for the school district because state appropriations to the school are based on enrollment, he said. 

Missouri lawmakers explore options for Interstate 70 tolls

By JASON HANCOCK

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

Posted on Wed, Jan. 18, 2012 04:49 PM
JEFFERSON CITY | -- Missouri Department of Transportation Director Kevin Keith paints a grim picture of the future of Interstate 70, the state’s busiest highway. 

In less than 20 years, “I-70 is going to be a gravel parking lot,” Keith told a joint legislative transportation committee this week. “The option of doing nothing is not there. We can’t keep going the way we are.” 

Even now, traffic on I-70 runs fine “as long as we don’t have an accident or work on it,” Keith said. “But if we do either of those, traffic gets backed up for 10 miles.” 

MoDOT’s proposed solution, however, is proving divisive. The agency wants legislators to give it permission to enter into a public-private partnership that would turn I-70 into a toll road. 

“I hate tolls,” said Sen. Mike Kehoe, a Republican from Jefferson City who supports the idea. “There is nobody in this state who likes tolls, but somewhere along the line you have to pay.” 

Massive improvements are needed for the 60-year-old interstate, Keith said, but MoDOT’s budget for infrastructure projects has plummeted from $1.2 billion to $600 million. 

“There is no money in our normal construction plan to undertake a project the magnitude of I-70” he said. “It’s just not going to happen.” 

That’s where tolls would come in. 

How much the tolls would be is still not clear, Keith said, but he estimated they could range between 10 to 15 cents a mile for cars and up to three times that much for large trucks. Tolls would be collected electronically rather than at booths, both to keep expenses down and to keep traffic flowing, he said. 

The state would contract with a private entity to operate the tolls, which would provide up front funding that would allow construction to move at an “unreasonably fast” speed, with a completion date set for six to eight years. 

The construction, and the eventual tolling locations, would take place from the Interstate 470 interchange near Kansas City east to the Highway 40-61 interchange near St. Louis. 

The amount of the toll is dependent on how much up-front funding the state needs, Keith said. 

For $2 billion, the pavement along the entire interstate would be replaced and a third lane in each direction would be added. For another billion, the plan would include replacing all interchanges and a 100 foot wide median for future expansion. 

The most expensive plan, coming in at $4 billion, would consist of rebuilding I-70 with two lanes in each direction for cars and two in each direction for large trucks only. 

Christopher Chung, CEO of the Missouri Partnership — a quasi-governmental agency that works to recruit businesses to the state — said quality transportation is always at or near the top of the list priorities for companies looking to relocate. 

“A central location nationally means nothing without a robust, quality transportation system,” Chung said. 

In addition to improving highway safety, Keith said MoDOT estimates that even the most inexpensive plan would create roughly 6,000 jobs a year across the state in construction and related industries for the duration of the project. 

What’s more, tolling would free up the $75 million to $90 million the state spends on I-70 upkeep to use for other projects, Keith said. 

State Rep. Tim Meadows, an Imperial Democrat who worked as a truck driver for 25 years, said his concern is the added cost to distribution companies might lead them to consolidate shipments, a move that could result in the loss of trucking jobs. 

“I could never support something that is going to result in losing jobs, especially good-paying jobs like this,” Meadows said. 

Additionally, trucks and cars could begin to avoid I-70 to keep from paying the tolls, which would increase traffic on other, smaller roads, Meadows said. 

Tom Crawford, president of the Missouri Trucking Association, agreed that trucking jobs likely will be lost if I-70 becomes a toll road. He said his organization would rather see an increase to the state’s fuel tax to pay for infrastructure repair. 

Missouri’s fuel tax of 17 cents a gallon is in the bottom tier nationally, Crawford noted. 

State Rep. Thomas Long, a Battlefield Republican who is a fleet manager for Prime Transportation, said proposed tolls could add up to $75 for trucks to transport goods across the state. 

“The impact on consumers and businesses along the I-70 corridor would be tremendous,” Long said, adding it would be difficult for businesses to absorb the additional costs. 

Keith estimated that the I-70 project would require a 15-cent increase to the fuel tax for the next decade or a half-cent sales tax increase, two ideas he dismissed as “political fantasy” at this time. 

With the U.S. Department of Transportation granting Missouri authority to convert I-70 into a toll road, the window of opportunity has opened, he pointed out. 

State Rep. Charlie Denison, a Springfield Republican and chairman of the Joint Committee on Transportation Oversight, said if any plan moves forward on tolls he would want it to go before voters for their approval. 

So far, no legislation has been introduced that would put MoDOT’s plan into motion.

Mo. gov. backs casino fees to benefit veterans

Jan 18, 7:33 PM EST

By CHRIS BLANK 

Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri casinos would pay an extra dollar per gambler to boost funding for state-run veterans' homes under a plan detailed Wednesday by Gov. Jay Nixon's administration.

Nixon budget director Linda Luebbering said a $1 increase for the per-patron fees that casinos are paying could generate about $50 million a year. The additional revenue would provide a dedicated funding source to operate nursing homes for Missouri veterans and could help pay to build another facility.

Seven homes operated by the Missouri Veterans Commission provide skilled nursing care to military veterans who lived in Missouri for at least 180 days and were not dishonorably discharged from the military. The state currently has 1,350 beds - but 1,691 people on the waiting list.

The facilities are located in Cameron, Cape Girardeau, Mexico, Mount Vernon, St. James, St. Louis and Warrensburg.

Nixon this week released his budget proposals for the 2013 fiscal year, which starts July 1, that included a funding boost for veterans' homes. Ideas about how to best raise those funds, including hiking the casino fee, are included in several bills that already have been filed.

The budget for operating the veterans' homes is more than $70 million, which includes a mix of general state revenues, charges that residents pay and reimbursement from the federal government.

However, several years of tight state budgets means the proportion coming from general state revenue has shrunk from about 40 percent to 22 percent. That has prompted the Missouri Veterans Commission to tap into surplus money in its accounts.

"It's coming to the point where if something doesn't get done, there will be some issues down the road as far as funding," commission spokesman Daniel Bell said. "The Legislature, they're aware, we've got their support. We hope this year to get some form of permanent funding solution."

Majority House Republicans have said developing a dedicated funding source for the veterans' homes is a priority. Several bills have been filed taking slightly different approaches, and the House Veterans Committee could consider the measures during a Tuesday hearing.

Rep. David Day, the chairman of the House Veterans Committee, said he supports any proposal to help with funding for veterans' homes, including an increase for casino's per-patron fee. Day said he wants to push forward with the measure that seemed most likely to win final approval.

"These are the men and women that served our country. Without their efforts, most of everything else we do wouldn't be possible," said Day, R-Dixon. "I've just always had a place in my heart for veterans and what they do for our state and nation, and I think if there is any group that we ought to be taking care of to the best of our ability, it's them."

Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, expressed support for finding new revenues for veterans' homes but reserved judgment Wednesday on whether the casino fee increase was the best means. House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, also took a cautious approach.

"Generally in a down economy, the Legislature has not really embraced tax or fee increases, so I think it's possibly a tough sell, but we'll see," said House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City.

If it appears lawmakers are unlikely to approve a casino fee increase or some other new revenue source for veterans homes, Luebbering said the governor's administration would support efforts to take the funds from elsewhere in the budget.

"We'll make sure there is enough money in the veterans' budget to continue operating all the veterans' homes," she said.

Chief Justice delivers State of the Judiciary address
January 18, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The chief justice of the Missouri Supreme Court says he supports efforts to make sentencing practices more cost-effective.

Justice Richard B. Teitelman told lawmakers during the annual State of the Judiciary address that a committee chaired by state senator Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, and Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, that is looking at a new sentencing structure will help Missouri “become…both tough and smart on crime.”

The jurist, originally from St. Louis, delivered his address in the state House of Representatives chamber on Wednesday. Teitelman delivered a short address where he recognized the efforts of former Supreme Court Clerk Tom Simon, who retired last year, and St. Louis Circuit Judge Jimmie Edwards. Edwards has won national recognition for his Innovative Concept Academy, a program designed to give young offenders from 10 to 18 years old an education rather than incarceration.

The title of Chief Justice rotates among the seven judges of the court every two years. Teitelman, first appointed to the high court in 2002, took the reigns of chief justice from Judge Ray Price last July.

Mo. senator seeks new age limit on tobacco sellers
Jan 19, 5:02 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri senator wants to bar stores from letting clerks younger than 18 sell tobacco products.

Sen. Kiki Curls, a Kansas City Democrat, told a Senate committee Wednesday that allowing teens under 18 to sell tobacco could make it easier for minors to start smoking or chewing at a young age.

She said clerks under 18 also have a difficult time turning down buyers who are under 18, potentially allowing minors to purchase tobacco products.

Under her proposal, stores that allow minors to sell tobacco would be fined as much as $500 per violation.

Retail organizations opposed the measure, saying it could hurt grocery stores and gas stations that employ high school students as clerks.

---

Teen Tobacco Sellers bill is SB 523

Missouri still gets an 'F' on annual smoking report card

BY BLYTHE BERNHARD • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2012 10:30 am

Missouri fails again on every smoking-related health issue, according to a yearly report from the American Lung Association.

The state is one of five (the others are Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina, Virginia and West Virginia) to receive "F" grades in every category: cigarette taxes, tobacco prevention funding, smoke-free laws and insurance coverage to help people quit smoking.

Missouri has received failing grades four years in a row. Illinois scored a "D" for taxes, "F" on tobacco prevention funding, "A" for smoke-free air and an "F" for coverage of cessation programs.

Missouri is considered one of the friendliest states for smokers with the country's lowest tax rate at 17 cents a pack. There is no statewide indoor smoking ban, although several municipalities including St. Louis have passed smoke-free ordinances in recent years.

More than 21 percent of Missouri's adults are smokers. The state invests 53 cents per smoker on tobacco control programming. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends that states spend $10.53 per smoker.

Illinois' tax per pack is 98 cents and the adult smoking rate is 16.9 percent. Smoking is banned in the state's workplaces, bars, restaurants and casinos.

Smoking causes or contributes to the deaths of nearly 10,000 Missourians and costs the state $4.7 billion each year, according to the lung association's report.

Panel to talk taxes at today's Pachyderm meeting
Thursday, January 19, 2012

Southeast Missourian
A panel will tackle the topic of taxes at today's meeting of the Southeast Missouri Pachyderm Club. The program begins at 7 p.m. following a 6 p.m. meal at Dexter Bar-B-Que in Cape Girardeau, the club announced in a news release. 

Former St. Charles, Mo., representative Carl Bearden with United for Missouri, who appeared earlier this month at the Cape Girardeau County Republican Women's Club, will be joined by Patrick Ishmael from the Show-Me Institute to discuss topics ranging from proposed changes to the state's tax plan to the pros and cons of tax credits. 

Pertinent address: 

236 S. Broadview St., Cape Girardeau, MO 

MISSOURINET
Senate committee continues Mamtek discussion
January 19, 2012 By Mike Lear
The Chairman of the Senate Committee on Governmental Accountability says he questions whether the Department of Economic Development has the safeguards in place to protect Missourians.

Senator Jim Lembke’s Committee has again heard from Department representatives about its involvement in the Mamtek sucralose plant project at Moberly, this time with new e-mails obtained from DED. Lembke says the e-mails reflect that some in the Department were asking “the right questions” about Mamtek and its executives, but he wants more.

Lembke told the Department’s Director of Legislative Affairs Jason Zamkus, “We’ve got to come up with some type of process…you say to the person that has an interest in coming to Missouri and starting a business that we need to have your financials before we can take it to the next step.”

He emphasizes that he is not suggesting background checks be conducted with all companies and all projects. Those with a more established background, with examples given in the hearing being Coca-Cola and Ford, would not be subject to the same inquiry as someone from a relatively unknown company, as was the case with Mamtek. “The bottom line for me is,” Lembke says,” how do we keep this from happening to another community.

Lembke wants to meet with DED in a different setting to discuss new approaches to prevent more Mamtek-like situations in the future. “Let’s learn from it and put some things in place that will actually protect the taxpayer and our Missouri communities.”

The House Committee looking into the Mamtek deal, the Special Standing Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability, is scheduled to meet at 12:30 p.m. Thursday. Chairman Jay Barnes anticipates long-awaited witnesses Tom Smith, who was Mamtek’s site consultant and Mike Wise, a patent attorney who claimed to have been to Mamtek’s plant in China.

I-70 toll road proposal raises legal questions (AUDIO)
January 19, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A state transportation department proposal to rebuild Interstate 70 by making it a toll road brings out some pointed legal questions.  Transportation Department director Kevin Keith says 1-70 is almost sixty years old, well beyond the 25 years it was expected to last before rebuilding.  He says it’s going to cost two to six-billion dollars to rebuild and expand it as a modern road.

                                 AUDIO  
Keith
 

Download 

  :09 mp3   

He and members of a joint legislative transportation oversight committee think voters don’t want a gas tax increase to pay for the work.  The department tells legislators it them to change state law so it can contract with a private company to pay for the rebuilding. The company would get its money back by turning 70 into a toll road, and doing so quickly.

                           AUDIO  
Keith
 

Download 

  :20 mp3

But critics charge the toll amounts to a four-billion dollar tax that will require a public vote. Missouri Trucking Association President Tom Crawford It’s a “very dangerous public policy” to let a private company tax motorists through highway tolls.

                             
AUDIO: Crawford
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  :23  mp3

And Triple-A’s Mike Right says the plan sets up an unequal tax system. 

                                  
AUDIO Right
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  :23  mp3

Another critic says the proposal allows a private entity to, in effect, tax motorists. Ron Leone, who heads the Missouri Petroleum Marketers and Convenience Stores Association, says the legislature should not transfer some of its powers to the state highways and transportation commission.

                                        
AUDIO: Leone
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Keith says department lawyers are sure the private partnership procurement effort would not require voter approval.   The legislature will have to change some laws before the effort can go ahead. 

State of Judiciary address urges public service, bipartisanship (AUDIO)
January 18, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

[A joint session of legislators heard a message of perseverance, equality and bipartisanship in today's State of the Judiciary address. Supreme Court Chief Justice Richard Teitelman started by quoting former President Ronald Reagan.

 “There are no constraints on the human mind, no walls around the human spirit, no barriers to pour proress except those we ourselves erect.”

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln also got their due as Teitelman, who was appointed to serve on the Supreme Court in 2002, urged lawmakers to work together. 　
Teitelman says he is honored to serve alongside Missouri’s second-only black supreme court judge, George Draper III. He says in the memory of Martin Luther King, Jr. this week, we must honor the heroes of our state. He recalled hearing his first State of the Judiciary address in the House Chamber, that one delivered by then-Chief Justice Steve Limbaugh Jr., who he says also focused on public service.

He pointed to a St. Louis circuit judge who exemplified that behavior.

“Judge Jimmie Edwards … believed there needed to be an alternative to incarceration for juveniles who deserve a second chance through education,” Teitelman said. “So in collaboration with 45 community partners, he took over an abandoned school and opened the Innovatie Concept Academy in 2009. The academy, which serves as a ‘school of last resort’ for at-risk youth … has received a number of national accolates.”

People magazine named Edwards as one of its 2011 Heroes of the Year, Teitelman says.

He echoed parts of Gov. Nixon’s State of the State, stating that Missourians will always give of themselves and triumph over disaster, such as the tornado in Joplin. He also talked about the importance of technology in moving the courts forward.

The address was followed by a luncheon in the Capitol Rotunda, where Teitelman was pleased to announce that for the first time ever, knishes were also being served.


AUDIO:
 

Download 

 Chief Justice Teitelman delivers State of the Judiciary. (12:29 min.)
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Talent skewers Gingrich in run-up to pivotal primary vote

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, January 18, 2012 10:40 am 

Updated: 3:40 PM with Gingrich response.

WASHINGTON • Mitt Romney is pushing hard to foreclose on the hopes of other GOP presidential hopefuls, training his allies and new ads on Newt Gingrich in the days before the South Carolina primary.

In a conference call with reporters this moring, former Missouri Sen. Jim Talent. an adviser to Romney, recalled his days in the Gingrich-run U.S. House, arguing that he was unreliable as House Speaker and had a negative impact for Republicans in Bob Dole's loss to Bill Clinton in the 1996 presidential election.

"The speaker is running as a reliable conservative leader," Talent said. "He's not that, because he's not realiable. Yes, he can say exciting things. He also says things that undermine the conservative movement and he says them in outrageous and destructive ways."

Talent spoke with reporters along another Romney surrogate, former Rep. Susan Molinari of New York, who also was in the House when Gingrich was speaker. Molinari is featured in a new Romney web ad asserting that if Gingrich is the GOP nominee in November, " I worry about the Republican Party's chances to defeat President Obama."

On the call with reporters, Molinari went so far as to say that Gingrich "does not have the personality and the temperament" to be president.

"I can only describe his style as leadership by chaos," she said

Talent, of Chesterfield, took part in a similar conference call before the season-opening Iowa caucuses when Gingrich was rising in the polls. Romney and his super PAC were able to blunt Gingrich's advance with a barrage of negative ads.

With the endgame of the GOP selection process possibly drawing near, Romney is seeking to prevent Gingrich from a strong South Carolina showing on Saturday that could enable him to recapture the status of the conservatives' anti-Romney candidate.

Gingrich, after his feisty showing in a GOP debate on Monday, is suggesting that Rick Santorum, the former Pennsylvania senator, and Texas Gov. Rick Perry, drop from the race. He is contending that a vote for either one amounts to a vote for Romney.

Former Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin brought a new wrinkle to the race when she told Fox News's Sean Hannity on Tuesday evening that "in order to keep this thing going, I'd vote for Newt."

Meanwhile, Romney may need to contend with fallout from estimating that he pays his income tax at a rate of about 15 percent -- less than many Americans -- and characterizing $370,000 in speaking fees as "not very much."

Talent has advised Romney on foreign policy and security issues since the former Massachusett's governor's initial presidential run in 2007-2008 and has been mentioned as a possible appointee to a cabinet post if Romney secures the nomination and defeats President Barack Obama in November.

During the conference call, Talent asserted that Gingrich has changed little over the years, as evidenced by the former speaker's barbed attacks on Romney's leadership of the Bain Capital investment firm.

"He used the language and the logic of the left in attacking the free enterprise system...This is something that legions of people in the conservative movement have been so frustrated about in the last couple of weeks," Talent said.

Gingrich today fired back today, referring to Romney ads and the surrogates' statements as "stupid."

"Where do they get the gall to run this kind of ad?" Gingrich remarked to reporters after a town hall meeting, noting that his electoral achievements included a historic GOP takeover of the U.S. House.

"My only question is so what did Mitt Romney do? Who did he help elect? What was he doing during those years?" Gingrich added. "Show us how many Republicans you helped elect in the '80s when you weren't for Reagan and Bush. Show us how many Republicans you helped elect in '92 when you were voting as a Democrat for Paul Tsongas."

USDA announces emergency assistance in MO
The Kansas City Star

1 day ago Bill Dalton 

The nation’s top agriculture official on Wednesday announced more than $300 million in emergency assistance to 33 states and Puerto Rico to help them recover from an unusually intense year for natural disasters across the U.S. 
Utah and Missouri will receive the most disaster aid, together taking in $109 million, or more than one-third of the $308 million in aid from Department of Agriculture watershed and conservation emergency funds, USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack told The Associated Press ahead of Wednesday’s formal announcement. 
The emergency funds are part of USDA’s annual budget and money allocated from them will be used to repair and stabilize agriculture and public safety infrastructure. The federal money covers 75 percent of the cost of such repairs, and is distributed based on local agencies’ applications and ability to pay the balance, according to the USDA. 
Vilsack spokesman Matt Herrick said states were largely approved for the amount of money requested. Applications are most often handled by local Natural Resource Conservation Service and Farm Service Agency offices. 
“We rely on the county offices because they are right there,” said Gerald Hrdina, head of the Farm Service Agency’s conservation section in Missouri. “The requests are funneled through here, and we decide whether to forward them to the national office. We very seldom deny an application.” 
Flooding last spring inundated thousands of acres of farmland in Utah, costing farmers tens of millions of dollars lost to damaged and destroyed crops or delayed planting. Utah will receive $60 million in watershed money for repair work and preventative measures in 13 cities and counties hit by floods within the last 13 months, said Bronson Smart, state conservation engineer for the U.S. Natural Resources Conservation Service. 
He said his agency requested that amount to deal with two rounds of flooding, including flash flooding in southern Utah in December 2010 and flooding last spring in northern and central parts of the state caused by a record snowpack. 
Missouri suffered months of flooding along the Missouri River after the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers authorized unprecedented releases from reservoirs in the northern river basin all summer to deal with unexpectedly heavy rain in May and above-average mountain snowpack. Farmers in the Missouri Bootheel, meanwhile, saw their crops swamped when the Army Corps of Engineers exploded a levee to relieve water pressure on an upriver town in Illinois. The intentional breach sent water cascading over thousands of acres of prime farmland. 
Missouri will receive around $49 million, of which $35 million will come from the watershed program and the rest from the Farm Service Agency’s Emergency Conservation Program. 
Harold Decker, assistant state conservationist for water resources in Missouri, said most of the watershed money will go toward clearing and redeveloping drainage ditches filled with silt and debris by flooding on the Missouri and Mississippi rivers. 
“Without that work, those systems aren’t going to function,” Decker said. “If ditches aren’t draining properly, it retards plant growth and the drainage of the plants and lowers production.” 
Vilsack noted that natural disasters wreaked widespread, but varying, havoc in 2011. 
“There have been years that have had more intensive damage in a particular geographic area, but what’s unique about last year is that virtually every part of the country was affected,” Vilsack told the AP. “It was different in every part of the country. We’ve not seen tornadoes as devastating as last spring. Flooding on the Missouri River, because of the longstanding nature of the flooding – not a two- or three-week situation – was unique. Fires in the southwest part of the country were historic in magnitude. It’s been a tough year.” 
Slightly more than $215 million of the aid comes from the Emergency Watershed Program, about $80 million will come from the Emergency Conservation Program and nearly $12 million is from the FSA’s Emergency Forest Restoration Program. Texas, for instance, will receive nearly $6 million after wildfires charred the southern part of the state. 
The watershed funds will go toward public safety and restoration efforts on private, public and tribal land, Vilsack said. Projects funded by that money will include removing debris from waterways, protecting eroded stream banks, reseeding damaged areas and, in some cases, purchasing floodplain easements on eligible land. 
New York trails only Utah in the amount of watershed protection money received, at $37.8 million. 
New York’s money is earmarked for repairing erosion and other damage left behind by back-to-back late summer tropical storms Irene and Lee. 
Dennis DeWeese, acting state conservationist with the conservation service in New York, said 51 communities have asked for assistance and damage assessments have been completed for 15. The agency’s staff of 25, mostly engineers, had visited 160 sites by the end of last week and is continuing work that may extend into the Adirondacks. 
One challenge, he said, will be asking already cash-strapped towns and villages to pay their shares to qualify for the federal money and begin design and construction. 
“A lot of these municipalities are overwhelmed,” DeWeese said. 
In addition to flooding, 2011 was a big year for tornadoes, including record outbreaks in the South and a monster storm that leveled a large portion of Joplin, Mo. 
Alabama is scheduled to get nearly $7 million in assistance for tornado recovery, followed by nearly $4 million in Georgia. Missouri, at the other end of the spectrum, is to receive only $130,000 to fix tornado damage to agricultural land. 
Vilsack said the emergency money is being used to help agricultural interests beyond what is covered by crop insurance. He said the USDA paid out $8.6 billion in crop insurance payments last year, and $17.2 billion over the past three years. 

Santorum up 34 after Iowa recount--Poll shows 5 reasons Romney is S.C. front-runner--Obama, Romney, Gingrich, Santorum release ads--Kyrillos to create NJ Senate campaign committee--MO Dems hit Spence 
By JAMES HOHMANN – Politico  | 01/19/12 8:16 AM EDT
CHARLESTON, S.C.—IOWA RECOUNT – SANTORUM UP 34 VOTES BUT BALLOTS MISSING: “There are too many holes in the certified totals from the Iowa caucuses to know for certain who won, but Rick Santorum wound up with a 34-vote advantage. Results from eight precincts are missing — any of which could hold an advantage for Mitt Romney — and will never be recovered and certified, Republican Party of Iowa officials told The Des Moines Register on Wednesday,” Jennifer Jacobs scoops. “GOP officials discovered inaccuracies in 131 precincts, although not all the changes affected the two leaders. Changes in one precinct alone shifted the vote by 50 — a margin greater than the certified tally. The certified numbers: 29,839 for Santorum and 29,805 for Romney. The turnout: 121,503.” http://dmreg.co/wv6cvr
NEW POLL – ROMNEY UP 7 HERE, BUT GINGRICH IN STRIKING DISTANCE: A POLITICO Poll of likely South Carolina voters shows: Romney, 37; Gingrich, 30; Paul, 11; Santorum, 10; Perry, 4. Gingrich has momentum: When voters are asked to volunteer the name of the candidate they plan to vote for without being prompted by a list of names to choose from, Romney’s lead over Gingrich slips to 31-29. Among those who say they will “definitely” support their candidate of choice, the two are essentially tied, with Romney at 23 percent and Gingrich at 22 percent. [Note: this poll was in the field through last night so these numbers couldn’t be fresher.]

DEBATE CRITICAL FOR GINGRICH: Among those who claim they’ve watched all or almost all of the 16 debates so far, 49 percent support Gingrich compared to 23 percent who back Romney. Gingrich ranks fourth, at 11 percent, among Republicans who did not catch any of the debates. A debate here Thursday night offers him another chance to shine, just 36 hours before polls open.

WHY MITT IS STILL THE FAVORITE – SOME TAKEAWAYS FROM OUR POLL: 
· · He holds significant leads with the blocs of voters most likely to show up. Among seniors, Romney leads Gingrich 42 percent to 31 percent. With college-educated voters, it’s 40 percent to 29 percent.

· · 64 percent say they’re most interested in economic issues like taxes, jobs and the deficit. Just 10 percent name moral issues (abortion, gay marriage, family values) as their top concern. Among those who point to economic issues as their top concern, 40 percent back Romney.

· · Seventy percent of voters say Romney’s work at Bain Capital makes no difference to the way they’ll vote. Eighty-three percent insist Romney’s faith makes no difference in the way they’ll vote — just 14 percent say his faith makes them less likely to support him.

· · Romney is viewed the most favorably: Sixty-nine percent have a favorable impression of him compared to just 27 percent who view him unfavorably.

· · Romney is outperforming expectations in the most socially conservative part of the state. In the Upstate region, which includes Greenville and Spartanburg, Romney trails Gingrich by just two points (33-31). http://politi.co/yJMBo8
CNN’S SOUTH CAROLINA POLL, out yesterday, found similar results: Romney, 33; Gingrich, 23; Santorum, 16; Paul, 13; Perry, 6. http://bit.ly/xLMbEP
FIRST IN SCORE – STEVE WOMACK TO ENDORSE ROMNEY: Arkansas Congressman Steve Womack will back Romney today. The freshman, a former mayor of Rogers, says of the frontrunner in a forthcoming statement: “He knows how to create jobs, balance the budget, and above all, lead!”

VEEPSTAKES: Romney also gets the endorsement of Ohio Sen. Rob Portman today, per the Columbus Dispatch: http://bit.ly/yJp2hP.

BOSTON MOBILIZING TO NEUTRALIZE GINGRICH: “Romney’s campaign knows [he’s the biggest threat to them] and indicated their concern Wednesday by having the front-runner mock Gingrich on the stump ["Congressmen taking responsibility or taking credit for helping create jobs is sort of like Al Gore taking credit for the Internet"], posting videos and staging a conference call blistering the former speaker, and putting out word that former New Hampshire Gov. John Sununu, their preferred Newt attack dog, was on his way to South Carolina.” Jonathan Martin and Ginger Gibson story: http://politi.co/yNXZsH. Watch the video attacking Gingrich from Jim Talent: http://bit.ly/ykZ9MW.

NEWT’S NEW WEB AD – “DESPERATE”: The 30-second video features clips of John McCain, Mike Huckabee and Fred Thompson criticizing Romney four years ago for going negative. It also takes a shot at Romney as a flip-flopper. Watch: http://bit.ly/wT8kBn.

ROMNEY’S NEW AD – TURNS FOCUS TO OBAMA: The campaign just released a new upbeat spot with Romney promising to turn the economy around while criticizing President Obama. It’s largely based on footage from campaign rallies. Watch: http://mi.tt/y0SEye.

** As Christie calls on Romney to release his tax returns, Perry soldiers on and Carter lashes into Gingrich, here’s POLITICO’s Morning Score: your daily guide to the permanent campaign.
OBAMA’S FIRST AD – THEY’RE PUTTING ALMOST A MILLION DOLLARS BEHIND IT: The focus of the reelection campaign’s first ad is on energy independence and ethics. It’s not just for show. “A media-buying source emails that Obama's ad flights have grown to a total of $753,160 across six states – [Ohio, Michigan, Virginia, North Carolina, Wisconsin and Iowa],” Alex Burns reports. “The final total will be higher, the source said, as some stations and cable buys aren't fully in yet. Obama has put down at least $341,370 in Wisconsin, $224,925 in Ohio, $80,365 in Michigan, $55,365 in Virginia, $49,310 in Iowa and $1,825 in North Carolina. The qualifier on all of that is ‘so far.’ And that amounts to a legitimate paid-media rollout, rather than just a message-driving symbolic TV buy.” Republicans say his first ad should have been about jobs. Watch: http://bit.ly/zp0YLn
SANTORUM’S NEW AD – 1984-STYLE “REBELLION”: “The establishment is once again telling us to fall in line...and vote for their backroom hand-picked moderate candidate,” a narrator says in an ad that’s sure to get emailed around today because it looks like it was inspired by that iconic Apple 1984 ad. “They're telling us to simply ignore the fact that Romney supported the Wall Street bailout. Ignore that Romneycare includes taxpayer funding of abortions. We should simply forget that Mitt Romney once bragged he's even more liberal on social issues then Ted Kennedy. In fact, we should simply follow them blindly...just like we did last time...over a cliff. Not again.” Watch: http://bit.ly/zJDD6m.

WHAT THE REPUBLICAN CANDIDATES ARE UP TO: CNN's GOP debate airs live from 8 to 10 p.m. It’s a pretty quiet day on the trail until then. Gingrich is in Bluffton, Beaufort and Walterboro. Romney visits his headquarters in Charleston. Santorum holds a rally in Mt. Pleasant and speaks to the Southern GOP Leadership Conference.

TONIGHT AT 11:35 P.M. – ABC TO AIR INTERVIEW WITH NEWT’S EX-WIFE ON NIGHTLINE: Watch for the network to rollout early snippets this afternoon to maximize buzz. http://politi.co/wMIkZS
DNC PRE-DEBATE MEMO – PUSHING ROMNEY ON SUPER In advance of tonight’s debate, the Democratic National Committee’s Brad Woodhouse is releasing a memo raising questions they want Romney to answer tonight: “Why won’t he release his tax records for at least the last eight years? … Could it be the low tax rate he pays…or perhaps the offshore accounts uncovered by ABC News? And what does he really think about Super PACs?” DNC Chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz will be on site for a 3 p.m. ET press conference to attack Romney’s “real record in South Carolina.” Brad’s memo: http://bit.ly/wOvstA.

LATEST POLLING – 
CNN – ROMNEY UP BIG IN FLORIDA: Romney, 43; Santorum, 19; Gingrich, 18; Paul, 9; Perry, 2. http://bit.ly/xLMbEP
NYT/CBS – ROMNEY WIDENS NATIONAL LEAD: Romney, 28; Gingrich, 21; Santorum, 16; Paul, 15; Perry, 7. http://bit.ly/xYhVcp
NYT/CBS – ONLY 31% OF INDEPENDENTS VIEW OBAMA FAVORABLY: “Two-thirds of independent voters say he has not made real progress fixing the economy,” Jeff Zeleny and Dalia Sussman write on A1. “With the president preparing to address a joint session of Congress next week, which will also be an opportunity to outline his accomplishments to the nation, the poll found that 38 percent of all voters view him favorably, 45 percent unfavorably, and 17 percent have no opinion…When asked whom they trust, the poll found that Mr. Obama has an advantage over Congressional Republicans in making the right decisions about creating jobs, health care, Medicare and Social Security. Yet the gap narrows on the economy — the chief concern among voters — with 44 percent of Americans saying they trust Mr. Obama and 40 percent saying they trust Republicans in Congress.” http://nyti.ms/ABOjON
NYT/CBS – MOST WANT CONTRIBUTION, SPENDING LIMITS: “Sixty-four percent said the government should limit individual contributions to campaigns, while 31 percent favored allowing individuals to make unlimited campaign contributions. Majorities of Republicans, Democrats and independents all favored limiting contributions,” per CBS. “In the CBS News/New York Times survey, Americans were told that groups that are technically unaffiliated with candidates can spend unlimited money on advertisements during a presidential campaign, and asked if such spending should be limited by law. Sixty-seven percent of respondents - including clear majorities of Republicans, Democrats and independents - said yes. Only 29 percent favored the unlimited spending on advertising from outside groups now permitted by law.” http://bit.ly/wpu87g
ROMNEY TAX RETURNS –
GINGRICH SAID HIS RATE WAS 31% IN 2010: He’s promised to release his returns this week. He didn’t say how much he earned. http://nyti.ms/ybODj2
PRESSURE MOUNTS FOR QUICK RELEASE: “New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie, a Republican, was the most prominent Romney supporter to call publicly for the swift release of his returns, while Republicans close to the campaign said there was direct private pressure on the candidate and his Boston team to deal with the issue immediately. ‘What I would say to Governor Romney is if you have tax returns to put out, you should put them out,’ Christie said on NBC‘s ‘Today’ Show. ‘And you put them out sooner rather than later because it’s always better in my view to have full disclosure, especially when you’re the front-runner,’” per The Washington Post’s Phil Rucker and Dan Balz. “The editors of National Review also called for swift release of the forms and pointedly described the former governor’s response to a question about the matter in Monday’s debate in Myrtle Beach ‘the weakest moment in his weakest debate.’” http://wapo.st/yCHUD6
WALL STREET JOURNAL LOOKS AT ROMNEY’S UNORTHODOX IRA ON A1: “Like many Americans, Mitt Romney has an individual retirement account. Unlike most Americans, Mr. Romney has between $20.7 million and $101.6 million in it, a big chunk of his fortune,” reports Mark Maremont. “Experts on estate planning said it is highly unusual to accumulate such a considerable sum in an IRA, an investment vehicle restricted by annual contribution limits. It appears that Mr. Romney's grew so large mostly because it holds investments in Bain Capital, the private-equity firm he helped start. Under federal law, Mr. Romney isn't required to pay annual taxes on the account's investment gains, and the bulk of his contributions to the fund are likely to have been pretax dollars, IRA experts say.” http://on.wsj.com/xZf2Ie
NEW YORK TIMES A1 NOTES ROMNEY SECRECY: “With a fortune estimated to be as large as a quarter of a billion dollars, Mitt Romney is among the wealthiest men ever to run for president. But attacks from Democrats and Republicans over his career in the leveraged buyout business and his reluctance to release his tax returns have underscored another central fact about Mr. Romney: The wealth that has helped underwrite his career in politics remains shrouded in considerable secrecy, which now poses a major political risk on the campaign trail.” A1: http://nyti.ms/xUMfi9. The Times also scrutinizes his tax proposal: http://nyti.ms/Ao4NSd.

ABC INVESTIGATION – “ROMNEY PARKS MILLIONS IN CAYMAN ISLANDS”: “Although it is not apparent on his financial disclosure form, Mitt Romney has millions of dollars of his personal wealth in investment funds set up in the Cayman Islands, a notorious Caribbean tax haven,” Brian Ross reported. Video: http://abcn.ws/wnd9vS.

BOSTON RESPONDS: “ABC is flat wrong,” Andrea Saul, Romney spokesperson, emailed reporters. “The Romney’s investments in funds established in the Cayman Islands are taxed in the very same way they would be if those funds were established in the United States. These are not tax havens and it is false to say so.”

KARL ROVE writes in his Wall Street Journal column today that it is time for Romney to talk about Bain. “In the most volatile Republican primary season in history, Thursday night's CNN debate still looms large,” he writes. http://on.wsj.com/y1KtiJ
STEPHEN COLBERT joked about Romney’s speaking fees on his show last night: http://gaw.kr/zYDEKJ.

GINGRICH— WOULD GIVE PALIN “A MAJOR ROLE” IN HIS ADMINISTRATION: “Certainly, she’s one of the people I’d call on for advice,” Gingrich said in an interview with CNN’s Wolf Blitzer. “I would ask her to consider taking a major role in the next administration if I’m president, but nothing has been discussed of any kind. And it wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss it at this time.” http://abcn.ws/waJXWt
JIMMY CARTER ACCUSES GINGRICH OF USING RACIALLY-CODED LANGUAGE: On Piers Morgan’s show last night, the former president said he does not think his fellow Georgian is a racist but…: "He has the subtlety of racism that appeals to some people in Georgia… He knows the words you use – like 'Welfare Mamas' and so forth – and I don't think it will pay off in the long-run.” http://bit.ly/wE12mz
PERRY SOLDIERS ON — LIGHTENS SCHEDULE AS HE LOSES MORE BACKERS: “Rumors of a Perry withdrawal swirled after the governor scratched an event at Bob Jones University, a conservative religious school in Greenville, S.C., and a key Perry supporter in the state switched allegiances to Gingrich,” The Houston Chronicle says. “In an email, Perry campaign spokesman Mark Miner said the withdrawal rumors were ‘not true' and said the Bob Jones event ‘was always tentative.’ … ‘It's time for Rick Perry to drop out of the race,’ conservative commentator Laura Ingraham wrote in a tweet Wednesday. ‘He is only helping Romney by splitting the (conservative) vote.’ The struggling candidate also lost the support of retired Marine Corps Maj. Gen. James E. Livingston, a Medal of Honor recipient who was South Carolina chairman of Perry's veterans coalition. Livingston plans to endorse Gingrich on Friday.” http://bit.ly/zlzkuK
RedState’s ERICK ERISCKSON, who introduced him when he announced his candidacy in August, calls for Perry to drop out: http://bit.ly/AlTUfy.

THE MORMON CARD – SANTORUM WINS OVER MORE EVANGELICALS: “A trio of South Carolina evangelicals threw their support behind Santorum on Wednesday with a provocative statement that praises the former Pennsylvania senator for putting his name to ‘extremely politically-incorrect statements about homosexuality, heterosexuality and marital fidelity,’ while rebuking front-runner Mitt Romney for ‘homophilia’ and suggesting that his Mormon faith is ‘heretical,’” per The Los Angeles Times’ Kim Geiger. http://lat.ms/wOXriD
WHAT THE PRESIDENT IS UP TO: “In the morning, the President will depart the White House en route Orlando, Florida…While in Orlando, the President will visit Walt Disney World Resort, where he will unveil a strategy that will significantly help boost tourism and travel…In the afternoon, the President will depart Orlando, Florida en route New York, NY...the President will deliver remarks at four campaign events…In the evening, the President will return to Washington, DC.”

ROMNEY BRACKETS OBAMA – OPEN LETTER IN TAMPA BAY TIMES: Romney wrote an open letter to President Obama as he comes to Florida. The full letter will run in the Tampa Bay Times. Boston is running an aggressive general election bracketing operation at the same time they are competing in primary contests. From the open letter: “Unemployment here was 8.5 percent when you assumed office. Today, as we enter the fourth year of your term, it is 10 percent…It is plain that your policies have made things worse, not better…Mr. President, forgive me for being blunt, but when it comes to economic affairs, you’re out of your depth…What Florida needs, and what the country needs, is not four more years of economic mismanagement and failed leadership, but a fundamental change in direction.”

John Boehner’s PAC is bracketing the Orlando trip by buying web ad space on the Orlando Sentinel web site that redirects to this Keystone petition: http://bit.ly/xkoWRa.

WHAT DAVID AXELROD WILL DO AFTER 2012: “Mr. Axelrod says he plans to lead a new, nonpartisan Institute of Politics at the University of Chicago aimed at helping students seeking careers in public and social service,” The New York Times reports. “The institute’s announcement itself was expected to come during an early glimpse of one such lecture, a discussion of the 2012 election that is to include Mayor Rahm Emanuel and others…Mr. Axelrod, a former journalist, will serve as the institute’s inaugural director and said it would lean toward a focus on urban politics, in part because of the city around it. The institute, to be financed by the university, will begin operating in earnest early next year, after the presidential race is over.” http://nyti.ms/z1Ddk3
NEW JERSEY SENATE EXCLUSIVE – KYRILLOS MOVING TOWARD RUNNING: Republican New Jersey state Sen. Joe Kyrillos will convert his candidacy against Democratic Sen. Robert Menendez from an exploratory committee to a candidate committee today, with a formal announcement to come later. A Kyrillos ally emails Score to argue that he’s worth paying attention to: “- A long time personal friend of Gov. Chris Christie and chair of his 2009 campaign. -Recent FDU polling shows that Senator Menendez has ‘Corzine-like’ numbers, reaching only 43% on a ballot. Obama job approval is mixed, and just 28% of New Jersey voters think the country is on the right track. - Kyrillos has a strong fiscally conservative record, has supported Christie's reform plan, and is well known, well liked and a good fundraiser. -Mitt Romney is polling well against Obama in New Jersey. Christie won the last statewide election here. Corzine appointed Menendez and is a laughing stock in-state.”

MISSOURI GOVERNOR – DEMS LAUNCH SPENCE MICROSITE: The Missouri Democratic Party just went live with a new site to target gubernatorial candidate David Spence. Spencesbankbailout.com hits him for his ties to a bank that received a $40 million bailout and did not pay it back: http://bit.ly/zGieN8.

CHAMBER OF COMMERCE – DECIDING ON TARGET STATES: “We have a good sense on the races we will target this cycle,” the Chamber’s senior political strategist, Scott Reed, says in a question-and-answer style interview for the group’s web site. “We’ve already made the first cut. There are seven open Democratic seats in the Senate this cycle. We’re going to be looking closely so that good candidates run and good candidates win—both in the primaries and in the general election. We’re going to focus on a number of incumbent senators who cast a deciding vote on Obamacare. That’s going to be a big pressure point this cycle. We’re also going to look at states like Ohio where incumbent Sen. Sherrod Brown has a 9% approval rating from the U.S. Chamber…” http://bit.ly/yjQRk6
GETTING IN ON THE SOUTH CAROLINA ACTION – 
INFRASTRUCTURE: Building America’s Future is running a full page ad in the Charleston Post and Courier, written as an open letter to the candidates and signed by local leaders, to push for more infrastructure spending: http://bit.ly/AEQxDr.

LABOR: The International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers will bracket the GOP debate with an ad called "Scales” that touts the value of organizes labor. It will run in the Charleston market for the next week on daytime cable systems: http://bit.ly/yu8tX2.

NEW YORK HOUSE – MAURICE HINCHEY RETIRES: “Democratic Rep. Maurice Hinchey will retire from Congress at the end of 2012,” Jon Bresnahan scooped. “Hinchey, 73, recently completed treatment for colon cancer. He underwent a second round of surgery last week, a follow-up for an earlier operation in July.” Because New York is losing two seats with reapportionment, they’ll likely eliminate his district in Albany. http://politi.co/xjgpqS
SABATO RELEASES NEW HOUSE RANKINGS – DEM TAKEOVER DEPENDS ON “POISONOUS” GOP NOMINEE: “Democrats need to win 25 additional House seats to retake the speaker’s gavel next year. In order for them to do that, President Obama will need to win next year, and that probably won’t be enough. What Democrats really need is a poisonous, damaged Republican nominee who not only loses to Obama but causes harm down the ticket,” according to the latest rankings for Larry Sabato’s University of Virginia Center for Politics, prepared by House race editor Kyle Kondik. “At this point, we believe that 341 of the 435 House seats are safe for the Republicans (189) or the Democrats (152), which leaves the other 94 as potentially competitive. Ultimately, if Republicans win all the seats we currently favor them to win, and Democrats win all the seats they are favored to win plus all 15 toss ups, Republicans would still hold a 233-202 edge in the House.” http://bit.ly/AxfmG3
CODA – QUOTE OF THE DAY: “Maybe they're bored. Maybe they have excess money. Maybe they wanted to throw the kitchen sink.” – Newt Gingrich, asked if the Romney campaign’s attacks on him as an unreliable leader showed that they’re scared http://politi.co/zk4g50
Chief Justice's address: Little meat, but plenty of time for knishes

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, January 18, 2012 10:40 am 
JEFFERSON CITY • In keeping his address to the General Assembly succinct, state Supreme Court Chief Justice Richard B. Teitelman borrowed the wisdom of another prominent Missourian, one who did not hold politicians in particularly high regard.

"A wise man once said the worst kind of death is being talked to death," Teitelman said, paraphrasing Mark Twain.

After lawmakers listened to Gov. Jay Nixon's State of the State address for about an hour Tuesday night, Teitelman treated the Legislature to a brisk State of the Judiciary address on Wednesday, given each year by the high court's top judge.

Teitelman's two-year tenure as chief justice began in July.

In Wednesday's speech, Teitelman highlighted the work of two fellow St. Louisans, civil rights leader Frankie Muse Freeman, recently named St. Louis Citizen of the Year, and Circuit Court Judge Jimmie Edwards, who has received national accolades for his work targeting at-risk youths.

Teitelman made only brief reference to policy: A pending legislative proposal on sentencing reform that was called for in last year's State of the Judiciary Address.

But Teitelman — the first Jewish judge to serve on the state's high court — did give lawmakers something to nibble on.

In the judge's honor, the Missouri Bar served the General Assembly a lunch featuring knishes — a meat or potato-filled dumpling that is a staple of Jewish cooking — after the speech.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

The Star’s editorial | Gov. Jay Nixon should do more to improve Missouri

Posted on Wed, Jan. 18, 2012 06:46 PM

Jay Nixon’s latest budget presentation and State of the State address say two things about Missouri’s governor.

• He is a good manager and an even better politician.

• He is determined to play it safe, even when he shouldn’t.

Nixon’s proposed budget for next year reduces expenses by $508 million in ways designed to produce as little uproar as possible.

His administration found $192 million in savings in the Medicaid program through smart measures such as more use of generic drugs, rebates from pharmaceutical manufacturers and more efficient management of chronic conditions.

But the state’s colleges and universities absorb a body blow. Nixon calls for a drastic 12.5 percent cut to each school’s budget, marking the third straight year that the chronically underfunded institutions would lose money.

On the plus side, Nixon’s budget avoids cutting funds for elementary and secondary schools. And it includes a 2 percent salary increase for state employees, who have gone three years without a raise. 

Overall, it is a safe, damage-control budget designed to get Missouri through one more rocky fiscal year. 

About the boldest theme Nixon advanced in his speech was a call for the legislature to pass a bill demanding more accountability from charter schools.

Nixon, who is well-positioned for re-election, could have done some long-term good by endorsing a proposed ballot initiative to increase the state’s lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax. He could have promoted legislation to bring in revenue by collecting sales taxes from Internet purchases.

Instead, the governor boasted in his speech that he has never sought a tax increase. He condescendingly instructed colleges and universities to “cut overhead and administrative costs,” refusing to acknowledge that the schools have been doing that for years. 

Missouri will get by on Nixon’s proposed budget, and chances are the governor’s political career will prosper. But some of the state’s most valuable investments are increasingly at risk while the governor plays it safe.
Editorial: Missouri leadership lacks big ideas

 By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2012 12:15 am


A Missouri resident who might wander into the state Capitol this week would get a pretty good sense of the priorities of the state Legislature, which enacts laws that affect our daily lives.

It's an important week: The first bills tapped by Republican leaders make their way to the floor. Other priorities get quick hearings, with bills put on the "fast track" to send a message that might steal a headline from Gov. Jay Nixon's annual state of the state speech, which he gave Tuesday.

Such a person, wanting to see progress made on jobs or education or roads or perhaps new rules to save dying children in unregulated day cares, would be disappointed. They might even be spitting mad.

That describes the feelings of Republican Sen. Jason Crowell of Cape Girardeau toward his colleagues as they tried to rush through a bill favored by the Missouri Chamber of Commerce that would make it harder for workers to be compensated fairly for workplace injuries.

The bill looked nothing like one senators passed the previous session after a full year of intense debate and behind-the-scenes negotiating. Instead, it mirrored what the chamber wanted, with little regard for workers who might get sick from certain occupational diseases and find themselves with nothing to show for it.

The bill, Mr. Crowell said, 'spits" at the tradition of the Senate.

Indeed, if what is going on at the state Capitol this week is any indication, the Missouri Legislature is all but abandoning any serious work in this election year.

In the House, leaders rushed a bill to the floor that would limit the ability of the state to raise revenue when the economy improves, rather than doing anything to counter the ongoing budget crisis. In the Senate, the first bill slated for serious debate would make it easier to discriminate against workers. Businesses violating the civil rights of their employees would avoid costly lawsuits.

In hearings this week, lawmakers heard bills that would reduce workers' wages and criminalize undocumented immigrants, importing unconstitutional bills from Arizona and Alabama to the Show-Me State. A hearing on a very important topic, the future of Interstate 70, highlighted the state's inability to embrace its responsibility to fund transportation, instead looking to tolls as the only solution worth discussing.

Meanwhile, Mr. Nixon, a Democrat, once again embraced Missouri's cost-cutting race to the bottom, proposing a budget that cuts higher education by 12 percent while repackaging the same tired, old business incentive handouts that have done little to rebuild the state's economy.

Yes, Mr. Nixon, Missourians are granite-strong, and we will rebound from natural disasters. But as the state continues to cement its status as one in which there is no hope that our educational system will ever be funded adequately, or even reach the middle of the nation's rankings, where is the countervailing message to the Republicans' attempts to destroy the social contract that says we care for our fellow man and that we should build a better future for the next generation than the one we have?

Such hope is hard to find while walking the stately marble floors of the Missouri Capitol this week. Neither the governor nor the Legislature is willing to commit to big ideas that might actually make Missouri a better place to live.

Be scared, Missourians. Be very, very scared.

Our Opinion: Tax Internet sales; correct fundamental inequity

By News Tribune Wednesday, January 18, 2012

Issues of taxation being debated at the national, state and local levels invariably focus on the fundamental question: What is fair?

Sales taxes collected by local merchants but not by online vendors exemplifies unfairness.

We agree with the local merchants who believe this inequity is unjust and places them at a competitive disadvantage.

Proposals have been advanced at both the state and national levels to require Internet merchants to collect established sales taxes.

Opponents contend this would constitute a new tax, which some — largely Republicans — have pledged to fight.

Proponents disagree. They say the tax exists, but isn’t collected uniformly.

Proposals addressing the inequity of sales tax collections are expected to be filed in the state Legislature, including one planned by Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia.

She estimated Missouri revenues would increase by $20 million in the first year of online sales tax collections.

In Congress, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, a Republican, is cosponsor of the Marketplace Fairness Act, which would allow states to collect sales taxes owed to them from online retailers.

“Let’s face it,” Blunt said, “people often go to their neighborhood store to ‘try on’ the wedding dress or look at the new power tools and then buy the same products online. If the major difference in the price was the sales tax — which the local merchant does not keep — that’s not fair.”

Retailers — and some elected officials — also point out that local merchants bolster the economy and donate to community activities.

Those observations are accurate, but our quarrel centers on the fundamental inequity.

Local merchants fulfill their legal obligation to collect and pass on sales taxes to state and local governments. Their competitors are under no such obligation.

That is a fundamental unfairness — one that is tantamount to government designating a category of tax collectors and then punishing them with competitive disadvantage.
GEORGE KENNEDY: Closing the gap between rhetoric and reality will be a challenge

Thursday, January 19, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CST 

BY George Kennedy, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — Here we go again. If you thought last year’s legislative session was bitter and unproductive, this year’s is likely to make 2011 seem like the good old days.

That's the only thing we can take for granted after Gov. Jay Nixon and the Republican respondents to his State of the State speech talked past each other Tuesday night.

Oh, they used a lot of the same words, the most repeated being "jobs." But their rhetoric left little room for optimism that they’ll reach agreement on actually creating any.

In fact, the governor's proposed budget includes job cuts and another major reduction in funding for higher education. Our own Sen. Kurt Schaefer, who chairs the Senate budget committee, immediately declared that "unacceptable."

About the only thing the governor and legislative leaders agree on is their refusal even to consider the only way to avoid draconian cuts. Of course, that would be an increase in our lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax or joining the ranks of states that tax Internet commerce.

Gov. Nixon does favor the trimming of tax credits. We saw how that turned out in 2011, as Republican legislators in the House and Senate squabbled among themselves in a special session that will be remembered for what it didn’t accomplish.

To be fair, I’m sure the Republicans would agree with one thing the governor said: "We're all Missourians first." Shared values cut across party lines, he added. I took that to mean that he thinks we’re content with being a low-tax, low-service state. It would certainly appear that most of us are.

The Post-Dispatch in an editorial summarized our ranking. We’re 47th in tax burden, which leads to being 42nd in funding higher education, 37th in supporting lower education, 46th in teacher salaries and 50th in pay for state employees.

Those numbers call into question another of the governor’s assertions. He said, "The good people of Missouri never give up or give in." 

Despite the temptation to do both, Boone County’s representatives persist. Except for Sen. Schaefer, they're all Democrats, which means they're powerless. That reality hasn't discouraged them from fantasizing about raising the tobacco tax and levying a sales tax on purchases made online.

Gov. Nixon emphasized the importance of higher education and urged funding for scholarships. Rhetoric gave way to reality, however, in the 12.5 percent cut he proposed for the institutions the scholarship recipients will attend. For the university’s four campuses, the hit would be more than $55 million.

Rep. Chris Kelly told the Missourian, "You have to ask yourself, where’s the line between access and quality?" He added that "having accessibility to institutions of decreasing quality is not a benefit."

The governor said he expects university budget builders to cover the cuts by increased efficiency and decreased overhead. A reasonable translation would be bigger classes and more nonregular faculty to teach them. Or, as he put it, public universities will have to "change their business model."

Gov. Nixon concluded his speech with the ritual request that God bless us all. I realized that closing the gap between rhetoric and reality probably would require divine intervention. Let us pray.

George Kennedy is a former managing editor at the Missourian and professor emeritus at the Missouri School of Journalism.
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Needed: Meth Bill Sponsor in Senate 

By Bill Miller Sr., Missourian Editor The Missourian
Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Posted: Wednesday, January 18, 2012 5:32 pm | Updated: 8:37 am, Wed Jan 18, 2012. 
Is it because of the force of the pharmaceutical lobby that no state senator has stepped forward to sponsor a bill for a statewide ban on the sale of cold pills which contain ingredients to make methamphetamine? There is expected to be a bill in the House where there is strong support for requiring a prescription for these cold pills. In fact the House passed a bill in the recent session but it had zero support in the Senate and died.

Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, chief of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit, has been the leader in the state for the prescription law for years. He's not going to give up. He's going to keep pushing for the law. He's looking for a senator who isn't afraid to buck the pharmaceutical lobby and will introduce a bill similar to the one in the House.

Grellner fears a repeat of last session - approval in the House but a lack of support in the Senate. For the life of us we can't understand why the Senate won't support this bill. It must be fear of bucking the pharmaceutical lobby. Where is our state senator on this issue?

Grellner also said what is needed is to have identical bills in the House and Senate. The legislation has the support of both Gov. Jay Nixon and Attorney General Chris Koster. Law enforcement agencies across the state favor the legislation along with firefighters, who know the hazards of meth-related fires. This not only is a law enforcement issue but one of public safety due to the hazards associated with meth.

Grellner began his crusade in 2009 to get local prescription laws on cold pills from which there is an ingredient to make meth. At this time, 60 cities and counties have enacted laws that ban such sales without a prescription.

Grellner states flat out that the statewide tracking system that records sales of these cold pills is a failure. It's not working. He should know. He's an expert on the meth issue. Don't buy the excuse that there is a tracking system and a statewide ban on requiring a prescription is not needed. Grellner and other law enforcement officers can prove that the system is a failure.

Our state senators should recognize the fact that a statewide prescription law would save the state money. Law enforcement and meth cleanups are costly. The taxpayer is being hit with these costs in the final analysis.

Grellner will keep up the crusade. The Senate is blocking needed legislation to save money. The senators should recognize this is a public health issue due to the meth labs and how they endanger the lives of people near these labs and the law officers and firefighters who have to do the cleanup work.

We commend Grellner for his crusade. The public needs to support it. Most of all, our state senators need to get behind this crusade.

Letters to the editor, January 19, STL Today
Homeowner has no warm, fuzzy feelings for squirrels

Regarding "Squirrel sniper prompts bill in Chetserfield" (Jan. 18): As a homeowner who has been battling squirrels for years, I know all too well how destructive the little rodents can be. Along with rabbits chewing away at your garden, these critters do not evoke any warm, fuzzy feelings.

Like Gene Schenberg, the man who was shooting squirrels in his backyard, prompting the bill in Chesterfield, I, too, have tried every known device to keep these animals off of my house and out of my garden. Right now, there is no activity, but I know they will be back. I have cut tree limbs back, etc. But when a squirrel wants to get up on your roof, it will find a way. Also, squirrels sound more like a herd of elephants tramping across your roof than small rodents.

I do not own a gun — never have, never will. But, believe me, the thought of hiring a hit man for these critters has entered my mind more than once.

Sheila Siegel • St. Louis County
Show me the facts for voter ID

Missouri is the Show-Me State. When I consider those words I take them to mean that Missourians insist on knowing the facts. I find no facts that warrant voter photo identification legislation, yet two such bills have been introduced in the Missouri Legislature.

The fact is that most voter fraud prosecutions involve eligibility or improper registrations. Such incidents would not be prevented by having a photo ID requirement.

The fact is that a restrictive photo ID law would prevent eligible voters from casting their ballots at the polls. Securing the proper documents to apply for a state-issued photo ID would be burdensome, and sometimes impossible. Currently there are 230,000 Missourians registered to vote who would be turned away if this legislation were enacted.

The fact is that a photo ID bill would be costly — $20 million dollars would be spent to implement this unnecessary legislation.

Let's not make Missouri a Show-Me-Your-Photo-ID state. Let's be the Show-Me-The-Facts state.

Mary Clemons • Kirkwood
President, Women's Voices Raised for Social Justice
When the feds won't, the state must

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan's commentary "One person, one vote — no retreat" (Jan. 11) said that some 230,000 Missourians are registered to vote but lack a government-issued identification card. Why don't they possess a Missouri drivers license? That's what I use, and I have no difficulty with identification, although I don't consider the photo to be very flattering.

I think that the intent of Mr. Carnahan's commentary was to suggest that mean, old Republicans are looking for one more way to discriminate against black, young and low-income people. I don't know that I am mean, but I qualify as old. Each state must fend for itself in trying to protect its citizens because the federal government doesn't intend to. I commend the state of Missouri for trying to take such action.

Blaine A. Ulmer • Sunset Hills
Suppressing votes for political gain

Call me cynical, because I'm having a great deal of trouble believing that the rush to require a government-issued photo identification in order to vote is because of voter fraud. Fraud? What fraud?

Ron Berry of the Missouri Secretary of State's office reports that no case of voter impersonation ever has been prosecuted in Missouri. In order to prevent this so-called fraud, the Missouri Legislature is considering restrictive photo ID legislation that stands to disenfranchise more than 200,000 registered voters. For the most part, these 200,000 voters are African-Americans, elderly people, disabled people, young voters and poor people. Why would our Republican-majority Legislature want to disenfranchise these groups — groups that traditionally vote Democratic?

Some people, myself included, believe it is voter suppression for political gain.

The Legislature should reject these restrictive photo ID requirements, thereby protecting the right to vote for all Missouri citizens.

Jeanne Bubb • University City
Mr. December

The story "New fame is just fine by Freese" (Jan. 13) listed recent appearances by 2011 World Series MVP David Freese. Missing from the list was Mr. Freese's unsolicited appearance at Operation Food Search to help distribute turkeys, donated by Molina Healthcare, to several area food pantries this holiday season.

On a brisk December day, even with Mr. Freese's super-busy schedule and all of the amazing opportunities that continuously knock on his door, he took time out to help the less fortunate because it was in his heart to do so.

We couldn't have had a sweeter, humbler or more gracious star in our midst. His visit brought hope to area families who struggle from hunger and food insecurity.

Just as Mr. Freese delivered a memorable win for baseball fans everywhere, this hometown hero gave his personal best to be a winner in the hearts of our community partner agencies, our volunteers and our staff.

Sunny L. Schaefer • St. Louis County
Executive Director, Operation Food Search
Sign of the times

The article "U.S. pledges inquiry into video" (Jan. 13), which seemed to be written in sincerity, described the action of several Marines accused of urinating on the dead bodies of enemy fighters. White House Press Secretary Jay Carney said the behavior depicted in the video was deplorable and unacceptable. Afghanistan President Hamid Karzai said the act was inhumane and condemnable in the strongest terms. He also asked the United States to investigate and apply the severest punishment. These are fair statements.

However, before we punish our Marines, we should look at our own actions and culture. We, as a nation, accepted as art a photograph of a crucifix in a jar of urine.

C. Pete Roth • Bellfontaine Neighbors
Collateral damage

The recent news of U.S. Marines urinating on the bodies of slain Afghanis gave me that sinking feeling that I remember from the Abu Ghraib pictures. Certainly the military authorities need to examine the event and take action.

That said, I wonder about our priorities. Military training is all about habituating young people to do things that they never would have done before their service. The training process works. In Vietnam, we routinely dropped jellied gasoline on human beings. We sprayed cancer-causing chemicals to defoliate forests. Now we use the video game skills of young troops to robotically blow up people in a country we have invaded. That there is a huge amount of collateral damage to innocents obviously is true, but it is rarely mentioned.

These Marines probably will pay a major price for their barbarism, and I guess they should. We also should take a long look at the system that made them what they are and at the use we make of these young people.

Art Lloyd • Ladue
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Tension in Chiefs camp

Regarding the Jan. 15 article, “Arrowhead anxiety,” and how few older employees are still there: The times they are a changin’, as Bob Dylan wrote.

One also has to wonder about the connection this new group, including Lamar Hunt’s son, has to Kansas City.

After all, this is still basically a Texas oil company.

While it’s true that the Hunt empire has other investments in Kansas City, the Hunts no longer own Worlds of Fun, now do they?

Food for thought.

John Chapman

Gladstone

Guns at shopping mall for ‘protection?’

OK, we lost the Blue Ridge Mall, the Bannister Mall and now the issue of a shooting at the Independence Center (1-16, A4, “Independence mall open after shooting”).

Where does it end? How far east do we go?

I will not go back to the Independence Center and I know a lot of people who won’t either.

This just means more people with legal conceal and carry permits will have their protection. Most won’t. That’s too bad.

Gayle Haskins

Grain Valley

Health care reform

My first thought about the national health care issue was that any U.S. citizen should intrinsically know that federally required purchase of health insurance is not constitutional.

However, since Rep. Nancy Pelosi and the boys blew right through the Constitution’s stop sign, many are wondering why everyone shouldn’t have required coverage.

Required auto insurance has been compared to nationally required health insurance. It sounds reasonable until you see statistics showing between 9 to 14 percent of drivers aren’t covered, even though auto insurance has been required for decades in nearly every state. This occurs because drivers either can’t afford it or don’t want it.

No law will change this, and I assert some percentage of people cannot be forced to do anything.

When these percentages are taken across the population the resulting number is close to the number without health insurance.

We’ll still pay for the uninsured one way or another.

We shouldn’t risk paying in the most harmful way that nationally controlled health care will bring.

Just as the post office contemplates reducing costs so, too, may we be told, “Sorry, no health services on Saturdays.”

To what higher authority will we then appeal?

Dennis Batliner

Overland Park

Homework woes nothing new

A Jan. 10 teenager’s letter on oppressive homework sent me off on a nostalgia trip. Nothing ever seems to change.

Sixty years ago at Rockhurst High School we had a mini-revolt in my junior year over the three-plus hours of homework every night.

And it wasn’t easy homework — physics and trigonometry problems, Latin and Greek translation, and an English paper due every day.

We were curtly told to “quit your whining.” I trust the letter writer’s concerns are being treated more sympthetically.

On the bright side, you will realize one day that this homework load is enhancing your time management skills, powers of concentration and the ability to do quality work over long periods of time when you are dead tired.

Moreover, in college you probably will find yourself with so much free time you won’t know what to do with it.

Best wishes to you.

Walt Rieger

Roeland Park

Inhumanity of war

If you posit war and the main objective is to kill the other guys until they do what you want, how can there be any rules to govern your actions? War is to kill. There are no modifiers to this goal.

If you take a 20-year-old American, most likely an immature man and probably a Christian and train him to kill other people and then become outraged because he urinated on the dead enemy who shot his buddy, you are putting rules on war (1-13, A1, “’Deplorable’ video of Marines stirs outrage”). That is not possible.

There is only one possible rule for war: all-in or all-out. I’m in favor of the all-out one — peace.

Now, peace can have lots of rules to govern its actions, like respect for the body of another human.

Throughout history, warriors have used slang words to dehumanize their enemy.

Bo Steed

Active Army vet 1968-71

Kansas City

Misconduct in church?

I hope Star readers took a close look at the article about Larry Probst’s new sexual harassment lawsuit against the Kansas City Catholic diocese (1-13, A4, “Man sues diocese following dismissal”).

These aren’t decades-old allegations involving low level church staff who are dead or long gone. They are recent accusations of hurtful actions and callous inaction against at least 10 men and women who are still at the top of the local Catholic hierarchy.

If even 10 percent of what Probst reports really happened, Kansas City Catholic officials have clearly learned nothing about sexual misconduct and cover-up since the Father Shawn Ratigan case erupted.

Karen Jones

Fenton, Mo.

UMKC economics

The “‘Kansas City school’ of economic thought” is misnamed (1-17, A1, “UMKC home to mavericks of economics”). There is little thought happening there.

A better name would be the Kansas City school of utopia.

Robert Kobler

Bonner Springs

Insecure at Arrowhead

Wow. Until The Star’s Jan. 15 front-page story “Arrowhead anxiety,” I didn’t realize that Scott Pioli’s security guards had the authority to regulate what happens on a public street. But right there on Page A12, it tells how a driver “stopped on Lancer Lane, a public road” and took a photograph with his cellphone. The guard, ran toward him and stood there until the man deleted the photograph.

The guard later told a Star reporter that if the man hadn’t erased the photo, the guard would have confiscated the phone.

I’m really curious as to what authority a private security guard would have to confiscate someone’s personal cellphone. In most places, I’m thinking that would have been considered theft.

Because it’s perfectly legal to photograph things from a public location, it’s too bad the man didn’t call the guard’s bluff and just get back in his car and leave.

I’m guessing the bad publicity from what happened next might have taken people’s minds off of the bad publicity from the team’s lack of ability on the field.

Lane Sekavec

De Soto

Aftermath of disaster

It has been more than a year since the BP oil disaster, and Congress still has not passed legislation to protect and restore the Gulf. We need to act now to create a Gulf of Mexico Regional Citizens’ Advisory Committee.

With the combination of this committee and new legislation from Congress, we can help prevent another disaster like this from occurring in the future.

This committee will give a voice to the citizens of the affected areas. It will have the knowledge and the resources to hold accountable those responsible for this disaster and to develop ways to ensure that a spill of this magnitude never happens again.

On July 21, nine Gulf Coast senators introduced the Restore the Gulf Coast Act of 2011 (S.1400). This act would guarantee that 80 percent of the fines BP pays will go to the Gulf states to protect the health and continue the restoration of the Gulf.

We urge the rest of the senators and members of the House to support this act. Together we can work to restore the ecosystems and economies of our Gulf.

Emily Tluscik

Gladstone

Romney’s tax returns

Mitt Romney appears to be the presumptive Republican nominee for president. Despite many requests, he has refused to release his income tax statements.

For years, Republicans questioned Barack Obama’s citizenry, and the “birthers” demanded he release his birth certificate. I recommend Democrats become “earners” and demand that Romney release his tax forms. What is he hiding?

Jane Toliver

Leawood
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