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Susan Redden: Terry uses candidacy as advertising ‘vehicle’

By Susan Redden 
Globe Staff Writer 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Randall Terry plans to shock Joplin area television viewers during the Super Bowl, and he’s using his presidential candidacy to do it.

The founder of Operation Rescue, Terry is a Democratic candidate for president. He plans to air anti-abortion television ads during the Super Bowl in Joplin and in other markets in Missouri, Oklahoma, Colorado and Kentucky.

He announced the ads in stops Friday in Missouri, including one at Democratic headquarters in Joplin. Terry stood on the sidewalk and talked over the noon hour, with a single aide standing behind him, holding a campaign sign. There were no Democratic officials in the building at the time.

Because he’s a presidential candidate — on Missouri’s presidential preference ballot on Feb. 7 — Terry is relying on a provision of federal law that says his ads cannot be rejected on content. Terry said the ads will show pictures of aborted fetuses, and he wants them to generate a “crisis of conscience among Democrats and evangelicals who might otherwise vote for President Obama.”

Terry is unapologetic about the tactic.

“My candidacy a vehicle to get the word out,” he said. “And I’m not the first candidate to use graphic images to further a political agenda.”

Terry is on the ballot or participating in caucuses in 20 states. He said he did badly in Iowa, blaming the structure of the caucuses.

“I hope to do well in Oklahoma and Missouri,” he said. “I’m giving Democrats a place to cast a protest vote.”

Terry said that if he can get the attention of enough anti-abortion voters, he believes he can steer the vote away from Obama in enough states “to deny him the White House.”

“Four years ago, 55 percent of Catholics and 35 percent of evangelicals voted for Obama; that’s who we’re targeting,” he said.

Terry, who is from West Virginia, is distributing campaign literature with a red handprint over the president’s face and the question: “Is it immoral to vote for Obama for President?” Terry said abortion is the most important issue in the election “above the economy or anything else.”

“We can’t survive as a nation if we keep on killing 1.3 million babies every year,” he said.

Terry said he’s not a single-issue candidate and has stances on other issues. He said he favors the abolition of all entitlement programs, a national sales tax to replace income tax, and allowing illegal immigrants to stay in the U.S. after community service.

“It’s absurd; we can’t deport all these people,” he said. “We should require them to work for the country for a time based on how long they’ve been here, and get them integrated.”

Also on the Democratic ballot in Missouri’s preference primary, in addition to Obama and Terry, are Darcy G. Richardson and John Wolfe.

Names on the GOP ballot are Gary Johnson, Herman Cain, Mitt Romney, Michael J. Meehan, Rick Perry, Keith Drummond, Jon Huntsman, Michele Bachmann, Rick Santorum and Ron Paul.

Those going to the polls also can vote for “uncommitted” on either the Democratic or Republican ballot, or they can ask for a Constitution Party ballot, where that’s the only choice. Political caucuses — not the primary — are to determine Missouri delegates this election year.

Lincoln Days

Lynn Jenkins, U.S. representative from the 2nd District in Kansas, will be among the speakers at Missouri Lincoln Days.

Jenkins will be the keynote speaker for the Missouri Federation of Republican Women luncheon held as part of the event. Other speakers include Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell and Louisiana Gov. Bobby Jindal. State Lincoln Days is set for Feb. 17-19 in Kansas City.
St. Louis groups protest Kirkwood Walmart, Lowe’s 

KIRKWOOD (KMOV) – Members of Occupy St. Louis and the Council on American-Islamic Relations joined forces Sunday afternoon to protest outside the Kirkwood Walmart and Lowe's over advertising dispute.
Organizers say they are protesting Lowe’s decision to pull its advertising funds from TLC’s television series “All-American Muslim”.  Protesters are accusing Lowe’s of pulling the ads after pressure from the Florida Family Association.
Lowe’s officials say the program brought up a “lightning rod” of complaints and they didn’t want their ads to be associated with the controversy. 
Multiple protests have been happening nationwide since Lowe’s pulled their ads.  
Supreme Court’s ruling leaves Munzlinger in limbo

Jefferson City, MO — 

State Sen. Brian Munzlinger (R-Williamstown), has more questions than answers after the Missouri Supreme Court struck down the proposed new state Senate districts on Tuesday.
“We’re in totally uncharted territory. It’s almost like Groundhog Day, where you wake up and it’s starting all over again,” said Munzlinger, referring to the 1993 movie starring Bill Murray.
The Supreme Court ruled the redistricting plan submitted by a special panel of appellate judges violated the state constitution because it divided Jackson and Greene counties into too many districts. The court also ruled the judicial panel exceeded its authority when less than two weeks after submitting the first map it attempted to file a replacement map that included fewer county divisions.
Munzlinger wasn’t surprised by the court’s action.
“Once that judge panel turns in a map, they’re actually dissolved. They had no authority to turn in a second map,” he said. “The first one, the way they split up counties, I felt was unconstitutional.
“I wasn’t really surprised, but it sure doesn’t help where we’re at now as far as moving forward.”
The state Senate redistricting process will resume when Gov. Jay Nixon appoints a new 10-member bipartisan citizens’ commission to draw boundaries. Seven of the 10 commission members must agree on a new map for it to be approved. If they fail to do so, the responsibility again would fall to a panel of judges.
Restarting the process could have major repercussions, according to Munzlinger.
“This could actually hold up the filing for all offices, whether it’s county, federal, all elected offices. This panel (citizens’ commission) has 60 days to present a map and filings (for office) are about 40 days away,” he said. “We’ll just all have to wait and see. Right now we’re all in limbo.”
Another potential snag, at least for Senate lawmakers, is if the redistricting requires renumbering the districts.
“That would really screw things up if they would go to changing (district) numbers. I’d have to run again next year if I went to an odd-numbered district instead of an even,” said Munzlinger, who currently represents District 18.
Munzlinger added that if districts are renumbered, the revised election cycle could force some senators to drop out midway through their term once they had served eight full years. A special election would then be required in those districts.
Under both proposed redistricting plans, Munzlinger would have lost Ralls, Pike and Audrain counties. However, he would have gained Sullivan, Mercer, Grundy, Linn, Macon and Randolph.
“I knew my district was going to have to grow, I just didn’t know which direction and how far,” he said.

Alternative arises as payday loan industry comes under scrutiny

Community partnership springs up as an experiment for some of those who might fall into “a debt trap.”

By MIKE HENDRICKS
The Kansas City Star 

Money’s tight out there. And the fast, easy credit that payday lenders offer is a tempting source of cash when you’re in a financial jam.

But industry critics say that’s a debt trap. Interest rates and fees on payday loans, averaging 390 percent, are so onerous that some customers end up taking out new loans to pay off old ones and wind up filing for bankruptcy.

In response, a group of Kansas City churches, bankers, lawyers and nonprofit agencies has created what it hopes will be an alternative source of credit for those who need a small amount of cash for a short amount of time to pay bills, fix the car, even buy groceries.

In other words, the kind of loans regular banks once offered but haven’t since Americans became awash in plastic and payday loan shops.

“There’s a huge gap between what banks were providing 40 years ago and what payday lenders provide today,” says businessman Ace Wagner, a board member of this new entity, Fair Community Credit.

Through a partnership with Central Bank of Kansas City, Fair Community Credit this month issued the first of what the nonprofit hopes will be 500 loans in its first year of business.

Fair Community Credit’s organizers have no illusions about having a big impact on the market. After all, 500 loans is a drop in the bucket in an industry that, according to the Missouri Division of Finance, issued 2.4 million loans statewide in 2010.

Still, they hope their experiment will grow and become a model for similar ventures in this region.

“We want it to be replicated,” said Eva Schulte, executive director of Communities Creating Opportunity, the group that worked three years to establish Fair Community Credit.

There’s nothing complicated about how it works.

Central Bank has agreed to make old-fashioned signature loans (that means no collateral from the borrower) of $300 to $2,500. That’s also what payday and installment lenders do. Except Fair Community Credit will lend money for slightly longer durations and at a double-digit interest rate, not a triple-digit one. That way borrowers will have a better shot at paying off their loans, rather than defaulting.

What makes that possible is Fair Community Credit’s promise to cover any loan losses from a $200,000-plus loan guarantee pool donated by foundations and individual donors.

And the reason the group is confident that borrowers will pay off their loans, rather than deplete the guarantee pool with loan losses, is that customers will be by referral only.

No walk-ins allowed.

Industry under scrutiny

This new lending product comes at a time when the payday loan industry is under increasing scrutiny on the local, state and national levels.

On Tuesday, Jackson County joined Kansas City and several other area cities in restricting where payday lenders, pawn shops and similar businesses can locate their businesses. Also last week, the new federal consumer protection agency announced it will begin taking a hard look at the industry.

At least two bills capping interest rates are pending in the Missouri General Assembly. Neither is expected to get much traction, but industry critics in Missouri are mounting a statewide campaign to limit the amount of interest payday lenders can charge customers, an effort that they think will resonate in an anti-big-business political climate that has spawned groups like Occupy Wall Street.

“The general populace see triple-digit interest rates as wrong,” Schulte said.

Though proponents have yet to gather the signatures necessary to put their measure before the voters, payday lenders and their sister industry, the installment loan business, are already fighting back. According to campaign finance records, they’ve collected more than $1 million so far from donors for an effort to keep the measure from being put on the ballot.

All of the $850,000 donated to the payday lending group, Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity, as of Jan. 5 has come in chunks of $200,000 to $250,000 from Missourians for Responsible Government, which lists a Kansas City post office box and is not required to say where it gets its cash.

Whereas the pro-ballot initiative group, Missourians for Responsible Lending, has raised just $63,000, though that doesn’t discourage members.

“My confidence comes from knowing that grassroots organization does work,” said Jennifer Thomas, pastor of Immanuel Lutheran Church in Westport.

But despite the murky source of its funds, Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity’s website reflects the industry’s views. Among its contentions is that annual percentage rate is the wrong measurement to consider for short-term credit products. Annualizing the interest rate on a short-term loan makes about as much sense as extrapolating the cost of a short cab ride to what it would cost to rent a cab for an entire year, one industry spokesman said.

What’s more, Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity says that payday lenders provide a needed service for people who might not have credit cards or other sources of credit.

The group did not make a spokesman available, but Randy Scherr, a lobbyist for United Payday Lenders of Missouri, defended the industry against charges of predatory lending.

“The interesting thing about payday loans is they don’t cause bankruptcy, they prevent bankruptcy,” he said, giving the example of people with unexpected bills that, if paid, would lead them to bounce checks.

Though they are high, payday lending charges for borrowing a couple of hundred dollars are far lower, he said, than the overdraft fees someone might pay on a number of checks because of insufficient funds in the account. Those who take out payday loans, he said, are far more sophisticated with money than industry critics give them credit for.

“People are very satisfied with the product,” Scherr said, because they know going in exactly what they will pay to borrow money. The charges are right there on the wall. “It’s the simplest, most transparent loan in our society today.”

Bad experiences

Some payday loan customers, however, have been outspoken about their bad experiences. Among them is the Rev. Stevie Wakes, a Baptist minister in Kansas City, Kan.

“It’s a debt trap,” Wakes said.

His isn’t the horror story sometimes told of people losing everything, but to him it was sobering nonetheless. Shortly before the recession, Wakes suffered a deep pay cut at the bank where he worked at the time. He and his wife had trouble paying the bills. They worried about losing the house. They had no credit card.

“We got in a pinch, so we took out a payday loan,” Wakes said.

He borrowed $500, expecting to repay it in two weeks. That amount and the duration are typical in the industry.

“We thought it was short term,” Wakes said. He figured he’d find a higher-paying job right away, but no luck.

So every two weeks, Wakes returned to the payday lending store and got an extension, rolling his loan over until, in just four months, that initial $500 debt grew to $1,250.

High fees like that aren’t out of the ordinary, nor are multiple loan renewals. Payday lenders typically make loans ranging from $100 to $500 and charge $15 to $20 for every $100 borrowed per two- to three-week period the loan is outstanding.

Wakes figures he renewed 10 times. His annual interest rate was close to 450 percent, close to the average of 444 percent at Missouri payday loans shops, according to the state Division of Finance. (The average in Kansas is closer to the national average of 390 percent.)

When Wakes realized how fast those fees were mounting up, he scraped together the cash to pay off his loan and has been railing against payday lenders ever since.

“I’d like to see them cap the rate so that no one has to experience that kind of robbery, which is why I support the campaign 100 percent.”

The campaign to which Wakes refers is the push by Missourians for Responsible Lending for a ballot initiative that would cap the interest rate on all loans at 36 percent. That’s the same rate Fair Community Credit is charging its customers. 

Regardless of what happens statewide, Fair Community Credit will push ahead. Kansas City isn’t the first in the nation to have such a program. But one aspect that makes it one of a kind is the referral network Fair Community Credit will employ to recruit borrowers. 

Based on the microcredit model out of Bangladesh that’s proved so successful in helping poor people become entrepreneurs, the success of Fair Community Credit depends on groups of people keeping one another accountable for repaying their debts.

So far, seven churches and social agencies have signed on. They promise to only refer people they know and have continuing relationships with.

Someone like Stevie Wakes, with close ties to church and community. He now has a steady job teaching high school Spanish. 

From the industry’s perspective, Fair Community Credit is just one more competitor in a crowded field of lenders, from title loans to check-cashing operations and pawn shops.

“I welcome them to the marketplace and wish them well,” Scherr said. “Competition is good.”

Analysis: Nixon's budget depends on new revenues 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- When delivering his State of the State address, Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon made sure to highlight that his nearly $23 billion proposed budget requires no new taxes. But it does depend on Missouri taking in tens of millions of dollars in new revenues - some of which can happen only if legislators change state law.

For Nixon's budget to be balanced, Missouri lawmakers must create an amnesty period intended to entice tax scofflaws to pay up.

They must authorize the federal government to siphon money from vendors with debts to Missouri.

They must expand a state license ban for professionals and businesses that haven't paid state taxes.

They must agree to sweep money from a fund of the Missouri Health and Educational Facilities Authority.

They must raise casino fees, and they must agree to pour more money into promoting the Missouri Lottery in the hopes that more people will buy tickets.

The above items are presumed to generate about $100 million for the state - avoiding the need to make an equal amount of additional cuts to government programs and services.

Since some of the same items have been proposed without success in years past, Nixon is taking a bit of a financial risk by basing his budget on an assumption that they will all come to fruition this year. But Nixon said he is prepared to make additional budget cuts if things don't work out as planned.

"If we get to the finish line and it doesn't pass, I'll do what I've had to do in the past, which is make the necessary withholds" of money from state agencies, Nixon said.

Missouri lawmakers could choose to disregard Nixon's new revenue assumptions and make additional budget cuts themselves. Those choices will be made over the next several months, as the budget moves first through the House, then the Senate, and ultimately ends up in negotiations in late April or early May.

Nixon said he assumed the revenue-enhancement measures would pass the Legislature because they have not previously been controversial. For example, the tax amnesty proposal passed the both the House and Senate in differing forms last year but never made it to the governor's desk.

"I'm confident that all the areas we laid out have received strong bipartisan support in the past, and would expect them to do so again," Nixon said.

House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, concurred that many of Nixon's revenue measures have been vetted by the Legislature and so might be reasonable to include in the budget.

But Silvey added: "It's tenuous to put money in, right off the start, for bills that haven't passed."

That is especially the case since there may be a greater reluctance to embrace the revenue-enhancement measures in the state Senate.

Contrary to Nixon's assertions, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said he doesn't believe the tax amnesty bill stands a very good chance of passing this year.

There are several senators "who don't feel like it's good public policy to allow those who fail to pay their taxes on time to get some leniency," said Mayer, R-Dexter. Some senators also question whether the initiative - as assumed by Nixon - actually would prompt the payment of $52 million of taxes that would not otherwise be collected.

Mayer said some senators also are concerned about infringing on people's privacy by giving the Department of Revenue new powers to garnish money from their bank accounts if they haven't paid their taxes.

Both Mayer and Silvey said they also have concerns about Nixon's assumption that Missouri can generate an additional $15 million in lottery revenues to benefit education by spending an extra $4 million on lottery advertising. Similar marketing efforts have netted Missouri more lottery proceeds in the past.

But "there is - even for myself and other senators - philosophical differences about promoting gaming to any higher degree than we already do as a state," Mayer said. "We don't like the idea of depending on gaming to generate the revenue that we need to meet some of our basic obligations to education and the social services programs."

Those philosophical reservations could get put to the test as lawmakers decide where to draw the line between financial need and sound public policy.

---

Higher education budget cuts likely to hurt programs
Continued reductions in state funds to higher education will likely start cutting into programming at public universities. Economic development folks are questioning the impact on a viable work force. 

Gov. Jay Nixon’s budget, which he released last week, calls for a 12.5 percent cut (nearly $90 million total) in appropriations to higher education as the state faces a $500 million revenue shortfall. Funding levels are now below what was appropriated to higher education in 1997. 

The worry is that university administrators will have to consider reducing the programs they offer, which could affect the quality of Missouri’s work force. Dr. Gary Clapp, CEO of the Western Institute at Missouri Western State University, said the high-tech industry, including agribusiness and animal health and nutrition industries that have settled in the region, rely on an educated work force. 

“What sort of message does this send, that we’re not investing to that level?” Dr. Clapp said of the industries that call St. Joseph home. “Everybody benefits when the education attainment goes up.” 

Economic development leaders are faced with the challenge of guiding potential workers into developing the skill sets that are applicable to the jobs available. More and more frequently, people are told that the jobs of the future are those that require a higher level of education. The lack of a financial commitment to state higher education institutions concerns Ted Allison, president and CEO of the St. Joseph Area Chamber of Commerce. 

“How are we going to grow our university, and have a continued flow of graduates from that university that will satisfy the needs of local industry, when the funds keep being cut?” he asked. “I question that priority.” 

Mr. Allison said that in the typical economic development opportunity, as companies go through a site selection process, taxation, transportation and education can make or break a state’s ability to attract new industry. 

“My concern is we’re going to be eliminated from a lot of projects because we appear to not highly value investment in higher education,” he said. 

State Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, doesn’t believe the quality of education is improved by throwing money at it. But the governor’s budget, which he believes is still up to $300 million out of balance, takes a step toward decimating higher education. He said the solution to the budget problem is not to “reduce education while increasing entitlements in other areas of government.” 

“Businesses make decisions on where to go because of a capable, reliable work force,” he said. “It matters in a very significant way. That’s why you have to be careful, and you can’t just take an ax to the budget of education.” 

He said the cuts may not be felt in six or 12 months, but “the impact will definitely be felt.” 

According to a 2010 report from the state higher education executive officers, from 2005 to 2010 Missouri had the second largest total cuts in state appropriations in the U.S. That year, Missouri appropriated $6,074 per student (nearly 190,000 students were enrolled that year). 

Universities have continued to see record enrollments over the last two years, while appropriations have been cut (8.2 percent last year and possibly 12.5 percent in the coming year). Kansas and Iowa, according to the report, had lower per-student appropriations, while Nebraska, Arkansas and Illinois appropriated up to $2,000 more per student. 

Jimmy Myers can be reached at jimmy.myers@newspressnow.com. Follow him on Twitter: @SJNPMyers.
State higher education spending sees big decline 

State funding for higher education has declined because of a slow recovery from the recession and the end of federal stimulus money, according to a study released Monday.

Overall, spending declined by some $6 billion, or nearly 8 percent, over the past year, according to the annual Grapevine study by the Center for the Study of Education Policy at Illinois State University. The reduction was slightly lower, at 4 percent, when money lost from the end of the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act was not taken into account.

The funding reductions, seen across nearly every state, have resulted in larger class sizes and fewer course offerings at many universities and come as enrollment continues to rise.

A report released by the National Science Board last week found similar reductions in state higher education spending, with nearly three-quarters of the nation's 101 top public research universities experiencing cuts in state funding between 2002 and 2010.

"It's quite severe," said Jose-Marie Griffiths, chairwoman of the National Science Board committee that produced the report and vice president for academic affairs at Bryant University in Smithfield, Rhode Island. "The question is, are they ever going to recover to the level they were before? I think all of us are somewhat concerned because the future is a little bit uncertain."

Only nine states reported increases in total state higher education spending, including the federal stimulus money. In the 41 states where there were funding reductions, declines varied drastically, from about 1 percent in North Carolina to 41 percent in New Hampshire. The hardest-hit states include Arizona, Wisconsin and Louisiana, where spending reductions were nearly 20 percent or higher as federal stimulus money dried up.

James Palmer, editor of the Grapevine survey, said state capacity to finance higher education had also been reduced by diminished tax revenues.

In a statement, the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association said states with the largest declines will likely see higher tuition rates and more pressure to recruit out-of-state students. That raises concerns about access to higher education, particularly for those students who need financial aid, another area where state support has declined.

Educating more students from out of state and less access will have "implications for the availability of an adequately trained workforce in those states," the organization said.

The group specifically highlighted California, where a $1.5 billion spending reduction, including stimulus funds, over the past two years represents 26 percent of the national decline.

Florida is another state that has seen sustained spending cuts. Over the past five years, state support for higher education has declined 17.5 percent, according to the study. As the state proportion of funding has declined, universities have relied more on tuition, now nearly 50 percent of their operating budget.

Overall state funding appropriations in Florida are about the same as they were 10 years ago, after having risen leading up to 2007-2008. Meanwhile, enrollment has increased by more than 24 percent.

To compensate for the loss, Florida universities have merged departments, instituted hiring freezes and used more adjunct professors, among other actions.

"Each university has been diligent in developing cost-saving strategies to help offset _ but not fully replace _ the budget shortfalls," according to a brief from the Board of Governors, which oversees Florida's State University System.

The National Science Board noted the funding decline could have implications for how well the United States is able to educate its workforce and be competitive in a globalized, knowledge-based economy.

Already, the United States has been trailing Asia in science and engineering degrees. Fifty-six percent of all engineering degrees were awarded in Asia in 2008, compared with 4 percent in the U.S. The United States produced 248,000 graduates in the fields of natural science and engineering, while China produced 1 million, a dramatic increase from 2000, when they awarded 280,000. South Korea, Taiwan and Japan produced 330,000 natural science and engineering graduates in 2008 _ again, a larger number than the U.S., even though their population is smaller.

"Right now our aspirations for higher education I think far exceed the vitality of our economy," Palmer said, referring to the push to increase access to college and degree completion. "In other words, we can't depend on that state funding as the way we're going to meet those goals."

Bill would let students share recorded lectures 
COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A St. Louis-area lawmaker has introduced legislation to reverse a new University of Missouri policy that limits how students can redistribute recorded classroom lectures.

The Columbia Daily Tribune (http://bit.ly/wDlzh7 ) reports that a bill filed by state Representative Paul Curtman, R-Pacific, would allow public college students to freely share audio and video recordings of lectures.

The bill is a response to a University of Missouri system policy issued last month that requires students who want to distribute those recordings outside of class to obtain "the express permission" of those on tape. Students and professors who violate the policy could face university disciplinary sanctions. The rule change doesn't prevent students from sharing recorded lectures with classmates.

The rule emerged in response to an edited video posted online of a labor studies lecture at the Kansas City campus that suggested the professor advocated union violence.

Curtman said some students at the University of Missouri-St. Louis "were concerned about the policy because they think they ought to be able to record lectures and share them with anybody. I agree with that."

University administrators would not directly comment on the bill but did reiterate the purpose of the policy.

"Students should be free to contribute their own thoughts and opinions in a learning environment void of fear that their personal opinions will be disseminated outside of the classroom," university spokeswoman Jennifer Hollingshead said.

The policy issued by interim university president Steve Owens in mid-December says it's intended to ensure that students and professors can have open discussions without worrying that their remarks would invite outside "ridicule, harassment or reprisal from those who do not agree with their views."

An internal investigation by the Kansas City campus strongly supported professor Judy Ancel, director of the university's Institute for Labor Studies, after she was targeted by conservative blogger Andrew Breitbart's Big Government website, which obtained recorded copies of her lectures.

Ancel has previously said that her comment about union violence was a paraphrased remark of a statement made in a documentary shown in class about the 1968 Memphis garbage workers' strike and Martin Luther King's assassination. The recordings were obtained from a university website available only to students enrolled in the class.

Charles Davis, a journalism professor at the Columbia campus and former executive director of the National Freedom of Information Coalition, said the broader access to the videos prior to the policy change wound up helping, not harming, Ancel and another professor who was targeted.

"If you put some sort of prohibition on (recordings), then it's he-said, she-said city," Davis told the Tribune.

The university's new policy is too broad, said Frank LoMonte, executive director of the Student Press Law Center and a commercial litigation attorney. One concern, he said, is whether it would apply to student reporters who obtain a contentious recording from someone else. As written, it would seem to prohibit a student reporter from distributing such video.

"What the courts have always said is that if you, as a journalist, come into possession of newsworthy information, that information is yours to print," LoMonte said. "It doesn't matter if the original source violated a rule or stepped across a line."

He also worries about the impact on students who experience harassment or other problems in a classroom.

"If a student really felt like she was suffering harassment in a course, the student might very well want a recording for her own protection," LoMonte said.

The policy will be applied on a case-by-case basis and shouldn't hinder a student's ability to report problems, said Clyde Bentley, an associate journalism professor who helped tweak the wording.

Rep. Wyatt is against eliminating teacher tenure 

by Stephanie Claytor
Posted: 01.21.2012 at 11:35 PM

KIRKSVILLE, MO. -- Proposals to eliminate tenure for Missouri teachers has sparked a collision between educators who rely on the protections and critics who contend tenure has made it too hard to remove bad teachers.

Debate over teacher tenure could be one of the more contentious topics as lawmakers look at revamping the state's education system during the 2012 legislative session.

Rep. Zachary Wyatt, (R)- Novinger, said he is against totally eliminating teacher tenure and said schools in his district haven't had problems with it.

"I'm not for totally eliminating teacher tenure," Wyatt said. 

 "The only way I could be convinced that would be a good thing is if we put a protection measure in there so that teachers are protected to be able to speak out against the administration in times that they believe the administration is going the wrong way."

Missouri teachers generally can earn tenure when they return for classes after five years at a district. Critics of tenure contend firing a teacher now is so expensive and cumbersome that it discourages school boards from trying and protects subpar workers.

Wyatt said firing bad teachers has not been a problem in his district so he does not see the need to get rid of teacher tenure. He said this is more of issue in the urban areas such as in Kansas City and St. Louis. 

Wyatt said he expects there to be three to five bills filed on this issue. Before he votes, he said he intends on talking to local  teachers to get their viewpoint on the issue.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
Missouri authorities navigate castle doctrine 

ST. LOUIS • William J. Whitfield came home early one January morning in 2010 to find his tiny brick bungalow just about emptied out by burglars.

They took his tools, his computer, his flat-screen televisions.

"They tried to get my washer and dryer too, but that was bolted to the floor," said Whitfield, 66, a retired Navy petty officer who lives in the city's College Hill neighborhood.

But the burglars left something else behind: bags stuffed with more of Whitfield's belongings, stacked near his basement stairwell.

He knew they would be back. So, he called police to report the burglary, but he also armed himself with his 9 mm pistol and slept in a chair in the front room that night. And when three people broke in about 3 a.m., Whitfield shot one of them, leaving the man dead on the kitchen floor.

Police investigated the shooting, but Whitfield never really faced the prospect of prosecution. Missouri's expanded self-defense law, passed in 2007 and known as the castle doctrine, not only protected him from being charged but meant he couldn't be sued over his actions that night.

Whitfield's case is just one example of homeowners taking action against intruders — and burglars dying at the hands of those homeowners. Supporters say the law is working, but not all cases are clear-cut, and authorities have struggled with the evolving law and increasing numbers of shootings that seem to fall under it.

Within 72 hours in September, two burglars were fatally shot in homes on opposite ends of St. Louis. Police said both homeowners were justified. And in early December, an off-duty Beverly Hills detective who lives in St. Louis shot a burglar to death under nearly identical circumstances.

In total, there were seven fatal shootings that involved the castle doctrine or other self-defense laws in St. Louis last year, compared with two in 2010.

St. Louis police are changing how they handle apparent justifiable homicide cases in response to the spate of such shootings.

In the past, detectives and supervisors in the St. Louis Police Department's homicide unit who thought a homicide was justified would call prosecutors to run it by them, to make sure they agreed.

"If the victim was able to articulate that they thought their lives were in jeopardy, along with being supported by physical evidence and/or witness statements, it was deemed justifiable," said Capt. Michael Sack, head of the department's homicide unit.

Now, Sack said, every case will undergo a more formal review by the St. Louis circuit attorney's office.

"It seems to make sense to ask someone else to review our investigation and our work and see if they come to the same conclusions as we do, especially when you're talking about something as serious as taking someone's life," Sack said.

EXPANDED LAW
Whitfield's shooting of an ex-con who had served time for burglary and weapons charges might be a classic castle doctrine case, but in a recent interview, Whitfield wasn't boastful.

"You don't kill somebody and feel good about it," he said quietly.

He had never even heard of the castle doctrine when he fatally shot the intruder.

"I was worried for my safety," Whitfield said. "I just figured if somebody breaks in, you have a right to defend yourself."

Before the castle doctrine, that wasn't strictly true.

Under the state's old law, homeowners confronted by intruders had a duty to escape their homes if they could do so safely. If they couldn't get out, the homeowner could only use deadly force to protect from serious injury or death.

Under the castle doctrine, people who encounter an intruder in their homes or vehicles — or on their property, under a more recent expansion of the law — are given more leeway in using deadly force.

The law allows you to use that force without fear of being charged or sued.

People in Missouri can repel intruders on the theory that anyone breaking into an occupied home has evil intentions toward the residents, said Kevin Jamison, a lawyer from Gladstone, Mo., who lobbied for Missouri's castle doctrine bill as a member of the Western Missouri Shooters Alliance. The law now covers you even if you fend off a carjacker or confront an intruder in your tent in the woods.

The law can be complicated, and interpretations can differ, but the crux is whether the homeowner is put in fear of "unlawful force." If so, he or she can use lethal force.

The Legislature didn't define "unlawful force," leaving it for others to interpret.

"If the burglar just has a mean look on his face and he's advancing toward you, for most people, that's enough to put you in reasonable fear of unlawful force," Jamison said.

Even if you only feared a slap, that would be a fear of unlawful force and would allow you to shoot an intruder, according to Cape Girardeau County Prosecutor Morley Swingle, who served on the Missouri Supreme Court committee that wrote jury instructions for the new self-defense law.

'SHOOT-FIRST LAWS'
About 30 states have some form of a castle doctrine, according to the National Rifle Association. Illinois has a general self-defense law, but the NRA doesn't consider it a castle doctrine law because it puts too much burden on the homeowner, a spokeswoman said. State law there allows deadly force only if the intruder enters in "a violent, riotous, or tumultuous manner," or if the homeowner believes deadly force is the only way to prevent the intruder from committing a felony.

When the Missouri law was debated, proponents said it would help deter crime and empower homeowners.

"Let's let the criminals wonder whether this will be their last crime," then-Rep. Curt Dougherty, D-Independence, said in one House debate on the castle doctrine.

Critics worried it would encourage vigilantism or be used as cover for someone who wanted to commit premeditated murder. Another scenario still feared by critics: What if the "intruder" is actually an innocent person who bursts into your home seeking medical aid?

"We call them 'shoot-first laws,'" said Brian Malte, director of state legislation for the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence. "Shoot first, ask questions later."

Swingle, the prosecutor who helped write jury instructions on the castle doctrine, said the committee of lawyers and judges discussed hypothetical situations that could arise. For example, what if a burglar passed out drunk in your house? Can you execute him?

"We decided that reasonableness should still apply," Swingle said. "You have to have a reasonable belief that it is necessary to defend yourself from the imminent use of unlawful force."

JUSTIFIED HOMICIDES
It's not clear how many times the castle doctrine has been used as a defense in Missouri. The real effect, Swingle said, is likely in cases never filed by prosecutors.

In 2008, Missouri's castle doctrine faced its first test when a Kirksville woman fatally shot a man who crawled through her window in violation of a restraining order. After some local discussion about whether charges were warranted, it was Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster who made the call: No crime was committed. The woman was justified to shoot under the castle doctrine.

Prosecutors did file charges after a 2008 shooting in a St. Louis home but couldn't get a conviction.

They pressed a case against a woman who, during a fight over a bag of fast food, fired a shot at a man who was dating her niece. The woman missed, and instead hit the niece, who died.

Prosecutors said the woman was angry. The judge was convinced she was afraid of the man and found her warranted in using deadly force under the castle doctrine, and not guilty even though she had killed the wrong person with that force.

In a case earlier in 2011, a man broke into his ex-girlfriend's St. Louis home and tried to attack her, according to police. Another man who was also in the home came to the woman's aid and pointed a gun at the intruder, Emmett Terry, but didn't shoot.

Instead, he handed the gun over to the woman, who pointed it at Terry as he stood with his back to a wall, according to police. The woman's friend helped her steady the gun and point it at Terry.

"I told you if you came back, I was gonna kill you," she said before fatally shooting him, according to police reports.

St. Louis police thought the killing of Terry in April was a crime and sought second-degree murder charges against the woman and the man. But prosecutors declined to file them because the shooting could be justified under the castle doctrine.

The Associated Press and Christine Byers of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
Rise in addiction spur calls to monitor prescription drugs
Jason Eccker rarely counsels a cocaine addict, and he can't remember the last time he encountered someone addicted to methamphetamine. He started working at a residential treatment facility in south St. Louis about a year ago, and since then, opiate addictions have become the most common maladies among clients 25 and under.

A waiting list for long-term care at Harris House has grown from four to 16 weeks in the last year, and the facility has plans to expand.

The increase in opiate addictions follows a local trend in which more people are overdosing each year from heroin. Heroin today is more potent than in the past and is frequently sold in pill form rather than in a syringe, which makes it less intimidating. In St. Louis city and county, 126 people died of heroin overdoses in 2010 and at least 178 people died in 2011, according to local medical examiners. Worries over a heroin epidemic have sparked parents to create educational events and support groups, and area law enforcement agencies have organized efforts against the drug.

While increasingly popular, heroin still only represents part of the problem. People addicted to opiates eventually switch to heroin because it's cheaper, Eccker said. But they often start with prescription painkillers like Percocet and Oxycontin, which are capable of producing similar euphoria.

"There's sort of the innocence of thinking it's a prescription pill (and) not a problem because it's a legal drug. And then they end up on (heroin), one of the most dangerous illicit street drugs," Eccker said.

The problem is not unique to St. Louis. More people in the United States die from overdosing on painkillers each year than heroin and cocaine combined, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.


Many states have turned to prescription drug monitoring to prevent people from abusing and selling pills. Missouri is one of only two states -- New Hampshire is the other -- without a monitoring program or any laws to establish one. In recent years, Missouri House members have proposed legislation to establish a monitoring program several times and seen their efforts fail. Opponents talk about privacy issues and cost.

Advocates say not having a monitoring program makes it easier for drug addicts or dealers to visit five different doctors and complain of the same backache. Or for a doctor to operate a pill mill, over-prescribing drugs to those willing to pay. Monitoring programs vary from state to state, but generally they allow doctors, pharmacists and law enforcement to view a central database of prescription records.

Monitoring -- or lack of it -- in Missouri
State Rep. Keith Frederick, R-Rolla, an orthopedic surgeon, was trained as a pharmacist before entering medicine. He calls the current system, in which law enforcement and inspectors visit doctors' offices and pharmacies to examine records, "disruptive to practices, and slow." People who make appointments only to acquire painkillers can clog up the medical system and force patients with legitimate medical problems to wait, he said.

Frederick sponsored a monitoring bill in 2011 that passed in the House but died in the Senate. A similar piece of legislation in 2007 never advanced out of committee.

"I am a conservative and in many ways oppose government really micromanaging your life, but I think this is an area where the benefits outweigh the risks," Frederick said.
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State Sen. Rob Schaff, R-St. Joseph

State Sen. Rob Schaff, R-St. Joseph, said databases are "fraught with holes." He is a physician with a family medical practice in his hometown. A database allowing access to law enforcement, doctors and pharmacists -- depending on the rules -- could be compromised and violate doctor-patient privilege, he said.

"People are going to lie to get drugs no matter what," Schaff said. "That doesn't meant the rest of the system, the 99 percent of the people who use them properly, should give up their right to privacy just to stop people from doing bad things."

Schaff said instead of implementing a database, the government "should just enforce the laws it has."

Regulatory groups such as the Board of Healing Arts and Board of Pharmacy rely on complaints and routine inspections to catch people, but the system can be ineffective.

The case of Dr. Janet Akremi highlights its lapses. Akremi operated a practice in Boonville, Mo., where for years, authorities say, she regularly prescribed painkillers like Oxycontin to patients, often times without conducting any examination. The Bureau of Narcotics revoked her license to prescribe controlled substances. But she retains her medical license almost three years after the Board of Healing Arts filed a complaint against her for improperly increasing dosages of addictive painkillers.

One patient Akreimi started treating for "chronic pain syndrome" in 2004 told the doctor on several occasions that her painkillers had been stolen and requested more, according to the board's complaint. Despite the apparent substance abuse, Akremi continued to prescribe painkillers for several years, increasing dosages without examining the patient.

According to a record of the hearing. when the Administrative Hearing Commission questioned her practices, Akremi said, "I think that the right to make decisions about care belongs to the patient. How is that for a radical notion?"

The case is still pending, and no hearings have been scheduled.

It is difficult to determine whether prescription drug monitoring would prevent prescribing abuses. Regulatory groups were aware of Akremi's questionable practices years before she was stripped of her prescribing privileges. But a name that appears with unusual frequency in a prescription drug database might attract oversight attention.

Drug Enforcement Agency spokesperson Scott Collier said law enforcement in Missouri would not use a database to bust patients who doctor shop or produce fraudulent prescriptions but to find those who engage in trafficking conspiracies.

"Right now, we may get lucky at a particular pharmacy, but we are unaware of the other places they may have been. And unless we catch them or get lucky again, we won't find the patterns," Collier said.

Collier sees privacy concerns as a red herring from opponents of the monitoring system. Prescription records are already accessible to Missouri law enforcement. But without a database, officials must travel to individual pharmacies to examine their logs -- an inefficient system. In many states, law enforcement does not have carte-blanche access to the database; it must first receive permission from the courts or some other authority.

"In the absence of (a monitoring database) you're creating a sort of natural gravity for those with addiction issues or other nefarious schemes to come here and get those prescriptions from pharmacies," Collier said.

Experience in other states
An evaluation of a monitoring program in Maine, a state with a high rate of prescription drug abuse, found that patient information remained confidential, according to a University of Southern Maine study conducted in 2007. The study also found that the monitoring program had not made doctors less willing to prescribe medications for legitimate purposes, which had been a concern.

There is not one uniform model for monitoring programs. Pennsylvania has one of the oldest programs, established in 1973. It does not allow access by patients, pharmacists or doctors -- only to law enforcement officials.

In Vermont, all those categories have access, except for law enforcement.

Vermont Health Commissioner Harry Chen said lawmakers are considering amending the law because of concerns over increased opiate abuse.

"At the time when you start out with a program like this, you want to be fairly cautious," said Chen, who was a legislator when the bill passed in 2006. "I think everyone was concerned about the privacy issues. We really tightly controlled law-enforcement access."

Chen worked as a physician in an emergency room, where doctor shopping is common because emergency-room physicians rarely have ongoing relationships with patients. His instinct was to take patients at their word, but the database provided a useful glimpse at their histories.

"If you were to find out from the prescription database that they've been to five doctors and gotten prescription narcotics from each, you're obligated to question why they were in your emergency room," Chen said.

Some question whether monitoring programs are worth the start-up and annual costs. A comparison of states with monitoring programs to those with none found that deaths due to opiate-related overdoses increased at comparable rates, according to a study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Frederick said the monitoring program he proposes for Missouri is modeled after those states that received most of their initial funding from federal and private grants. A program launched in New Jersey earlier this month cost $244,000 to set up and is expected to cost $177,000 annually for the next three years, according to the state's Division of Consumer Affairs. The state received a $350,000 federal grant for the program.

Drug Policy Alliance, an organization supporting reform of drug laws, opposes monitoring programs as a law enforcement tool. Grant Smith, a lobbyist for the organization, instead suggests Good Samaritan laws, which protect people from arrest if they call 911 to report an overdose. He also calls for increasing the use of Naloxone, a drug that halts the impact of opiates on the brain and revives a person. He says these responses are more effective ways to prevent drug-related deaths than policing.

"If there is going to be (a monitoring system), it should be put in place exclusively for medical professionals to monitor the commerce and the prescription of controlled substances," Smith said.

Here in Missouri, Frederick filed legislation again in early January. He said he feels "quite good" about the chances of it passing.

"A number of senators are interested in it, and I have faith the legislative process will work as it is intended to work," Frederick said.

AP IMPACT: Meth fills hospitals with burn patients 
ST. LOUIS (AP) -- A crude new method of making methamphetamine poses a risk even to Americans who never get anywhere near the drug: It is filling hospitals with thousands of uninsured burn patients requiring millions of dollars in advanced treatment - a burden so costly that it's contributing to the closure of some burn units.

So-called shake-and-bake meth is produced by combining raw, unstable ingredients in a 2-liter soda bottle. But if the person mixing the noxious brew makes the slightest error, such as removing the cap too soon or accidentally perforating the plastic, the concoction can explode, searing flesh and causing permanent disfigurement, blindness or even death.

An Associated Press survey of key hospitals in the nation's most active meth states showed that up to a third of patients in some burn units were hurt while making meth, and most were uninsured. The average treatment costs $6,000 per day. And the average meth patient's hospital stay costs $130,000 - 60 percent more than other burn patients, according to a study by doctors at a burn center in Kalamazoo, Mich.

The influx of patients is overwhelming hospitals and becoming a major factor in the closure of some burn wards. At least seven burn units across the nation have shut down over the past six years, partly due to consolidation but also because of the cost of treating uninsured patients, many of whom are connected to methamphetamine.

Burn experts agree the annual cost to taxpayers is well into the tens if not hundreds of millions of dollars, although it is impossible to determine a more accurate number because so many meth users lie about the cause of their burns.

Larger meth labs have been bursting into flame for years, usually in basements, backyard sheds or other private spaces. But those were fires that people could usually escape. Using the shake-and-bake method, drugmakers typically hold the flammable concoction up close, causing burns from the waist to the face.

"You're holding a flame-thrower in your hands," said Jason Grellner of the Franklin County, Mo., Sheriff's Department.

Also known as the "one-pot" approach, the method is popular because it uses less pseudoephedrine - a common component in some cold and allergy pills. It also yields meth in minutes rather than hours, and it's cheaper and easier to conceal. Meth cooks can carry all the ingredients in a backpack and mix them in a bathroom stall or the seat of a car.

The improvised system first emerged several years ago, partly in response to attempts by many states to limit or forbid over-the-counter access to pseudoephedrine. Since then, the shake-and-bake recipe has spread to become the method of choice.

By 2010, about 80 percent of labs busted by the federal Drug Enforcement Administration were using shake-and-bake recipes, said Pat Johnakin, a DEA agent specializing in meth.

So instead of a large lab that supplies many users, there are now more people making meth for their personal use. The consequences are showing up in emergency rooms and burn wards.

"From what we see on the medical side, that's the primary reason the numbers seem to be going up: greater numbers of producers making smaller batches," said Dr. Michael Smock, director of the burn unit at Mercy Hospital St. Louis.

It's impossible to know precisely how many people are burned while making shake-and-bake meth. Some avoid medical treatment, and no one keeps exact track of those who go to the hospital. But many burn centers in the nation's most active meth-producing states report sharp spikes in the number of patients linked to meth. And experts say the trend goes well beyond those facilities.

The director of the burn center at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee, the state that led the nation in meth lab seizures in 2010, said meth injuries are doubly damaging because patients often suffer thermal burn from the explosion, as well as chemical burns. And the medical challenge is compounded by patients' addictions.

"You're not judgmental in this kind of work, but you see it day after day," said Vanderbilt's Dr. Jeffrey Guy. "We've had patients say, `I'm going out for a smoke,' and they come back all jacked up. It's clear they went out and did meth again."

Few people burned by meth will admit it.

"We get a lot of people who have strange stories," said Dr. David Greenhalgh, past president of the American Burn Association and director of the burn center at the University of California, Davis. "They'll say they were working on the carburetor at 2 or 3 in the morning and things blew up. So we don't know for sure, but 25 to 35 percent of our patients are meth-positive when we check them."

Guy cited a similar percentage at Vanderbilt, which operates the largest burn unit in Tennessee. He said the lies can come with a big price because the chemicals used in meth-making are often as dangerous as the burns themselves.

He recalled the case of a woman who arrived with facial burns that she said were caused by a toaster. As a result, she didn't tell doctors that meth-making chemicals got into her eyes, delaying treatment.

"Now she's probably going to be blind because she wasn't honest about it," Guy said.

In Indiana, about three-quarters of meth busts now involve shake-and-bake. And injuries are rising sharply, mostly because of burns, said Niki Crawford of the Indiana State Police Meth Suppression Team.

Indiana had 89 meth-related injuries during the 10-year period ending in 2009. The state has had 70 in the last 23 months, mostly from shake-and-bake labs, Crawford said.

What's more, meth-related burns often sear some of the body's most sensitive areas - the face and hands.

"I don't think a lot of these patients will be able to re-enter society, said Dr. Lucy Wibbenmeyer of the burn center at the University of Iowa. "They'll need rehab therapy, occupational therapy, which is very expensive."

Researchers at the University of Iowa found that people burned while making meth typically have longer hospital stays and more expensive bills than other burn patients - bills that are frequently absorbed by the hospital since a vast majority of the meth-makers lack insurance.

Medicaid provides reimbursement for many patients lacking private insurance, but experts say it amounts to pennies on the dollar.

Doctors at Bronson Methodist Hospital in Kalamazoo, Mich., performed a five-year study of meth patients in the early 2000s, then a follow-up study in 2009-2010. Their investigation concurred with the Iowa findings. The Kalamazoo study also found that meth burn victims were more likely to suffer damage to the lungs and windpipe, spent more time on ventilators and needed surgery more often.

That report also found that only about 10 percent of meth patients had private insurance coverage, compared with 59 percent of other patients. And in many cases, their injuries leave them unable to work.

Task force evaluating Charleston juvenile detention center

Monday, January 23, 2012
By Patrick T. Sullivan ~ Southeast Missourian 

Local and now state leaders are taking a closer look into dealing with new Missouri Supreme Court rules that dictate how juvenile offenders are handled in the court system. 

In April, the Missouri Supreme Court ruled that as of Jan. 1, juveniles should not be held in secure detention unless they present a risk to public safety or may fail to appear in court for hearings. The alternatives to detention include supervised release and participation in in-school programs. 

To help assess what measures should be taken, the court designed a checklist to evaluate whether a juvenile should be detained. The checklist asks, for example, the kind of offense the juvenile is accused of and whether the juvenile is in school. 

Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie, was recently named to a task force along with other officials from the counties in the 33rd Judicial Circuit of Missouri that will evaluate the juvenile detention center in Charleston, Mo., and make suggestions. The task force, dubbed the Collaborative Team, includes elected officials and representatives from schools, law enforcement, mental health providers and medical providers. The group stresses that the legal system's main goal is to promote direction over punishment for juveniles, Hodges wrote in his newsletter to constituents. 

"Pointing juveniles in a positive direction and offering a higher opportunity of lifestyle change is preferred over incarceration," Hodges wrote. 

Calls to Hodges were not immediately returned. 

The multicounty entity is similar to a Cape Girardeau group assembled in December. State and local officials gathered in Cape Girardeau a month ago to lay out new guidelines and examine what programs could be instituted for Cape Girardeau County juveniles in the criminal justice system. School and law enforcement officials were on hand, as well as representatives from Big Brothers Big Sisters. 

The initial meeting was largely preliminary and helped members of the committee get to know one another and understand the Missouri Supreme Court's ruling. 

Chief juvenile officer Randy Rhodes said the committee will begin examining how juvenile offenders are handled. Rhodes said he has received positive responses from law enforcement and other entities affected by the Cape Girardeau juvenile detention center's October closure and that he was pleased to be moving forward with input from the community. 

When detained, juvenile offenders in Cape Girardeau are sent to the Charleston center. 

The Cape Girardeau juvenile committee will meet again Feb. 22 at the Cape Girardeau Career and Technology Center. 

psullivan@semissourian.com 

	Private school choice and the Turner decision 


	By Michael Podgursky, special to the Beacon    

	Posted 7:00 am Sun., 1.22.12 

	It is serendipitous that the Missouri Legislature has gone back to work this month, just in time for the kick-off of national School Choice Week (Jan. 22). One of the many challenges our lawmakers face is what to do regarding the St. Louis and Kansas City public school districts. The Missouri Supreme Court ruled in the Turner decision that students in unaccredited school districts have a right to enroll in a nearby accredited district. Unfortunately, the suburban districts have made it clear that they will not accept these students in any significant numbers. Thus, thousands of city students and their parents are in limbo while lawsuits are litigated.

The good news is that two high-performing school districts have offered to take these students in large numbers. These districts do a great job of educating high poverty and minority children, and do so at much less than the $15,000 and $16,000 per attending student spent in Kansas City and St. Louis, respectively. Moreover, decades of social science research has demonstrated that the types of schools that these districts run are exceptionally good at educating poor urban youth. So why isn't our legislature rushing to take advantage of this remedy? The districts in question are the St. Louis and Kansas City dioceses. This high-quality yet affordable option is off the table.

Why? Opponents argue that it is inappropriate to provide public funds for private religious schools. Indeed, strong language to that effect -- Blaine Amendments, named in honor of the Maine senator who led the movement -- was placed in Missouri's and some other state constitutions in the late-19th century precisely to prevent public monies from flowing to Catholic schools.

The Blaine Amendment, and the associated ideology, has warped K-12 education policy. In other areas of policy -- including education -- faith-based organizations routinely receive tax dollars to provide services for the general public. Missouri students can take their Bright Flight or Access Missouri scholarships to public institutions like the University of Missouri as well as private religiously affiliated colleges such as Hannibal-Lagrange, Saint Louis University or Rockhurst. Low-income parents in Missouri can use tax-supported vouchers to purchase pre-school care from religiously affiliated providers.

In nearly all other areas of social welfare policy, public funds flow to faith-based organizations for social services. This is based on a recognition that government support for a service does not mean the government should be the only, or even the primary, producer. The public interest is best served if multiple vendors can compete to provide services and give consumers choices.

Freedom of choice is the key. In a voucher system where money follows the student to a school that parents choose, government is not favoring one religious doctrine over another. When a student takes his Bright Flight scholarship to Hannibal-LaGrange College or Saint Louis University, the state is not "establishing" or promoting one religious doctrine over another.

Charter schools provide valuable options to parents. The Missouri law, currently limited to just Kansas City and St. Louis, should be extended to all school districts statewide. However, the charter schools operating in St. Louis and Kansas City have a mixed achievement record. Some are producing above-average achievement gains for their students, whereas many are performing no better, and in some cases significantly worse, than the district schools. Over time, the low performers will be winnowed out. Unfortunately, substantial capacity of high-performing charters is needed now, not 10 years from now.

With each passing school day, the harm inflicted on St. Louis and Kansas City children grows. The private schools have thousands of seats available for these children now. A remedy is looking us in the face.


Kansas slashes food aid for children of illegal immigrants

State’s policy change eliminates food stamps for many U.S. citizen children of illegal immigrants.

By LAURA BAUER
The Kansas City Star 

Pedro moved to the Kansas City area about 13 years ago and has held the same job for 11. 

Though he sometimes struggles to pay bills, he knows most people think he should receive no public aid. He’s an illegal immigrant. He doesn’t deserve handouts. He understands that.

“I’ve never asked for anything for myself,” said Pedro, who didn’t want his last name used to protect his family. “Never. I just work. Work hard.” 

A new debate swirling around Kansas, though, isn’t about Pedro. It’s about two of his three children. They were born here, and one day they will have driver’s licenses and the right to vote, just like any other U.S. citizen.

Early last year, when they needed food assistance, they got it. Pedro’s family received nearly $300 a month in food stamps. Enough to buy milk, eggs and meat, fruit and yogurt.

Now, they get nothing. Neither do hundreds of other Kansas families who, like Pedro’s, are a mix of undocumented immigrants and U.S. citizens.

At a time when Gov. Sam Brownback has vowed to reduce child poverty, the Kansas Department of Social and Rehabilitation Services — a state agency the governor controls — made a policy change that eliminated food stamps for hundreds of low-income U.S. children whose parents are illegal immigrants. For more households, benefits were reduced.

“I have to wonder if the governor is really on board with the policy,” said Sister Therese Bangert of the Sisters of Charity of Leavenworth. “I wonder if he understands the ramifications of this policy, if he understands what’s happening to the children.”

The governor’s office did not return several calls and email requests for comment.

Since the change took effect Oct. 1, food pantries, churches and social service agencies throughout Kansas have been hearing from parents searching for answers and food for their children. Many said they had relied heavily on benefits provided by the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 

“We have families who really are desperate,” said Elena Morales of El Centro, an anti-poverty agency in Kansas City, Kan. “These food stamps were making a difference for families to be able to provide nutritional food for their children, or food at all. … This policy not only hurts these families, it hurts us, too, especially because we’re talking about U.S. citizen children.”

By law, illegal immigrants are not eligible for food stamps. However, U.S.-born children of illegal immigrants can be.

Children like the 5-year-old son of Isela, a woman who lives in Wyandotte County. 

She received a letter saying she would no longer get food stamps for her son. Initially she wondered why. 

“Then I came up with my own answer,” Isela said. “It’s because of my lack of status. My lack of papers.”

When she received the notice, she was making $9 an hour and working an average of 38 hours a week with no benefits. Before the policy change, her son qualified for $121 a month in food stamps. That allowed her to buy the fresh fruits and vegetables and lean meat her son’s doctor said he needs.

Now, without his food stamps, she worries she can’t afford high-quality, nutritious food for him.

Under the new policy, SRS changed the way it counts household income when determining who is eligible for SNAP benefits. The formula now includes the entire income of all members of a household. Before the change, SRS counted only a portion if one or more members did not provide proof of legal U.S. residency.

SRS officials say the policy change, which is allowed under federal guidelines, is fair. The old formula gave households with illegal immigrants more benefits than some households with all U.S. citizens, said Angela de Rocha, SRS director of communications.

“Now, all households’ incomes are treated equally,” de Rocha said. “Prior to the policy change … U.S. citizens were being discriminated against.”

But advocates, and those who have seen their food assistance cut, say the change is needlessly hurting families and could end up robbing U.S. children of the food they need to lead healthy lives.

“The bottom line here is we have children who are going to bed hungry at night,” said Shannon Cotsoradis, president and CEO of Kansas Action for Children, a nonprofit advocacy organization.

“These are U.S. citizens, and it should be no more cumbersome for them to access benefits than any other U.S. child.”

Time of change

Though SNAP is a federal program, it’s managed by the states. And states can choose how they calculate income when determining who qualifies for benefits.

One option is counting the entire household income, which Kansas now does.

Before the October change, the state did what Missouri and the vast majority of other states do: In households with ineligible members (including non-U.S. citizens), adjust the income for the reduced household size.

Under the old system, when Pedro’s family applied for benefits for his two U.S. children about a year ago, he was making $1,600 a month. 

Kansas would use only a portion of that income (two-fifths, or $640) when determining whether the household was eligible for food stamps. (A family of five U.S. citizens earning $1,600 a month also would qualify.) Pedro said his daughters received $280 a month in food stamps. 

Under the new policy, SRS doesn’t adjust the household income to account for the three non-citizen member. So while SRS counts the family’s full $1,600 income, it calculates food stamp eligibility as if the two citizen children were the only people in the household. At that income level, Pedro says he was told they don’t qualify.

Kansas is one of only four states opting to use this policy, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The others are Arizona, Utah and Nebraska.

“This is not a time, with this economy, when we should be withdrawing help from struggling families with children,” said Stacy Dean, vice president for food assistance policy at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities in Washington. “We have a demonstrated problem of food insecurity in this country and, in Kansas, this policy takes you further away from being able to solve the problem. It exacerbates the problem.”

According to information provided by SRS, from Oct. 1 to the end of 2011, once incomes were recalculated using the new policy, benefits were eliminated for 1,042 households.

SRS says it doesn’t know how many U.S. children living in those households no longer receive benefits.

However, an SRS report shows that in the first month, from October to November, 2,066 children dropped from the food stamp rolls in Kansas. 

Not all of those children lost benefits because of the policy change on how income is counted, de Rocha said. She didn’t know how many did.

“Some were, some weren’t,” she said. “…Families go on and off the program as their income changes.”

Melinda Lewis, a public policy consultant for El Centro, has studied the new policy and has reviewed letters families have received from SRS. She understands the need to be fair but doesn’t think the change is. 

“We don’t want a policy that would put U.S. families at a disadvantage,” Lewis said. “So let’s find a solution. Put a cap on benefits so mixed-status families could never get more than a U.S. family.”

In the fall, Catholic Charities of Northeast Kansas conducted an informal survey for clients it serves in the metropolitan area. The goal was to see how the SRS policy change was affecting families.

At the Wyandotte County pantry, 87 families completed the form. Of those, 56 said their benefits had been reduced or canceled and they were relying more on community resources.

Catholic Charities is still talking with families and gathering data on the impact of the new policy.

“I don’t think there was an intent to harm a child,” said Jan Lewis, president and CEO of Catholic Charities of Northeast Kansas. “I think there was a move to try to bring equity to the system. And they were trying to balance that out, I think.

“One of our concerns is the pendulum may have swung a little too far the other way. I’m hopeful they will be open, when they see the data, to come in and make adjustments.”

Worried for the kids

Weeks before the change, several social service agencies in Kansas received phone calls from SRS workers who wanted them to know what was coming.

Lydia Diebolt of Centro Hispano Resource Center started seeing families come into her Lawrence office in early November. Day after day, families brought in SRS letters stating their benefits had been cut significantly or canceled. 

Diebolt and other staffers explained the policy change and have tried to help connect the families to resources for food. But many pantries are only open during the day, when most of the parents are working. That leaves some with few options, she said.

“They couldn’t understand that if their children were U.S. citizens, why they couldn’t get the benefits,” Diebolt said. “They weren’t angry with me, or with SRS — they were just worried for their kids. A lot of people said, ‘I don’t care about me, I wasn’t getting anything. I care about my kids.’ ”

A female leader of the Latino community in Wyandotte County, who has raised her children and wasn’t affected by the SRS policy change, worried that families would be afraid, not understanding what was happening. 

With the help of staff at El Centro, she made a poster and placed it in her business.

“I worry about my community,” said Maria, who didn’t want to give her full name because she’s living here illegally while waiting for a visa. “I want them to understand the change that happened, their rights, the laws.”

More and more people came into her store to read the poster.

“What I want them to be is informed,” Maria said. “To know about this information, know what’s going on. All the children have to have an opportunity in life.”

Some advocates worry that bad information could seep through the immigrant community. In Dodge City, Debbie Snapp, executive director of Catholic Social Service, worries that families who haven’t gotten SNAP benefits before may shy away from the program, even though their children need the food.

“Based on what they’ve heard from others, they think they won’t be eligible, so they’re not applying,” Snapp said. 

For years, advocates have worried about Latino children across the country getting the proper nutrition they need for healthy and productive lives. Of the roughly 16 million children nationwide who are considered food-insecure — meaning they often don’t have enough nutritious food — Latino children make up nearly 31 percent. 

One reason for the nutritional struggles, advocates say, is many low-income families eligible for federal food assistance won’t come forward. They worry about how they’ll be treated because they are living here illegally. 

“Agencies have made inroads with this,” said Tanya Broder, senior attorney at the National Immigration Law Center. Groups have reached out to families, letting them know their U.S. children can be eligible for public assistance. 

“... These kinds of policies, like the one in Kansas, undermine all of those efforts,” Broder said. “And they fuel the fears that immigrant families already have in seeking what they need.”

Isela, the Wyandotte County mother, said she can’t help but think the state is trying to send a message to undocumented immigrants. 

“It’s like they are trying to fumigate us,” she said in her small and tidy living room. “Like they want us to (disappear).”

Less food on the table

That’s also how Carmen, a mom of three in Johnson County, feels. And she’s living and working in the United States legally.

The mother of three — two of them U.S. citizens — came here illegally 11 years ago but now has protected status as a survivor of domestic violence and sexual assault.

She was getting roughly $290 in food stamps for her two U.S. children. In early November, when she was down to just beans, eggs and tortillas, she headed to the grocery store. At the last minute she checked her card to make sure the SNAP benefit was there. It wasn’t.

Carmen, who didn’t want her last name used to protect her family, went to the SRS office and said a worker told her, “Oh, yeah, we cut your benefits because you’re not a U.S. citizen.”

She explained her situation: that she and her oldest child live here legally under her protected status and that her two younger children are U.S. citizens. She showed them her Social Security card and papers detailing her protected status.

By the end of that meeting, she said, the worker told her they would get back to her in two weeks. It’s been two months, she said, and no word. 

“There’s less food on the table,” said Carmen, who since the termination of her food stamps is working seven days a week, as many as 12 hours a day. “It frustrates me a lot. … Sometimes I just have to decide, what are the priorities? If I don’t pay the utility bill, it’s going to be shut off. If I don’t pay the rent, they’ll evict me.

“Whatever is left, I use for food. Sometimes it’s not a lot.”

Some days, Carmen says, she has to hide food for later in the week. And when her children ask for seconds, she tells them no because “we have to save it for tomorrow.”

“I have lost hope,” she says. “But I am wishing for justice, not just for me but other people in this situation. I know if I continue to work hard like I am working, I can feed my family.

“But at what price?”

Struggling to provide

When Pedro’s middle child was born in the United States eight years ago, he knew she could be eligible for food assistance. But he was working, providing enough for his family. 

After another child was born here three years ago, he and his wife still didn’t need food stamps.

“I knew I could provide enough,” he said. 

It wasn’t until his wife lost her job about a year ago that the family applied for and received SNAP benefits.

When his boss gave him extra work on the weekends, he reported it to SRS, but nothing changed. A worker told him it shouldn’t affect the benefits.

But in March, when he loaded up his grocery cart with food and went to pay, the money wasn’t on his benefits card. The family’s benefits had been cut. An SRS worker later told him that he was making too much money to get the benefits anymore. 

His family made do until October, when that extra weekend work stopped and he was back to making $1,600 a month.

“When I went to reapply, they told me I no longer qualified,” he said, referring to the new policy. 

“They told me I made enough money to feed my children. That’s not true.”

He now puts $50 a week aside for food to feed his family. When that’s not enough, he borrows from the rent money and the cash put aside for utilities. 

His eyes fill with tears when he talks about his struggle to provide for his family.

“My family doesn’t know what I’m doing,” he said. “I try to eat at work (where his boss often provides meals and snacks) so I don’t take food away from my children at home. … The bills are coming in. Now I am getting letters on what they are going to cut off. I know every month it’s going to be worse.

“But I ask myself, ‘What is better, my kids having food or paying the bills?’ ”
Governor’s conference draws 500 to Crown Center

KANSAS CITY — Mother Nature’s actions last year kick-started discussions among Missouri farmers and government officials attending Saturday’s sessions of the Governor’s Conference on Agriculture. 

The focus must be on saving lives and property while paying less attention to ecosystems, said Blake Hurst, moderator for a session on “Rain, River and Resources.” But it’s not just floodwaters from the Missouri River that are threatening farmers, according to Tom Waters, a farmer and president of the Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association. 

“Agriculture is under attack,” Mr. Waters said. “EPA dust regulations, new diesel engine emission rules, animal rights activists and child labor laws are all involved in the assault.” 

Land worth saving 

From listening to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, flood control seems to have dropped out of their vocabulary, Mr. Waters said. Now it’s all about flood plain management and flood risk reduction. Listen to what officials say about rural agricultural areas, and it seems to be about reducing federal responsibility. 

“Remember that 100,000 acres can feed a million people for a year,” Mr. Waters said. “And yet, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers says the benefit-cost ratio of river-bottom land is zero.” 

He added that when the corps builds sandbar habitat for endangered birds, it doesn’t seem to look too closely at the cost. 

Mr. Waters said a review of corps records suggests that it costs $23,000 for each bird that lives long enough to grow feathers and fly. If you look deeper, each fledgling bird weighs between 2 and 2.5 ounces, and that means the birds are worth $165,555 a pound — more than six times Friday’s value for gold. 

River bottom land is the most varied soil and productive land, and is well worth protecting, said Richard Oswald, an Atchison County farmer and president of the Missouri Farmers Union. A federal official agreed. 

“Despite the floods, America’s agricultural business had a good year, producing a $42.7 billion trade surplus,” said Michael Scuse, the Department of Agriculture’s acting under secretary for farm and foreign agricultural services. “Yet, too many people don’t understand agriculture and the role it plays in their lives.” 

People need to remember that one in 12 jobs is agriculture-related, Mr. Scuse said. The department worked hard this past year to provide assistance in Missouri during the flooding and other events, and is pleased that almost $50 million of the $308 million set aside for disaster relief will go to the state. 

Making a difference on the Missouri River will still require work. “We can’t do things the same way we did 40 or 50 years ago,” Mr. Oswald said. “We need to find better ways.” 

Working together 

Mr. Waters had a suggestion: Farmers have to find ways to work with the congressional delegation to change budgets. Last year’s budget allocated about $72 million for environmental projects and only $6 million for levee maintenance, he said. And farmers need to continue working with the corps. 

Brig. Gen. John McMahon, commander of the corps’ Missouri River Basin programs, told attendees that the agency will have preliminary recommendations by the end of March about whether additional flood storage capacity is needed behind the six Missouri River dams. He also said it would be fundamental for everyone concerned to work together if there is going to be change. 

The three-day conference at the Crown Center drew some 500 farmers and agriculture business leaders wanting to hear the latest information on current issues impacting the agriculture industry. 

Marshall White can be reached at marshall.white@newspressnow.com. Follow him on Twitter: @SJNPWhite.
School reform proposals are in limbo in Missouri General Assembly

Some lawmakers fear that controversial measures could stall efforts to help the Kansas City district.

By JASON HANCOCK

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

By JASON HANCOCK 

Updated: 2012-01-22T06:25:05Z 
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But looming over this year’s legislative session is a pledge by House Speaker Steve Tilley, a Perryville Republican, that any plan to deal with school transfers to suburban districts, or adjustments to the state’s school funding formula, be coupled with ideas that have doomed previous reform efforts.

Those include controversial measures such as expanding charter schools, eliminating teacher tenure, basing teacher pay on student achievement and offering tax credit vouchers to parents who want to send children to private schools.

“I don’t want to draw a line in the sand,” Tilley said. “But what I’m telling you is that I think they should be connected and that’s my intention.”

Bolstering that point was Tilley’s decision during the legislative session’s first week to increase the size of the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee, a move that added members who have previously advocated for many of those same ideas.

“If we’re going to do the foundation formula or the (school transfer) fix, I’d like to get something in return for it,” Tilley said.

Many lawmakers fear that tying the success of bills dealing with the school transfer law, the funding formula and a host of other issues could complicate matters to the point where nothing gets done.

“I think some people are looking at a potential crisis in funding or the transfer issue and see it as leverage to finally get movement on some of their priorities,” said Sen. Will Kraus, a Lee’s Summit Republican. “I think tackling everything individually makes more sense if we really want to get something done.”

Last year’s experience trying to pass an economic development bill also is affecting how many legislators view education reforms this year, said Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat.

Twice last year, divisions between Republicans in the House and Senate doomed a measure that created numerous business incentive programs and a reworked tax credit system. At the end of the day, lumping everything together contributed greatly to the bill’s demise, Justus noted.

Local lawmakers are worried a similar fate could await bills aimed at Kansas City Public Schools.

In September, the Missouri Board of Education voted to revoke the district’s accreditation because it failed to reach state performance standards. It was the second time in 11 years that the district has lost accreditation.

The district has two years to turn its performance around or face state takeover. In a ruling last summer, the Missouri Supreme Court said students in unaccredited districts can transfer to districts in the same county or adjacent counties, at the home district’s expense, a situation that threatens to bankrupt urban districts and overcrowd classrooms in suburban areas. 

Last month, Mayor Sly James of Kansas City announced he would push lawmakers to bring the district under his control.

Rep. Myron Neth, a Liberty Republican, and House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, filed legislation Thursday to do just that.

Neth acknowledged that the bill’s chances for success are not great, as there “certainly hasn’t been a groundswell of support for the plan so far from the public or from the legislature.”

“But we wanted to make everyone aware that we are willing to do something,” he said. “We’re trying to get the conversation started. In two years, if we do nothing, the existing school board will likely cease to exist anyway.”

One of the plan’s most vocal critics is Sen. Victor Callahan, an Independence Democrat. 

“Seven months ago, the voters elected the mayor to run the city,” Callahan said. “There wasn’t any discussion about the school district.”

When you change the law, it will last longer than the career of one politician, he said, which should give legislators pause before they make this type of change. 

“I believe Sly James has the best of intentions,” Callahan said. “But no one would be talking about this if Mark Funkhouser was mayor. … It would be ridiculed.”

Callahan is proposing a plan of his own that would tweak current law governing how school district boundaries are changed, a move that many believe would make it easier for districts to absorb portions of their unaccredited neighbors. 

In 2007, the Independence School District annexed parts of the Kansas City district following a referendum in both districts. Based on that experience, Callahan said he hopes to improve the boundary change law by ensuring that information is shared between districts before an election instead of after.

One potentially controversial provision of Callahan’s plan involves when one district elects to make a boundary change and the other doesn’t. The state would appoint a panel to arbitrate, and under Callahan’s current legislation, that panel would be required to make any boundary change if it moves students from an unaccredited district to an accredited district.

“I’m working on changing that because obviously it nullifies one side of an election,” Callahan said. “I’m not comfortable with that, so I’m working on changing it. You shouldn’t force a boundary line change like that.”

Callahan said he will continue to work on his bills and expects to bring them before the Senate Education Committee for a public hearing by the beginning of February.

Rep. Jason Holsman, a Kansas City Democrat who supports the mayor’s plan for the Kansas City district, said passing any education legislation this year would be a “daunting task.”

“This legislature has shown it can’t deal with tough issues,” Holsman said. “But we’re going to keep pushing and fighting throughout the session.”

House Education Committee chairman Scott Dieckhaus, a Washington Republican, said he understands the concerns that lawmakers are expressing about tackling several issues at once. 

“But the reality of it is a lot of these issues are tied together, even if they don’t appear to be at first glance,” he said. 

Dieckhaus is working on legislation that includes expanding charter schools, phasing out teacher tenure over 20 to 30 years and allowing tax credits to pay for tuition at private schools.

The convergence of these educational issues also creates an opportunity, said Sen. Jane Cunningham, a Chesterfield Republican who chairs a committee that studied school accreditation last year. 

“It brings everyone to the table, which is where I think we can come to a solution,” Cunningham said. “I’d like to deal with issues individually, but some ideas must be connected to make reform work.” 

The key to striking a deal, Neth said, will be for “radical reformers to not shoot for the moon and then dig in their heels.”

Cold medicine limits sought

Lawmakers seek compromise on pseudoephedrine.

JEFFERSON CITY -- After successfully opposing bills to require a prescription for products containing pseudoephedrine -- which can be used to manufacture methamphetamine -- the over-the-counter medicine industry is now backing proposals in two meth-heavy states that would curb the amount of pseudoephedrine a customer can buy and increase electronic tracking of purchases.

Legislation introduced in Missouri this past week would lower the state's monthly and annual limits on the amount of pseudoephedrine a person can buy and require a doctor's prescription for customers with past felony drug convictions. Industry groups have said such proposals are a reasonable compromise with supporters of prescription-only laws.

"The one thing we'll always say 'no' to is prescription-only legislation," said Carlos Gutierrez, a spokesman for the Consumer Healthcare Products Association. "We feel this is a way for us to come to be the table with a proactive solution."

Missouri's current law allows a person to purchase products containing up to nine grams of pseudoephedrine in a 30-day period and up to 108 grams in a single year. The new legislation would lower those limits to 7.5 grams and 75 grams, respectively.

Pseudoephedrine is an active ingredient in several cold medicines but can also be used as a key ingredient in making meth. Several types of decongestant medicines contain 30 milligrams of pseudoephedrine hydrochloride per capsule or pill as their active ingredient.

Last year, the Missouri House passed a bill that would have required a prescription for anyone to buy pseudoephedrine, but the measure died in the Senate. The CHPA opposed that legislation with television ads, saying it would be unfair to make law-abiding citizens pay for a doctor's visit to treat a simple cold.

State Rep. Stanley Cox, R-Sedalia, said he filed this year's legislation based on suggestions from the CHPA. The group is also backing legislation in a Kentucky bill.

Local reps give thoughts on Senate strike down of new district maps

Sunday, January 22, 2012
LECIA FORESTER Daily Dunklin Democrat 

Just weeks before candidates in the State of Missouri were to begin filing for office, the Missouri Supreme Court, on Tuesday, struck down the new state Senate districts and sided with the challengers of the redistricting plan. 

The ruling that was handed down on Tuesday not only raises questions concerning redistricting but will also examine the new congressional boundaries. As a result, a new trial judge has been ordered to conduct a hearing and make a judgment by Feb. 3. 

According to an article in the Southeast Missourian, claims that the new congressional districts violate the state constitution have surfaced. There are also claims that the districts were not drawn joined together. 

The representatives on the seven member court nullified the redistricting, and made a ruling that a plan that had been submitted by a special panel of judges had violated the state constitution. The reason given was that Jackson and Green counties were divided into too many separate districts. 

The court also made a ruling which said the judicial panel had overstepped its authority when trying to replace the original map with one that included less county divisions. 

The outcome of the ruling on Tuesday means that the process Another bipartisan citizens. A newly appointed bipartisan citizens' commission by Gov. Jay Nikon will attempt to again draw the boundaries. For the map to be approved, a new map must be agreed upon by seven out of ten members on the commission. If this does not work, then the responsibility would once again lay on the shoulders of a panel of judges. 

The Southeast Missourian stated that on Tuesday, Nikon had announced that he sent letters to the GOP as well as the Democratic state party chairs, asking if both would submit nominees that would serve on the bipartisan apportionment commission. Nikon will then select five citizens out of 10 from each of the lists submitted by the parties. 

Both State Representative Terry Swinger of the 162nd District and State Representative Kent Hampton of the 163rd District were contacted regarding the latest development. Swinger had made plans to run for the State Senate in the 25th district. He was unavailable due to the legislature being in session but Glenn Campbell, campaign spokesman, spoke on Swinger's behalf. 

"We're in the same position that everybody else is. It's a wait and see [to] see what happens. Of course, filing for Mo. State offices opens on the 28th of February. We're only going to be weeks away from filing and we'll have to see how quickly the commission comes out with its recommendation. It's really not stopping the progress of the campaign which at this point in time is just having to continue to reach out to people across the Boothheel and throughout Southeast Missouri. Everything that Terry has been doing for quite some time and he's going to continue to do." Campbell noted that with the legislature in session most of the time now is spent doing his job as State Representative. 

"We expect that there will be some sort of resolve with this and like everyone else until that point in time all we can do is wait and see," he said. 

Campbell added that this will not affect the position that Swinger holds as representative but explained that he is term limited having reached his maximum in serving in the House. 

Regarding the senate race, Campbell noted that the previous map and the one that shows the redistricted counties are similar. 

" We don't really expect that this is going to be something that he'll be focused on," he said, pointing out that at one time or another Swinger has been all over Southeast Missouri. "It really hasn't changed much in regard to his approach to either his campaign or in doing his job. 

Campbell later remarked, " At this time it's just doing the day to day work of representing the people of his district and we'll wait to see what happens as a result." 

Also weighing in on the controversy surrounding the redistricting plan was Representative Hampton. 

"I really think it is a travesty this late into the situation after two committees could not agree, the court's system was supposedly to be the answer and it went before a panel of judges who decided upon one district. There was a question identified to them [and] in a matter of six days they changed the initial outline of the districts to another outline and now there is another challenge that's been brought before the Missouri Supreme Court who held that it was unconstitutional based upon some boundary lines in certain districts itself. So, we are in a basically wait and see situation. The governor has been requested to put together another panel to review all of this and they are supposed to be in place in a timely manner, latest by Feb. 3. Then, a new possibly redistricting boundary will be re-identified once again." 

When asked what he thought the effect this would take on election filings, Hampton said, "There are different scenarios that are being identified now and I will just say this as people's opinion, The Speaker of the House said that if a consensus is not reached before the filing date begins, possibly the filing date [will] be delayed in order for people to have a better understanding of what their districts are going to consist of. The Secretary of State, Robin Carnahan, identified that if the boundaries were not set by opening day of Feb. 28, that the senate districts would revert back to the 2001 boundaries as they are presently," 

Hampton noted that the problem that exists with that plan is that some of the districts have had larger increases in population than others and could cause imbalances. 

"But it has been a major flaw and for the people that have committed to run in certain districts to the decision prior to this latest unconstitutional [finding] was determined has already begun an effort in meeting constituents, have already tied up resources in a lot of instances and have been traveling in these areas now only to find out that this may not be the neighborhood they're going to be representing," Hampton said. 

He added that this possibly could even be a deterrent to the people who were thinking about becoming candidates as well as being confusing to voters since they don't yet know who will be their district's candidates. Hampton noted that every 10 years it's mandated by the census to reevaluate house and senate districts but at this time the house districts are not involved in this decision. 

"They will be the way they were presented," he said, adding at one time there was a thought that the house districts may be challenged the way they were realigned but this is not an official fact. 

Hampton noted that the senate redistricting would not affect him but the redistricting of the house district he now represents would change in the future. However, he said that until that time he is busy working for the people of the 163rd district. 

HUD awards Joplin $45 million 

By Debby Woodin news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Fri Jan 20, 2012, 08:29 PM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Joplin will receive $45 million in federal funding for tornado recovery projects outlined in the Citizens Advisory Recovery Team plan that was ratified Thursday night by city and school officials and business leaders.

The money will come from a $400 million allocation to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development that Congress approved in November for disaster-stricken U.S. cities. U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Missouri, sponsored the bill with a provision that the Community Development block grants be directed to communities that were the hardest hit.

“When the disaster exceeds the ability of communities and states, I believe the federal government has a responsibility to help people rebuild,” Blunt said in a statement. “That’s why I introduced this provision in the Senate, and I’m very pleased that HUD is awarding a significant amount of CDBG funding to help Missourians. I’ll continue to work with my congressional colleagues to ensure the families, job creators and communities in our state have the resources they need in order to rebuild.”

Missouri will receive a total of $53.9 million, according to Blunt’s office.

City Manager Mark Rohr said the money will be used to fund the projects in the “Joplin Area — Next Steps Plan.” The recovery-team approach was recommended to Joplin by the Federal Emergency Management Agency as a way to take public ideas on how the tornado-stricken area should be redeveloped and present them to decision makers.

“The approach all along has been that this funding would help implement the CART projects,” Rohr said. “The (city) administration will develop a plan and present it to the council prior to sending it back to HUD for their approval.”

There are restrictions on what types of projects can be funded with CDBG money, according to Assistant City Manager Sam Anselm. But it can be used for many of the types of projects needed to rebuild. They include housing, property acquisition, infrastructure construction, social services and economic development.

The CART plan calls for projects such as a pilot neighborhood, construction of sidewalks and bike lanes, a trail system along Joplin Creek, stormwater management projects, establishing housing projects to train people for jobs, the establishment of a “work force-ready” program, and the development of anchor projects to rebuild businesses.

“Obviously we’re very pleased to receive an amount of that size,” Mayor Mike Woolston said of the CDBG money. “We took a huge step forward last night with the approval of the CART plan, and this announcement today gives us a certain flexibility to accomplish those projects.”
	As Roe vs. Wade anniversary nears, new abortion restrictions proposed in Missouri 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Posted 4:59 pm Fri., 1.20.12 

	Amid the economic and budget talk in Jefferson City and Washington, one topic is guaranteed to bubble to the surface every January -- the seemingly unending battle over reproductive rights.

The fact that this year features statewide and national elections simply heightens the tensions and the stakes.

Pam Fichter, president of Missouri Right to Life, was weathering the cold this week in Jefferson City to make her regular rounds of legislative offices to promote certain measures aimed at discouraging abortion and blocking certain forms of scientific research involving embryonic stem cells.

Paula Gianino, chief executive of Planned Parenthood of the St. Louis Region, is gearing up once again for fights in Washington and Jefferson City aimed at blocking measures that she says also target birth control by seeking to restrict access, allow pharmacies to decline to stock it, and end government spending to help pay for it for low-income women.

As they do every year, several thousand opponents to abortion in Missouri will board buses, planes and cars this weekend to head to Washington for Monday's annual national march to protest the Jan. 22, 1973 Supreme Court decision legalizing most abortions.

And in St. Louis on Saturday, the Archdiocese of St. Louis will once again hold a service at the Cathedral Basilica that decries abortion, followed by a silent march to Planned Parenthood, which will have extra client escorts on site.

Meanwhile, the St. Louis Freedom of Choice Council is holding a downtown reception Friday evening to raise money for its own legislative lobbying effort. The event also will feature an art exhibit dealing with the history of contraception and abortion.

ABORTION IN MISSOURI

Such activities provide the backdrop for the 39th anniversary of the Supreme Court ruling and the shifting front lines, which now increasingly involve contraception as much as abortion.

Sometimes lost in the emotional battle are statistics showing the declining number of abortions in Missouri.

The latest state figures, circulated by anti-abortion activists, report a drop of just under 10 percent between 2009 and 2010, with fewer than 10,000 Missouri women believed to have had abortions in 2010. That compares to almost 11,000 in 2009 -- and more than 21,000 in 1980, the peak year for abortions in Missouri.

The Missouri Department of Health has yet to respond to inquiries from the Beacon seeking to confirm the 2010 number. The figures on the department's website stop after 2009.

In any case, the statistics are not exact because the numbers include estimates on how many women obtain abortions elsewhere or use non-surgical methods such as RU-486, which are more difficult to track.

Gianino says she can't confirm the alleged state drop in abortions in 2010. Planned Parenthood did experience a 2 percent decline, which she attributes largely to the wider accessiblity of emergency contraception, or "the morning-after pill."

Many area pharmacies now stock the contraceptive, which is available without prescription to women age 18 and over.

Gianino also linked the decline, in part, to efforts to increase access to contraceptives. Planned Parenthood offers to women undergoing abortions a free, long-term contraceptive, such as an IUD, immediately afterward. Planned Parenthood of the St. Louis Region has provided such contraception to several thousand patients, she said.

The number of clinics providing abortions in Missouri currently has declined to one: Planned Parenthood in St. Louis. As a result, Gianino says, 20 percent of the office's patients now travel more than 100 miles.

At the same time, a national anti-abortion group -- Americans United for Life -- ranks Missouri as No. 6 in its Top 10 ranking of states that have been most successful in restricting the procedure or in adopting related measures.

Fichter says such a ranking reflects the successes by her side.

Looking overall, she added in a statement: "The legislative response to legalized abortion has played a critical role in reducing the number of abortions. Legislation supporting alternatives to abortion, increasing clinic regulations and requiring that women receive more information about the life of their unborn child and the dangers of abortion have saved thousands of lives."

Gianino paints a starkly different portrait: "We expect 2012 to be a year of extremes as lawmakers use women's health as a diversion from the real problems facing Americans. We anticipate attempts to place 'personhood' measures on state ballots, more legislation placing onerous and unnecessary regulations on health centers, and bills designed to eliminate funding for family planning services, Medicaid, or Planned Parenthood health services."

She added that in 2011, 92 various measures restricting abortion and contraceptive services were passed in states around the country. More than 1,100 were proposed, Gianino said.

NIXON AND abortion

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat who has said he supports abortion rights, actually has been praised by anti-abortion leaders because he has allowed some measures imposing more restrictions to become law.

Sam Lee, head of the lobbying group Campaign Life Missouri, noted that Nixon's latest budget proposal calls for full funding of Missouri's Alternatives to Abortion program, which is slated to receive nearly $1.6 million for the fiscal year beginning July 1.

Lee said that many of the program's supporters had expected cutbacks because of the state's overall financial problems. Anti-abortion activists have organized an online effort to thank Nixon.

"We have no problems with the governor,'' Lee said.

That's not entirely true. Missouri Right to Life is among a coalition that sued the Nixon administration late last year to block the recently signed Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act -- widely known as MOSIRA. The law provides incentives to companies in certain scientific fields, including biotechnology and life sciences. The measure was one of the few bills to pass during last fall's special session.

Anti-abortion groups had opposed the measure, contending that it lacked adequate restrictions to prevent state money or tax breaks from aiding embryonic stem-cell research.

But they are suing on technical grounds, citing the new law's provision that it couldn't go into effect until a broader economic development package also was passed. The latter died in the special session. Nixon has said he plans to implement MOSIRA anyway.

ANTI-ABORTION PROPOSALS

Groups opposed to abortion and embryonic stem-cell research are focusing on almost a dozen bills filed in the Missouri General Assembly so far this session. Several are similar and center on a handful issues.

Some are pre-emptive. Fichter, for example, wants to see passage of a bill that would prevent discussions between the abortion physician or patient over the phone or internet. That's not believed to be happening in Missouri, she said, but abortion opponents have heard that it is happening elsewhere.

Several measures would impose more restrictions on the use of RU-486 and other drugs that can be used to end a pregnancy of less than 10 weeks. Fichter says the aim is to protect women's health. Gianino contends that the proposed requirements would mandate four trips to the health center, making it more difficult for women.

Such visits also would make the process "cost-prohibitive for women," Gianino said, would prompt more women to wait until later in their pregnancy, when they would have to undergo a surgical abortion.

Several lawmakers -- including some running for offices this fall -- have sponsored bills to allow pharmacies or pharmacists to decline to fill prescriptions for medicines to which they object. Some bills single out the "morning-after pill,'' a contraceptive taken after intercourse.

(RU-486 is administered in Missouri only through physicians or medical facilities, such as Planned Parenthood's abortion clinic.)

The sponsors include state Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, who is slated to be the next state House speaker in 2013, and state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, who is running for Missouri secretary of state.

As it stands, many pharmacies don't require objecting pharmacists to fill certain prescriptions, but other pharmacists are available to fill those prescriptions.

The Missouri Family Policy Council, overseen by former St. Charles County Executive Joe Ortwerth, lauds some similar proposals that are broader, extending conscience protections to other medical professionals.

In a recent issue, the council contends that some proposals would provide "protect doctors and nurses from being involved against their will in additional areas of medical care, treatment, or procedures of moral consequence."

"Such medical services include sterilization, in vitro fertilization, artificial insemination, the prescribing or administration of abortion-inducing drugs or so-called 'emergency contraception' or the withdrawal of nutrition and hydration," the council says. "Medical researchers would also be protected from being required to engage in fetal tissue research, fetal experimentation, human cloning, human embryonic stem-cell research or human somatic cell nuclear transfer."

Gianino said that pharmacies have an obligation to fill legal prescriptions, although reproductive-rights advocates wouldn't object to conscience protections for an individual pharmacist, if another pharmacist is available.

Otherwise, she said that her camp would press for pharmacies to be required to post on their front door what prescriptions they would not fill, so that customers would know and not run into embarrassing situations at the pharmacy counter.

Other measures sought by abortion opponents would:

· reauthorize the state's tax credit for pregnancy resource centers, which specialize in promoting alternatives to abortion;

· prevent such centers from having to comply with requirements, stipulated in some other states, that they post signs making clear that they do not provide any abortion-related services nor do they refer to such facilities or medical professionals.

Fichter said she does not expect any effort in Missouri to pass the so-called "personhood'' bill that bars abortions after conception. The meaure has falled in every state where it has been put on the ballot, she said.

In addition, she added, such a proposal tends to "hurt pro-life candidates on the same ballot because it revs up the other side."


Former Missouri speaker opens up about '97 corruption case

Bob Griffin can’t shake it. 

He was the longest-serving speaker in the Missouri House in state history. More powerful than many governors. The man who could get things done in Jefferson City. 

And then he wound up in prison.

Even now, 11 years after he became a free man again, that link — speaker-prison — hangs on him like a heavy weight.

“I can almost see it in people I haven’t visited with for a while,” Griffin told The Kansas City Star in his first interview since his 1997 conviction. “They mention some good times we’ve had. Then they probably go home and talk to their spouse and say, ‘But he was found guilty of bribery.’ That hurts.”

It’s as if that four-year sentence wiped away all the good the Democrat had accomplished in his entire life. The bill that rebuilt the state’s crumbling highways. Passage of a tax increase to bolster public schools. Legislation that improved health care for poor children.

Few remember that now, just as few remember Griffin’s meteoric rise from country lawyer to speaker in just a decade. He was famous for his affable demeanor and a penchant for not holding grudges in a chamber where grudge-holding is an art form.

Now, at 76, Griffin is finally talking — opening up about his conviction, his time behind bars and the quiet life he leads today caring for his ailing wife. He decided to talk publicly, he explained, to leave a record for his grandchildren.

But there is another motive, too.

“I got to thinking that if I get this off my mind and stop thinking about it and get it out in the open, then maybe I’ll have some peace from it,” he said.

Griffin’s message is this: He was innocent. He didn’t do what prosecutors said he did. He didn’t steer work to his longtime friend in exchange for cash. Even though he eventually pleaded guilty to a single charge of bribery, he didn’t do it, and he wishes now that he had stood up for himself and fought even harder.

“You know, everybody who goes through prison says they weren’t guilty,” acknowledged Griffin, a former Clinton County prosecutor. “But the truth of the matter is, I wasn’t guilty of anything. My conscience is clear.”

Despite testimony to the contrary, including his own guilty plea, and despite one particularly damning piece of evidence — a sheet of paper with his initials next to a note detailing payments totaling $28,000 — Griffin maintains he was the victim of a prosecutorial squeeze play that sent him to jail.

He was running out of money to defend himself. The government was hinting that, even if he escaped the bribery rap, more charges would be forthcoming. Griffin said he was out of options.

“They (federal prosecutors) actually wore me out mentally, physically and financially,” he recalled. “And I just had to get it over with. That’s why I ended up pleading guilty to that one charge.”

These days, Griffin and his wife live in a cozy, three-bedroom house in Columbia, Mo. They travel in winter to a second home on the Gulf coast of Alabama. He receives a $57,116 annual pension from the state for his 25 years of legislative service. (The law was later changed to bar members of the General Assembly from receiving retirement benefits if convicted of a felony in connection with their duties.)

But life, he insisted, is hardly rosy. His eyesight is failing. His wife, Linda, suffered a stroke shortly after Griffin went to prison and still struggles to speak.

The two now spend their days quietly. She watches the “Price is Right” in the mornings. Later, he gives her a bath. A couple of times a week, they drive to Wal-Mart, where his wife cruises the aisles on an electric scooter.

“Every day is sort of similar,” he said. “If you keep it similar, then you don’t have to worry about forgetting anything.”

He smiles when reminiscing about his days in the Capitol. There was the night he nearly slugged Gov. Kit Bond for embarrassing his wife. Or the time a statewide official was caught siphoning gasoline out of a state vehicle to fill up his boat’s gas tank.

Or the time Gov. John Ashcroft threw a waiter’s towel over his shoulder and brought Griffin breakfast in the speaker’s office to atone for a misunderstanding.

“What goes on,” Griffin said with a laugh. “Can you believe it?”

A world unravels

The bribery charge had the once-mighty speaker in tears on that December day in 1997 when he was sentenced to federal prison.

Griffin said that day he was embarrassed and ashamed by his “stupid act,” and he apologized to his wife, family and friends.

“I only wish,” he said in a faltering voice, “that I could relieve and save them the hurt and suffering that I’ve caused them.

“I didn’t do it for the money. What I did, I did for a friend. I should never have taken that money…I’m sorry for my conduct, and I had so much going for myself, you know.”

Not a politically motivated audit

In 1994, The Star reported that Griffin had demanded that a Las Vegas corporation give a $16 million share of its proposed Parkville casino to a group headed by a political fundraising company that worked on his campaign. That company, Public Issue Management, was owned by Cathryn Simmons, a longtime Griffin political ally.

Griffin, The Star reported, had told the Sahara Gaming Corp. that it must give the $16 million share to his clients or run the risk of having problems obtaining a state license for the casino.

Although Griffin denied any impropriety and said he was acting as a private attorney, Sahara executives said his first letter to their lawyer concluded with Griffin’s signature over the capitalized words, “BOB F. GRIFFIN, SPEAKER.”

Griffin said the inclusion of the word “speaker” by his signature was a mistake by a secretary and that the problems he referred to were only routine administrative hurdles. But critics pounced, contending Griffin behaved unethically and had possibly broken the law.

“It looks horrible,” House Minority Leader Pat Kelley, a Lee’s Summit Republican, said at the time.

The Star story reported something else: The FBI was investigating, and so was Missouri Attorney General Jay Nixon (a fellow Democrat, who is now governor.) Other Democrats, including the late Gov. Mel Carnahan, began backing away from Griffin.

Then documents filed in a St. Louis court case confirmed for the first time that Griffin worked for, and was paid by, a gaming company eager to bring a riverboat casino to Kansas City.

Griffin’s world was beginning to crumble.

Far-reaching case

In 1996, just days before President Bill Clinton defeated Bob Dole for the presidency, the bottom fell out.

Griffin and three associates — Simmons, labor leader Mike Fischer and lobbyist Steve Hurst — were accused in a federal racketeering indictment of illegally selling political influence to enrich themselves.

Griffin was accused of collecting kickbacks for directing companies to hire his friends and of accepting a bribe for removing a fellow legislator from a state regulatory board. 

In all, court records detailed 26 criminal counts in indictments that ranked among the most far-reaching public corruption cases in state history. Griffin, who had resigned from the House in January 1996, was identified as the key player in the influence-peddling scheme.

“These are serious crimes,” Stephen Hill, then U.S. attorney for Western Missouri, said at the time.

The trial the following year lasted 10 days, and the jury deliberated for another six. Hurst was exonerated almost immediately. Simmons and Fisher were found guilty of bribing Griffin. 

The jury declined to convict Griffin on any of nine counts. Throughout the trial, he’d maintained the money he received from Simmons was payment for legal work that he had performed.

He was acquitted on three counts, and the jury could not reach a verdict on six others. One juror said later that Griffin nearly got off altogether. The jury voted 10-2 to acquit Griffin on the six charges they couldn’t resolve.

“It wasn’t close at all,” juror Suzette Williams explained. “A lot of jurors felt Griffin was bought, but he didn’t know it.”

Jurors were swayed by the argument that Griffin had reported all the payments to the IRS. Undeterred, Hill immediately announced that the government would retry Griffin on the six counts the jury couldn’t decide. Then about two months later, in August 1997, came word that Simmons and Fisher were prepared to testify against Griffin in exchange for breaks on their sentences.

Griffin wrestled with what to do, but walked into court on a Monday and pleaded guilty to bribery and mail fraud, guaranteeing him a prison term. In exchange for the pleas, the government dropped the four other charges.

On the witness stand that day, Griffin was described as calm and relaxed as he admitted committing crimes that he had once vehemently denied. Asked point-blank if he had steered a contract to Simmons with the intention of being paid, Griffin said simply, “Yes.”

In December, Griffin was sentenced to four years, a longer penalty than he had expected. The twist: A federal judge gave him more time because he had lied when he originally pled “not guilty.”

Simmons declined to be interviewed about her role in the case. But Hill, the former U.S. attorney, still believes it was strong. 

“I guess I’m a little surprised and really don’t accept his new version of the facts,” he said. “He made representations to Judge (Dean) Whipple with one of the best lawyers in the community at his side that he was guilty of bribery and mail fraud.”

Darkest moment

Griffin reported to the minimum-security camp at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida in January 1998. Of the 1,500 prisoners, 62-year-old Griffin was among the oldest.

Other prisoners called him “Pops.”

But it was a prison in name alone, he recalled. No walls. No fences. He could walk away anytime.

“As minimum as you could get,” Griffin said.

Doing time, at least early on, was like being on vacation, Griffin said. After a career of meeting deadlines in court and responding to the demands of constituents and fellow lawmakers, he was free. He played tennis in the evenings. He became the camp champ in boccie.

After awhile, the harsh reality set in. He missed his family and his freedom.

He was up at 5:30 a.m. every day to fold clothes in the laundry room. “I’d put them in their boxes for them to pick up,” he said of his fellow prisoners.

Later, he got a job raking sand traps on the golf course, where he was sometimes able to sneak away and hit a few balls on the back nine. His last job was checking out equipment in the camp tool shed.

His top pay: 45 cents an hour. “And that was after two raises,” Griffin said.

He never feared for his safety, but at one point, he did fear for his wife’s.

In the fall of 1998, about 10 months after he arrived at the camp, his wife suffered a stroke. Griffin sought permission to go see her, but was denied. He was told that if she died, he could attend her funeral.

That, he said, was his darkest moment in prison.

In prison, he didn’t keep up with the goings-on in Jefferson City. Only one former lawmaker, Pat Hickey of St. Louis, ever visited.

But courtesy of a fellow Democrat, President Clinton, Griffin was released from prison early. Earlier efforts to win an early release had fallen flat.

The story goes that, just before Clinton left office, one of his staffers called former Congressman Alan Wheat of Missouri, then a lobbyist, and asked for a job with Wheat’s firm.

Wheat, according to Griffin, wasn’t inclined to help because that same staffer handled requests for pardons and had ignored Wheat’s requests on Griffin’s behalf. But now Wheat, who could not be reached for comment, had some leverage, and the staffer said he’d help.

The following day was the deadline for submitting pardon requests to the president. Papers were quickly prepared, and on Dec. 22, 2000, Clinton ordered Griffin’s release. The move shaved several months off Griffin’s term and saved him from a Kansas City halfway house.

“It was a total shocker,” he said.

Moving on

Griffin’s home office is full of memorabilia from his days as speaker.

There’s the “Speaker Bob Griffin” sign that once hung on his office door and a speaker’s gavel in a case and a large trophy featuring an eagle poised for flight that was presented to Griffin for being named the 1991 Outstanding Legislator by the Missouri State Teachers Association. There are golf balls inscribed with the names of early supporters and a portrait of Harry S. Truman.

In a closet are plaques and a portrait of Griffin that once hung at the University of Missouri Law School. The portrait was removed after Griffin went to prison and was returned to him. There also are framed articles highlighting some of his biggest achievements. “Bob Griffin pulls off miracle,” reads one headline about his work passing a gas tax increase.

Serving as speaker was the highlight of his life, he said. He loved that sense of satisfaction he got from helping people, setting deadlines for bills and forcing committee chairmen to establish priorities. He loved being in charge.

Yet he is surprisingly unsentimental about those days. Walking up on the empty speaker’s dais recently for the first time in years, he insisted there was no surge of emotion.

“It’s just another day in the process of moving on,” he said, then joked: “I’d like to come in sometime when they’re in session and walk up here and see what they’d say.”

He barely follows state legislative news these days.

But he does make one confession: He got sloppy during his speaker days and took things for granted. There was too much partying. Too much socializing with lobbyists.

Griffin recalled remarking once to a friend on a crowded Capitol elevator that sure, lawmakers don’t get paid much. But there is so much opportunity for bribes and kickbacks.

He now regrets having said that. Perception often became reality.

If he could rewind those years, he’d handle things differently. If he’d have stepped down earlier, maybe the feds wouldn’t have been so tough on him. Maybe his wife wouldn’t have suffered her stroke. And maybe they’d still be playing golf together.

Ifs and maybes.

“I created an atmosphere,” Griffin acknowledged. “I threw caution to the wind.”
U.S. Congressman vows to help eliminate farm labor changes

Miller County, Mo. — 

The U.S. Congressman from Miller County renewed his effort to fight proposed federal labor restrictions that could impact farms across Missouri. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, MO-9, called on the Department of Labor to give up on changing labor laws to limit the work that persons under the age of 18 could perform on farms.

Proposed changes could limit the options that farmers have when it comes to enlisting the help of young workers. Missouri already has slight restrictions on workers between the ages of 14-16, and a more relaxed set of restrictions for workers ages 16-18. The new changes have an exemption for youth who work on their own parent's farm, but the exemption would not apply to youth helping more distant relatives or neighbors.

“These restrictions would be devastating to rural Americans when you consider that 98 percent of farms in this country are family-owned operations and many farms are jointly owned by several family members,” Luetkemeyer said. “While I appreciate the need to ensure that young people are protected, I simply cannot accept restrictions that would be devastating to rural communities and those young Americans interested in pursuing careers in agriculture.” 

With 250 members, Eldon boasts the third largest of the 205 FFA chapters in Missouri. In the past 11 years, Eldon's FFA sent 10 teams to compete in the FFA National Contest. The chapter also has an alumni organization with more than 70 business sponsors and more than 150 individual/family members. The powerhouse program joined others across Missouri in speaking out. The program stresses the importance of hands-on learning.

"Over the years, we have received many positive comments about our rural students and their good work ethic. We feel that the safe operation of equipment and the proper handling of livestock and poultry starts at an early age," Eldon FFA Advisor Matt Biddle said.

Luetkemeyer joined other members of Congress in renewing the call for rule changes to be scrapped in a formal letter to Secretary of Labor Hilda Solis. The letter also highlighted concerns that the rule is overly broad and ambiguous when it discusses younger workers and the use of power-driven equipment and that individuals under the age of 16 would be unable to engage in any occupations involving work on roofs, scaffolds and at elevations greater than six feet. Luetkemeyer said the Labor Department had proposed many of these changes without providing substantial evidence to show the need for them and without considering the economic impact. Grain elevators, grain bins, silos, feed lots, stockyards, livestock exchanges and livestock auctions would all be prohibited employment sites for minors.

"Not letting young men and women take advantage of this opportunity would not only be wrong but very ignorant . The life skills that are learned and developed in agriculture is one of the things that has made our country great. I can’t imagine not encouraging some of our younger students not to help out in the show arena at fairs or helping their neighbors on the farm," Biddle said.

	Missouri curator resigns 1 year early 

	COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A member of the University of Missouri Board of Curators has stepped down with one year left in her term.
The university announced the resignation of Judy Haggard on Friday, three days after she left the nine-member board that oversees the four-campus university system.

Haggard, a nurse practitioner from the southeastern town of Kennett, said personal reasons would prevent her from completing the term that expires in January 2013. Neither she nor the university offered more detail.

Haggard was appointed as a Democrat in 2007 by then-Gov. Matt Blunt, a Republican. Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, will appoint Haggard's replacement.

The Columbia Daily Tribune reports ( http://bit.ly/zFuRW4 ) that two other curators -Craig Van Matre of Columbia and Pamela Quigg Henrickson of Jefferson City - are awaiting confirmation by the state Senate.

---

Information from: Columbia Daily Tribune, http://www.columbiatribune.com 


	Area legislators lay out session challenges, concerns, objectives 


	By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon    

	Posted 3:21 pm Fri., 1.20.12 

	From dealing with the aftermath of a Missouri Supreme Court decision allowing for potentially massive school transfers to tackling a tougher budgetary climate, state lawmakers are facing some daunting challengesin the next few months. And legislators at a forum Friday morning at the St.Louis Club in Clayton said facing up to some of those tasks won’t be easy.

The forum – sponsored by the Lathrop & Gage law firm – offered a bipartisan cadre of St. Louis area lawmakers a chance to examine the issues facing the Missouri General Assembly. Lawmakers at the forum included (pictured below from left) state Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles; Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City; Rep. Chris Carter, D-St. Louis City;  and Rep. Rick Stream, R-Kirkwood and Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale.
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 One of the more prominent issues at the hour-long forum involved legislative reaction to the Turner v. Clayton decision by the Missouri Supreme Court .

The 2010 ruling allows students living in unaccredited school districts --currently St. Louis, Riverview Gardens and Kansas City -- to transfer to nearbydistricts. Their home district would pay the tuition and transportation costs,while the receiving districts would have no say over how many students they would absorb.

Chappelle-Nadal – who also serves as a member of the University City School Board – said the issue is proving to be “quite a burden for many in our suburban school districts.” She added some of the eight school districts that she represents in the state Senate – such as University City – are already dealing vwith significant problems themselves.

“Even though the school district on paper is fully accredited, the reality is for the last five years the APR – the annual progress report – is equivalent to a provisional accreditation,” said Chappelle-Nadal, referring to University City’s district. “And we’re working very, very hard to increase the outcomes for our students that are challenged in multiple ways.”

“You don’t want to have an influx of students that come from completely unaccredited school districts, because it’s not going to help you at all,” she added.

Stream said any bill that allows districts flexibility to control the flow of transfer students may also include other measures that could prove controversial. House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, made such a declaration on the first day of the legislative session.

 “Last year I had a bill to protect the county districts,” said Stream, referring to the aforementioned plan to provide school districts with flexibility. “But at the same time, I know that we’ve got to do more to make sure all the kids down there get a quality education. And that may involve things such as expansion of charter schools, virtual schools, tax credit vouchers to go to a school of their choice, open enrollment. All of these things are on the table now.”

 “We’re not going to get a Turner fix until we agree to some form of reform,” Stream added.

 The assembled lawmakers also provided some reaction to Gov. Jay Nixon’s “State of the State” speech this week, which included the outlines of a proposed budget for the coming fiscal year that incorporates cuts in higher education and the state’s Medicaid program.

 The budget also relies on legislative approval of a proposal to allow "tax amnesty,” in which Missourians could pay overdue or back taxes without interest or penalties.

Stream said legislators were likely to consider the idea. But eliminating the state's budget problems, he added, should come primarily through spendind cuts.

“It affects people,” Stream said. “But we have a balanced budget requirement – as do 49 states in the country. But we actually do balance our budget. We don’t use smoke and mirrors or sleight of hand to do it. … As a result, we’re one of only seven states to have an AAA bond rating, which I think is very important. It saves the taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars over the years because of lower rates.”

 In his proposed budget, Nixon advocated $191.7 million in"additional efficiencies in the Medicaid program,'' according to the state budget office, which also emphasized "no change in eligibility or covered services."  Budget director Linda Luebbering told the Beacon earlier this week that some of the savings would come from lower reimbursement rates for managed care, expandingthe use of generic drugs and increasing pharmaceutical rebates.

Chappelle-Nadal noted that many Democrats unsuccessfully fought cuts to Medicaid eligibility in the mid-2000s. She added that she hoped “people who are the most vulnerable will still get the services that they need.”

 “What we are finding – especially in my community in the district that I represent – more people are in need,” she said. “The working class is diminishing. And a lot of people that had the healthy jobs that we know about – the people who work around Fenton and some other areas – they are depending on some of the service organizations that you all give to.”

 “That is a bad situation and it needs to be addressed,” she added.

DEMPSEY EYES A BUSY AGENDA

 In his remarks, Dempsey provided a glimpse into upcoming Senate debates over workers compensation-related issues. For one thing, Dempsey said this may be the year the legislature takes action on altering the Second Injury Fund. The entity is an incentive for employers to hire people with pre-existing injuries. The fund has been facing insolvency for several years.

 In recent years, there’s been a standoff between some Republicans and business groups that want to reduce what the fund pays out in benefits, and Democrats who want to increase a surcharge businesses pay into to as a way to make the fund solvent.

Dempsey said one legislative solution 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.senate.mo.gov/12Info/BTS_Web/Bill.aspx?SessionType=R&BillID=9244%5dcould" could involve a combination of both approaches. The bill – which was heard in committee this week – would reduce the types of cases handled by the fund and provide the ability to increase the surcharge.

 “We’ll be making changes to pare down the Second Injury Fund,”Dempsey said. “Those individuals that would have gone to that fund would stillbe protected. They’ll go to the workers compensation system. … In order to take care of that $1 billion liability, we’re going to need to raise that surchargefor a period of what I believe will be about six years. It’s been negotiated withmajor business groups and then the surcharge will go from 3 percent to 4.5 percent.”

If that additional 1.5 percent isn’t sufficient, Dempseysaid there “will be an ability to raise it an addition 1.5 percent.”

 “It’s a long-term problem, but we want to take decisive steps to take care of it, to right the ship and then go back to that 3 percent surcharge,” Dempsey said.

Dempsey also said the Senate will soon tackle moving certain workers compensation cases away fromcourts and changing prevailing wage regulations. He also said the Senate will also look into restricting damages on workplace discrimination claims.

Chappelle-Nadal said she was opposed to changes to workplace discrimination regulations, a measure that Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed last year. “It’s going to produce a climate that’s even harder for minorities in the state of Missouri,” Chappelle-Nadal said. “And that’s one of the reasons why I’m fighting some of the bills that have been introduced thisyear and we’re going to have to deal with head on.”

TEXTING AND TOLLING

In the only questions from the audience, Mike Scully – who works for U.S. Bank -- asked whether there would be any movement to expand the state’s restrictions on texting while driving. Currently, the ban only applies to Missourians who are under 21. (Click here to read more about the issue.)
Chappelle-Nadal said she would support an expansion,noting that texting while driving is unsafe. Schmitt said efforts to change the law could face some major opposition.

 “I think there will be a renewed effort, I don’t know it will get anywhere,” said Schmitt, who is a partner at Lathrop & Gage.

Scully also asked whether there would be any push toincrease the state’s gas tax. Schmitt noted there is going to be a “renewed discussion” about whether to allow for tolls to be imposed on vehicles that use Interstate 70, as a way to pay for needed improvements.
 “There’s a tolling idea, there’s a sales tax idea, there’s a gas tax idea,” Schmitt said. “And so, if you want to do that long term, how are you going to pay for it? I think we’re going to have more of that discussion this year.”
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 Senate wants Little House in Jefferson City (AUDIO)

January 23, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The annual attempt has been launched to shrink the state bureaucracy by taking a big bite out of representative government. 

The Missouri House has been the target for years.  The state senate has passed bills several times reducing the membership of the House from its present 163 members.  This year’s proposed constitutional change would eliminate 62 of those members. 

The reduction would not happen until the 2020 census.  The first 101-member House would meet in 2023.   One of the sponsors of this year’s idea, Senator Jim Lembke of St. Louis, says Missouri has the fourth largest state legislature in the nation.  He thinks the reduction would save about $6.5 million a year.

But lobbyist and former state representative Todd Smith thinks that’s false economy…He thinks the state would spend a lot of money on new legislative offices for House members and would wipe out savings with additional staff and travel expenses. 

Lembke says the change would mean bigger House districts, but nothing like the size of Senate districts.  Smith says Representatives would have less contact with constituents and would mean a less diverse House.  The Senate has passed similar bills in the past.  The House has refused to go along.

“Imagine that,” says Lembke.

Barnes: what patent attorney knew might have stopped Mamtek deal (AUDIO)

January 20, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The Chairman of the House Committee studying the failed deal to bring a Mamtek sucralose plant to Moberly says there are many who could have halted that deal before its collapse, but did not.  Representative Jay Barnes (R-Jefferson City) says the City of Moberly relied on a series of third-party professionals and the Department of Economic Development to back the project and do due diligence on it.

Patent attorney Michael Wise testified by video conference from California at Thursday's hearing.

One person Barnes says could have stopped the project is Michael Wise, a patent attorney for Los Angeles, California-based law firm Perkins Coie. 

Wise testified under subpoena Thursday afternoon before the Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability. He said that he had been to Mamtek’s production facility in Wuyishan City in Fujian Province, China on three occasions: in November 2007, November 2009 and August 2010. The existence and status of that plant has been at question for those investigating the situation.

Wise says on the first visit he observed a production line capable of making 18 tons a year. By the second visit, a larger line had been added that was capable of putting out 60 tons a year. When he returned in August 2010, neither line was in operation and a cooling tower was being added to the larger line.

What those lines were making was less clear.  Wise says the Mamtek executives he worked with said it was sucralose, adding he drank tea they said was sweetened with product made there.  A sample was later sent to his firm in Los Angeles via its Shanghai office.  Wise says he never confirmed sucralose was being made at the site, however.

“I never questioned my client’s (Mamtek) representation to me that they were making sucralose because that’s the nature of the relationship.  I’m a patent attorney.”

It was before his last visit, Wise testified, and before the Moberly deal closed that he learned the plant’s future operation was in question. He explained the area had been put under a protected status he equated to that of a national park in the U.S. “The central government had decided that Wuyishan (City) was a protected area, kind of like Yosemite, and as a result of that they weren’t allowing new factories or new lines to be allowed to produce anything in that area, and I assumed it was because of the national park-like status of that area.”

Barnes says, “If Michael Wise would have told people … the Chinese government has some problems with Mamtek’s operation it’s very likely possible that none of this would have happened.”

Wise noted in his testimony the disclaimer that he offered the City of Moberly in a letter to its attorney Tom Cunningham, making clear that he was working for Mamtek and suggesting that the City should do its own due diligence with its own patent lawyers, independently.

Barnes also points to Standard and Poor’s as an entity that could have delayed or stopped the project if it had evaluated the status of Mamtek’s China operation before giving Moberly’s bonds an A-minus rating. S&P Managing Director Geoffrey Buswick, also under subpoena, said the rating was based on Moberly’s promise to pay off the bonds.

The Chairman is now weighing whether to move on to considering legislation related to the Mamtek situation, or to call at least one more witness: former Mamtek CEO and project point man Bruce Cole.

“The conundrum is: our role as a legislative committee is to figure out what we can do to prevent this from happening in the future. I’m not sure what exactly Bruce Cole adds to that question. Given that we’ve spoken to so many other different fact witnesses, I think we’ve got a general idea of what the facts indeed were.” Barnes says he may call Cole if other committee members, or “Maybe I change my mind and think that maybe he (Cole) has something to say that maybe we need to propose X.”


AUDIO:
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 Listen to the testimony of attorney Michael Wise – 1 hour, 26 minutes

Convenience stores wary of I-70 toll road talk (AUDIO)

January 20, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Talk about turning Interstate 70 into a toll road as the only way to pay for rebuidling it has some roadside business people jumpy.

Convenience store operators figure toll roads are not their friends. And the transportation department’s talk about having a private company turn I-70 into a toll road bothers the convenience store industry. Although the department talks about a system that would not eliminate any of the exits, convenience store representatives like Ron Leone worry about what the final contract would be.


AUDIO: Leone 
 

Download 
:18  mp3

He says he almost fell out of his chair when he heard transportation department director Kevin Keith say as much as ten percent of the truck traffic that now uses 70 would like move to non-toll highways. He says that would be a major blow to the businesses he represents.

Joplin resident Joel Hamilton represents a company that has a major truck stop in Joplin and another one on I-70 at Oak Grove. He voices similar fears.


AUDIO: Hamilton 
 

Download 
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An open system would retain the current interstate exit and entrance ramps. A closed system would limit access and exits–the turnpikes in Kansas and Oklahoma, for examples.

Hamilton argues toll roads also could hurt a lot of other people, not just operators like his company has.


AUDIO: Hamilton
 

Download 
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Legislators are considering law changes that would let the department contract with a private company to build and run I-70. Some critics of the idea question whether a public vote would be needed on a constitutional change clearing the way for that kind of contract. Keith says the department’s lawyers already have looked into that and feel no public vote would be needed.

Download 
BLOG ZONE 
TKC BREAKING AND EXCLUSIVE NEWS!!! MISSOURI DEMOCRATS SOON TO FILE A REDISTRICTING LAWSUIT!!! 





Here's state news before it happens . . . 

LOOK FOR A REDISTRICTING LAWSUIT FROM MISSOURI DEMOCRATS THAT'S GOING TO COME DOWN VERY SOON!!!

Background from the New York Times . . . Missouri: Court Rejects State Redistricting Map

We'll post more details as we get them . . . But for the moment elections are up in the air, boundaries for both parties are in play and the redistricting mess in Missouri is soon to get a lot more complicated.
01.18.12 Hour 2 Dave Spence- Candidate for Governor
Guest: Dave Spence- Candidate for Governor

Why is Dave running for governor of Missouri and what is his background?  
What can Missouri do better at?  
What are his thoughts on eliminating on the state income tax?  
What are his thoughts on the presidential race?  
How does Dave think we should be running the state of Missouri?  
Why did he self-fund his campaign?  
Maverick KC State Rep. Hughes Turns Down Republican Offer to Join Other Committees

Embattled Kansas City Democrat Jonas Hughes, stripped of his committee assignments by fellow Democrats because of attendance problems, says House Speaker Steve Tilley offered him three alternative committee assignments.
Hughes says he declined the offers.
In a letter to Tilley declining the offer, Hughes says the three committee offers were seats on the Special Standing Committee on Disability Services; the Special Standing Committee on Renewable Energy and the Special Standing Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability. The letter says the offer was made Wednesday January 18.
Hughes’ biography page on the House website now shows he is a member of the Energy and Oversight Committee
House Minority Leader Mike Talboy stripped Hughes of his previous committee assignments. Talboy says Hughes has not showing up for legislative session.
Hughes admitted to ’20 Pounds’ he has had an attendance problem. Minority Leader Talboy says Hughes missed every session of the legislature during last fall’s special session. Talboy says Hughes also missed the first day of the session this year.
“I left myself liable to it”, Hughes said in a phone interview.
“I came here as a Democrat. I’d like to stay a Democrat.”
Talboy says Democratic caucuses rules require members to notify the leadership in advance if they’re not going to be at a legislative day. He says Hughes never did that with the special session.
Hughes says there is another reason he’s in trouble.
He claims he is being punished for voting for the Republican version of the Congressional redistricting map last year.
“It’s about my map vote”, he said.
“He’s not in hot water”, countered Talboy Friday. “The vote on redistricting has nothing to do with his committees”
Talboy, the Democratic Leadership and Hughes, are still talking about ways he can be restored to his previous committee assignments. Talboy insists there was no threat that Hughes would be kicked out of the House Democratic Caucus if he accepted the Tilley committee assignment offers.
Hughes believes that is exactly what would happened if he had accepted those assignments.
Read the letter here
TKC BREAKING AND EXCLUSIVE NEWS!!! FREEDOM INC. LEADER CRAIG BLAND CALLS IT QUITS AMID MISSOURI ETHICS AUDIT!!! 





Kansas City's Eastside political leadership is rapidly evolving. 

To wit, some of the most KICK-ASS TKC TIPSTERS want everybody to know this: 

FREEDOM INC. LEADER CRAIG BLAND IS OUT AMID A MISSOURI ETHICS INQUIRY AND A CHANGING LANDSCAPE FOR POLITICAL ACTION COMMITTEES IN KANSAS CITY!!!





Mr. Bland was regarded as a reformer and during his tenure Freedom Inc. earned a noticeably higher profile in the recent Mayoral and City Council election cycle. 

However . . . Campaign finance reporting troubles, new Missouri rules & regs regarding funding and Kansas City limits on individual donations have changed the playing field for PACs like Freedom Inc.

Previously: TKC EXCLUSIVE AND BREAKING NEWS!!! FREEDOM INC. UNDER AUDIT BY THE MISSOURI ETHICS COMMISSION!!! 

Also . . . Freedom Inc. often serves as a punching bag for a great many people of every demographic persuasion who don't like Kansas City's proud tradition of insider politics. 

Still . . . 

CRAIG BLAND'S RESIGNATION OF POLITICAL POWER IS SURE TO CHANGE THE GAME ON KANSAS CITY'S EASTSIDE AND IN THE 3RD DISTRICT!!!

Mr. Bland was most certainly an influential local power broker but it will be fun seeing a great many people hurry to assume the title . . . Even it if means taking on a great deal of controversy and problems facing Freedom Inc.

DEVELOPING . . .
Hartzler May Draw Home Town Rival
Lots of signs Friday night Democrat Teresa Hensley is as the Demorats’ take a shot at freshman Republican Vicky Hartzler.
The Cass County Democrat Missourian reports Hensley, the Cass County Prosecutor has all but announced.
The report says Hensley is looking at it. She’s forming what amounts to an ‘exploratory committee’.
But in the same report, the Chairman of the Cass County Democratic Chairman, Don Long, is quoted.
“The Hensley for Congress Committee will have a formal statement statement later on”.
Hartzler is trying for her 2nd term, even though she is not hitting it hard on the stump-now.
She’s a Tea Party Republican. Her staunch stance, a no vote the debt ceiling debate, showed her the spotlight. Hartzler became of one the remaining no votes. She was on national TV because of it. Money will be a factor. It always is. isn’t it?

Steve Kraske | Jason Kander is quickly making his move

Talk about the audacity of youth. At age 30, Democratic Rep. Jason Kander of Kansas City never sought approval from party leaders before jumping into the Missouri secretary of state’s race in September. He did it just minutes after Robin Carnahan decided not seek a third term.

Kander’s speed raised eyebrows. He was viewed as just a tad too eager.

Within days, he was involved in a staredown with one of the leaders of his own party, Jackson County Executive Mike Sanders, who also was interested in running.

Sanders blinked.

Now Kander has a clear path to the Democratic nomination, more money in the bank ($442,000) than any of the three Republicans running and a pile of endorsements, including one from former secretary of state Bekki Cook.

And he’s done it all in little more than three months.

Kander, a lawyer and former military intelligence officer in Afghanistan, is living proof these days that a new style of politics that puts little stock in “waiting your turn” can work. He is utterly unapologetic about being a man in a hurry.

“I just think when you’re the best person for the job, you should step forward,” he said.

Chutzpah? You bet.

Anyone who saw Kander in his 2008 campaign tearing around the Brookside area knew they were witnessing something rare. Kander and his wife, Diana, built an impressive grass-roots network in one of the city’s top-performing Democratic districts. Kander showed he was an unusual mix of next-door-neighbor friendly and steely determination.

He won easily, then began pushing what became his pet issue in the Missouri Capitol — campaign finance reform. He sought a more transparent system and one that put a halt to those supersize $100,000 campaign donations. In his first term, he won a partial but significant legislative victory, and he continues to push for more reforms.

In his secretary of state campaign, he pledges to be a fair arbiter when it comes to writing ballot language for initiative efforts and using the office to aid new businesses.

He knows that translating the same how-ya-doin’ ethic that proved so successful in his state rep campaigns to his statewide run will be difficult. But he’s approaching it the only way he knows how, which is with long hours. He has put 4,400 miles on a car he bought at the end of December.

This weekend, he’s doing a southeast Missouri swing.

“I never planned to run statewide in 2012,” he said. 

But he also says, 

“I’m extremely happy to be where we are right now.”

To reach Steve Kraske, call 816-234-4312 or send email to skraske@kcstar.com.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial notebook: Free meal culture part of what's wrong with Legislature 

At the close of his State of the Judiciary speech last Wednesday morning, Missouri Supreme Court Chief Justice Richard Teitelman remarked that it was never good to stand in the way of somebody and his lunch.

Lawmakers chuckled.

And, by the way, Judge Teitelman had just told the joint session of the Missouri Legislature that a free lunch was being served for all courtesy of the Missouri Bar.

There's always a free lunch in Missouri's Capitol.

Every day, one interest group or another serves up a dollop of this or a helping of that to lawmakers, thus helping them stretch their taxpayer-funded $98 per diem expense allowance. Meals are served in hearing rooms, delivered to individual offices or served in open spaces to whomever wants to stand in line.

And it's not just lunch. Evenings bring fundraisers around town, and, of course, lobbyists stand ready at virtually every restaurant in Jefferson City to pick up the check of any lawmaker who wanders in.

It's not necessarily nefarious. Lawmakers are quick to point out that they can't be bought for a barbecue sandwich or a T-bone steak or fried chicken, which was on the menu Wednesday on the third floor.

Each of the last few years, a bill has been filed to limit the free meals, if not outlaw them altogether. Limitations on such giveaways are the norm in state legislatures around the country. Not in Missouri. Here, lawmakers seem downright indignant when it is suggested they should have to buy their own meals.

I'd been away from the Capitol for a few months. I went back for a couple of days last week. The disconnect between how lawmakers see themselves and how outsiders see them hit home.

In the Capitol, where elected officials spend a lot of time for five months, sometimes literally working all night, spending nights in hotels or bunked up with colleagues in cheap apartments, it's hard to see the forest through the trees.

Two years ago, right after a comprehensive ethics bill was filed, I sat in a hearing room the first week of session and watched a committee discuss a bill creating incentives for biotech businesses. They ate dinner provided by the very organization that helped write the bill. That same lobbying group had sent nearly every member of the committee to a conference the previous summer.

I wrote about the meal in the context of the ethics bill. Lawmakers were offended that I would dare make such a connection.

And yet this scene is repeated in the Missouri Capitol every day. It's not just meals, it's also gifts, concerts, luxury suites and golf outings.

It's a lifestyle. It's a culture. And it's taken for granted.

On Tuesday, a couple of hours before the governor's State of the State address, I sat in a state senator's office chatting about a variety of topics. At one point, he leaned back in his high-back leather chair and yelled to his assistant, "Find me a free dinner tonight."

He thought nothing of how that might look from outside the confines of the Capitol's culture of corruption. And neither do most of his colleagues.

Buying somebody's meal is a personal and financial transaction. The lobbyists buying the meals know that. Every now and then, lawmakers should pause and let a moment of conscience come between them and their free meals.

McClellan: Blowing some smoke in the Show-Me state 

Good morning, ladies and gentleman of the Missouri General Assembly. It is my pleasure — and an honor — to introduce Gov. Jay Nixon, who intends to give a second State of the State address. Last week's address was for public consumption. This morning's is the real deal. Please give a Show-Me welcome to Gov. Jeremiah "Jay" Nixon!

(Muted applause. Sen. Jason Crowell makes flatulence sounds into his microphone.)

"Good morning. Or maybe it's not so good. Let's be honest. You can't count on the weather in this state. This time of year, we might go through three seasons a day, and none of them are summer. Yet we're supposed to compete with places that are warm and sunny all year?

"But that's what we're trying to do. Our economic development team is working with our marketing team to identify our strengths and build on them.

"Our number one strength? We have the lowest cigarette tax in the country!"

(Wild applause. Sen. Crowell makes siren sounds into his microphone.)

"By the way, the smoking lamp is lit. Smoke 'em if you got 'em!"

(More applause and siren sounds.)

"Our economic development team is working to identify companies with CEOs who smoke. Once those companies are identified, we'll be contacting the CEOs. We'll point out that a heavy smoker can save hundreds of dollars a year in our state.

"Our marketing team is working with our friends in Washington ..."

(Boos, hisses and flatulence sounds.)

"No, no. Hear me out. Our marketing people are trying to get permission to place a Missouri logo next to the warning labels on packs of cigarettes. Right after 'Smoking can cause lung cancer and emphysema,' we'll have our logo!"

(Applause, siren sounds.)

"As part of that same campaign, we're thinking of dropping the 'Show Me' slogan in favor of 'Cheap Smokes.' That has a ring, doesn't it? 'Missouri, the Cheap Smokes state.' "

(Applause, siren sounds.)

"Maybe we'll make the Dirt Cheap Bird our state mascot. I'm sure some of the do-gooders will criticize me, but what part of 'Cheap, Cheap, Fun, Fun' don't they get?"

(Applause, siren sounds, some chanting, "Cheap, Cheap, Fun, Fun.")

"Our tourism people will also be targeting smokers. We'll soon unveil an entire campaign aimed at getting smokers to vacation in Missouri.

"In that same vein, we're going to try to grow our state by getting smokers to move here. But we'll be looking for a certain kind of smoker — a healthy smoker.

"That's because we're cutting Medicaid again!"

(Wild applause, siren sounds.)

"I don't know about you, but I'm sick of people expecting the taxpayers to provide their health insurance."

(Uneasy mumbling, half-hearted flatulence sounds.)

"Present company excluded, that is!"

(Wild applause, siren sounds.)

"Speaking of cuts, I'd like to talk about higher education. If you follow higher education in this state, you already know that Mizzou has joined the Southeastern Conference. We're in the SEC!"

(Deafening applause, siren sounds. As the applause finally dies down, a few legislators start singing "Dixie.")

"I want to be perfectly clear about this. We face some financial challenges, but I have assured Coach Gary Pinkel that the football budget will not be cut. It will be raised! Significantly!"

(Wild applause, siren sounds.)

"The same goes for Coach Frank Haith and his basketball team! And isn't Coach Haith doing a fantastic job!"

(Applause and siren sounds.)

"Of course, less vital parts of the university will face severe cuts. Academics, for instance. In these difficult times, we can no longer afford to throw money at math and science and engineering.

"And journalism. Does anybody think we really need more journalists?"

(Boos, hisses, very strong flatulence sounds.)

"I'd like to mention a book I read recently ..."

(Boos, hisses, flatulence sounds.)

"No. Please. Hear me out. I didn't read the book itself, but I read the title. The title was, 'All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.' I thought to myself, 'If this man is so smart that he can write books, and he admits that everything he needed to know he learned in kindergarten, why are we spending so much money on post-kindergarten education?'

"Maybe that is something to look at in next year's budget. For now, though, I just want to say thanks for the great job you're doing. You are the reason the state of the state is strong."

(Wild applause, siren sounds.)

Our Opinion: Renewed I-70 conversation
Two days of hearings this week exploring the future of Interstate 70 yielded two observations.

First, consensus exists that the nearly 60-year-old highway is deteriorating and congested.

Second, interested parties largely disagree about how to raise the $2 billion-$4 billion needed to rebuild the interstate.

The toll concept again was advanced by Kevin Keith, director of the Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT).

Under his scenario, the state agency would contract with a private company that would reconstruct the highway, then recover its costs by collecting tolls.

The toll option has support from the American Council of Engineering Companies in Missouri, its president and CEO, Bruce Wylie, testified.

But tolls were not embraced by other interested parties, including the Missouri Petroleum Marketers and Convenience Store Association. “We just don’t think that tolling and public/private partnerships are the right way to fund roads,” said the group’s executive director, Ron Leone.

Mike Right, an officer of the AAA-Auto Club of Missouri, testified his members show greater support for a statewide sales tax to improve roads and bridges statewide.

Keith estimated a 1 cent sales tax hike would generate about $700 million a year, enough to meet his agency’s statewide needs, including I-70. He added a half-cent sales tax over 10 years would cover the cost of rebuilding I-70 alone.

Another possible financing option is an increase in the fuel tax, now 17 cents a gallon.

However, an increase in the fuel tax — like a sales tax hike — would require voter approval.

Financing is a critical consideration, but it is not the only variable.

Would I-70 — in whole or in part — be widened or relocated? What would be the effect on existing businesses? What would be the extent of attracting new development? How many new construction jobs would be created?

Spanning the state from St. Louis to Kansas City, I-70 touches — directly or indirectly — numerous interested parties.

Environmental and other studies have been made about what to do, and some of those parties have been trying for years to spark discussion about the future of I-70.

We are encouraged that conversation has been renewed, although we recognize much dialogue and debate remains.

No Taste for Tolls

Posted: Friday, January 20, 2012 5:32 pm 
Missourians hate tolls for highways and bridges. It’s the same in other states except that the people there recognize some tolls are necessary to have adequate roads and bridges.

It appears that Missourians believe they have a divine right for good roads and bridges free of charge.

The state has been talking about improving Interstate 70 between St. Louis and Kansas for years. The only way to add lanes and improve the deteriorating roadways and bridges along that stretch would be to have the users pay for it. That would include out-of-state motorists who now pay nothing — they travel free! In fact, a great number of I-70 travelers are just passing through. It’s not chiefly a roadway for Missourians. The exception to the free ride is if they stop to purchase gasoline and the tax includes a small amount that goes to Missouri, which has the lowest or next to lowest gasoline tax in the nation.

The Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT) does not have the money to improve I-70. It will not have the money in the future unless new sources of tax revenue are forthcoming. That’s not likely. Lawmakers aren’t likely to have their names attached to higher taxes. The people aren’t likely to vote for new taxes. The highway commissioners aren’t likely to lead a campaign for higher gasoline taxes and motorist and trucker fees.

The situation is that not much is likely to happen to improve our major roadways and bridges. We’re a backward state in transportation!

So what comes next? Roads and bridges will continue to deteriorate. Will there be signs on our roads and bridges, “Travel at Your Own Risk.” Seems far-fetched? Yes, it is, but it makes a point that we’ve got to reform our thinking about tolls. Other states have tolls and we have never heard a person from one of those states complain about tolls. We pay tolls when we use some of their roads and bridges. The ones we’ve been on are worth the toll. It’s been value received!

The planned improvements must be practical and the toll must not be too much of a burden.

The state doesn’t owe us the ultimate in roads and bridges. It does have the responsibility, of course, to provide safe transportation with the resources it has. MoDOT’s been doing that. And it has cut its expenses, including laying off workers, closing some facilities, so it will have enough money to maintain what we have in roads and bridges.

As it is now, the average Missourian doesn’t pay enough in transportation taxes to pay the cost to fill a pothole!

Rural vision: Giving can help us grow

Our Opinion

The U.S. secretary of agriculture will be visiting our region this week to talk about, of all things, how to grow something. 

The subject will not be corn or soybeans, however. Rather, Secretary Tom Vilsack, a former two-term governor of neighboring Iowa, will be talking about building up our rural communities by growing their capacity to influence the future. 

The life-sustaining ingredient is — surprise — money. Not that money cures all problems. In fact, we think the most important thing a community can have is a committed group of local residents who are willing to work together to make things better. 

In this respect, we think first of people like those in Worth County, where so much good has been accomplished under the banner of the Healthy Communities initiative sponsored by the Heartland Foundation. And we think of those like the progressive folks in Albany, where success in the annual Missouri Community Betterment awards has become almost a given. 

But even in these places where notable progress can be seen, virtually every good idea or project comes with a price tag. And this is where Mr. Vilsack and others see a solution that is so obvious — and so promising — that it is remarkable so little has been made of it until now. 

Economists and statisticians have run the numbers: The stalwarts of our rural communities for years have been willing to make gifts and bequests to worthwhile institutions, such as churches and colleges. And yet, much of their accumulated wealth passes to distant heirs without a second thought. 

What’s missing? Two things really — a vehicle for making similar impactful gifts to keep our rural communities thriving, and a broad understanding about what is possible when more of us do this with purpose. 

Mr. Vilsack likely will reference success in his home state, as well in Nebraska, where an effort has been underway for years to grow rural philanthropy. There, many communities have started with an intriguing goal of capturing 5 percent of the value of all property passing through estates and using those funds for community betterment — whether that is attracting new jobs, adding to educational opportunities or getting on the global technology grid. 

Mr. Vilsack’s message is vitally important to the people of Northeast Kansas and Northwest Missouri. Its core value holds that planned giving from the assets we already have in this region can make a remarkable impact on the future. 

Secretary Vilsack will speak at a breakfast sponsored by the Community Foundation of Northwest Missouri at 8:30 a.m. Saturday at the Holiday Inn Riverfront. The event costs $25 a person; tickets are limited. For more information, call (816) 232-2022.
Nixon: Mo. schools should avoid big tuition hikes 
CALIFORNIA, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon urged Missouri's public universities on Friday not to seek large tuition increases in response to his proposed funding cuts to their institutions.

Nixon has proposed cutting state aid to public colleges and universities by 12.5 percent for the 2012-2013 school year, but indicated that a corresponding increase in student tuition would be unreasonable.

The Democratic governor noted that Missouri law generally limits tuition increases to the rate of inflation, unless schools receive special permission for larger increases from the state higher education commissioner. After Nixon outlined his proposed budget this week, some university presidents said they likely would have to request permission to exceed the state tuition cap, which is set according to the previous year's Consumer Price Index.

Nixon cautioned against it.

"Missouri has a law that says tuition shouldn't rise above CPI, and folks should do the best they can to stay within the constructs of that law," Nixon said after a news conference held at a rural meat processing plant to promote his job-training proposals.

The CPI rose by 3 percent from December 2010 to December 2011. Under state law, that means universities could face penalties if they raise tuition by more than 3 percent without state permission. The law also allows institutions where tuition is below the state average to increase it by slightly more than the 3 percent cap.

The Department of Higher Education sent letters dated Thursday to each institution informing them of their specific tuition caps for the next school year.

If lawmakers adopt Nixon's proposed funding cuts, Missouri's public colleges and universities will have seen their state aid cut by about 25 percent during a three-year period. Their financial troubles are compounded by the fact that student enrollment has been growing and - under an agreement with Nixon - schools held tuition flat during the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 school years.

When the University of Missouri system campuses and Missouri Western State University raised tuition by more than Nixon had deemed appropriate for the current school year, the governor responded by increasing the amount of money to be withheld from those institutions. That gives heft to Nixon's latest caution against large tuition increases.

The governor said Friday that he expects university officials to find efficiencies in their administrative budgets and develop new models of educating students to help offset the proposed state funding cuts.

"We shouldn't just look at it and say, `All right, what we've got to do is just cost shift over to students,' " Nixon said. "I think we need to look at ways and options to continue to keep the cost of higher education affordable."

Letters to the editor, January 22 

Teach for America is helping St. Louis schools progress
In his State of the State address, Gov. Jay Nixon highlighted the need to provide all Missourians with accountable, world-class public schools to compete in this changing global economy. I couldn't agree more and commend the governor for his support of innovative organizations like Teach For America and his call to action for more of "our best college students to become teachers in those urban and rural public schools that have the greatest needs."

In St. Louis, Teach For America celebrated its 10th year of working with our community to help provide children growing up in poverty with an excellent education. Since 2002, more than 650 TFA teachers have taught in area schools. This school year, 190 are working to help ensure their students have access to the educational opportunities they deserve. A growing body of rigorous research, including studies from the three states that have examined the effectiveness of their teacher-preparation pathways, shows that the Teach for America teachers have a greater impact on student achievement than other new teachers.

Teach For America is an important source of high-potential educators for our low-income communities, and it is a powerful leadership pipeline for our city's schools. Today, 335 alumni of the program call St. Louis home and are leading critical education efforts as school leaders, district staff and education entrepreneurs.

While our state is facing tough economic decisions, the governor's remarks and the ongoing efforts of our Legislature make me hopeful that our state leadership is prepared to focus increased energy on ensuring our communities are able to attract, develop and retain more talented teachers and leaders for our K-12 students. Our kids deserve nothing less.

Richard McClure • St. Louis
Chair, Teach For America-St. Louis Advisory Board
President, UniGroup
Childcare on the cheap
"More babies die as laws lag" (Jan. 15) said that in unlicensed home day cares, "caregivers are not required to have any training, need not adhere to safety standards and have little or no oversight." Why would a parent entrust her child to a stranger not required to have training or adhere to safety standards and who works in a facility with little or no oversight?

The most prevailing reason probably is the cost of the care, which was not discussed in the article. Sending a child to a licensed day care is expensive. These businesses ensure that their employees are trained and that safety standards are met, and their businesses are subject to oversight. This takes money, which requires substantial financial sacrifice for parents. Unlicensed facilities are not required to pay for training, safety or oversight, which means they can charge a cheaper rate.

Unfortunately, a more stringent law addressing unlicensed day care facilities probably won't result in the reduction of the number of childcare-related deaths. Where there are laws, there are loopholes. No matter how ironclad the terms and conditions of the law and the fervent readiness of the state to enforce it, there will be people who will circumnavigate it and who will continue to operate unlicensed childcare facilities, and there will be parents who will allow their children to be entrusted to their care.

Sarah E. Connelly • Ballwin
Still opposed in 100 years
Leonard Pitts' gloating celebration of the way college students recently drowned out with boos and catcalls former U.S. Sen. and Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum's expression of views is yet another example of left-wing intolerance and disdain for free speech rights ("'Boo' — loud and vigorous — Rick Santorum," Jan. 15).

Contrary to what Mr. Pitts and other supporters of gay rights claim, there is no conclusive scientific evidence that same-sex attraction is "biologically driven."

Mr. Pitts' attempt to discredit belief in exclusively man-woman marriage by likening it to racism and male chauvinism is flawed. Those forms of prejudice have no basis in biblical teaching or the natural moral law. Opposition to homosexual conduct certainly does. (The structure of our own bodies shows us plainly that they were designed by the Creator for male-female union only.) That is why, contrary to Mr. Pitts' over-confident expectation, billions of Catholics and other Bible-believing Christians and Jews, as well as Muslims, still will be as firmly opposed to same-sex "marriage" a hundred years from now as we are today.

The Rev. Brian W. Harrison • St. Louis
Rude and censorious
As someone who often appreciates Leonard Pitts' columns, I was dismayed by "'Boo' — loud and vigorous — Rick Santorum" (Jan. 15), calling social conservatives, specifically former Sen. Rick Santorum, R-Pa., bigots who should be booed. Mr. Pitts exults in Mr. Santorum being drowned out by an audience in New Hampshire. Why? Because social conservatives, including Mr. Santorum, oppose gay marriage.

Calling all social conservatives bigots is worse than calling all abortions murder. For centuries, people who believe gay marriage in an oxymoron have fought against injustice, ranging from slavery to child labor to oppression of women and minorities. Suddenly, all these people are bigots? No way. Islamic friends are among those I know who, like Mr. Santorum, oppose gay marriage based on their religious beliefs, which aren't going to change. Are they bigots? No.

Drowning out Mr. Santorum was both rude and censorious. So is urging such behavior in a world of mindless rants and deplorable attempts to divide people into warring camps. That is what too many of the Republicans are doing, even as they falsely accuse the president of such, despite the cost he has paid in bending over backward to reach agreement with the implacable Republicans in Congress.

The lesbian couples I know never would condone drowning people out, and I would oppose any effort to stifle their views and call them names, even if they were strangers rather than respected friends.

James C. Pakala • Manchester
Mistakes of the past
Charles Krauthammer's "A remarkable achievement" (Jan. 15) is witness to a small and mean mind. There is no doubt that U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Texas, "commands a strong, energetic, highly committed following." The problem lies in what that following follows.

Who longs for a time when black citizens were denied entrance to schools, restaurants, stores, neighborhoods and medical facilities? Who would cheer for deregulation of dangerous machinery and implements? Who would choose not to control poisonous material in our children's formulas, juice and toys?

The lessening of these and other common-sense restraints does not equate to freedom; it leads to needless deaths, heartbroken parents and citizens for whom the system is broken.

Libertarianism only works when the commitment to our citizens is negated and denied.

Mr. Paul wishes the government would step out of the way — with exceptions: the rights of gay citizens and women (for whom he would grant 'states' rights" over their biological futures). Hypocrisy never seems to be far from the mind of the Libertarian.

If this is the man Mr. Krauthammer views as having wrought a signal achievement, then we have to ask ourselves a decisive question: When is too little nothing less than an egregious attack on our democracy? And how can we go forward when we continue to allow — indeed encourage — the mistakes of our past?

Cynthia Neal • St. Louis
Letters to the editor, January 21
Let's focus on jobs, not the political antics
Missourians are trying to find jobs or are worried about keeping the jobs they have. They're wondering how to make enough money to cover groceries and rent or keep their house from slipping away. They're trying to figure out how they'll be able to afford to send their kids to college and save for retirement.

The American Dream is slipping out of reach for the 99 percent.

But our lawmakers are focused on the same political antics as last year— proposing more attacks on working families.

Because nearly half of all jobless workers have been unemployed for more than six months, there is no time to waste. Instead of attacking workers or focusing on a partisan agenda, our elected leaders must make creating jobs their No. 1 priority.

To get Missourians back to work, politicians must stop rewarding companies that outsource jobs or manipulate workers. They must reform our tax system and close corporate tax loopholes. And we need to stop discrimination against the jobless and open up new employment opportunities.

As our country suffers through a crisis unlike anything we've seen, communities struggle with long-term joblessness. In Missouri, more than 250,000 people are unemployed.

Yet our elected leaders don't share the same urgency. Our recovery remains threatened by irresponsible government budget cutting, home foreclosures, consumer debt and a weakened middle class.

Instead of finding common-sense solutions to grow our economy, politicians use the jobs crisis to pursue a political agenda that rewards the 1 percent and demand deep cuts for working people.

Attempts to roll back collective-bargaining rights, cut off state and local government funding and cripple schools and public safety institutions haven't created a single job. In Missouri, lawmakers are trying to take jobs from construction workers who have have helped Joplin recover after the devastating tornadoes last year.

It's time for our elected leaders to stop scapegoating workers. Our teachers, firefighters, factory workers and nurses have had to pay the price for Wall Street's recklessness for too long. It's time for them to focus on what we elected them to do — creating and preserving good jobs and restoring balance to our economy.

Now is the time for our elected leaders to act to create millions of jobs and put Missouri back to work with solutions on scale with the problems our economy faces. Missourians can't afford more of the same.

Hugh McVey • St. Louis - President, Missouri AFL-CIO
Tax relief for families is progress for Illinois
Rhonda Jones knows what it's like to live paycheck to paycheck. At times in her life, the 43-year-old single mother of five worked three jobs to make ends meet. Now a high school counselor, Ms. Jones says that the tax relief available to working families often proved to be her saving grace.

That relief is the Earned-Income Tax Credit, a complicated name for tax relief for working families. Congress enacted a federal EITC in 1975, and Illinois enacted a state version in 2000. This month, I signed a bill to put more money in the pockets of working families by doubling Illinois' EITC from 5 percent of the federal credit to 10 percent, saving low-income workers an extra $105 million a year. As the largest improvement of Illinois' EITC since its inception, this tax relief will save more than 900,000 families an extra $100 to $200 a year.

This is good policy for families and for economic growth. While EITC provides much-needed relief for low-income workers, it also boosts local economies by increasing consumer demand. A 2006 Brookings Institution study found that every dollar a family saves through EITC translates into $1.58 of local economic activity. More money in families' pockets often means more money spent in neighborhood stores and the community.

Until recently, Illinois had one of the lowest EITCs in the country, and that needed to change. When I insisted that tax relief for working families be part of the economic growth and tax reform agenda, it was because of mothers like Ms. Jones. Ms. Jones serves as a volunteer at the Center for Economic Progress, where she helps workers prepare their taxes. Three of her five children are now the first in her family to attend college, and two are preparing to graduate from high school. Ms. Jones and other working people are the heart and soul of Illinois.

I commend those who voted for this important bill.

We all must strengthen our commitment to making the tax code fairer for working people. The tax system should not be rigged in a way that leaves anyone working 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year living in poverty.

Illinois made progress. Let's keep it up.

Gov. Pat Quinn • Springfield, Ill.
Incompetence and arrogance
In his commentary "Were judges too judicial?" (Jan. 10), former Missouri Supreme Court Judge Michael Wolff claims the six judges of the state Court of Appeals who recently created new statehouse redistricting plans "are under attack for not being political enough" in their drawing of new legislative boundaries. While many state lawmakers are unhappy with the new lines, the criticism stems not from political complaints but from the fact that the redistricting judges ignored state constitutional requirements and geographic reality in crafting their plans. The Missouri Supreme Court affirmed as much in its recent decision overturning the Senate redistricting plan.

The Missouri Constitution prohibits the splitting of counties among Senate districts except in very limited circumstances, yet the judges violated this rule in numerous instances. After they were called on this serious constitutional breach, the judges made the dubious, not to mention arrogant, argument that the constitutional rules for redistricting don't apply to them. However, they nonetheless withdrew their original Senate proposal and submitted a new one that reversed most, but still not all, of the unconstitutional county splits.

On the House redistricting plan, the judges created districts that straddle the Missouri River in places where there are no bridges, making it impossible to travel from one part of the district to another without either leaving the district or taking a boat. The judges also carved up a number of small cities that traditionally have remained whole among multiple districts for no readily apparent reason. These communities would have been better served by keeping them intact, and the judges easily could have done so.

Contrary to Mr. Wolff's assertions, the redistricting judges aren't been criticized for not being political but for their incompetence and arrogance.

Laura Ragan • St. Louis
Fixing the Postal Service
Postal rates go up 1 cent on Jan. 22. We can stock up on "forever" stamps.

If the Postal Accountability and Enhancement Act had not been enacted in 2006, the U.S. Postal Service would have a $1.5 billion surplus. The act requires the Postal Service to pre-fund its future health care benefit payments for retirees for the next 75 years, and to put the money aside in the next 10 years. It seems this law was made in order to undermine the Postal Service or put it out of business.

From 1911 to 1967, the U.S. Postal Savings System provided basic banking services for saving and transferring money. Started to attract the savings of immigrants who were used to saving at post offices in their native countries. The Postal Service issued U.S. Postal Savings Bonds and Postal Saving Certificates as well as domestic money orders. It was shut down in 1967, not because it was inefficient, but because private banks raised their interest rates and offered the same governmental guarantees that the postal savings system had.

House Resolution 1351 would repeal the Postal Accountability and Enhancement Act and undo the malicious requirements set upon the Postal Service. But U.S. Postal Banks, providing basic bank services nationwide and earning money that would keep the Postal Service running its efficient business and reduce the country's debt, is history-based and a foresighted option worth clamoring for.

Pamela Hosler • St. Louis
Renew respect for life
Jan. 22 is the 39th anniversary of the U.S. Supreme Court's Roe v. Wade opinion. Today, a woman's fertility is considered a negative and her fecundity a burden. Widely used contraception prevents unwanted children, and abortion is easily available for those for whom contraception has failed.

Sex has replaced children and marital commitment as the glue of relationships. Because fewer people are marrying and fewer are having children, there has been a drastic decline in the population rates of many nations.

Perhaps the considerable impact of these socioeconomic demographics will regenerate a renewed respect for the resource and treasure that is human life.

Dette Reh • St. Louis County
Women are watching
On Jan. 22, we mark the 39th anniversary of the landmark Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision. This watershed ruling guaranteed that the right to privacy in the U.S. Constitution protects the right of a woman to choose whether to continue a pregnancy to term or have a safe and legal abortion.

No matter what they call themselves or where they align politically, a majority of Americans respect the decision each woman must make about her own pregnancy, and most oppose efforts to overturn Roe. That hasn't changed in the last four decades.

Unfortunately, in 2011 anti-choice groups introduced three times the usual number of bills in state legislatures to restrict or deny women access to safe, legal abortion, emergency contraception and even family-planning services. An unprecedented 92 bills were enacted. This was the focus — instead of jobs and our struggling economy.

Congress also attempted to dismantle Title X, the federal family-planning program that serves the most at-risk, low-income and uninsured women in America. Former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney, the frontrunner Republican nominee for president, has included elimination of all Title X funding as one of his priorities for "fixing" the U.S. economy and balancing the federal budget. This is nothing more than a cynical attempt to win favor with social conservatives at the expense of poor women who rely on preventive services for their health and futures and for the stability of their families.

Not surprisingly, 2012 is shaping up to be another year of extremes. Many state legislators have signaled support or introduced bills that ban abortion, requires restrictive regulations on health centers or eliminates funding for state family-planning programs.

This year's commemoration of the Roe anniversary serves as a reminder that reproductive freedom and access to reproductive services are at great risk — for all women, couples and families.

This is the time when we must tell our elected officials that we are watching. We must send the message that we want sensible policies that protect reproductive privacy, that promote reproductive health, that focus on lifesaving health care, including breast exams, cancer screenings and birth control, and that improve women's lives and health.

We need to let our elected officials know that if they try to take health care services and rights from American women, there will be consequences.

Paula M. Gianino • St. Louis
President, Advocates, The Political Arm of Planned Parenthood of the St. Louis Region and Southwest Missouri
Editorial: Maybe a little chaos in Missouri election is a good thing 

Here's a simple rule of thumb to know that your legal case is in trouble: When your attorney stands up in court and refuses to defend you, things aren't going well.

That's precisely what Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster did last year in his non-defense of new congressional maps created by the Missouri Legislature. Those maps were created with one goal in mind: protecting incumbent politicians, with the single exception of Democrat Russ Carnahan of St. Louis, who was the apparent odd man out as Missouri shrank from nine congressional districts to eight.

The constitutionality of that new map has been called into question by the Missouri Supreme Court, which on Tuesday ordered a lower court to determine whether the districts are, indeed, "compact," as the constitution requires. The fifth district, in Kansas City, appears to be anything but compact, strangely combining urban and rural areas. That's why, in a previous hearing, Mr. Koster — charged by law with defending the state — said, "I'm not going to stand here and defend the compactness of District 5."

For voters, the stakes of this highly charged political battle are high.

Under Missouri's current system of redistricting, elected politicians and well-connected appointees redraw the state's political boundaries after every U.S. Census. Missouri's system, like those in many states, is tilted toward politicians doing everything they can to protect their own hides. The system breeds divisiveness by creating safe districts in which lawmakers have no incentive whatsoever to listen to independents or constituents in the opposing party.

Career politicians win. Voters lose. Every time.

In each of the last five decennial redistricting efforts, lawmakers or a committee appointed by the governor, or both, have failed to agree on one of the three state reapportionment maps that must be drawn, leaving the job in the hands of judges.

Judges don't want the job. No matter how they draw the maps, they will anger the politicians who didn't get their way. And the judges, too, make mistakes. Missouri's Supreme Court also rejected the state Senate map drawn by appellate court judges.

The one state in the nation that gets this process right is Iowa, where a nonpartisan commission of legislative staffers who understand the complex task produce the maps without consideration of politics. Without fail, the maps are a better fit for communities than the ones drawn in states too focused on protecting political turf.

Missouri, instead, is headed toward political chaos. If the courts ultimately toss the congressional map, as now seems plausible, the clock will be ticking on lawmakers and Gov. Jay Nixon. They'll have to find a workable compromise before the November elections.

If they fail, Missouri could be subject to a federal law last imposed in the state in 1932, forcing congressional races to be held statewide on an at-large basis. Consider the eight offices filled by statewide votes: five Democrats, three Republicans. That's quite different from the Republican-gerrymandered map in which six of eight seats in Congress are safely Republican.

Politicians or courts probably will reach a solution before such chaos reigns. But maybe one year of chaos, with truly wide-open congressional races, wouldn't be all that bad. It would help prove the point that should be obvious by now.

Missouri's party-controlled, gerrymandered political system is broken. Put voters first and fix it.

