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Agriculture secretary touts Missouri’s growth

Posted on Fri, Jan. 27, 2012 10:44 PM
By GREG HACK, The Kansas City Star
Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack brought the administration’s economic message to Kansas City on Friday, saying his department was fostering growth in Missouri that’s “built to last.”

Vilsack met with at least two dozen leaders from farming, electric co-ops, higher education and the Mid-America Regional Council to discuss economic development.

“Missouri’s got a lot going on toward being in the center of a ‘grown in America’ economy,” Vilsack said. “If we grow and make things people want to buy, that will go a long way toward reclaiming the future for the middle class.”

Vilsack said Missouri was strong in agriculture but also in research and other bio-based ventures involving chemicals, polymers and fibers.

Vilsack also said his department’s spending the past three years had provided jobs and infrastructure to help private businesses grow. He listed accomplishments in Missouri including better electrical service for 2.4 million rural residents and businesses, broadband service for almost 40,000 residents, improved water supplies for 340,000 residents, and grants and loans helping more than 80 rural businesses provide more than 2,400 jobs.

Vilsack’s current travels don’t include a stop in Kansas, but he said he planned to visit Manhattan later in the year. Comparable figures for Kansas projects the past three years using Agriculture Department financing weren’t available.

Missouri farmers shut out of federal flooding aid
Friday, January 27, 2012 | 8:17 p.m. CST; updated 11:23 a.m. CST, Saturday, January 28, 2012 

BY THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
KANSAS CITY — Farmers whose land was damaged by Missouri River flooding expressed frustration Friday that a missed deadline will keep them from sharing in $215 million from one federal disaster program.

 Farmers and communities had to apply for the aid by June 30, but many still had land under water then and couldn't do a required damage assessment. Water didn't recede from many farms in Iowa, Nebraska and Missouri until late September or early October.

 The money is part of $308 million in funding the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced last week. It is distributed through the Emergency Watershed Protection Program, which requires a sponsor such as a city, county or drainage district. The money is meant to be used to clear drainage ditches, fix levees and structures and reshape eroded banks.

Officials couldn't say Friday how many farmers missed the chance to apply for help.

 About 1,200 of Bruce Biermann's 2,500 acres in northwest Missouri flooded last summer. He said he should be planting this year's crop in about 60 days but that will be tough to do without help with repairs.

 "It certainly is disappointing that we can't have access to funds that are basically earmarked for disasters like this," he said.

 The flooding started in June when the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers began releasing massive amounts of water from upstream reservoirs filled by melting snow and heavy rains. The deluge continued for months, overtopping levees and turning farms into lakes. When the water finally receded, farmers found tree limbs, trash and, in some places, 2- to 3-feet of sand covering their land.

 Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack said the application deadline set by Congress led to the money being primarily focused on disasters that happened earlier in 2011 but that didn't mean farmers who suffered later damage wouldn't get help.

 "I don't think it's accurate to suggest that the folks in northwest Missouri aren't going to get help and assistance," he said during a visit to Kansas City to tout President Barack Obama's State of the Union address. "We will continue to work with our existing programs to give them as much help as possible."

 The deadline for the next round of funding is Jan. 31, but it's unclear how much money will be given and whether it will come in time to help farmers and communities make repairs before this spring's planting season.

 The farmers' and communities' best chance of getting some of the $215 million already allocated will be if other communities don't use all the money they requested. Unused money is placed in a pot that could be redistributed, and about $452,000 leftover from past storms already has been used to help farmers in northwest Missouri, where 207,000 acres flooded last year.

 David Sieck, who has about 1,500 acres of corn and soybeans near Glenwood, Iowa, said it really bothered him that an arbitrary deadline was keeping some farmers and communities from getting immediate access to the money. About half of land is in river bottoms and about three-fifths of that flooded last year.

"Never ever do I remember a prolonged flood for 3 ½ months," he said.

 Missouri and Utah shared the bulk of the $308 million in disaster aid announced last week. Missouri received $50 million, while Utah got $60 million to deal with two rounds of flooding.

 Along with $35 million from the watershed program, Missouri received $15 million from the USDA's Emergency Conservation Program, which helps clear debris and grade farmland. Much of that money will go to the southeast portion of the state where the Corps blew three holes in the Birds Point levee in May to relieve pressure at the height of flooding that threatened nearby Cairo, Ill.

 "We appreciate the work of everyone involved in securing it for Missouri and we are glad that farmers throughout the state are going to benefit, but the people in northwest Missouri are not," said Blake Hurst, president of the Missouri Farm Bureau.

McCaskill: Jeff City lawmakers “nuts” for health care vote

January 27, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Sen. Claire McCaskill has one word to sum up actions taken by the Missouri State Senate this week – “nuts!”

That’s how Missouri’s Democratic U.S. senator described state Senate Bill 464, which seeks to limit the Governor’s ability to implement a key portion of the federal health care reform law.

 “The irony to me is, while these guys are pounding the podium saying, ‘get Washington out of our lives,’ they’re refusing to set up the very mechanism that get’s Washington out of their lives… it’s nuts!” McCaskill said during a media conference call earlier this week.

The GOP dominated Senate’s actions are in response to a provision in the health care law – derisively referred to by critics as “ObamaCare” – that requires all states to create government run health care exchanges by 2014. These exchanges are designed to be a virtual one-stop shop where consumers can compare and purchase health care plans from private insurance companies. Supporters of the exchanges say it will increase competition among health insurance companies and drive down the overall cost.

But many in the state legislature, who view the health care bill as an unnecessary and unconstitutional infringement by the federal government, oppose the idea. Republican lawmakers have dragged their feet on establishing the exchanges as they wait for legal challenges to work their way through the Supreme Court. Legislation to implement the exchanges died in the House of Representatives last year.

 But Senators have a new fear, that Gov. Jay Nixon may attempt an end-run around the General Assembly by creating an insurance exchange through executive order.

That’s why Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, introduced SB 464. His bill would prohibit the governor from establishing the exchange by executive order. Schaaf, a family physician by trade, said his bill does nothing to stand in the way of enacting the federal health care law. But he argued from the floor of the state Senate this week that the legislature’s right to appropriate funds – regardless of the fact that the money comes from the federal government – should be protected.

 “This bill doesn’t stand in the way at all,” Schaaf said. “But do you think state money should be spent without being appropriated by the state?”

 But Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City, who led vocal opposition to SB 464, argued that it would be permissible, provided that the money being spent came from the federal government and not state taxpayers – as is the case with the healthcare exchange funding.

 Although Justus agrees the governor should not circumvent the legislature in creating the health care exchange, she accused Republican lawmakers of using SB 464 as just another means of delaying or avoiding implementation of the federal mandate altogether.

 During floor debates, Justus introduced a failed amendment that would have at least allowed state agencies to discuss plans with the federal government for creating an exchange in the event that the General Assembly does not take action by 2014. If the legislature does not act by then, it is expected that the federal government will come in and impose an exchange. Justus said that by allowing agencies to at least talk with the federal government about the particulars of the program, Missouri could at least insure that the program is tailored to the needs of the state.

 McCaskill and Justus both said that by choosing not to implement a plan of it’s own design, Republican lawmakers are ensuring their worst fears: a strict federally designed program being forced on the state without oversight from the General Assembly.

 “I hope that we do get a state health care exchange bill passed,” Justus said. “But the reality is, I don’t think that’s going to happen based on what I saw last year and based on the continuing dysfunction I see here in the state capitol.”

 Schaaf’s bill ultimately received first round approval in the Senate on Tuesday. It faces one more full vote in the chamber before heading the House of Representatives.

Cleaver aids woman in trouble

Posted on Fri, Jan. 27, 2012 11:00 PM

By MATT CAMPBELL, The Kansas City Star


The congressman was in Kansas City to attend a meeting regarding the Green Impact Zone and was riding in a car near 44th Street and Troost Avenue before 10 a.m. when he spotted someone waving a hand from a clump of weeds on the other side of the road.

Cleaver’s spokeswoman, Michele Rooney, said he alerted his staffer to stop the car and they both ran across Troost to investigate. Someone in another car behind them, who had attended the meeting with Cleaver, called 911.

Rooney said the woman, who may have been in her 40s or 50s, was frothing at the mouth and appeared to be going in and out of consciousness.

Cleaver removed his coat and placed it over the woman to help warm her and called 911 a second time.

“He was afraid she was dying,” Rooney said.

Cleaver and the others stayed with the woman until paramedics arrived. It was unclear how long she had been there because other motorists may not have noticed her.

Rooney said that Cleaver and the staffer were a bit shaken afterward and that the congressman was reluctant to take any credit for assisting the woman.

“He didn’t want to be portrayed as a hero or somebody doing something extraordinary,” she said. “Anybody who had seen that hand would have done the same thing.”

Kansas City Fire Department spokesman Lew Hendricks confirmed that a fire company and an EMS crew responded to the vicinity of 44th Street and Troost Avenue between 9:30 and 10 a.m. to assist a citizen and transported her to a hospital. He could not provide any more details.

Cleaver had returned to the district instead of going to a Democratic Issues Conference in Cambridge, Md., that was also attended by President Obama.

Foes of new Missouri House districts take fight to trial court THE ASOCIATED PRESS STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, January 27, 2012 1:30 pm 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. •  Opponents of new state House districts took their legal challenge to a trial court today after Missouri's Supreme Court refused to hear their case directly.

The filing in Cole County, the home county of the state capital of Jefferson City, was expected after the high court's ruling Thursday that the group's effort to strike down the new House district map would need to start in the lower court.

A group of more than a dozen people contend the new state House map violates requirements that districts have similar populations and be contiguous and compact. They argue there is far too much variance among the district sizes, and some are even divided by rivers.

In addition, the legal challenge adds a new claim that the special judicial commission responsible for developing the 163-distirct state House map violated Missouri's open meetings law by not providing notice of meetings and then holding at least three private discussions. A panel of six appeals court judges developed new districts after a bipartisan commission deadlocked this past summer.

The judicial commission accepted public testimony for one day in October and then met and deliberated in secret before releasing a new map Nov. 30. The panel has said it did not believe it was required to follow the requirements for posting notices of its meetings and conducting most discussions in public sessions.

Missouri's open meetings law, frequently called the Sunshine Law, requires advanced public notice of meetings. Most discussions must be held in sessions open to the public, and when closed meetings are allowed, governmental bodies must vote to do so and keep minutes from the executive session.

The case could move ahead soon. The Supreme Court in its order instructed the circuit court to decide quickly on whether the new House districts are constitutional. Missouri candidates start filing Feb. 28 for this year's elections, and if the map is rejected, the redistricting process may start from scratch.

The Missouri attorney general's office has defended the map, saying it meets the requirements in the state Constitution.

New boundaries for the state Legislature were developed based on population changes from the 2010 census. Congressional districts also were redrawn with the state reduced from nine seats to eight because Missouri's population growth over the past decade did not keep pace with the rest of the nation.

The state Supreme Court this month rejected new districts for the 34-member state Senate and ordered further legal review by a trial court in two separate lawsuits challenging the congressional map.

Realtors bemoan Rex's latest big check to pass 'fair tax'
BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Friday, January 27, 2012 11:45 am

ST. LOUIS • It's not often that the state Realtors' association, with their thousands of members and pair of lobbyists in Jefferson City, fret about being the underdog.

But now that retired investor and free-market evangelist Rex Sinquefield has given another giant campaign check to his bid to rewrite the state tax code, the real estate agents are selling a "David versus Goliath" narrative. 

On Thursday, Sinquefield deposited $1.2 million into his "Let Voters Decide" political committee, whose latest push is rescinding the state's income tax and replacing it with higher sales taxes.

The group has already spent much of an earlier $1.3 million check from Sinquefield on lawyers, campaign consultants and a professional petition drive firm charged with making sure the tax proposal has enough signatures to get on the ballot.

(For a man who made his fortune as a pioneer of the index fund, some of the expenditures by his political committee are head scratchers. Other than the $1.3 million donated by Sinquefield and a $10,000 check from an admirer in the financial world, Let Voters Decide raised only $1,465 from other donors, all in small increments, in the last quarter. However, during that same period, the committee paid $16,000 to a St. Louis fundraising firm.)

Realtors don't like the "fair tax" proposal because it would potentially mean a higher tax on sales transactions — including, they say, the purchase of a home.

However, Sinquefield's camps says the measure would explicitly prohibit higher taxes on real estate sales.

Before Sinquefield's latest donation even became public, a spokesman for the Realtor's group, Missourians for Fair Taxation, blasted the opposition's wealthy benefactor.

"It’s clear that Let Voters Decide’s answer is to throw more and more money behind its awful proposal, but they cannot sell it to working class Missourians," said the Realtor's spokesman, Scott Charton. "They have a billionaire benefactor with an agenda, but even a billionaire gets just one vote."

However, the last election cycle, Charton was far from critical of the tactics of Sinquefield, who has never said he is a billionaire.

In 2010, Charton's Columbia, Mo. public relations firm was paid more than $60,000 by Sinquefield's committee, which at the time was working on a measure effecting local earning taxes.

Puff, puff, pass?

By Grace Freeman

 Staff Reporter, Truman Index 

Published: Wednesday, January 25, 2012

 Updated: Thursday, January 26, 2012 01:01

A petition to put marijuana legalization on Missouri's November ballot is circulating campus.

 Truman State students and Kirksville residents are volunteering to collect signatures for the statewide campaign, Show Me Cannabis Regulation, which needs 150,000 signatures by the April 6 deadline, for the initiative to be on the November ballot. 

 The Show-me Cannabis Regulation campaign is a group of Missourians who think cannabis prohibition is a failed policy and are working to transfer the control of cannabis to the government and private business, rather than criminal enterprise, according to the campaign's website. 

 "We live in a society with finite resources, and every time a cop spends an hour or two arresting and prosecuting somebody for possession of marijuana, a non-violent offense, that's an hour or two that they could have been spending busting a meth lab or prosecuting a rapist or going after a murderer," said freshman Aaron Malin, a Show-Me Cannabis Regulation member. "We think it's a poor allocation of resources to spend time and money to the extent that we do prosecuting marijuana related crimes."

 John Payne, Show-Me Cannabis Regulation's St. Louis regional director, said that if the incentive gets one vote more than the majority, it will pass as a Constitutional Amendment, which could not be overturned by the legislature. 

 If passed, Payne said regulations would be similar to those of alcohol usage, including that licensed vendors older the age of 21 could sell or keep marijuana for personal use in their home. Medical use of marijuana would require a physician's recommendation and parental consent for those underage. Taxing by the state would be determined by legislation at a later date, he said. 

 Malin hopes to clear up misconceptions of the organization's goals as seen by the public. 

 "We are not a campaign of stoners who want to sit around all day and get high without having to worry about the cops," Malin said. "It's a group of individuals who feel that this is a failed policy and that we have an obligation to change it."

 The campaign has encountered problems getting people to sign the petition because of worries of being put on a government list and being harassed for signing it, Payne said.

 "That's kind of frightening actually," Payne said. "We live in a society where people are scared to express their opinions out of fear of the government"..

 Payne said that he thinks there is a 50 percent chance the incentive will pass if the incentive is on the ballot: odds he says he feels good about.

 Payne said the Show-Me Cannabis campaign thinks that through an increase of taxes on cannabis and the decrease from enforcing prohibition, the state would benefit financially. 

 "The state of Missouri could be saving and bringing in about $100 million in tax revenue if we were to get rid of the cannabis prohibition and start taxing it at a reasonable rate," Payne said. "We could better direct our law enforcement resources."

 Mo. House Rep. Zachary Wyatt, R-2, does not support the legalization of marijuana, but wants to see where the constituents of District 2 stand.

 "I'm not going to go against something that my constituents may feel," Wyatt said.

 He said he thinks there is a high likelihood of the Show-Me Cannabis campaign getting the initiative on the ballot. 

 "I think they will be able to get those signatures," he said. "I think it's great that students are getting involved. It's going to be interesting."

 Show-Me Cannabis has pulled ideas from other campaigns regarding the legalization of marijuana, Payne said. California's Proposition 19 failure during 2010 partially was because of the incentive that employers would not be able to drug test if there were a suspicion an employee was under the influence of cannabis.

 "That's one thing we did to improve our bill," Payne said. "We're taking the best ideas of the ones that have been proposed so far and getting rid of the bad ones so were getting closer to the one that is most likely to be approved."

 This year — in addition to Missouri — Arizona, California, Indiana, New Jersey and Virginia are seeking legislation to legalize marijuana with nearly a dozen other states that have pending efforts.

Naeger exits state Senate race
Friday, January 27, 2012

 By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Saying that the tumult of the ongoing redistricting has created too much uncertainty, Perryville, Mo., Republican Pat Naeger has dropped out of the race for Missouri Senate.

Naeger, who previously served eight years in the Missouri House, said he decided to get out of the race after the Missouri Supreme Court threw out the newly redrawn Senate districts earlier this month.

With just a few weeks until the filing period is set to begin Feb. 28, Naeger said he had no confidence that the process will result in districts that make sense for him.

Naeger said he couldn't go forward "with an all-out campaign asking my friends, family or anyone else to support me financially when no one even knows what the district will look like. It's like betting on a poker hand without any cards."

The Supreme Court's ruling essentially started the whole process over to redraw a Senate map in light of the 2010 census. The court invalidated the newest map that was drawn last year, saying that the panel of judges violated the state constitution by dividing Jackson and Greene counties into too many separate districts.

Both major political parties are working to get Gov. Jay Nixon nominations so he can appoint a new bipartisan citizens commission. If they can't decide on a new map, it will again go to the courts.

Naeger announced his Senate candidacy for what was the 3rd District on the new map, which -- under the map that was struck down -- would have included Cape Girardeau, Perry, St. Francois and Ste. Genevieve counties.

Now, Naeger said he has no idea what the new district will look like and he's not waiting around to find out.

"This is incredible uncertainty," he said. "Those district lines really favored me incredibly. Who knows what the deal is going to be now?"

Naeger also said he intends to return "every penny" of campaign donations he'd collected, about $14,000.

In that wiped out 3rd District, Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, was set to run against Farmington, Mo., businessman Gary Romine. Both said Friday that even though Naeger is out, they still don't know who their opponents will be.

Wallingford, who spent the day Friday campaigning in Perry County, said he was surprised to hear that Naeger was dropping out.

"I was in for the long haul, the big fight," Wallingford said. 

There are a lot of theories floating around the state capital about what will happen next, with the most recent one being that the existing senatorial map will stay the way it is, Wallingford said.

"It's been a wild ride," Wallingford said. "Have you ever seen anything like this?"

The 27th District is represented by Sen. Jason Crowell, who is being pushed out by term limits this year. The 27th is made up of Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Madison, Mississippi, Perry and Scott counties.

If the 27th is still the same for the August primary and November general election, Romine would not be running in the race and it would set up a likely Republican primary between two incumbents, drawing Rep. Ellen Brandom back into the race for the 27th District.

Romine said the uncertainty is changing his strategy. For example, on Friday night, he was attending a chamber of commerce banquet in Cape Girardeau and he's not even sure the city will be in his district when all is said and done.

"It's disheartening to the whole election process that we can't get a map to work off of," Romine said. "It's not fair to the candidates or the voters. We may see some other good candidates drop out. There's not a comfort level about this no matter where you look."

MSSU holds competitive advantage in tuition costs 

January 27, 2012 

By Roger McKinney news@joplinglobe.com

JOPLIN, Mo. — For freshman Alex McCaffrey, of Monett, cost was the biggest factor in her decision to attend Missouri Southern State University.

 McCaffrey said she is paying for her education through student loans and a paycheck from her job.

 Missouri Southern State University officials will consider raising tuition for students in the fall 2012 semester to partially offset $2.7 million in cuts proposed by Gov. Jay Nixon. Nixon proposed a 12.5 percent cut in funding to higher education.

 President Barack Obama on Friday in a speech at the University of Michigan outlined his plan for controlling the cost of higher education, warning institutions that can’t control tuition increases that they could lose federal funding. The initiative faces slim chances in Congress during an election year.

 For the fall 2011 semester at MSSU, tuition per credit hour was increased by $20 to $163. The Missouri commissioner of higher education waived a penalty for exceeding the state cap on tuition increases, which is based on the Consumer Price Index, an inflation measure.

 There have been no decisions made about future tuition levels at MSSU.

 Rob Yust, MSSU vice president for business affairs, said the state in calculating the cap allows Southern a little extra for being below the state average for tuition, in addition to the Consumer Price Index. He said that would allow the Board of Governors to increase per-credit-hour tuition by about $6 to $169.

 He said based on current enrollment, that would raise revenues by an estimated $500,000.

 Yust stressed that there have been no decisions about the potential for seeking a larger tuition increase and another waiver.

 McCaffrey, told of the potential tuition increase and the amount allowed under the cap, said she could adjust. She said Missouri Southern would remain the most affordable university around.

“There’s usually ways to find to make it cheaper,” she said.

 The five top schools Joplin High School graduates attend are MSSU, Pittsburg (Kan.) State University, Missouri State University-Springfield, the University of Arkansas-Fayetteville, and the University of Missouri- Columbia.

 Based on the annual cost to attend the schools, including tuition, fees and books, MSSU is the most affordable at $5,610, closely followed by PSU at $6,106.

 The amounts are based on in-state undergraduate costs, and don’t include housing, transportation or miscellaneous costs. They are based on 28 credit hours over two semesters.

 The next most expensive university is Missouri State University, with an annual cost of $7,498.

 The University of Arkansas cost is based on 30 credit hours, at $8,388. If one subtracts the tuition amount of two credit hours, the amount is $7,995.48

 The most expensive among the five schools is the University of Missouri, at $9,570 for a year.

 MSSU benefits from a program allowing students to rent most of their textbooks.

 RELATIVELY CHEAP

 Summer Miller, an MSSU freshman from Webb City, said her costs were helped by a vocal music scholarship.

“I had to take out a small loan,” Miller said, adding that it wouldn’t be difficult to repay.

 She said MSSU would remain affordable if the tuition increase is small.

“I don’t think it’s big enough that it’s going to create problems for me,” Miller said. She said for most students, it’s easy to find scholarships to help with college costs, especially for those with good college-entrance exam scores.

 Rico Koth, a junior from Overland Park, Kan., said he transferred from the University of Missouri-Kansas City, where costs were triple that of Missouri Southern.

“It’s relatively cheap compared to most universities,” Koth said. He said he wouldn’t be bothered by a small tuition increase, but some of his fellow students are struggling financially.

 Josh Dykstra, a junior from Lebanon, Mo., said cost was a big factor in choosing MSSU. He said it was a choice between MSSU and the private Missouri Valley College in Marshall, where the annual cost for tuition, fees and books is $18,750.

“It would still be pretty affordable” with a small tuition increase, Dykstra said.

 COMFORT LEVEL

 Darren Fullerton, MSSU vice president for student affairs, said in an email response to Globe questions that he’s confident that the university will maintain the competitive advantage in affordability. He said the student outcomes, including performance on professional certification exams, are impressive.

“These outcomes, combined with the fact that we offer the lowest tuition of any four-year university in the state, indicates we are an excellent value for our students,” he said.

 He said though other state universities also likely would pursue tuition increases to offset cuts, MSSU will continue to prepare its students for life after college.

“No one is excited about raising tuition, but MSSU has always been and will continue to be accessible and affordable,” Fullerton said. “While facing potential budget cuts, our biggest concern is that we continue to offer the high-quality education that is expected from us.”

Sherry Buchanan, chairwoman of the MSSU Board of Governors, at last week’s board meeting said she was concerned that MSSU may become unaffordable for some potential students.

“What’s our comfort level with continuing to increase tuition and fees?” she said at the meeting.

 She said by phone this week that everyone is committed to MSSU remaining the most affordable university.

“One of the reasons Southern has always done well for this area is that prices are affordable,” she said.

 She said that may not be good enough for some potential students.

“The concern is at what point do people consider they either can’t afford to go, or they can’t afford to take on the debt,” Buchanan said.

 She said if the governor’s proposed cuts take effect, university officials will have many difficult decisions, and it can’t be limited to increasing tuition.

“We can’t shoulder the burden solely on students,” Buchanan said.

 PRESIDENT’S INITIATIVE

 President Obama on Friday proposed increasing campus-based aid to colleges and universities from $3 billion to $10 billion. The programs include Perkins loans and work-study programs. The formula for awards would shift funding from schools with rising tuitions to those acting responsibly.

 He also proposed $1 billion “race to the top” competition among states that promote improvements to their systems of funding higher education.

“I guess my biggest concern is where’s the money is going to come from,” MSSU President Bruce Speck said.

 Speck said he’s open to ways that federal and state governments can increase funding to universities.

“This whole notion of keeping down costs — Missouri Southern’s the poster child for that. If you’re going to reward us for that, we would welcome it.”

He said each of President Obama’s proposals have a cost to them, including improved reporting of higher education costs.

 Speck said whatever good or bad points to President Obama’s proposal, MSSU officials can’t rely on anything being approved.

“We have tried very hard to make sure we are spending our dollars very carefully,” Speck said. “We don’t want to raise our tuition so that we’re outpriced.”

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

 Another response

 The American Association of State Colleges and Universities released a statement responding to President Barack Obama’s proposal for containing higher education costs:

“These proposals raise the perception that the federal government is trying to exert unnecessary influence on public higher education and are substantive enough to raise some caution about the amount of reporting burden that may be imposed on the higher education community,” the AASCU statement reads in part.

Mo. lawmakers move briskly during first month back

January 27, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich
[image: image1.png]


 JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri General Assembly is moving with unaccustomed speed through this year’s legislative agenda.

 In years past, the House and Senate have often waited until February to begin floor debate. So far this year, both chambers have put in two solid weeks of debate. House Majority Floor Leader Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, says his chamber is taking legislation as it comes.

 “On the one hand, we don’t need to get up here in January and try to pass every little single agenda item,” said Jones. “On the other hand, it’s always good to try and move forward in a purposeful manner where you’re not gonna get behind the eight-ball in any fashion.”

 So far, the House has sent three pieces of legislation to the Senate. The Senate has sent two bills to the House.

 In the House, members voted along mostly party lines in passing a proposed constitutional amendment that places limits on the amount of growth in state revenues. During the past week, the House sent two more bills to the Senate. One piece of legislation would add county government and public school district financial information to the state’s accountability website at mapyourtaxes.mo.gov/

 The other bill mandates automatic review for all state rules and a ten year sunset provision on all administrative rules written after the bill is signed into law.

 “These bills that the Speaker and I have moved early are just good government, common sense bills,” said Jones. “I think they’re easy to understand, and I would argue, not that controversial, but yet they take on some big issues that need to be done.”

 The Senate this past week passed its first two bills of the session. One also deals with information posted on the accountability website. The bill, sponsored by Sen. Brian Munzlinger, R-Williamstown, mandates that state agencies that receive federal funds, track the receipt and spending of those funds.

 The bill also requires information about bonds issued by colleges, universities and community colleges be placed on the accountability website. In addition, the legislation would require the governor to submit a daily report stating the amounts withheld from the state operating budget on the portal.

 The other bill passed by the Senate was sponsored by Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton. The legislation increases the penalties for repeat drunk drivers.

 To help Missouri regain $16 million in extra highway construction funds from the federal government, the Senate agreed to put harsher limitations on drivers whose licenses have been revoked due to multiple DWI convictions.

 The sponsor of Senate Bill 443, Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, says his legislation moves Missouri’s DWI laws into compliance with the federal government and makes the state eligible for additional highway funds that were lost after the state granted leeway for additional hardship circumstances.

 The same bill also increases the number of “hard walk” days were a convicted drunk driver can’t enjoy any driving privileges. Currently, drivers in Missouri must wait 30 days before applying for limited driving privileges. Stouffer’s bill increases the number of days to 45.

 The session calendar would seem to give lawmakers extra time to work on legislation. The session does not conclude until May 18, making this year’s session the longest it can be. Jones says he would like to avoid, as much as possible, a last minute rush.

 “I think it’s just good to set the tone that we’re going to work hard this year,” said Jones. “We’ve got a lot of things to do, and we’re going to take things one step at a time.”

Proposals could bring dramatic changes to Missouri schools
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff    

Posted 10:52 am Fri., 1.27.12
National School Choice Week is ending in Missouri with a flurry of proposals that would sharply increase the number of charters, establish scholarships to private and parochial schools, solve the dilemma over students in unaccredited districts transferring to nearby schools and carve the Kansas City school district into pieces annexed by surrounding districts.

 Whether the reshaping of schools passes — and whether the St. Louis Public Schools win approval to sponsor two charter schools this fall — is now up to the Missouri legislature and the state Board of Education. State Sen. Jane Cunningham, the Chesterfield Republican whose bill would bring about the most drastic changes, says if lawmakers don't act to settle what has become known as the Turner case, the courts will.

 "The courts have already spoken," she said at a forum on schools at Washington University Thursday night. "They have said the law is clear and unambiguous and must be implemented. It's our responsibility. We shouldn't leave it to the courts.

 "The biggest thing that stands in our way are the status quo groups. There are people who protect the status quo and cannot change. But, guys, wev'e got to do change, and if we don't change, the courts are going to force it on us."

 Legislative proposals

 The catalyst for Cunningham's bill was the Missouri Supreme Court ruling in 2010 that upheld a key part of the 1993 Outstanding Schools Act. It said students who live in unaccredited districts may transfer to schools in nearby accredited districts, with the home district paying for tuition and transportation and the receiving districts having no say over how many students they would accept.

The high court sent the case back to St. Louis County Circuit Court to resolve details. That trial, which has been postponed several times, is now scheduled to begin March 5. Meanwhile, a second case that also upheld the law, filed against the Webster Groves schools, is set to be heard by the state Supreme Court on Feb. 15; a third lawsuit on the issue was filed by five St. Louis firefighters earlier this week.

 Efforts last year failed to come up with a legislative solution to ensure city students got a good education while guarding against suburban districts being overwhelmed by transfers. Many elements in Cunningham's new legislation were included in a compromise proposal she helped put together at the end of last year's session.

 Her bill, introduced Thursday and set for a hearing next week, would go much further than just the provisions addressing Turner. It would include these changes to Missouri education law:

· Establish the Passport Scholarship Program, to grant financial assistance for students up to the age of 21 who live in unaccredited public school districts for use at a non-public elementary or secondary school. Taxpayers could contribute to a qualified educational assistance organization and claim a tax credit for what they give.

· Allow an accredited school district or cooperative association of accredited districts to sponsor or operate a charter school in or for an unaccredited district.

· Remove the two-year waiting period between the time a district loses accreditation and the time the state may take it over; under the bill, the takeover could happen immediately after accreditation is lost.

· To change the current Turner situation, require an unaccredited district to pay tuition and transportation for resident students to attend an accredited district in an adjoining area. Receiving districts could establish criteria for how many students they would accept, based on the availability of "highly qualified teachers in existing classroom space." Receiving districts would not have to include the test scores of transfer students in their assessments for up to five years.

· In what is called the Hinson Plan, after the superintendent of the Independence School District outside Kansas City, require that if a district outside St. Louis or St. Louis County loses accreditation, surrounding accredited districts must divide up its territory, annex it and draw up new attendance boundaries.

· Direct the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to establish a clearinghouse to help students in unaccredited districts transfer to an accredited district, a charter school, a virtual school or a nonpublic school using a Passport scholarship.

· Require student performance to be a factor in teacher evaluations.

· Give school principals the right to select teachers for their schools who have shown they are qualified and effective.

 Competing legislation

 Cunningham's proposal is far from the only one that would make significant changes in how Missouri schools are run.

 Legislation to expand charter schools beyond their current limits of St. Louis and Kansas City also would create a statewide charter school commission and give the state Board of Education more direct authority to terminate operations at failing charter schools.

 An initiative petition drive seeks to eliminate future teacher tenure altogether by withholding state funding from any school district that uses seniority in deciding teacher contracts or pay. Contracts would be limited to three years.

 And efforts are being made once again to repeal the so-called Blaine Amendment to the Missouri Constitution to allow tax dollars to pay for education at parochial schools.

 At the forum Thursday at Washington University, Cunningham said the Passport scholarship in her bill would let the state achieve the same purpose without amending the constitution. She said that allowing individuals to give money to a charity that would then provide scholarships to students for any school they choose would let parochial schools in St. Louis and Kansas City provide an alternative.

 While Cunningham and others discussed education issues at Washington U., the Special Administrative Board for the St. Louis Public Schools approved a proposal that the city schools sponsor a new charter school, the Lighthouse Academies Charter at the current Mitchell School building, beginning this fall. A proposal for a second charter is expected to go before the SAB next month.

Washington U. forum

 At the Washington U. forum, sponsored by Teach for America and the university's school of social work, much of the talk was of forging a compromise between meeting students' needs when their schools lose accreditation while also preventing suburban districts from being flooded with transfers.

 "It is a really tough balance to strike," said state Rep. Scott Dieckhaus (right), R-Washington, who heads the House committee on elementary and secondary education.

 "On one hand, we are morally obligated to try to provide equal education for every student. In some areas of the state, that is not happening. The other side of the coin is that we don't want to overwhelm potential receiving district under Turner with a number of students they can't handle. We don't want to change a successful school culture. To find that balance is really difficult."

 Policymakers also want to make sure that districts whose own accreditation is already in jeopardy aren't hurt by an influx of new students.

 "We want to be able to help kids who are in need," said state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal (right), D-University City, "but we also don't want for the school districts that are struggling already to sacrifice anything they have already been able to achieve."

 With the Kansas City schools losing their accreditation as of Jan. 1, more lawmakers are willing to take a closer look at the situation, panelists said, but the solution posed in Cunningham's bill — carving the Kansas City district up into pieces that would be annexed by surrounding districts — isn't likely to affect St. Louis.

 If the St. Louis schools were to regain accreditation, the issues in the Turner case would go away for the city. Chris Nicastro, Missouri's commissioner of elementary and secondary education, said that the city schools have made progress toward accreditation, but that progress has to be sustained over a number of years before the state board is likely to make that move. She said the accreditation process has to proceed independently of the Turner case.

 "We can see they are headed in the right direction," Nicastro said, "and we are very pleased by that progress. But the state board is determined not to put into effect a yo-yo system, where districts can get accreditation one year and the next year fall below state standards. We believe it is important for the district to show sustained improvement over time before it regains accreditation."

 Don Senti , who heads the Cooperating School Districts of Greater St. Louis, said he was encouraged by the provision in Cunningham's bill to give suburban districts some say over how many transfer students they would accept from the city. But he also cited estimates to show that the cost of tuition and transportation could drive the city schools into bankruptcy.

 Both Chappelle-Nadal and Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, noted that they were part of another large school transfer program, the voluntary transfer program between St. Louis and St. Louis County for desegregation. Jones said that spending hours on a bus and traveling from the city to a new area may provide students with a better education but can also undermine students' self-confidence.

 Plus, Jones said, it can be just plain exhausting for students to get up at 5 a.m. for a 90-minute bus ride.

 "I was a cheerleader," she said. "I was the basketball manager. I did all of the stuff a teenager is supposed to do, then I got home late, had to do my homework and get up the next morning and start all over again. There was bullying on the bus. I was the skinny kid with braces and glasses. They used to talk about me all the time.

 "I don't want my son on a bus for an hour and a half each way. I don't want city kids to have to go through what I went through just to get a good education. I know we can try to find solutions for local education in the city as much as possible."

 Dieckhaus said that he doesn't think school districts in his area would receive any city transfer students, but that doesn't mean they have no interest in the outcome.

 "Our success in Franklin County is entirely dependent on the success of the St. Louis metropolitan area," he said. "We need people who want to live in the city. We need quality education options in the city." 

Senator seeks to end ban on public funding for religious schools

January 27, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon| Posted by: Tim Sampson 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A member of the Missouri legislature want’s to end the state’s constitutional ban on providing public funds to religious organizations.

 Calling it an injustice toward churches and other faith-based organizations, Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, introduced legislation this month that would repeal a portion of the “Blaine Amendment” from the state constitution.

 Senate Joint Resolution 47, would make it so neither the General Assembly nor any Missouri township can deny general state financial benefits to any educational program – including those with a religious affiliation.

 Although the Blaine Amendment is intended to enforce the separation between church and state, Rupp argues that religious schools are put at a disadvantage compared to other secular private schools that enjoy limited subsidies from the state.

 “It’s about time Missouri stopped its discrimination towards religious organizations and the good Missourians who support them and their mission,” Rupp said.

 Blain amendments or provisions appear in 38 state constitutions, named for Republican lawmaker James G. Blaine, who popularized the amendments in the late 1800s. He sought unsuccessfully to have the bill written into the federal constitution as a means of codifying the first amendment’s widely interpreted separation of church and state.

 SJR 47, if passed by the legislature, would ultimately have to be approved by Missouri voters in a statewide ballot referendum before taking effect.

Rep. Wyatt files against local judge

By Dan Warner, Multimedia Editor, Truman Index 

Published: Wednesday, January 25, 2012  Updated: Thursday, January 26, 2012 01:01

A circuit judge presiding over Adair County is facing articles of impeachment filed Monday that allege judicial and criminal misconduct.

 Russell Steele, circuit judge in the Second Judicial Circuit of Missouri, is accused of perjury, tampering with a witness and exhibiting bias in his duties, among other allegations. The articles of impeachment list more than 15 allegations, including that Steele misused taxpayer money and government resources.

 The articles do not list specific dates or evidence for the allegations, and the resolution is not yet on the House schedule. If passed in the House, Steele's case would go to the Missouri Supreme Court.

 Bill Thompson, Missouri Supreme Court interim clerk, said he knows about only two cases during the past century in which articles of impeachment filed against judges have passed in the House.

 Rep. Zachary Wyatt, R-2, sponsored the resolution, and one allegation states that Steele threatened Wyatt in Wyatt's District Office. Wyatt said Steele confronted him after a constituent asked Wyatt to investigate some campaign finance issues, for which he filed a Missouri Sunshine 

 Law request to gain access to campaign finance documents.

 Wyatt said Steele criticized him and used "intimidation" 

 during the confrontation by attacking Wyatt's work record and suggesting a lack of respect for Steele's position.

 Wyatt said he has documentation to support the majority of the charges in the resolution, and has evidence to support the rest.

 "I have a whole lot of people that are willing to testify," Wyatt said. 

 Wyatt said he spent nearly three months investigating and has requested that the resolution be sent to the House Ethics Committee.

 "It's an even number of Republicans and Democrats on the committee, and I want everyone to look at it," he said. "I don't want it to look like a political ploy, because it clearly isn't, and we need to get judges like this off of the bench."

 Steele was out of town and unavailable for comment as of Wednesday.

Rick Vandeven to run again in 8th District

Sunday, January 29, 2012

Southeast Missourian 

Rick Vandeven, the Chaffee, Mo., Libertarian has announced his intention to run again for the U.S. House in the hopes of unseating longtime incumbent U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson. 

Vandeven ran against Emerson, Democrat Tommy Sowers and Independent Larry Bill in 2010, though Emerson ultimately ran away with the victory with 66 percent of the vote. Emerson intends to seek her ninth term. She also will face Republican Bob Parker in an August primary for the 8th District seat. 

Vandeven, 40, works in the paper industry and said he has not approved of several of Emerson's votes, including a bill that raised the debt ceiling and for the so-called supercommittee.

Iraq war veterans get warm welcome at St. Louis parade 

BY JONAH NEWMAN •STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 29, 2012 12:30 pm 


ST. LOUIS• Thousands of people waved U.S. flags and shouted "thank you" Saturday during a downtown parade to welcome home Iraq war veterans.

 Many spectators wore layers of jackets and huddled under blankets on the cold, sunny day as they cheered on veterans of recent U.S. wars in the first parade of its kind in a major U.S. city.

 "It makes me proud to be an American," said Trisha Thompson, a member of the Army Reserves who served in Iraq in 2005 and 2006, after watching the parade finish near Union Station. "Even during hard times, there's still a spirit of unity."

 Thompson and her husband, James Pena, also an Iraq veteran, watched with their 6-month-old son, Schuyler, well-covered in his stroller with blankets and a camouflage fleece hat. They both choked back tears as they explained how it felt to see so many people gathered in their honor.

"People have come to realize that you can definitely support the troops even if you don't support the war," Thompson said.

 Army Lt. Col. Mike Fayette, who participated in the parade, approached co-organizer Craig Schneider afterward to thank him.

 "When prosperous families, individuals and businesses step up to honor us, it makes what I do feel more relevant," said Fayette, who will retire next month after 30 years of service.

 Fayette, who recently moved to Columbia, Mo., was injured by an improvised explosive device in Iraq in 2005. He remained there until 2006, when he returned to work at the Pentagon.

 "I was overwhelmed by the genuineness of their support," he said of the crowd.

 "This (parade) showed that things get accomplished when you have a sense of urgency," said Tom Appelbaum, a lawyer from Creve Coeur and one of the parade organizers. "Now we're gonna take this on the road."

 He and Schneider, a technology coordinator for the St. Charles School District, dreamed up the parade over dinner in December. They started a Facebook group, which quickly grew to more than 5,000 members, and used social media and word-of-mouth to drum up support for the plan.

Now they hope to start a fundraising campaign called the "Welcome Home the Heroes Challenge." They want to raise $7 million by next Sunday, the day of the Super Bowl.

 

Their motto for the parade and the fundraising effort was displayed on the T-shirts they wore on Saturday: "Don't tell us it's impossible."

 The money will be split between The Mission Continues, a St. Louis-based nonprofit group that connects veterans with volunteer opportunities and helped coordinate the parade, and the Welcome Home Foundation, a group Appelbaum and Schneider created to distribute funds to veterans organizations.

 Not all of the families in the parade were welcoming loved ones home. Susan and Jim Jacobs of Ballwin marched with about 10 Gold Star families, who have lost relatives in the line of duty.

 Their son, Sgt. Zachary Fisher, was killed July 14, 2010, when an improvised explosive device detonated next to his convoy in the Zabul province in Afghanistan.

 He had previously served nine months in Iraq.

 "Zachary would have been very proud to see his community come out and support the troops," his mother said, tears in her eyes.

Susan Jacobs held tight to a picture of her son, who was 24 when he died. She said it was "bittersweet" to be at an event welcoming home other people's children when her son will never be among them. But she said Zachary would have wanted her and her husband to be there.

"Some of these young men and women get to come home, and some of them don't," she said. "Our community needs to know both sides."

Thompson and Pena, the young Iraq veterans, disagree over whether they want their 6-month-old son to serve in the military.

 Pena said he doesn't want to worry about whether his son will come home. But Thompson said Schuyler should serve if he wants. Military service gave her a pride that she wouldn't feel otherwise, she said.

 "The most proud I feel is when people come up to me when I'm in my uniform." Thompson said.

 Just then, a young girl in a pink coat walked over and handed her a homemade sign. It read: "Welcome Home Soldiers, love Payton Marie."

"Thank you," Thompson said, her voice wavering.

Conceal and carry laws fuel surge in female gun ownership

Although crime rates are down, retailers here and across country report greater numbers of women are buying firearms.

By MARÁ ROSE WILLIAMS

The Kansas City Star
Posted on Sat, Jan. 28, 2012 11:38 PM


Six times, she tugged the revolver’s trigger, and six times the bullets went home, puncturing chest, throat and then the gut.

On paper, of course. 

Danielle Hunt smiled as she left her shooting stance, pleased at the holed human outline target about 20 feet away at the Crossfire Recreational Center gun range in Independence. 

And the feel of the revolver was sweet, too. 

The Kansas City Police Department employee is used to her semi-automatic, but the borrowed gun, a wood-grip .38 Taurus revolver, had its appeal. 

“Easier to control your shot,” she said. “No recoil.” 

A shooter for several years, Hunt was not surprised to hear that more women are buying handguns, honing accuracy and toting them in their purses in states like Missouri and Kansas that have conceal and carry weapon laws. 

“I think a lot of women want that level of safety,” said Hunt, who recently got a conceal and carry permit. 

This urge for personal arming against the unknown attacker, however, comes against a seemingly contrarian background: 

Violent crime, including rapes and assaults, has been steadily declining across the nation. 

Between 2001 and 2010, “the overall violent victimization rate decreased by 40.5 percent,” according to a U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics report. 

________________________________________

I’m here to report the increase in women gun buyers, but the male customers — only men were in the store — definitely looked at me oddly as I stepped into the show room. 

Row after row of guns, in all shapes, colors and sizes, are enclosed in glass cases, just like the precious gems in a jewelry store. Only in the case of jewelry the lighting is set to bounce off the stones, sparkle and promote a good feeling. I didn’t get that in the gun store; it was dim, and people looked pretty serious. The men behind the counters wore guns in holsters hanging on their hips. — Mará Rose Williams. 

________________________________________

When selling to women, Mike Malone, owner of The Gun Shop in Olathe, said, “The first thing I ask is what do you want to use it for.” 

He usually gets one of two answers: a piece in the purse or on the night stand while they sleep. 

Andy Pelosi, executive director of Gun Free Kids in New York, has heard that more women are buying guns than ever before, but he doesn’t understand why. 

“Maybe there is a fear factor, that they don’t feel safe in their environment.” 

While no gender specific gun sales statistics are available, 60 percent of firearm retailers responding to a National Shooting Sports Foundation survey reported an increase in female customers in 2011. 

American women saying they personally own a firearm is nearly one in four, according to an October Gallup poll. 

That survey indicated the highest gun ownership since the 1990s, with 43 percent of women reporting at least one in their home and 23 percent saying it’s theirs. (Half of American men own a firearm, the poll showed.) 

These numbers are all significantly higher than found in just April by the Violence Policy Center, which said: “Female gun ownership peaked in 1982 at 14.3 percent. In 2010 (it) was 9.9 percent.” The National Opinion Research Center survey also indicated that household gun ownership had dropped from more than half of all American homes to just below one in three. 

Gallup offered a caveat that its higher numbers “could reflect a change in Americans’ comfort with publicly stating that they have a gun as much as it reflects a real uptick in gun ownership.” 

Patricia Stoneking, owner of Target Master Shooting Academy and president of the Kansas affiliate of the National Rifle Association, said she has seen more women learning to shoot at the Bullet Hole range in Overland Park. 

No hard numbers, she said, but “it’s not an exaggeration that in a beginner’s class of eight people we might have six women and two men.” 

Five years ago, she said, the ratio would have been reversed. 

Stoneking said the increase in women arming themselves “is in direct correlation to the existence of conceal and carry laws.” Only Illinois and the District of Columbia do not have some level of conceal and carry laws. It became law in Missouri in 2003 and three years later in Kansas. 

Similarly, she attributes the lowered crime rates to the fact that more people are packing in public. 

“The criminals know that. They know if they try to rob someone there is the likelihood they may be facing a firearm. They don’t want to get shot. They just want your wallet. 

“And in the case of rape,” she said, “well, let’s just say they are not willing to die for it.” 

Over the last decade, rapes reported to police have dropped by 50,000, to fewer than 190,000 nationally by 2010. The crime is under-reported, however, and involves sexual assault by acquaintances perhaps a third of the time. Date or acquaintance rape certainly complicates deterrence by a firearm. 

Darren Pack, NRA rifle and pistol instructor, thinks the increase in guns in purses is connected to the decline in the economy. 

“People have lost so much recently, they want to protect what they have. Police can’t be everywhere and people don’t feel safe any more,” Pack said. 

At the same time, experts are surprised that in the face of such a sour economy, crime rates continue downward. 

Pack said he finds it “gratifying” when a first-timer leaves his class qualified to carry a gun after firing at least 70 rounds and putting at least 30 of them through the target, a requirement for a permit to carry a concealed firearm. 

Other reasons cited by women for blasting away is that for some it relieves stress or offers an opportunity to share something with a mate on “man turf.” 

For Hunt: “Because it’s a challenging and interesting sport.” 

________________________________________

Surrounded by all that steel and wood and fire power wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be. 

But I hadn’t held a firearm yet. But by the time I visited the third gun shop, I really warmed to the idea and before I knew it I couldn’t take my eyes off of a small, pearly, pink-handled semi-automatic about the size of my hand. 

In my palm, it was much lighter than I had expected, and although while it was cute, I figured if I were getting a gun it would have to weigh more than this little thing. The revolver was much heavier. It felt like a gun and not a toy. — MRW 

________________________________________

Kelly Howe, working the counter at Blue Steel Guns and Ammo in Raytown, thinks the “gun of the year” for the ladies is the 9mm Ruger. 

“Most women do like smaller handguns that fit better in their hand and that they can control. It is not the size of the gun that’s important, but whether you can control it.” 

Corneredcat.com has advice for guys buying for their gals: 

“Oddly enough, women are all individuals. Asking what caliber or gun is best for a woman is exactly the same thing as asking what caliber or gun is best for a man. And the answer is, ‘It depends...’ 

“I’ve seen tiny little women with great big grins on their faces as they hammered away with full-powered ‘manly’ guns. I’ve also seen sturdy-looking Amazon-woman types wincing from what I consider to be mild recoil… 

“What I’m getting at here is that it doesn’t matter if she weighs 90 pounds soaking wet or if she’s taller than you are and twice as fluffy. Her hand size will matter when it is time to pick a platform, but the size of her body isn’t going to tell you much that is useful about her tolerance for recoil or the caliber she’ll prefer shooting.” 

________________________________________

The Ruger is what I had guessed a traditional — by Hollywood standards — modern handgun would look like. Black, compact with a blued alloy steel slide and barrel and a wood-paneled grip loaded with a magazine to slap in just like the cops do on television. 

Turns out the guys selling the guns actually recommend revolvers to women who are new to firearms. The revolver is easier to maintain, to check to see if it’s loaded ammo and to control. They said the heavier the weapon the less recoil there is. — MRW 

________________________________________

Buying a pistol that matches your lipstick is closer than you think. 

At Blue Steel, gunsmith Joe William Terry said he’s adhering a bake-on, pink coating to more handguns than ever. 

“There are definitely more women coming in to buy a gun,” Terry said, and a lot of them “like having their gun personalized. They like pink or raspberry steel.” 

Or you might replace the grip with a color a little sassier. 

Back to Corneredcat.com: 

“Looks matter,” the writer says. “Oh, one more thing: her fashion sense is better than yours. If she says a flashy gun is pretty, don’t argue. It’s not a pimp gun if a woman is wearing it.” 

Stoneking said most of the women she trains avoid the candy-color-coated pieces. 

“I don’t want my gun to look cute, I want it to be big and mean looking.” 

Agreed, said Marge Kassel, who sat through Darren’s 10-hour conceal and carry classes and placed every bullet she fired through the range target. 

Her family had been after the 72-year-old Lee’s Summit grandmother to get the permit so that she could carry a firearm “for protection.” Kassel said she’s not out and about much after the sun goes down, but when she is she wants that snub-barreled .38 Smith & Wesson Special at hand. 

“If I ever need it,” she said, “I want to be able to stop whatever is coming at me.” 

________________________________________

At the gun range, I was surprised that the strong smell of gun powder power hung in the air, like heavy smoke on a Fourth of July night. Loud, too. 

This Long Island, N.Y., girl had never fired a gun of any kind before, but I wanted to try it. Lloyd Cook, owner at Crossfire gun range, was patient. He pulled out a Browning .22, popped out the empty magazine and slapped it on the counter. After a 15-minute lesson in how to hold it, load it and fire it, I headed back to the range with gun and ammo in hand and protective ear gear on my head. 

In the lane facing the blue, paper target, nerves kicked in. My hands quivered loading the black steel firearm, and a bullet lodged upright in the magazine. Cook fixed it. 

I extended my arms, gripped with both hands, held my breath and pulled the trigger. BANG. The gun, more powerful than expected, jumped up a tad. The bullet barely clipped the top of the target. A Murphy. 

A tighter hold, more arm extension, a keener look down the sight, and …BANG … BANG … BANG… the next 9 rounds marched across the target from head to torso. — MRW 

________________________________________

“The equation is simple,” said Kristen Rand, legislative director of the Violence Prevention Center. “More guns lead to more gun death. Limiting exposure to firearms saves lives.” 

To the NRA, the equation is this: the 250 million privately owned guns in the United States correlates to the 50 percent drop in murders — of all kinds — since 1991. 

More than 8,700 murders in 2010, however, were committed with a firearm. And for every time a gun draws blood in self-defense, the Brady Center to Prevent Gun Violence contends, 11 guns are used for suicides and four are involved in unintentional shooting deaths or injuries. 

No national statistics on such accidents are kept by the National Centers for Disease Control’s Injury Center in Atlanta, but it does offer a 16-state snapshot — not including Missouri or Kansas. 

In those states, accidental at-home gun deaths declined from 32 in 2005 to 14 in 2009, the latest available year. 

Fearing tragic accidents, many women frown on firearms in the house — especially handguns — which can seem more like toys than the larger, heavier long arms. The conceal and carry training they receive includes how to secure guns safely at home. 

With gun ownership comes responsibility, Terry said. 

“I ask them if they have the fortitude to shoot and maybe kill someone. If they don’t, then I tell them maybe they should re-think buying a gun, and that is the reality. 

“If they pull it out and don’t use it, someone will definitely take it away from them. Then you have a criminal who maybe didn’t have a gun to start with, who now has one, and you’re the victim.” 

________________________________________

The more I heard about women learning to shoot for protection, the more I started thinking there might be something to the idea. 

In the end, though, I’m torn about whether it’s smarter to have a weapon and know how to use it, or to avoid them completely. I don’t think I would have had one in the home when the kids were young, but now, I don’t know. The thing that hangs in my mind most is a comment from a gun dealer, who asked that if I were threatened, “Could you fire until it’s empty?” 

I’m pretty sure if it came down to protecting my children, I wouldn’t have a problem blasting away. But in a robbery or something like that, I don’t think so. — MRW 

________________________________________

“Guns aren’t for everybody,” Hunt agreed. 

Angelica Silvia Polluck of Independence visits Crossfire range “every once in a while,” to practice with her protection weapon “so I can be advanced enough with it and feel comfortable enough to carry it around all the time.” 

“I’m not afraid of guns any more,” said Polluck, who got the gun at the insistence of her husband. While never feeling her life was threatened, she said, “I would encourage every woman to have a gun and know how to use it. It made me feel more comfortable.” 

Other than a BB gun, Alison Blankenship had never fired a weapon before taking her concealed carry class. 

She hasn’t made her mind up yet to purchase her own gun, but she enjoys plinking away with the range Browning. 

“I was so excited out there that my glasses steamed up,” she said, searching for a shell casing that had flown up the sleeve of her pink sweater. 

“I pray I never have to use a gun. But if ever I have to protect the life of a member of my family or my own life, I want to be able to do it and know how.”

Rural communities have strongest reliance on disability benefits

By RICK MONTGOMERY

The Kansas City Star
Posted on Sun, Jan. 29, 2012 01:08 AM

WARSAW, Mo. -- Around this rural county seat 100 miles southeast of Kansas City, 1 out of every 8 people of working age is home collecting disability checks from the Social Security Administration. 

That compares to about 1 in 20 for the Kansas City area — which may sound low, but it’s climbing here, too. 

Everywhere, Americans below retirement age are surviving on Social Security disability benefits and, with baby boomers aging in a slow economy, applications are exploding. Each year since the onset of the recession, more than 400,000 have been joining the system’s disability rolls, where they collect a monthly average of about $1,000. 

But where are they most apt to collect it? A recent tabulation of data nationwide reveals the highest concentrations of communities subsisting on disability benefits, per capita, to be in historically poor, rural settings. 

They’re often places where two-lane highways wind around wooded hills, where mining or manual farm labor once put food on the table, and access to medical care has long been limited. 

Poverty begets bad health and greater rates of disability, experts say, and disabilities often lead to deeper poverty. 

In Benton County, Mo., where city folk enjoy camping and shopping for antiques around Truman Lake, Becky Noland, 32, lives on little more than the $716 monthly allotment that Social Security provides. Both of her parents collect disability, and a fiancé is trying to after three back operations plus a stroke that weakened his right side. 

Noland said she knows people who game the system. One bought a motorcycle with disability benefits awarded on a claim of being legally blind, she said. 

“That makes me angry,” Noland said from her wheelchair. Muscular dystrophy has withered her legs and curled her fingers. 

The maladies afflicting some of her countryside neighbors are far less visible — back pain, mood disorders, heart issues, the whole range of physical and emotional side effects from serving in Vietnam or the more recent theaters of war. 

Not all of this region’s disabled grew up here. Many moved in from the cities because life is more affordable in a mobile home outside Warsaw or at an RV park lakeside. 

In four contiguous west-central Missouri counties — Benton, Hickory, St. Clair and Morgan — the unemployment rate ranges between 9 percent and 12 percent. Add to those jobless rolls the 10 percent to 13 percent of residents between ages 15 and 64 collecting Social Security disability checks. 

That’s according to an analysis of 2009 data by Mississippi State University researcher Roberto Gallardo and the nonprofit Center for Rural Strategies. 

The per-capita rates of disability beneficiaries were higher yet in the Missouri Bootheel and rural parts of Alabama, Arkansas and the Appalachians. The website Daily Yonder reported that Buchanan County, Va., led the nation with 27 percent of working-age people on federal disability benefits in 2009. 

The national average for working age but disabled? 

It’s calculated at 4.6 percent, up from about 2.5 percent of the nonelderly adult population in the mid-1980s. 

“You find higher rates in counties historically reliant on extraction industries — mining, agriculture, forestry,” said Tim Marema of the Center for Rural Strategies. 

Where the mining has vanished, as in parts of west-central Missouri, generations of workers have been afflicted by struggling economies, low-paying jobs, poor access to health care and long, hilly drives to the nearest hospital. 

Other experts say an array of factors — including the erratic, subjective system for determining who gets benefits and why — might figure into one community’s high reliance on disability income versus another’s low reliance. 

In several rural and economically stressed counties in the Kansas outback, for example, the share of beneficiaries was calculated to be well below the national norm. 

• • • 

The trends in all corners of the country are rising, creating a backlog of disability claims and appeals that can take years to run their course. 

While the political rhetoric this election year focuses on the retirement side of Social Security, many experts warn of even grimmer prospects for the side that funds disability benefits of younger Americans. 

Analysts say that “out of control” growth in the disability rolls is creating a clogged system where undeserving but determined applicants win benefits, while many deserving applicants lose patience and opt to suffer without. 

A white paper last month out of the National Bureau of Economic Research attributed much of the “unsustainable rise” in disability rolls to a swelling number of claims awarded for mental disorders and pain. Such conditions — difficult to diagnose and hard to assess their effects on work — are cited in more than half of the claims awarded. 

Cancer and heart disease — the most common diagnoses a generation ago — now comprise only 20 percent of claims. 

The number of disability beneficiaries has quadrupled since the early 1970s. 

One cause for that is the improved health of Americans. Medical advancements have helped beneficiaries live much longer than they did when Congress drafted the program in the 1950s. 

The economy factors in, too. During the boom years of 1996 through 1999, the disability rolls climbed by less than 500,000; they grew by 1.4 million between 2007 and 2010. 

Most initial claims — roughly 7 out of 10 in Kansas and Missouri — are denied. But when cases go to the Social Security administrative law judges who review appeals, the chances of success vary wildly, depending on the judge. 

From state to state, “the inconsistencies are amazing,” said Alan L. Cowles of Lawrence, a physician and former Social Security consultant who assists claimants in need of benefits. 

A 20-year-old U.S. worker today has a 30 percent chance of becoming disabled before reaching full retirement, the NBER report said. The Social Security Administration last year paid monthly benefits to about 10 million disabled workers, dependent spouses and children. 

Still, obtaining disability benefits usually is not an easy, nor lucrative, process. 

Appeals can drag on for many months — many years if a case is taken to federal court — during which an applicant cannot (or should not) be gainfully employed. 

While acknowledging that “disability by nature is a very subjective concept,” the chief actuary for the Social Security Administration, Steve Goss, told Congress in December that the agency “meets this challenge effectively and efficiently.” 

Timothy Harlan, a Missouri lawyer who represents applicants statewide, 

said the typical applicant of the last few years was in ill shape to work in better times, but did so because the jobs were there. 

“Nobody wants to be disabled,” he said. “It’s embarrassing for them to come in and apply.” 

Then unemployment hit, doctor appointments and prescriptions were skipped, and hopes of landing work languished — especially if an applicant lacked a high school degree, Harlan said. 

In regions where disability benefits are most common, “one issue is going to be education,” he said. “If the general education level is lower, it’s easier to meet disability requirements…” 

Also, “we find a lot of people who wouldn’t be disabled except for the fact they couldn’t get medical care … In a place that lacks public transportation, it’s harder to see the doctor” or to commute to a job that suits the disabled, he said. 

Benton County reflects the perfect storm. 

• • • 

A 2011 survey by the West Central Missouri Community Action Agency, which serves the needy in Benton and eight other counties, cited more than 30,000 residents, or 16 percent of the regional population, without health insurance. 

Benton County — population 19,000, with more than 1,300 qualifying for the disability benefits — had the area’s lowest high-school graduation rate, 81 percent. Average hourly wage in the region, at $12.47, is almost $7 below the statewide average. 

For most residents, the nearest hospital is in Sedalia, and many military veterans drive two hours to VA hospitals in Kansas City or Columbia. 

Unlike many rural counties, Benton County’s population has grown by 10 percent since 2000, as retirees moved in to enjoy the recreational amenities of Truman Lake. 

But the lake also draws younger people on disability benefits; some can live in a motor-home resort for $70 a month. 

Noland and her fiancé, John Hale, share a home in a Lincoln, Mo., trailer park. 

The acronym OATS — or Older Adults Transportation System — marks the wheelchair-accessible van that transports Noland to a Warsaw clinic and back. But it is serving many younger adults, “all shapes and sizes, too,” said driver Shirlane Foster. 

“Monday I was in Warrensburg. Tuesday, in Bolivar. Wednesday, Columbia. Today, here,” Foster said. “They be-bop us around, baby.” 

Noland’s muscular dystrophy qualified her for benefits from her father’s Social Security insurance when she was a young teen. She earns a few bucks here and there selling Avon products. Hale, 38, tinkers in Web design. 

He said back pain and limited movement in one arm keep him out of the cooking jobs he once held. But years of appeals to receive Social Security benefits have been unsuccessful. 

“I know this guy in St. Joe who qualified in his late 20s, but he’ll still lift car engines, replace a transmission, work on his house,” Hale said. “People like that make it harder for people like me to get Social Security.” 

Among the non-beneficiaries around Benton County, it’s a common observation. 

“There are more people on disability here than I’ve ever seen,” said William McKinney, who installs satellite TV systems and moves furniture. “I grew up in Independence, lived in Butler, spent time in Oklahoma, in Springfield. Nothing like here… 

“I think some of them are disabled just enough to be labeled that way so they feel they don’t have to work.” 

Chris Stewart of the Katy Trail Community Health Centers disagreed: “I don’t think that’s anywhere near the norm.” 

She attributed the region’s high reliance on disability benefits to factors linked to poor general health: Poverty, low graduation rates, geographic isolation and higher than normal levels of drug and alcohol abuse. 

As for assessing their patients’ ability to work, Katy Trail physicians don’t get involved, Stewart said: 

“They’ve said it puts them in a difficult situation in terms of advocacy or non-advocacy … We provide medical records and let others make that decision,” meaning the medical advisers and administrative judges employed by the Social Security Administration. 

Local health practitioners and social-service groups note that abusers of government programs lurk wherever benefits are offered — and that’s all over the country. 

At any given time, state vocational rehabilitation services are assisting about 100 clients in Benton County who want to keep or return to their jobs, said Karri Wilson of the Missouri Division of Vocational Rehabilitation in Sedalia. 

“We would be happy to see more clients, but some of them simply can’t work … or don’t realize we’re here to help. People just need to persevere and seek out the resources,” she said. 

Toward the goal of better medical access, the Benton County Health Care Coalition recently broke ground in Warsaw for Harbor Village, which will place a medical clinic, mental-health services and a senior social center on one site. 

“The good news is this area is addressing these issues and not pushing them under the carpet,” said Irv Jensen of the Benton County Development Corp. 

Air Force veteran Nick Moorer, who was exposed to Agent Orange in Vietnam, has done OK working his own plan to receive the disability money he argues he’s owed. 

The Warsaw man left truck driving in 1995 and was deemed eligible for Social Security benefits in just a few weeks. 

But the VA, which also offers disability benefits, was slow to recognize that in addition to back pain linked to surgery while he was serving, Moorer has since suffered from diabetes, a couple of heart attacks and a severe, purplish swelling of his right calf — all conditions the military lists as potential side effects of Agent Orange exposure. 

“I didn’t say, ‘Hey, VA, you need to consider these other conditions.’ They were already on their list,” Moorer said. 

Only last year did the VA relent to Moorer’s petitioning, bringing the sum of his benefits past $5,000 a month. 

“I’ve learned over time if you don’t apply, you don’t get anything,” he said.

Suits challenge way foreclosures are performed in Missouri

BY JIM GALLAGHER • STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 29, 2012 9:30 am 

John Kevin Kennedy was an engineer at Anheuser Busch for 30 years. Then came the sale to InBev, and the big downsizing at the brewery left Kennedy out on the street along with much of his department.

With no job, he asked his mortgage lender for a lower payment on his home in Barnhart.

What happened next set in motion a lawsuit challenging the way foreclosures are done in Missouri. By raising questions about which lender actually owns the mortgages, the suit claims certain foreclosures weren't properly done and it asks the courts to give "hundreds, even thousands" of Missourians their foreclosed homes back.

Kennedy's is part of a broader legal movement nationwide challenging the foreclosure process, which debtors say is slanted against them.

"We'll put an end to this," vowed lawyer Stanley Wallach of the Wallach Law Firm in Creve Coeur. "The capes-and-crusaders mode . . . is to put this back on a level playing field.

Kennedy says Bank of America agreed to reduce his mortgage payment to $624 from $823, and that he made the lower payments through 2009 and 2010. Such modifications are often done on a trial basis pending a permanent decision.

So, he was shocked when the sheriff arrived with a notice that the bank was starting the foreclosure process.

Kennedy called the bank. "I kept getting the runaround. I probably logged 100 to 150 hours on this cellphone," he said.

In Missouri, lenders can foreclose without a judge's order. Unless the homeowner files suit to stop it, the house can be sold at a foreclosure sale on the mortgage holder's word alone. People who can't pay their mortgages usually can't afford lawyers, so foreclosures almost always go unchallenged. In Illinois, court approval is required before a foreclosure.

But Kennedy, 62, had something that most troubled homeowners don't - money in a 401(k) retirement plan. He used it to hire lawyer Greg White, who specializes in fighting foreclosures.

White teamed up with three other law firms to file a lawsuit challenging the state's foreclosure system. They hope to convert the case into a class-action suit.

A Bank of America spokeswoman said the bank hasn't yet seen the suit and wouldn't comment. An attorney at Kozeny & McCubbin, a creditors' law firm also named a defendant, also declined to comment.

At the heart of the challenge is MERS, the Mortgage Electronic Registration System. It is the mortgage industry's system for tracking ownership of perhaps 60 million mortgages.

These days, lenders that make mortgages sell them off to Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac or other large operators. There, many mortgages from many states are packaged into securities. Shares in those securities are sold to multiple investors. In the process, the ownership of a particular mortgage can change several times.

For example, Kennedy's $86,500 mortgage was made by Quick Loans. But he ended up making payments to Bank of America.

Across the country, however, homeowners lawyers claim MERS muddies the legal ownership of loans.

As a result, the lawyers say, lenders trying to foreclose on homeowners often can't prove that they own the mortgage in question.

"They were pretty sloppy on the way they did it," said White, Kennedy's lawyer. MERS is "an end run around the records requirements," he says.

WHO OWNS THE MORTGAGE?
With millions of mortgages being mixed into thousands of securities, the industry faced a problem in keeping track of who owned what loan, who had the job of collecting payments, and who had the right to foreclose.

The industry's solution was MERS, formed in 1995. Not only did it ease record keeping, but it was supposed to simplify legal requirements that changes in mortgage ownership be recorded at local courthouses.

The idea was that MERS would represent all its member lenders. The "deeds of trust," mortgage ownership documents that let the holder foreclose, would all be recorded just once in MERS name, no matter how often the loans changed hands. As a result, MERS shows up in public records as the holder of claims on property, although it doesn't really own the loans.

The system held up well, until the Great Recession brought on a landslide of foreclosures.

Wilson Freyermuth, law professor at the University of Missouri and an authority on real estate law, says the MERS system in theory seems compatible with the law.

“There’s not necessarily a legal problem with the structure of MERS," says the professor, who is not involved in the case. "All MERS was originally intended to do was to serve as an agent for the actual owner of the loan."

Lenders could trade mortgages among themselves without filing papers at the courthouse, as long as they were members of MERS. Or that was the idea.

But MERS produced a field day for homeowners' lawyers around the country.

Challenges are underway in several states, and judges have gone both ways on the issue. For instance, the California Supreme Court upheld the MERS system, and the U.S. Supreme Court declined to review it. But last August, a judge in Massachusetts let a woman keep her home, after Deutsche Bank tried to foreclose. MERS, not Deutsche Bank, actually held the mortgage, he ruled.

The law on real estate ownership is quite technical, opening the door to technical challenges. In some Missouri suits, homeowners lawyers claim that legal paperwork needed to transfer loans was never actually done within the MERS system, so lenders claim to own loans they actually don't.

The MERS system is also entangled in the so-called "robo-signing" scandal, in which employees of mortgage servicing operations and law firms swore to the accuracy of loan ownership records that they hadn't checked.

Kennedy's challenge claims that Bank of America can't foreclose because MERS is recorded as the owner of the mortgage. The Kozeny & McCubbin law firm is a defendant because it handled the foreclosure.

Though the bank foreclosed on his home, Kennedy still lives at the house while the two sides face off in court.

"Hundreds, even thousands," of Missouri families may have lost homes under similar circumstances, the suit says. The suit asks the court to give them the houses back. The law suit, filed in November, is in its beginning stages.

Missouri senator calls for shorter legislative session

12:13 AM, Jan. 29, 2012 

Written by

Wes Duplantier 

ASSOCIATED PRESS

JEFFERSON CITY — Missouri lawmakers scrounging for ways to save money in a tight budget may have hit upon a personal solution — work less.

The state Legislature could save more than $400,000 annually by shaving several weeks off its session, according to a financial estimate for a proposed constitutional amendment that could be debated in the Senate as soon as this week.

The proposal would shorten the length of Missouri’s annual legislative session by ending it in late March instead of mid-May, beginning in 2015. The plan was endorsed last week by a Senate committee. If approved by the full Senate and House, it would appear before voters on the November ballot.

The financial estimate, prepared by legislative staff, based the projected savings on reduced per diem and mileage expenses for lawmakers and a lower cost for the extra employees needed to staff the House and Senate when the chambers are in session. Neither the legislation nor the fiscal estimate mentions anything about changing legislative salaries, which are about $36,000 annually per lawmaker.

Although he acknowledges a potential savings, sponsoring Sen. John Lamping, R-St. Louis County, said that costs aren’t his motivating factor behind the proposal. Instead, Lamping said, a shorter session would encourage lawmakers to be more efficient when they are meeting.

He said they could draft more of their bills in the Legislature’s off-season. That could ease the burden on legislative staff, who often work late into the night in the session’s final week as lawmakers scramble to craft last-minute compromises.

Data provided by Lamping’s office shows that the length of state legislative sessions varies considerably between states. Lamping said the pending legislation would shorten Missouri’s session from about 73 legislative days to about 48.

Lamping said he thinks the Legislature would be able to complete its work of passing laws and crafting a state budget, even on a shorter timeframe.

“I think if they understood that they have 48 days, they’d be more prepared when we get here,” he said. “You play to whatever the rules are.”

This would not be the first time that Missouri has changed the length of its legislative session. Lawmakers used to meet in regular session only every other year, until voters amended the constitution in 1970 to have annual sessions — ending on June 15 in odd-numbered years and April 30 in even-numbered years. Voters amended the constitution again in 1988, requiring lawmakers to end their work each year on the first Friday following the second Monday in May — the deadline that remains in effect today.

Marvin Overby, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia, said it’s difficult to predict whether a shorter session would make the legislature more productive. That’s because legislators do more than just make laws. They also debate ideas that may become bills in the future and keep an eye on the rest of the state’s government.

Having lawmakers in session for less time might make it harder for them to oversee the executive branch, which operates on a full-time, year-round basis, Overby said. And lawmakers might not be able to do as much “fire-alarm oversight,” responding to complaints about state government as constituents bring them up.

“Part of representation is having someone to (complain) to,” Overby said. “You want to have legislators who are on the job so that they can handle issues that constituents have.”

The current measure is similar to a 2010 proposal by Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville. That measure also gained committee endorsement but stalled in the full Senate.

Lamping, a first-term senator, said Senate leaders had voiced some support for his bill. He predicted that voters would “overwhelmingly” support it if it were on the November ballot.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Lamping’s proposal could come up for debate during the current session, but he also said shortening the session could mean that fewer laws get passed, even if there is a two-year adjustment period.

“In the past we’ve had shorter sessions,” said Mayer, R-Dexter. “A lot of things have changed in that time, not only in the government but also in society.”

George Connor, head of the political science department at Missouri State University, agreed that it might appeal to voters in the state who feel government should do less.

“Missouri is already a part-time legislature, and making it more part-time is going to have an appeal for the small-government culture,” Connor said.

But because much of legislative work gets done in the session’s final week, shortening the time lawmakers have could increase the chance that a special session is needed, which might end up actually increasing what the Legislature ultimately costs taxpayers, Connor said.

———
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New Missouri Poet Laureate sought

Gov. Jay Nixon’s office is asking for nominations for the next Missouri Poet Laureate.

Webster University English Professor David Clewell was appointed to the position in 2010, but his term is expiring.

A five-member advisory committee will review the applicants. Included in that committee are three members of the Missouri Center for the Book and two gubernatorial appointees.

Missouri State University Professor James Baumlin is serving on the committee. The other members include a St. Louis bookstore owner, three university professors and the chairwoman of the Missouri Arts Council.

The Missouri Poet Laureate serves a two-year term and is expected to give lectures and presentations on poetry to schools and community groups around the state.

Applications are due by Feb. 24. Forms, which can either be filled out and submitted online or printed and mailed in, are available online at: http://governor.mo.gov/ newsroom/pdf/2012/2012_ Poet_Application.pdf.

Schoeller files Blaine Amendment repeal

House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, has filed a proposed constitutional amendment that would allow public funds to be given to religious schools and institutions.

The legislation, which is House Joint Resolution 70, targets the so-called “Blaine Amendment” in the state Constitution. Opponents say the amendment promotes religious discrimination by preventing public money from going to sectarian organizations and churches.

A similar measure was filed in the Senate by Scott Rupp, a Republican from Wentzville.

Schoeller said in a release that issues surrounding education reform in Missouri require the change.

“As we focus on real education reform we need to ensure that we are giving parents the ability to decide what is best for their children and give them real ownership in their decision-making process for their children's education,” he said.

If approved, the amendments could allow vouchers for private schools.

Ridder supports K.C. schools fix

Norm Ridder, the Springfield schools superintendent, is throwing his support behind a bill addressing how to fix unaccredited schools in Missouri.

Ridder told members of a House committee Wednesday that the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education needs more flexibility in dealing with struggling districts like the one in Kansas City. State education officials pulled the accreditation for the district in September.

There are now three districts in Missouri lacking accreditation. Ridder said he’s worried that resources going to stable districts like Springfield could be diverted to getting those three schools back on track.

“I don’t want that to happen,” Ridder said.

House Bill 1174, which is sponsored by Rep. Mike Lair of Chillicothe, shortens the period of time between when a district becomes unaccredited and when DESE can step in to assist the school. It also gives the department more leeway in fixing the school, such as setting a timeline for recovery or determining a new governance structure.

Before he was in Springfield, Ridder worked for schools in Colorado and Nebraska, including some that were struggling.

Springfield is the largest accredited district in Missouri, with more than 24,000 enrolled students.
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Bill seeks to protect employment of all sexual orientations

11:30 PM, Jan. 28, 2012

Written by Josh Nelson, Springfield News-Leader
For more than a decade, some Missouri lawmakers and civil rights advocates have pushed for a bill making it illegal to fire someone because of sexual orientation.

The bill hasn’t advanced out of committee and had its first House hearing in 2010.

Rep. Stephen Webber, a Democrat from Columbia, has introduced the legislation again this year as House Bill 1500.

The measure also gives protections for gender identity.

A companion measure preventing students from being bullied based on sexual orientation is going to be reintroduced by state Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield.

When it comes to settings like the workplace, Lampe said people shouldn’t fear for their jobs based on sexual orientation.

“If they have the skills for the job, why would that other piece matter?” she said.

Lampe believes schools need to be involved in teaching students at an early age that bullying shouldn’t be tolerated.

“It has to be taught, it has to be expected,” Lampe said. “It has to be enforced so people are not going to be called names.”

Opponents of the legislation do not think there is a need for new protected classes. House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, questioned whether those protections could extend to a person’s appearance, hair color or other characteristics.

“Where does it end? I guess that’s what I’m saying,” Jones said.

Jones and others instead say they prefer a bill that creates a blanket policy to battle discrmination instead of adding new categories to civil rights law.

The nature of the debate on whether make sexual orientation a protected category has changed over the years, said Stephanie Perkins, deputy director of ProMo, a statewide gay and lesbian advocacy organization.

Perkins said she believes an anti-gay sentiment influenced the debate before, which prevented a substantive discussion on whether to expand the protections. That sentiment has lessened recently, making it a bit easier to discuss the issue, she said.

Webber’s bill has more than 40 co-sponsors this year from both parties.

Clayton, Kansas City, St. Louis and Columbia already have adopted ordinances that are similar to Webber’s bill.

Perkins said she believes more cities in Missouri will consider ordinances that create protections for sexual orientation in the future.

Branson resident Lucas Case pushes GOP on attitudes toward gays

Branson resident argues more Republicans are supporting gays.

10:33 PM, Jan. 28, 2012 

Written by Josh Nelson, Springfield News-Leader
For several years, Lucas Case has identified himself as a conservative activist who has worked on campaigns for state and federal office.

He’s added another term to how he describes himself: a gay Republican.

Case, a 24-year-old Branson resident, came out publicly in December. Since then, he’s been focused on causes related to gay rights such as preventing Missourians from being fired for sexual orientation and legalizing same-sex marriage.

In the past several election cycles, some Republicans and social conservatives have expressed strong opposition to gay rights issues. Candidates argued legalizing same-sex marriage would lead to polygamy or bestiality.

Case and other Missouri Republicans say those statements do not represent the views of a majority of the party members. But Case also wants to see more gay Republicans come out and rebut those statements.

“If you’re gay, it’s time to come out and get out of the closet,” Case said. “I’m hoping what I’m doing and saying is empowering people to do that.”

Parts of the discussion regarding gay conservatives stems from the 2004 presidential election, when same-sex marriage became a high-profile issue. Several states had ballot measures defining marriage as one man and one woman.

A constitutional amendment on marriage passed with 70 percent approval in Missouri.

The focus on same-sex marriage has decreased from eight years ago, but more Republicans continue to oppose same-sex marriage than Democrats or independents.

“I think if it were to come to a vote right now, I think it would probably still be banned,” Case said. “I think people would still vote against redefining marriage or even defining marriage other than a man and a woman, but I don’t think it would be as big of a margin as it was in 2004.”

According to a survey done in September by Public Policy Polling, 59 percent of Missourians still oppose same-sex marriage.

Groups like GOProud, a national gay conservative group founded in 2009, argue gay rights issues are too often used by politicians as a wedge to attract support.

“One thing is for sure: Politicians don’t lead on issues like this,” said Jimmy LaSalvia, executive director of GOProud.

Case and LaSalvia noted some Republican members of Congress have been vocal critics of issues important to gays and lesbians.

Rep. Vicky Hartzler, of Harrisonville, who was a campaign spokeswoman for Missouri’s 2004 constitutional amendment, told a gay student in Butler in June that he “shouldn’t feel bad” about the marriage ban. Hartzler also said in a different setting that she worried same-sex marriage would diminish the value of marriage.

Steve Walsh, a Hartzler spokesman, said the Congresswoman is now focused on job creation and not social issues. Walsh declined to comment about Hartzler’s views on gay rights or her role in the 2004 campaign.

Hartzler has long identified herself as an evangelical Christian and wrote a book titled “Running God’s Way” about melding her religious views into a political campaign. As a member of the Missouri General Assembly from 1994 to 2000, Hartzler also spoke out often against issues affecting gays and lesbians.

Rep. Todd Akin, of Wildwood, led the opposition to a May 2011 U.S. Navy plan to allow chaplains to perform same-sex marriages on military bases. That was after Congress repealed a ban on gays serving openly in armed forces in 2010. Akin accused military officials of pursuing a “social agenda.”

The ceremonies would only be conducted in states where same-sex marriage was legal. Navy officials shelved the plan after outcry from politicians and conservative groups.

At the time, Akin said he believed the ceremonies were a violation of a federal law defining marriage as one man and one woman.

Steve Taylor, an Akin spokesman, said Akin’s opposition to the plan was based on his views of good public policy and whether an existing federal law was being contradicted.

All of Missouri’s Republican members of Congress voted against repealing the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell ban. Former Rep. Ike Skelton, a Democrat from Lexington, also voted against the repeal. Skelton lost his re-election bid to Hartzler in 2010.

But LaSalvia also pointed to politicians who serve as a counterpoint to the anti-gay perception. New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie, a Republican, recently appointed a gay Republican to serve on the state’s Supreme Court.

Republican lawmakers from Southwest Missouri don’t know of any gay people being excluded from party functions.

“I cannot think of a single instance where someone was kept out of a meeting,” said Rep. Lincoln Hough, R-Springfield.

Hough and several other lawmakers believe it is more important to focus on an ideology of a small, limited government than social issues like sexual orientation.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, a Republican from Eureka, echoed the sentiment. Jones helps with recruiting candidates for the House. He said he focuses on finding a person who best represents the views of an area.

“I would have no problems with supporting a gay person for a district,” Jones said.

There are also signs of growing support among gays and lesbians for the Republican Party.

According to CNN exit polls from the past two election cycles, the percentage of self-identified gays and lesbians voting Republican nationally increased from 27 percent in 2008 to 31 percent in 2010.

Those numbers may be due to the fact that more conservatives feel comfortable expressing their sexual orientation publicly, said Stephanie Perkins, the deputy director of ProMo, a statewide gay and lesbian advocacy organization.

LaSalvia believes issues like promoting fiscal conservatism, lowering taxes and reducing the scope of government are just as important for gays and lesbians as some of the social issues.

Case said he received hate mail and negative comments from some Republicans after he disclosed he was gay through a column by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch’s Tony Messenger.

In the column, Case said he believed some social conservatives were being hypocritical by saying they suppported less government intervention in their lives and a ban on same-sex marriage.

Case told the News-Leader that he did not regret saying it.

“I would have still used the words ‘hate’ and ‘bigotry’ and ‘hypocrisy,’ ” he said.

A response to the Messenger column written by Samantha Hill, who was Hartzler’s political director for the 2010 campaign, was published a week later by the Post-Dispatch.

Hill said she worked with Case when they were both active in the College Republicans. She believes Case’s statements aren’t accurate.

“I've known for a long time that Lucas is gay, and never once have I expressed disapproval of any kind to or about him regarding that lifestyle choice,” Hill wrote.
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Santorum to make major address at St. Charles Community College 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 10:08 pm Sun., 1.29.12  

Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum will be in St. Charles County on Monday as he reportedly tries to move on quickly from what is predicted to be a disappointing finish in Florida's Tuesday primary.

Local tea party activists have been blogging for several days about Santorum's appearance, but his campaign did not confirm the stop until Sunday night. (Some of Santorum's weekend events were cancelled because one of his children has been hospitalized.)

The event is scheduled for 2:30 p.m. at St. Charles Community College, in the Daniel J. Conoyer Social Sciences Building Auditorium, 44601 Mid Rivers Mall Drive in Cottleville.

His campaign says that Santorum "will make a major address focusing on jobs, the economy and American competitiveness."

Santorum, a former U.S. senator from Pennsylvania, has chosen solid Republican turf for his Missouri stop.

Santorum's stop also will come just eight days before Missouri's Feb. 7 presidential primary, which won't count on the Republican side, because of a decision of state party leaders to award delegates through the caucus system, slated to get underway in March.

Still, some Republicans privately say that a strong showing in Missouri's Feb. 7 primary -- even if it doesn't officially count -- could help a candidate generate emotional appeal that could help during the subsequent GOP caucuses.

Santorum may hope to benefit from the fact that Republican rival Newt Gingrich won't be on the Missouri ballot.

The address will be the first public stop in Missouri by a presidential hopeful. Former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney visited the region in early December for a private fundraising event in St. Louis County.

Santorum's visit likely could capitalize on the interest he has generated among area tea party groups, whose leaders are cool to Romney, even though he has garnered most of the Missouri endorsements and campaign cash. Romney is seen as too moderate by some conservatives, especially on social issues.

Missouri's Feb. 7 presidential primary has been in limbo, on the GOP side, because state party leaders had sought to appease the Republican National Committee. State GOP leaders have said they were forced to switch to a caucus system after the General Assembly failed to move Missouri's presidential primary to March, as mandated by both major parties, which have restricted presidential primaries and caucuses before March to a handful of states.

The Republican National Committee has said that Florida is among the states that will be punished for violating the order.

Jan 26, 2:40 PM EST

'Class warfare' or common sense? Obama's tax plans given slim chance in Congress
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent     

Updated 9:45 am Mon., 1.30.12  

WASHINGTON - Billionaire investor Warren Buffett thinks he should pay more taxes. Ditto for billionaire Bill Gates. And so does millionaire President Barack Obama, as he made clear in his State of the Union address and speeches around the country last week.

"If you make more than $1 million a year, you should not pay less than 30 percent in taxes," said Obama, calling on Congress to make tax-code changes including "the Buffett   rule" -- a reference to Buffett's argument that his secretary's tax rate of about 35 percent should not be higher than his effective tax rate of 17.4 percent.

Debbie Bosanek is flanked by Attorney Juan Jose Redin (left) and Laurene Powell Jobs at the State of the Union Address.

With that secretary, Debbie Bosanek, sitting in first lady Michelle Obama's box in the House chamber, Obama conceded that some would call his populist tax message "class warfare." The president added: "But asking a billionaire to pay at least as much as his secretary in taxes? Most Americans would call that common sense."

Some congressional Republicans rolled their eyes at that bit of political theater, but many Democrats -- including Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., and assistant leader Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill. -- took up the call the following day for a fairer tax system that would include the Buffett rule and other tax initiatives that Obama outlined in his "Blueprint for an America Built to Last."

Durbin told reporters that the proposed 30 percent minimum effective tax for those making over $1 million a year "is not an outrageous amount. By historical standards, it is a moderate amount, compared to those rates that have been charged in the past." (ABC News reviewed tax rates since Eisenhower.)

Start of update: He and other Democrats cite studies -- including this Congressional Budget Office analysis -- that show the widening gap between the wealthy and the middle class over the last couple of decades. End of update.

The Illinois Democrat added: "It isn't a matter, as Republican critics would say, of paycheck envy or class warfare. It's a matter of reality. ... If we don't have a fair tax code, then those at the top who are getting off the hook, are going to add to our deficit or make it more difficult to provide the most basic services we count on in America."

But GOP Senate leaders dismissed Obama's plan as a mere re-election campaign blueprint and downplayed the chances of Congress approving a tax-code overhaul in an election year. "It's not going to happen," said Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., who started last week in the 5th-ranking Senate GOP leadership position. "And I don't think the president intends for it to happen."

In an interview Friday, Blunt said the Buffett rule "makes no sense when you begin to peel pack the onion a little bit and see that -- for the Buffett rule to be a real rule -- you would have to start taxing capital gains and other investment income in ways that we never have, and for good reason." Why not? "If you tax that income, people don't take that risk. And you want them to take that risk."

Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., has the same attitude, telling NBC's Meet the Press when congressional Democrats first floated the idea of a surtax on millionaires: "With regard to (Buffett's) tax rate, if he's feeling guilty about it, I think he should send in a check."

Even though Obama's tax-overhaul proposals are given little chance to move forward this year in Congress, Blunt and other Republicans predict that a way will be found to extend the payroll tax cut -- now scheduled to expire in a month -- until year's end.

"There are at least 70 senators, and maybe closer to 90 senators, who believe this problem needs to be solved," said Blunt. "Surely, they can figure out how to get [filibuster-proof] 60 out of that 90."

Overhaul of tax system is difficult

It is devilishly difficult to make major changes in the tax code, all sides agree, especially in an election year with the House and Senate controlled by different parties.

The last major revision in the tax code was a months-long marathon in 1986, during which former Rep. Richard A. Gephardt (right), D-St. Louis, and former Sen. John Danforth (left), R-Mo., played key roles -- and this reporter covered. Some called it the "battle of Gucci Gulch," a reference to the lobbyist-filled hallways outside of tax-writing committees.

At a Joint Committee on Taxation hearing last spring, Gephardt and former Treasury Secretary James Baker, who also helped shape the '86 tax overhaul, told lawmakers that the tax code should be revamped but also cautioned that a tax rewrite should be decoupled from the divisive budget debate in Congress.

"You've got to be bipartisan, you've got to have a core group that really believes in this and is willing to do the heavy lifting to get it done," said Gephardt, a Democrat who represented St. Louis in Congress from 1977-2005 and now heads a consulting and lobbying firm. "And I think it is important to try, if you can, to disassociate [tax reform] from the budget issue."

But separating the tax code from the nation's serious deficit and debt problems would be nearly impossible this year, lawmakers say. Obama, for one, has framed his tax proposals in the context of "economic fairness." He told House Democrats at an "issues conference" Friday that addressing the debt problems will require hard choices. "When we've got ... more than $1 trillion worth of tax breaks that were supposed to be temporary for the top 2 percent slated to continue, we've got a tax code full of loopholes for folks who don't need them and weren't even asking for them -- we've got to ask ourselves, what's more important to us?" Obama said.

"Is it more important for me to get a tax break, or is it more important for that senior to know that they've got Medicare and Social Security that's stable? Is it more important for me to get a tax break, or is it better for that young person to get a break on their college education? Is it more important for me to get a tax break, or is it more important that we care for our veterans?"

But Republicans contend that Obama is framing the tax issue in a populist, political mode -- not in a way that is likely to find compromise on Capitol Hill.

"The Buffett rule, as the White House explains it, is a joke," Blunt said last week. "Everybody that understands tax policy knows it's a joke." He alleged that Obama was playing "a trick on the American people" by implying that Buffett's tax rate has much to do with the top tax rate on earned income.

"If you don't reward risks in an extraordinary way, people don't take risks. And if they don't take risks, they don't create opportunity for others." He said that makes it "more difficult for American job creators and investors to take risks."

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, contended that Obama "uses the bogeyman of the rich guy as a way of trying to convince people that he can spend recklessly. I have a hard time understanding why he is complaining about our tax code when 47 percent of Americans pay no taxes at all, and the top 1 percent are paying 40 percent of the taxes."

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., told reporters in a conference call on Wednesday that she agreed with some aspects of Obama's tax proposals, including "the notion that we can make the rules of the road, in terms of taxes in this country, fairer." But she believes revamping the tax code should not be separated from interrelated efforts to cut yearly deficits and reduce the national debt.

"We've got to make changes to the tax code; folks at the very tippy-top can pay a little more and that can go toward the long-term debt," she said.

In December, McCaskill and Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine., had proposed paying for an one-year extension of the payroll tax cut by ending tax breaks for Big Oil and imposing a tax surcharge on millionaires that would include a "carve-out" that would exempt most small business owners who report their business income as part of their personal incomes.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, praised Obama for "speaking about the common American values that we all share, like hard work and everyone paying their fair share -- instead of a two-tiered tax system that rewards the very wealthy, while punishing the rest of us." Clay said he "would be open to consider some type of flat tax that taxed everyone at the same rate. It needs to be simplified."

Is 'Buffett rule' a campaign move?

As Obama sharpens his focus on "economic fairness" and advocates a "Buffett rule" with little hope of it becoming law, many Republicans believe he is laying the groundwork for a general election campaign against the GOP's Mitt Romney, who reported paying an effective tax rate of about 14 percent last year.

Blunt, who backs Romney, said it was unfair to single him out. "I don't recall anyone saying anything about the tax rate that [former Democratic presidential candidate Sen.] John Kerry paid," which Blunt said was in the 14 to 16 percent range.

Blunt told reporters that Obama has kept adjusting his target for higher taxes -- which started at about a quarter million in income and is now millionaires -- "depending on what the polling has (indicated) about what people think are the wealthiest Americans."

"There's always been a belief in this country that you want to encourage people to take risk," Blunt said. "You could set the top rate where the capital gains rate is. ... But if you get that much higher than where it is now, people just won't take the risk that they need to tak. ... I really don't believe the president understands the risk/reward element of capitalism."

But Buffett dismissed such arguments in interviews this week in which he contended that hiking taxes on the wealthy would make the tax system fairer. He told ABC News that raising taxes "will not change my behavior. I have paid all different kinds of rates, and I've always been interested in making money."

While Buffett said his secretary Bosanek "works just as hard as I do and she pays twice the rate I do," Bosanek told the network that her presence during the State of the Union speech was representing "just the average citizen who needs a voice and wants to be treated fairly in the area of taxation."

A Forbes magazine columnist estimated that Bosanek is hardly a typical secretary -- likely earning more than $200,000 a year and recently buying a second home. But Buffett told the Omaha World-Herald that the columnist "doesn't have any idea, just zero," about the secretary's salary.

As for the avuncular Buffett, known as the sage of Omaha, his public reputation as sort of a billionaire populist is not exactly in synch with his reputation on Wall Street, which a Daily Beast article this week described as "a wily and extremely tough investor who uses both his outsized reputation and his billions of Berkshire Hathaway money to strike deals that no individual or indeed institution could ever hope to emulate."

Buffett said he does not blame Romney or other wealthy people for taking advantage of the lowest tax rates, but he also disagreed with Republicans who contend that the "Buffett rule" represents a form of class warfare.

"If this is a war, my side has the nuclear bomb," Buffett told ABC. "We have K Street" -- where lobbying firms have their offices. "We have Wall Street. ... I want a government that is responsive to the people who got the short straw in life."

Bringing the issue closer to the upcoming presidential race, Majority Leader Reid said Romney "is a perfect example of what's wrong with the tax code. An individual who makes, in a two-year period, $43 million and pays a tax rate of less than 15 percent, suggests that maybe things need to be changed a little bit."

Tax overhaul unlikely to go far this year

While the Buffett rule got most of the publicity, Obama also called for other changes to the tax system during his speech.

He called for new tax breaks for companies to move operations back from overseas, as well as a new tax on multinationals to offset a tax break for domestic companies. Obama wants manufacturers to get a bigger tax break, and for doubling that break if they are high-tech firms with production in this country.

The president also proposed extending the tuition tax credit, expanding some tax relief for small business century and ending tax breaks for Big Oil while expanding tax credits for clean energy.

An analysis of the tax proposals by Taxpayers for Common Sense - a nonpartisan budget watchdog group -- agreed with some policy goals but predicted that, overall, the changes would make the tax code more complex (going against the general feeling that it should be simplified) and would not do much to help the nation's deficit and debt.

"Slathering on new tax breaks, preferences, and loopholes with one hand, while trying to prune the breaks elsewhere and increase some rates is never going to work," predicted the Taxpayers for Common Sense analysis.

"The last time a tax code thicket was cleaned out with a good burn was 1986. More than 25 years later we need a fire to sweep through the code and eliminate the underbrush of tax expenditures, breaks and loopholes."

McCaskill told reporters Wednesday that she favored some of Obama's tax proposals but wanted more discussion of ways to keep lowering federal budget deficits and tackling the nation's disturbing debt problem.

"Lowering the corporate [tax] rate was an important part of the president's speech, as we try to compete globally," McCaskill said. "But I also think it doesn't make sense to give folks a tax break when they want to move their companies offshore. I'm not sure the cost of moving jobs to other countries should be deductible on your [U.S. tax] return. And I think that is a very positive proposal" made in Obama's speech.

McCaskill said she wanted more discussion of the nation's debt and deficits because "we've still got real problems to grapple with, as it relates to the long-term debt of this country." Obama mentioned that he would be willing to talk about changes in the Medicare and Medicaid if the Republicans will talk about reforming the tax code in a way that gives more fairness to the middle class.

"It's going to take all three: spending cuts, some reform to Medicaid and Medicare, and obviously also some reform to the tax code," McCaskill said.

On Friday, Obama told students at the University of Michigan that "when people talk about me paying my fair share of taxes, or Bill Gates or Warren Buffett paying their fair share, the reason that they're talking about it is because they understand that when I get a tax break that I don't need . . . either the deficit will go up and ultimately you guys are going to have to pay for it, or alternatively, somebody else is going to foot the bill."

The list of the sorts of Americans who would "foot the bill" is likely to become a keystone of Obama's reelection campaign. As he told students, the list includes "some senior who suddenly has to pay more for their Medicare, or some veteran who's not getting the help that they need readjusting after they have defended this country, or some student who's suddenly having to pay higher interest rates on their student loans."

For that reason, Obama said, "we're going to push hard for the Buffett rule. We're going to push hard to make sure that millionaires, somebody making over a million dollars a year isn't getting tax breaks and subsidies that they don't need."

Start of update: But economists caution that raising taxes on millionaires would have a limited impact on the nation's budget deficits. In a column Monday, economist Robert J. Samuelson -- noting that the top capital gains tax rate was 28 percent under President Ronald Reagan, versus 15 percent today -- called on Republicans to back an increase in that investment tax rate that would meet the Buffett rule's goal.

But Samuelson argued that "the anti-wealthy populist rhetoric is mostly political expediency," mainly because revenue from the proposed millionaires' minimum tax -- estimated at $40 billion to $50 billion a year -- would not make much of a dent in the nation's budget deficits, which are projected to total about $8.5 trillion over a decade. It would be a mistake, he wrote, to "pretend, as Obama does, that taxing the ultra-rich would solve the deficit problem." End of update. 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers keeping watch on levees
Monday, January 30, 2012

Sikeston Standard Democrat 

NEW MADRID, Mo. -- Daily inspections of the reconstructed levees have begun as the Mississippi River continues to rise. 

Major Jon E. Korneliussen with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Memphis District said daily patrols are checking the middle and upper crevasses, which were created when the Corps breached the levee last May. 

Pointing out the National Weather Service is currently forecasting a crest of 43.5 feet on the Cairo, Ill., gauge Feb. 6, Korneliussen said this should not impact the levee at the upper crevasse. 

"The repaired levee at the center crevasse will likely see 2 to 4 feet of water on it," he said in his most recent update on the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway. "Also consider that we may receive more rain between now and Feb. 6, and the NWS may revise their forecast in the future." 

Korneliussen said an eight-man maintenance crew returned to the floodway on Wednesday to repair the plastic sheeting that was blown loose in a severe thunderstorm Jan. 22. Work then began on repairs to access roads at both the center and upper crevasses. 

Korneliussen said the Mississippi Valley Division has indicated that the floodway is eligible for funding for complete restoration from the 2012 Disaster Relief Bill. 

"However, an official announcement has not yet been made as to which projects will be funded," he said. 

The Army Corps of Engineers has said last year's record spring floods could leave many people along the Mississippi River in even more danger this year 

Officials are assessing the damage to levees, structures and navigation channels, and will begin notifying affected communities in February. 

"We want to identify every place where we have problem areas. Once we have those identified, we get to those as quickly as we can before the next big flood. Hopefully, it doesn't come this year," Corps spokesman Bob Anderson said. "If it does come this year, that's when those communities in the areas of greater risk would need to be notified." 

Congress gave the Corps $802 million in December to fix levees up and down the river. 

Identifying the weakest points and letting people know where they are is part of that, Anderson said. 

"A couple more areas that we haven't fixed but know where they are, are where the river tried to change course," Anderson said. 

He said the biggest of those was just north of Tiptonville, Tenn. 

Jan 30, 5:01 AM EST

Akin, Steelman to meet in Mo. Senate debate
[image: image3.png]



BRANSON, Mo. (AP) -- Two of Missouri's three Republican senatorial candidates are expected to meet in a debate in Branson.

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman both have committed to participate in Monday night's debate. The third candidate - St. Louis businessman John Brunner - is not planning to attend.

All three Republicans are seeking to challenge Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill in the November elections.

Monday's debate is to be held at the Branson High School Auditorium, which has room for several hundred people.

Cass County Democrat plans to run for congressional seat
Monday, January 30, 2012 | 12:01 a.m. CST 

BY Yue Xi, Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — Cass County Prosecuting Attorney Teresa Hensley plans to seek the Democratic nomination to run against Republican U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler in the 4th Congressional District, which was redrawn recently and would include Columbia and Boone County.

Hensley is forming her campaign committee but has yet to set a date to make an official announcement of her candidacy. She could not be reached for comment and forwarded questions to her campaign adviser, Mark Nevins.

Nevins said Hensley wants to run for the seat because she is frustrated by what she sees as a lack of progress being made by Congress to create jobs. 

"She felt the Congress seems to be more interested in fighting than getting anything done for people in Missouri, " Nevins said.

ensley earned a law degree at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. She started Hensley Law Firm in 1991 with her husband, Kenny Hensley, and worked as an attorney until she was elected Cass County prosecutor in 2005.

Last year as the county prosecutor, Hensley sued the county's newly elected presiding commissioner, Herschel Young, arguing he did not qualify for the job because he had a felony conviction. The commissioner, a Republican, was later ousted. He has criticized the lawsuit as politically motivated, according to a Kansas City Star report.

Phyllis Fugit, chairwoman of Boone County Democratic Central Committee, said she met Hensley on Monday night at the committee's chili supper.

"All I know is that she is running, and she seems to be a good candidate for the 4th District," Fugit said.

Hartzler has represented the 4th District since she defeated 33-year Democratic incumbent Ike Skelton in 2010. Columbia and Boone County now are part of the 9th District, which is represented by Republican U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, but they would become part of the 4th District following a redistricting last year.

The new congressional boundaries, however, are being challenged in court.

Hensley is a native of Cass County. Nevins said her focus on jobs and the economy should appeal to MU students and to other voters in Columbia. 

Officials Raise Concerns About Marijuana Initiative Petition
Posted: Sunday, January 29, 2012 7:00 am | Updated: 3:32 pm, Fri Jan 27, 2012. 
The ramifications are “huge” if Missouri voters would approve a proposition to legalize marijuana in the state, the head of Franklin County’s drug task force said.

A group of citizens under the title of Show Me Cannibis are collecting signatures on petitions to put the initiative petition on the ballot in November.

If approved it would, among other things, legalize the possession of marijuana for people 21 years old and older, allow for the state to collect a $100 per pound tax on marijuana sold at licensed cannabis stores, allow individuals to grow marijuana on their property for personal use in a 10-by-10 plot, and mandate the release of all people serving time in prison for nonviolent possession or sale of marijuana and expunge the conviction from their records.

Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, chief of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit, said a meeting was held in Union recently to instruct people on how to go about collecting signatures on the initiative petition which has been authorized by the Missouri secretary of state.

“This would put us in direct violation of federal law” regarding possession and distribution of marijuana, Grellner said.

“We would probably lose all federal funding for law enforcement and for highway safety measures,” he said.

The Missourian contacted area state lawmakers regarding their positions on the proposal.

State Rep. Dave Schatz, R-Sullivan, said he knows the petition is being circulated but did not have any detailed information.

“I’m not in favor of legalizing marijuana personally,” Schatz said. “It is not the right thing to do. I can’t see how anyone believes it would be the right thing to do.”

“I don’t know if that’s an absolute, jump up and down issue for me,” said State Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington. “I think I would be very slow to support decriminalization of marijuana. That’s not a big, hot-button issue for me.”

State Rep. Dave Hinson, R-St. Clair, declined comment because he said he was not aware of the movement and State Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, did not return calls for an interview.

Another provision in the initiative prohibits all law enforcement personnel in the Missouri from assisting or aiding and abetting in the enforcement of federal cannabis laws, “involving acts which are no longer illegal in the state of Missouri. . .”

“There is no science behind this,” Grellner noted. The state has set blood alcohol limits for driving a vehicle while intoxicated, but there is no way to determine when a person is too impaired to drive under the influence of marijuana, he noted.

“What about companies that have contracts for drug-free workplaces? This really puts them in a bind,” Grellner said.

“The ramifications are huge,” he noted.

Jan 29, 8:24 PM EST

Mo. groups focus on payday loans, minimum wage 

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Two Missouri organizations are working together to push ballot measures seeking to cap payday loan interest rates and increase the state minimum wage.

Missourians for Responsible Lending and Give Missourians A Raise kicked off the two initiative petition campaigns at a joint event Saturday at the Boone County Commission Chambers. The group Grass Roots Organizing put on the event.

"We don't want to compete," Grass Roots Organizing Director Robin Acree told the Columbia Missourian. "We want to combine."

The Columbia Daily Tribune reported that volunteers participated in training and immediately began canvassing for signatures. Each petition drive needs to collect roughly 105,000 valid signatures from six of the state's nine congressional districts to appear on the November ballot.

The Give Missourians A Raise initiative seeks to boost the state minimum wage by a dollar to $8.25 an hour.

The Missourians for Responsible Lending initiative seeks to cap the interest, fees and charges for payday, car title and installment loans at 36 percent. Critics of payday lending have said the annual interest rates for such loans can exceed 400 percent.

Rep. Mary Still, a Columbia Democrat, told the 70 to 80 people who attended the kickoff event that they had the power to rein in "predatory" payday lenders. Still, who for two years has unsuccessfully sponsored payday loan legislation, said "wealthy special interests" had influenced the votes of too many legislators.

The crowd chanted "Beat back the shark attack, we're gonna beat, beat back the shark attack."

But opponents of the measure argue the proposal would make it harder for some Missourians to get credit and have raised more than $500,000 to campaign against it. Missourians for Equal Credit Opportunity received a $250,000 contribution from Missourians for Responsible Government, while Stand Up Missouri - comprised mostly of payday and short-term loan companies - has reported $281,000 in receipts to the Missouri Ethics Commission.

Jan 29, 2:44 PM EST

Analysis: Redistricting case contests river spans 

By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A legal challenge against new Missouri House districts contends that more than a century after Lewis and Clark used their keelboat to tame the Missouri River, it remains too great of a geographic boundary for a state lawmaker to represent people on both shores.

Four districts in the new map for the 163-member House contain territory on the both sides of the Missouri River, and two other districts in the St. Louis-area are split by the Meramec River. None have a bridge within the district linking each bank. That means people would have to travel through other legislative districts if they wish to cross the rivers without a boat or getting wet. Critics of the new state House map contend that simply is a bridge too far.

The argument is a new twist in a series of court cases over Missouri redistricting efforts for Congress, the state Senate and the state House. Already this month, the Missouri Supreme Court has struck down new state Senate districts and ordered a trial court to conduct additional legal review in two separate lawsuits over new congressional districts.

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

The latest lawsuit over the redistricting process is aimed at new state House districts and was filed this past week by a bipartisan mix of more than a dozen people. They want the courts to block the new House map from being used for this year's elections. Among other things, they argue that bridgeless river crossings violate a state constitutional requirement that districts be contiguous.

The challengers contend Missourians intended for legislative districts to be contiguous in a practical manner that allows travelers to move throughout a district without passing through others. However, in House District 50 in central Missouri, a motorist could need to pass through four other districts to travel from a portion in Columbia to another section south of the Missouri River in California, Mo. Opponents of the map contend that kind of trek makes the map unconstitutional.

"If a district has one portion which is separated from the remainder by a river, that district must also contain a bridge connecting those portions so that, as a practical matter, residents can travel throughout their district without having to leave the district," their lawsuit said.

The attorney general's office, which is responsible for defending the new House districts, said the river argument was novel and noted that Missouri's rivers have long been a transportation advantage. Solicitor General James Layton said in a written argument that rivers should not now become barriers that legislative districts may not cross.

"What in the Missouri Constitution suggests that the Department of Transportation and county highway departments can redefine contiguity by erecting or destroying bridges?" Layton said.

The attorney general's office pointed to cases elsewhere that did not consider bodies of water much of an impediment. A court in 2007 accepted a city ward boundary in Washington D.C. that crossed the Anacostia River. A federal court in Tennessee ruled in 1980 that the Tennessee River did not break up the continuity of a district. That court said: "We believe that a district lacks continuity only when a part is isolated from the rest by the territory of another district."

Even before Missouri courts began considering whether state House districts must follow the state's bridges and transportation network, a chaotic redistricting process is threatening to cause confusion in this year's elections. Political candidates were scheduled to start filing Feb. 28, but that most likely will be delayed because legislative districts will not yet be in place. It's still unclear how much additional time is needed.

A Cole County judge is expected to start a three-day hearing over the new congressional districts on Tuesday. The Supreme Court has set a Friday deadline for a ruling, and the case ultimately could wind up back before the state high court. State lawmakers are responsible for developing U.S. House maps, just like other types of legislation.

Redistricting for the state Senate must start from scratch. The Democratic and Republican parties each submit candidates for Gov. Jay Nixon to appoint a bipartisan 10-person commission. The new commission does not yet exist, and its first meeting will be held about two weeks after it is created. After that, the bipartisan redistricting commission must hold public hearings and allow time for public comment on any map it proposes. A new map must get seven votes.

If that commission does not reach agreement, a panel of six appeals court judges would be responsible for developing the districts.

A similar process would be triggered if Missouri's courts decide a politician should not be required to swim rivers or head to a bridge that is outside his or her district.

Bills to change workers' rights high on state Senate's agenda 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 6:03 pm Sun., 1.29.12  

Soon after the Indiana state House voted a few days ago in favor of making Indiana a "right-to-work" state, the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry fired off a tweet alerting its thousands of followers of the bill's progress.

While Chamber president Dan Mehan said his staff was just taking note of the news, Greater St. Louis Labor Council president Bob Soutier (right) saw the message as just another piece of evidence that the debate in the Missouri General Assembly over worker-related legislation is part of a national agenda orchestrated by big business.

"Certainly, it's a national push, with area chambers coming out against labor," said Soutier. "These companies want to control everything. They hurt workers, whether union or non-union."

Mehan disagrees. What's happening in Missouri and elsewhere, he said, is "a general focus on trying to create a solid business environment."

Changing the state's labor laws, especially those dealing with workers compensation, wages and discrimination, is part of an effort to make Missouri more competitive, Mehan added.

Either way, there's no dispute that the Missouri General Assembly, particularly the state Senate, is focusing early on such issues.

For at least a week, the Senate has been involved in a filibuster over a bill (SB592) -- vetoed last year by Gov. Jay Nixon -- to make it more difficult for workers to sue their employers for discrimination.

State Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah and the chief sponsor, says the bill would simply put Missouri's anti-discrimination laws in line with federal civil-rights protections. He and his allies contend that "a series of court reinterpretations by judges" over the past 10 years have skewed Missouri's law more toward workers.

The early push, says Lager, comes from the fact that re-introduced bills are often placed at the front of the legislative calendar.

But state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis and one of the filibuster's leaders, contends that the bill would weaken the state's Human Rights Act and "undo all the steps forward in the judicial process."

In addition, she added, "Corporations that are behind this bill have an interest in moving cases from state courts to federal courts," where judges tend to be less sympathetic and more likely to toss cases out.

Read more from the BeaconMissouri legislature opens, with last session's issues at top of agenda 

Kinder continues effort to drop prevailing wage for construction in Joplin 

Nixon vetoes Human Rights Act changes 

Changing Missouri Human Rights Act: Reform or regression?

Missouri Senate holds first 'right-to-work' debate 

Labor angry over Missouri Chamber's shift on right to work 

"What Lager is trying to do is create more barriers that would benefit corporations," she said. "This is about profits over people."

On Monday, the Missouri Legislative Black Caucus plans to hold a news conference in the state Capitol to highlight its opposition. Meanwhile, the Missouri Chamber continues to lobby on its behalf, while citing changes from the version vetoed by Nixon last year.

Rich AuBuchon with the chamber said this year's version has clearer language and stronger protections for whistleblowers and the disabled. The bill also would apply to businesses with six or more employees compared to the federal law that applies only to business with at least 15 employees, he said.

The chief aim remains the same. This year's bill, like last year's, would change Missouri's law so that discrimination would have to have been a "motivating factor" for an employer's alleged discriminatory action. State law now requires that discrimination be a "contributing factor."

Chappelle-Nadal says the filibuster will continue. The state Senate has procedures to allow leaders to break filibusters. Lager and Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, say they don't foresee any immediate action to cut off the filibuster.

Lager is confident, however, that the bill -- perhaps with a few more amendments -- will pass the Senate and be sent to the state House.

Prevailing wage legislation

Other bills on the Senate's immediate schedule include proposals to curb or eliminate the requirement that the prevailing wage be paid for construction projects financed with state money, and to revamp the state's workers compensation system.

Mayer said in an interview that higher union wages in the urban areas leads to a higher prevailing wage in rural areas than what local wages actually would require.  As a result,  he said, local governments in rural communities tend to delay or drop projects because of the high pay.

Soutier disagrees and contends that rural legislators simply "hate St. Louis, hate the people" and propose bills reflecting that view. The loss of manufacturing jobs in rural Missouri has depressed wages for other sorts of work, he said.

Nixon, a former state senator, has said little publicly about any of the bills, except for the financially troubled workers compensation system, which  the governor acknowledges needs to be tackled.

A Nixon spokesman said the governor will not comment on pending legislation.

Mehan said backers of Lager's bill on discrimination hope to meet with the governor next week. The chamber chief says that passage of that bill, along with changes in the state's workers compensation program, are among the chamber's top objectives this session.

'Right-to-work' legislation

The chamber also backs so-called "right to work" -- which would bar companies from operating closed-union shops, in which all employees must pay union dues if the majority has voted to be in a union. Several such measures are pending in the Senate, where President Pro Tem Mayer has been a major proponent.

Missouri voters rejected a "right to work" proposal in 1978, which labor groups have dubbed "right to work for less." But some "right-to-work" proponents believe that Missouri's voters may be more sympathetic now to the idea -- particularly if Indiana succeeds in changing its labor laws for the first time in 47 years.

Indiana Gov. Mitch Daniels, a Republican, has said he will sign a "right-to-work" bill if it lands on his desk. Indiana's state Senate is expected to take up the issue soon.

Indiana's state House vote, which came amid huge acrimony in that state's Capitol, has been a thunderbolt in the right-to-work fight.

Mayer, the head of the Senate, said the Indiana vote "does offer optimism and encouragement" that more states are seeking to turn away from what he calls "forced unionism."

Mayer cites statistics from the federal Department of Commerce that he says show that younger workers are leaving states that don't have "right to work." Labor leaders in Missouri and elsewhere cite other figures that show many "right-to-work" states -- including Tennessee, Florida and South Carolina -- have higher unemployment rates than Missouri.

In any case, Mayer acknowledges that Nixon is likely to veto any "right-to-work" bill, and that the General Assembly probably doesn't have the votes to override the governor.

Mayer's proposal, as well as his prevailing wage bill, would skirt the governor by calling for a statewide vote on the matter. Missouri governors cannot block such votes, if the state House and Senate pass resolutions to put an issue on the ballot.

Mehan says the chamber's objective overall, in pressing these bills, is to make Missouri friendlier to business and to encourage out-of-state industry to "look here first."

But Soutier contends the aim is to drive down wages, and curb unions' clout. He points to the state's recent success in adding more good-paying jobs at the Ford and General Motors plants in the state.

Barriers to cooperation

Labor leaders say the dispute over the bills has made it more difficult for both sides to work together on issues of potential common interest. Soutier cited, as an example, previous union-business efforts to push for measures to encourage a China trade hub at Lambert St. Louis International Airport, and to encourage the construction of a second nuclear power plant.

State Sen. Tim Green, D-Spanish Lake and a union electrician, says that Republican legislators in general -- and the Senate, in particular -- are more interested in politics with their decision to focus first on bills affecting workers.

Green cited the state's budget problems, controversies over education, efforts to improve the state's highways and the long-simmering fight over Ameren's now-dormant proposal to build a new nuclear plant.

"We have all these other issues, and we have a leader (Mayer) who wants to blame it all on labor," Green said. "The rhetoric is getting a little old."

Mayer replied that action is under way on the other matters, but that they slated to come up later during the session. He also acknowledged that measures affecting workers are a top priority of the Senate's Republican caucus -- as well as business leaders.

And as Mayer sees it, what's happening in Indiana could signal that his long-held stances are getting a new look.

Jan 30, 5:01 AM EST

Mo. Senate panel endorses union legislation 

 JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Legislation to make Missouri a "right-to-work" state is again coming up in state Senate.

A senate panel last week endorsed two bills that would make it a misdemeanor to require workers to pay union fees as a condition of employment.

One of the two proposals, sponsored by Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, would go before voters if it passes the Legislature. The other would go to the governor's desk.

Business groups say such laws could help the state attract more jobs, while unions say the measures would allow people to get benefits without paying for their representation in bargaining talks.

The legislation in Missouri comes as Indiana appears close to becoming a "right-to-work" state. A Republican bill there passed the House and is headed to the Senate.

----

Union jobs bills are SB438 and SB547

Schools struggle with dwindling interest income 

BY JESSICA BOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, January 30, 2012 12:06 am |

Money in the bank used to generate a nice little piece of revenue for a school district — but that was before the recession.

Along with declining property tax revenue and dwindling state aid, school district financial officers say they're also contending with the dramatic dip in earnings on investments in the past five years.

At one time, interest revenue could equal millions of dollars for some school districts.

Take Parkway: Interest revenue on operating funds generated nearly $6 million back in 2006-2007. That number dropped to $2.77 million in 2008 and to less than half that amount in 2009. As Chief Financial Officer Mark Stockwell prepares his 2012-13 budget, he's predicting those earnings to drop to about $940,000.

"It's a huge impact for us. And it's totally, 100 percent attributable to the low-interest environment," Stockwell said.

In light of declining revenue and other shortfalls, the district is preparing to cut 3 percent to 5 percent of its nearly $222 million budget. Administrators are trying to find other sources of revenue, such as raising fees for summer school and school facility rental.

While lower interest rates have benefited those borrowing for homes, cars and other large purchases, investment interest rates have dropped dramatically, further weakening revenue sources for schools around the United States, as well as other countries, said Jay Snyder, a spokesman for the Association of School Business Officials International.

For many school districts, the reason for the decline in this type of revenue is twofold: There are lower rates of return, and there is much less principal available to invest, Snyder said.

Some St. Louis County school districts have seen more of a nose dive in interest revenue than in state funding.

For example, compared with 2008 levels, Parkway's $1.8 million drop in interest revenue is more than its projected loss of $781,000 in state money for the coming year.

This is the time of year — after local property tax revenue has been collected — that many school districts see their bank balances peak. It used to be the time when school district CFOs would shop for good interest rates to make a return on those balances.

Now, shopping for rates — which are all near rock-bottom — is hardly worth the effort.

"It's a bad way to free up some of your time," said Jason Buckner, assistant superintendent for finance for the Ladue School District.

In 2007, the six-month treasury bill rate was 5.07 percent. That could mean a return of more than $500,000 for a school district with $10 million in an account.

This month, that rate is .06 percent — a return of $6,000 for the same school district.

"Right now, the poor guys are getting almost nothing," said Rick Bagy, president of First National Bank of St. Louis.

The interest revenue from operating funds for the Ladue School District dropped from nearly $1 million in 2007-08 to a projected $25,000 this year.

And the poor return on investments is compounded by the fact that Ladue has had less money in its accounts in recent years. The district has spent down its reserves to nearly half of where they were three years ago — from $16 million in 2009 to $8.9 million in 2011.

The district is asking its voters for a 49-cent operating tax rate increase on the April 3 ballot.

The measure is aimed at offsetting some of the decline in revenue in the last several years because of reductions in local property assessments, officials say.

If voters reject the increase, the district will need to cut about $2.5 million to balance the 2012-13 budget, officials say. The cuts under consideration include increasing class sizes, eliminating teachers in elementary, music and physical education and high school counseling. Rockwood also has seen a decrease in interest revenue on its operating funds. Back in 2006-07, the district earned nearly $3.3 million. Last year, it was less than $94,000.

"It's a drastic reduction," said Shirley Broz, chief financial officer.

Idea to make I-70 a toll road in Missouri faces hurdles 

BY KEN LEISER • kleiser@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8215 STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, January 30, 2012 12:11 am | 

Don't expect to be paying tolls on Interstate 70 anytime soon.

Even under the most ambitious timetable, it would take six to eight years to slap tolls on the 200-mile stretch of I-70 between Highway 40-61 near Wentzville and Interstate 470 near Kansas City, Missouri transportation officials say.

But there may be other political obstacles that could stop any toll road proposal in its tracks. Missouri lawmakers may be apprehensive about imposing tolls — a historically unpopular idea — especially in an election year.

And while Missouri has received federal permission to pursue tolls on existing interstates, at least one other state — Pennsylvania — ran into roadblocks trying to convert a major interstate highway to a toll road.

Missouri Department of Transportation officials say the conversion of I-70 to a toll road would add lanes and replace interchanges on the highway at a cost of $2 billion to $4 billion.

The project would be undertaken by a private consortium. Private companies would finance, rebuild and operate the highway.

While previous toll authority has been put to Missouri voters, MoDOT Director Kevin Keith and others say the latest proposal may not require a public vote.

"The need is there," said state Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Saline County. "The question is how we finance it. The public needs to be involved in that discussion. I'm not a big fan of tolls. We need to lay the alternatives out."

Stouffer is chairman of the state Senate Transportation Committee, which would hear a toll bill. A bill could be filed as early as this week.

Stouffer said he hopes to hold a "good hearing" on the topic, bringing in experts on both sides and examining a range of funding options. He warned that it may be a mistake to bypass the voters on the I-70 issue.

During a daylong transportation summit last week in Jefferson City, Keith said Missouri's revenue from the state fuel tax has declined the past four years.

Meantime, the state highway construction program has been humming along at $1.2 billion a year, in large measure because of the passage of Amendment 3.

Passed by voters in 2004, the amendment shifted gasoline taxes to pay off bonds for highway construction and repair, and moved all revenue from motor vehicle sales taxes to a highway fund over a four-year period

But going forward, Keith said, spending levels are expected to dip to $600 million a year.

"Nobody is going to give us any more money right now," Keith said.

Rebuilding I-70 also would be a boost to the state's economy, he said, creating 10,000 jobs a year during the life of the project.

Pennsylvania twice tried to turn a stretch of Interstate 80 into a toll road. Former Gov. Ed Rendell told the U.S. Senate Finance Committee last May that the toll road would have generated $200 million for the maintenance of that highway.

The U.S. Department of Transportation refused to allow Pennsylvania to collect tolls. The only places where tolls are allowed on interstates are those stretches where collections predated the interstate system.

"For lord's sake, lift the cap (on tolling)," Rendell told the Senate panel.

One key difference between Pennsylvania and Missouri is that MoDOT has received federal permission to proceed with the I-70 toll road option.

Meantime, Brad Guilmino, chief financial consultant at HNTB Corp., said there is a "lot of talk" among U.S. states about tolls on existing interstate highways because of scarce highway funds.

"Really no road is free," Guilmino said last week during a panel discussion in Jefferson City. "There's a toll road, and there's a road you are paying for with your gasoline tax or your sales tax."

The tolling process has changed, Guilmino added. A car can pass a gantry at 70 mph and it would detect the transponder. It could be outfitted with a camera to "take 10 snapshots" of a license plates to bill the registered owner, he said.

As a result, cars wouldn't have to slow down and stop at a toll booth, he said. Not all highway trips would require paying tolls because of how the gantries are placed.

Dave Osiecki, senior vice president for policy and regulatory affairs at the American Trucking Associations, agreed that more funding is needed to rebuild U.S. highways.

But toll facilities chase drivers to other highways to bypass the toll, he said.

Diversion is "a big deal," Osiecki said, for an industry that spends a lot of time adopting technologies, training drivers, complying with federal regulations. Trucks tend to divert to less-safe roads from toll highways, he said.

The American Trucking Associations is open to tolling if it adds new highway capacity, Osiecki said. "Where we really don't like tolling is on existing capacity — existing interstates in particular."

Failure to take it to a public referendum, he added, appears to be "potentially dangerous approach."

And if open toll collections on I-70 favor local traffic at the expense of interstate traffic — such as trucks — it could unfairly discriminate against interstate commerce.

State Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City, said he and other lawmakers are "looking at some different concepts." Kehoe, a former state highway commissioner and vice chairman of the Senate Transportation Committee, said the bill would get the conversation going.

"I don't have any visions of grandeur that this is just going to sail right through," Kehoe said. "It's a tough conversation. And I understand both sides of this."

Jan 30, 5:01 AM EST

Missouri lawmakers mull expanding No Call List 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers could add cellphones to the state's No Call List that restricts telemarketing.

A Senate committee has endorsed legislation that would allow people to add their cellphones to the No Call List. It would ban phone calls, text messages or faxes. Similar legislation also has been filed in the state House.

Lawmakers have debated expanding the No Call List in recent years. Supporters of allowing cellphones to be added to the list say the changes are needed to account for new technology. They say solicitations through people's cellphones are unwanted and cost Missourians money.

MISSOURINET

Redistricting plaintiff says citizens commission partisanship led to challenges

January 30, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A dozen Missourians are hoping for a quick decision in a Jefferson City courtroom this week and another quick decision by the Supreme Court.  They hope Missouri’s reapportionment plans end up O-for-3 in the courts.

A circuit judge in Jefferson City will consider the validity of state representative districts.  A dozen plaintiffs say they’re unconstitutional and a do-over should be ordered,  The supreme court already has ordered state senate maps to be redrawn and  has ordered more court review of the congressional district maps with the possibility they could be thrown out, too. 

One of the dozen plaintiffs is former legislator Bob Johnson whose career went through redistricts in 1980 and 1990. He also was involved in discussions with citizen commission in 2000 and last year.  Commission maps have been thrown out in the last two redistricting.

The difference–’Way, way more partisanship in the last two re-mappings, especially this time, he says.   But lessening partisanship might be difficult because commission members are picked by the political parties.  “As it stands now, we can’t rely on the political parties to be fair,” he says.

A lot has to happen before filing starts in 30 days. Some discussions have started at the capitol about passing a law delaying the filing season. 

House map challenger sympathizes with candidates (AUDIO)

January 30, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The legislative strategy for House Republicans in the new legislative session makes a priority a bill addressing teacher compensation and performance, calling it the “Missouri Teacher Quality Act.” That has now been introduced by Elementary and Secondary Education Committee Chairman Scott Dieckhaus (R-Washington).

The legislation, House Bill 1526, has four components. Dieckhaus says the foremost of these addresses teacher tenure, replacing permanent contracts with contracts ranging from one to four years based on a teacher’s evaluation and performance.

It also changes how a teacher’s performance is evaluated. Dieckhaus says it will “include a student growth measure so we can see what each teacher is doing with each of our students and how much progress students are making under individual teachers.”

Another piece removes the statutory prohibition on performance-based pay, leaving it up to school districts how to set pay policy. “If a school district wants to use the pay scale that we have now, they can do that, but I’m hoping we incentivize some school districts to pay teachers based upon performance and not necessarily measures that, statistically speaking, really don’t matter much.”

Another piece removes the last-in, first-out policy that sees the most recently hired teachers targeted first when a district trims staff. “Instead we’re looking now at performance measures and trying to keep the best teachers and letting those go that maybe aren’t performing as well as their colleagues.

Finally, the bill proposes giving more administrators a say in who will work in their buildings. “We’ve got a mutual consent placement piece in the bill that would allow principals to decide whether or not they want certain teachers in their building. Right now we have a system in place that kind of requires administrators to take certain teachers that achieved tenure status.”

Dieckhaus says the bill changes the education profession in a way that makes decision based on data, performance and output and he says that makes sense.

He adds, he would not be surprised to see other issues attached to it this session, such as a foundation formula bill or a Turner fix. He says he has concerns about attaching other issues to his bill and making something so large it becomes difficult to pass. “I think we have to be really careful this session to not put too many things into a bill. However, in the State of Missouri we are so far behind in transforming our education system to a point that we can be successful and be competitive on a national and global scale that there’s almost an incentive to try to dramatically change and reform and restructure our education system.”

The bill could receive a hearing Wednesday before the House Committee on Elementary and Secondary Education.

Governor-backed auto industry incentives introduced

January 30, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

Imagine tall buildings in City Central full of crops — and perhaps livestock — instead of people. The Joint Committee on Urban Agriculture hears about where and how it’s happening.

Dickson Despommier — a professor at Columbia University in New York — is one of the world’s foremost experts on vertical farming. He tells the Joint Committee on Urban Agriculture the idea has mushroomed since his team of researchers started working on the idea. Despommier says vertical farming is happening in countries that have run out of arable land to feed its people — South Korea, Japan, Holland, England, Singapore. (Holland is building theirs underground with grow lights.) Japan got serious about vertical farming in a sterile environment after contamiation concerns from the Fukushima nuclear incident.

Stateside, in addition to Chicago, there are projects in Milwaukee and Seattle.

The world population is expected to grow by another 3 billion people — that’s 3 billion more mouths to feed, so this is an idea that is going to continue to grow, Despommier says. He says Missouri has the research institutions, the farming interest and the legislative drive to make vertical farming projects successful in this state.

His presentation on vertical farming shows how crops can be grown in industrial buildings amid dense 

population. “Just Google ‘vertical farming’,” he says. “It’s a really big deal.”

The committee also heard about initiatives in urban aquaculture and community gardening projects. A bill to push such initiatives in the state is expected to come forward soon.

Despommier says to one member of the committee who asked whether it can grow jobs, yes, so long as farmers are displaced by floods, drought and production moving overseas. He says Missouri, one of several states, can certainly identify how Mother Nature has wrecked so many crops.

By the year 2050, nearly 80% of the earth’s population will reside in urban centers. Applying the most conservative estimates to current demographic trends, the human population will increase by about 3 billion people during the interim. An estimated 109 hectares of new land (about 20% more land than is represented by the country of Brazil) will be needed to grow enough food to feed them, if traditional farming practices continue as they are practiced today. At present, throughout the world, over 80% of the land that is suitable for raising crops is in use (sources: FAO and NASA). Historically, some 15% of that has been laid waste by poor management practices. What can be done to avoid this impending disaster? — From www.verticalfarm.com
BLOG ZONE 

Military cuts loom, Congress groans

Jan.27

David Goldstein, The Kansas City Star 

They’re talking about military base closings again in Washington. Time to dust off one of Capitol Hill’s least favorite tasks, and acronyms.

BRAC stands for Base Realignment and Closure. It’s a process to condense military resources to save money, last done in 2005.

But the proposed Pentagon budget that Congress got this week from the Obama administration resurrects BRAC, which can spell trouble in a campaign year.

Military bases provide jobs back home and are symbols of national security. But Congress has to cut nearly half a trillion dollars from the Pentagon over the next decade. Those were the terms of the deal to reduce the deficit that it struck with President Obama last summer.

Missouri’s two facilities – Whiteman Air Force Base and Fort Leonard Wood – might have some cover. Several members of the congressional delegation have oversight perches on military-related matters.

Republican Sen. Roy Blunt sits on a Senate Appropriations panel on military construction. He said that defense cuts must be weighed against national security needs, but “everything – including defense – must be on the table as we work to reduce our federal debt and spend taxpayer dollars as effectively as possible.” 

Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill is a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee. She said the bases were “essential” to national security.

“Before the Pentagon starts closing bases here in America, it’s common sense to take a thorough look at the billions of dollars that could be saved by closing some of the 1,000 military installations the Pentagon operates overseas, many of which are relics of the Cold War,” McCaskill said.

Republican Rep. Vicky Hartzler serves on the House Armed Services Committee. She said that the proposed Pentagon budget was “dangerous” and she would oppose efforts to reform BRAC.

Kansas has three military facilities: McConnell Air Force Base, Fort Leavenworth and Fort Riley. But only Republican Rep. Kevin Yoder serves on a defense-related panel: the House Appropriations subcommittee on military construction. 

Talent argues GOP will lose to Obama if Gingrich the nominee

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • blambrecht@post-dispatch.com > 202-298-6880 | Posted: Friday, January 27, 2012 3:30 pm

By BARB SHELLY The Kansas City Star 
Updated: 2012-01-27T00:41:51Z 

WASHINGTON -- Former Sen. Jim Talent worries about what a Newt Gingrich-led ticket would mean for the GOP in November.

 Sen. Roy Blunt thinks the recent Gingrich surge can help Mitt Romney become more forceful in defending his wealth and the free enterprise system that enabled it.

 With another potential pivotal primary looming, this one in Florida on Tuesday, the two Missourians involved in Romney's campaign are hoping that the former Massachusetts governor's crisp debate performance on Thursday night bodes well for his prospects in the Republicans' shifting, chaotic primary season.

 "I''m cautiously optimistic that eventually we'll get to 1,143 delegates," Talent said. "But I don't know how long it's going to take. I honestly don't."

 Talent is returning to Florida this weekend after spending Monday and Tuesday there on Romney's behalf, raising money and delivering Romney's messages on foreign policy.

 His tasks over the weekend include speaking to what he described as Jewish audiences on issues related to the Middle East.

 Talent also has been among the Romney surrogates delivering barbed assessments of Gingrich's four years as House Speaker until forced to step down. Those attacks from Romney's allies continue on a daily basis, including former Kansas Sen. Bob Dole's assertion Thursday that Gingrich's nomination would have "an adverse impact on Republican candidates running for county, state and federal offices."

 Talent today expanded on his own recent characterization of Gingrich as "unreliable," asserting flatly that Republicans will lose in November if Gingrich is the nominee.

 "I think if it appeared as is Speaker Gingrich was going to get the nomination, the sense of desperation and panic would grow among Republicans," Talent said in an interview. "He can't win the general election, in my judgement. He goes in with very, very high negatives and you start off with the fact that independent voters and many Republicans don't like him."

 Blunt, who serves as Romney's liaison with Congress, is much more circumspect about Gingrich. They were together for one term in the House and Gingrich has campaigned for him, Blunt noted.

 "He's interesting and challenging and I really do consider him a friend of mine," Blunt said of Gingrich. "He doesn't have the strongest executive personality of anybody I've met...He's constantly bombarding you with ideas that make you think, but they're not always ideas that are consistent or really can produce a result."

Blunt said he will leave it to others to sound alarms about the impact on the GOP if Gingrich prevails over Romney.

 "If he turns out to be the nominee, that probably means he's figured out how to be a pretty good candidate," Blunt said.

 In his role for Romney, Blunt has worked recently to coordinate endorsements from several dozen House Republicans who served with Gingrich. Last month, he arranged a conference call enabling House members to hear Romney's appeal and ask questions.

 Blunt sees value for Romney in Gingrich's emergence while still believing still that Romney will succeed.

"I think the message to the Romney campaign is that the future of the country is about to be defined in a significant way and you can't afford to show any hesitancy in defending your view of America," Blunt said.

"He needs to have a full-throated defense of an opportunity society versus an entitlement society. Those are the words he's using, but I think he's gotten much better in understanding in the last three weeks how important it is that you're straightforward in your defense of your career and the system that made your life possible."

 Talent, too, sees a stronger Romney amid polling that suggests he is positioned to capture Florida, the first winner-take-all state and a prize that would propel the victor into a series of caucuses.

"We have to continue getting the message out, and doing the blocking and tackling of politics effectively," Talent said. "Gov. Romney's debate have turned the tied in Florida. But if there's one thing this election process has proved, it's very fluid. We in Romney's camp are not now, and not after Florida, going to take anything for granted."
Spence: Stimulus 'saved our bacon'

By DAVID CATANESE | Politico

1/27/12 11:17 AM EST

Even before his entry into the Missouri governor's race, the overarching line of attack from Missouri Democrats against Dave Spence has targeted his ties to a bank that received bailout funds.  

 Now Democrats think they've got him on the hook for another anathema to conservatives -- the stimulus package.

 Last week on KSGF radio, in between comments disparaging the stimulus "gravy train," Spence is caught suggesting that the program worked.

 "And it saved our bacon to tell you the truth. However, that's over," he said.

 Look for Democrats to hold that line over his head as he ramps up his fiscal argument against Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

Spence Campaign Says Stimulus ‘Saved Our Bacon” Clip is Out of Context
Michael Mahoney Friday, January 27th, 2012 at 1:35 pm

Dave Spence’s gubernatorial campaign says a piece of tape where Spence says in a radio interview the President Obama’s federal stimulus program “saved our bacon”, is taken out of context.

 Jared Craighead of Spence’s campaign called the snippet posted on Politco, a “Democrat attack”

 Craighead says Spence was attempting to make the point that Democrat incumbent Jay Nixon has not done his job improving Missouri economy. Spence said in the January 18 KSGF interview the federal stimulus “masked the problem”.

 Here is more of what Spence said in the interview.

 “You know, we’ve taken in close to $4 billion in stimulus funds in the last three years. This masked a problem. And, it is over. The gravy train is over”, Spence said on the air..

 A moment later he adds, “And the Obama jammed it down everybody’s throat. And it saved our bacon, to tell ya the truth. However, that’s over. And now we have some stark realities of a big budget hole. And I think you have to look in the mirror and make some really tough decisions going forward.”

Bill would ban Missouri food stamp recipients, among others, from casinos

Jan.27

Jason Hancock, The Kansas City Star 

A Republican senator from St. Joseph has introduced legislation banning anyone who receives certain types of public assistance from entering the gaming areas of Missouri casinos. 

Sen. Rob Schaaf’s legislation would cover anyone receiving food stamps assistance, federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families benefits, low income home energy assistance or MO HealthNet services. The Missouri Department of Social Services would be required to turn over a list of people receiving such public assistance to the Missouri Gaming Commission. The names would be placed on a list alongside problem gamblers who have voluntarily banned themselves from casinos. 

Names would be removed from the banned list once they are no longer receiving public assistance. 

Any person identified on a Missouri gaming floor in violation of Schaaf’s legislation would be charged with trespassing. 

The bill was introduced Thursday, so it has not yet been assigned to a committee.

Schaaf's bill isn't the only one introduced this year pertaining to people receiving public assistance. 

Earlier in the session, Republican Sen. Will Kraus of Lee’s Summit introduced legislation that would mandate that the ATM-like cards used for food stamps would have to include a photo identifying the cardholder. His goal, Kraus said, was to reduce instances of fraud. 

Kraus’ bill won approval of the Senate’s Government Accountability Committee. 

And Rep. Mark Parkinson, a Republican from St. Charles, sponsored legislation banning Missourians from making out-of-state purchases with federal money received through the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program. 

The bill has been assigned to committee but has not yet had a public hearing. 

POETIC LICENSE 

 January 27, 2012 4:32 pm | Author: Jerry Berger 

Governor Jay Nixon is accepting applications for a two-year appointment to be Missouri’s next poet laureate. The incumbent is David Clewell, Professor of English at Webster University. One of the panel members reviewing applications for the next poet laureate will be Kris Kleindienst, owner of Left Bank Books. In his statement soliciting poetic applications , the Gov noted that the Show-Me State “has a long tradition of poets and authors whose words have moved and inspired generations of people around the world.” Our own nominee would be the Gov’s own chief speech writer, former Grey Old Lady editorial page editor Christy Bertelson, whose deft touch has definitely stepped up Nixon’s rhetorical game with inspiring flourishes. But there are others who could offer a few verses to qualify as Missouri’s official poet. The love letters that brought together Mr. and Mrs. WashU Chancellor Mark Wrighton are the stuff of legend. The private diaries of SLU Prexy Rev. Larry Biondi would surely move him to the head of the pack, though his remembrances of Haulover Beach might be lost on Missourians more knowledgeable about Lake of the Ozarks’ Party Cove. The various public pronouncements by former St. Louis Circuit Clerk Mariano Favazza were always vivid, if not poetic. Because the poet laureate is expected to visit schools and lecture students, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder’s memoirs of going Eastside to court a Penthouse Pet are probably a disqualifier. No one will confuse the Tweets of Mayor Francis Slay with Shakespeare, witty though they may be. at times Former First Lady and United States Senator Jean Carnahan prefers to devote her books to essays on fun subjects such as the lives of families who lived in the Governors Mansion. And, of course, Ed Martin is always looking to switch his mission – first the race for U.S. Senate, then 2nd Congress and as of Thursday, attorney general - so maybe the poet laureate will be Unsteady Eddie’s next target for employment.

DR. DANFORTH DONATES DEMOCRATIC 

 January 28, 2012 9:08 am | Author: Jerry Berger 

It may have been overlooked and certainly it was overshadowed by Rex Sinquefield’s $1.2 million contribution to his own Let Voters Decide Committee promoting the Everything Tax Increase. But a $2,500 donation reported the same day is notable for both its donor and its recipient. The check was from Dr. William Danforth, of the famously Republican Danforths (as well as retired WashU Chancellor). The recipient was State Treasurer Clint Zweifel, who is unchallenged as the Democrats’ standard bearer for re-election this November. A former St. Louis County state representative, Zweifel is focused on re-election, but many of his supporters say they are looking to the 2016 Missouri governor’s race. So the bipartisan backing of a Danforth gives the affable Zweifel the scent of consensus.

Politico: Santorum Eyes Missouri Primary

posted on Sunday, January 29th, 2012 at 3:14 pm

Politico is reporting GOP presidential candidate Rick Santorum is looking for greener pastures and Missouri is one of them.

"The campaign is paying special attention to Missouri’s Feb. 7 primary, ‘Politico’s report says. The Missouri primary is a "beauty contest". No delegates are at stake but the reports Missouri remains attractive to Santorum’s forces.

" Gingrich failed to get on the ballot there, so the state offers Santorum a chance to demonstrate that he can do well when matched head-to-head against Romney," according to ‘Politico’.

The report continues, "Even if he finishes in the back of the pack in Florida, Santorum says he will continue to run, hitting Nevada, Missouri, Colorado, and maybe Arizona – cheaper states where delegates are claimed proportionally. And then he says he will go on to super Tuesday on March 6.

"This race is changing every few weeks," Santorum says in his stump speech. "It’s going to change again. And what we need to do is to be out there sounding a very strong, consistent message, compete in every state, and that’s what we’re doing."

"You keep out there, you keep your name out, and lots of things can happen between now and August and we’re going to be in a position to take advantage of that," he says.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

Our Opinion: Comprehensive ban needed on texting while driving
By News Tribune, Friday, January 27, 2012
A ban on texting while driving deserves to be enforceable and comprehensive.

Missouri’s existing law is a half-baked approach — texting while driving is prohibited only for motorists younger than 21.

A proposal in the Senate — sponsored by Sen. Robin Wright Jones, D-St. Louis — perpetuates an incomplete approach. Her bill would criminalize the practice for all motorists, but only as a “secondary” violation.

A secondary violation — an example is Missouri’s seat belt law — prevents law enforcement officers from stopping a vehicle for the specific violation. Officers must have a separate reason to stop a vehicle to be able to enforce a secondary violation.

We align with members of the Senate Transportation Committee who questioned the secondary provision.

 “I don’t understand why we’re making this a secondary law,” said Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Crystal City, “because the way the law is now, for anyone 21 and under, they can be pulled over.”

Added Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmngton: “I think secondary seat belts is the worst law that we have on the books. We don’t have any other law where a state patrolman can see somebody breaking the law and not enforce it ...”

Diluting proposals to gain approval is a legislative reality.

It is an unfortunate reality and, in this case, a deadly one.

We appreciate complaints of “nanny” government proscribing behavior.

We also understand texting while driving is not the only distraction for motorists.

But texting while driving diverts both mental and manual attention. People are dying as a result of activity rarely necessary or urgent.

Make texting while driving a primarily violation for every motorist.

Editorial: In Nieves world, free only applies to him 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Saturday, January 28, 2012 12:15 am

Here is just a partial list of items state Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington, received for free from lobbyists last year: two World Series tickets worth $500, a $264.98 dinner for him and his wife, a $135 dinner from a casino company, a $78.50 divisional series baseball ticket. And a $15 money clip where he can stash the cash he saves.

 We mention this not because Mr. Nieves is much different from other freeloading lawmakers, but because he alone thinks its a big deal that reporters get free parking at the Capitol so that they can keep an eye on Mr. Nieves and his friends.

 It's true that reporters often poke fun at the flamboyant Mr. Nieves, but who could resist? Who else would rail on the Senate floor, with "Give me liberty or give me death" passion, against reporters who 'sashay" and "dilly-dally" into the Capitol from close-by parking places while disabled veterans have to "fight like dogs" for their space?

 He didn't offer to give the veterans his own parking spot in the Capitol garage.

If he parked outside, he might have noticed the numerous parking spaces for the disabled that are even closer to the Capitol's front steps than even those set aside for ink-stained wretches.

GEORGE KENNEDY: MU's budget nothing but bleak

 Thursday, January 26, 2012 | 6:25 p.m. CST; updated 8:16 p.m. CST, Thursday, January 26, 2012 

BY George Kennedy,  Columbia Missourian

Coming soon to a service club near you: Tim Rooney and more than you ever wanted to know about our university’s budget.

 Along with about 20 other faculty members, I got to see a kind of preview earlier this week. It was even more depressing than last year’s version.

Tim is MU’s budget director. Working for Provost Brian Foster, he has the unenviable job of trying to balance revenue and expenditures when the latter keep growing and the former is increasingly inadequate. I’ve attended several of his show-and-tell sessions now, and the news is never good.

 Actually, he told me when I called him Thursday, off-campus groups won’t get everything we saw. They’ll get a shorter version that explains the components of the budget and emphasizes the university’s impact on Columbia. They won’t get to play with the budget scorecard, an interactive program that allowed us to follow along as he demonstrated a variety of ways to cope with the latest bloodletting proposed by the governor.

 In case you’re not a Rotarian, here are some of the basics:

 MU is a $2 billion business. Most of it is provided (and spent) by the auxiliary enterprises. The hospital and its physicians make up about three quarters of that. Other enterprises include the athletics department, the bookstore, KOMU and a few other self-sustaining operations.

 The general operating budget, the part that pays faculty and staff, amounts to about $510 million. Tuition and fees now contribute 60 percent of that. Only a third comes from the legislature and governor. As we’ve heard, Gov. Nixon recommends for next year a 15 percent cut for higher education. The hit for UM's flagship campus would be $21 million.

 And how important to Columbia is the flagship, you ask? Well, if we were all paid weekly, the payroll would be $16 million. Over the past 10 years, the campus has averaged spending $138 million on construction and renovation. Projects valued at $450 million are under way now. Without the university, Columbia would be Hallsville.

 State support peaked in 2001. Since then, the state appropriation has decreased 15 percent. That has happened while MU’s enrollment has grown by 45 percent (from about 23,000 to about 33,000). The Consumer Price Index has inflated by 30 percent.

 These days, Missouri ranks 44th among the states in state support per capita. All our neighboring states do better. Arkansas, for example, contributes twice as much per capita. When you divide our state appropriation by the number of Missourians, you get $161.82. That’s the lowest in the Big 12. It will be the lowest in the SEC.

 The only states that do worse are Oregon, Arizona, Colorado, Vermont, New Hampshire and Pennsylvania. Wyoming is the most generous state. The top 10 include Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Nebraska.

 Looking ahead, the picture gets no brighter.

 One thing we probably won’t see is the 3 percent salary increase that has been discussed. Tim’s scorecard shows why. When he plugs that raise into the program, it responds that a 13 percent increase in tuition would be needed to balance the budget.

 Even without the raise, closing the gap would require tuition to go up 8.5 percent.

 Neither of those hypotheticals is likely. The budget builders remember what happened last year, when the university raised tuition above the inflation rate and the governor responded by cutting the appropriation further.

 So the scorecard shows that with no raises and a 3 percent tuition increase to match the inflation rate, there’s a $12.6 million chasm between income and outgo. Bridging that gap will be painful.

 As Tim said at Tuesday’s session, "We've already plucked the low-hanging fruit."

 He likes an analogy between the university and a tree. The roots are nourished by the state and tuition. The trunk is the core missions, with benefits to all the stakeholders as the branches and foliage.

 We can only hope the noise coming from Jefferson City isn’t a chainsaw.

Toll bridge creates more I-70 problems

 Op-Ed Truman Index 

By Bob Overmann

 Published: Wednesday, January 25, 2012

 Updated: Wednesday, January 25, 2012 21:01

Interstate 70 is home to constant freight traffic, car-crippling potholes and almost daily traffic jams. A major thoroughfare to Truman State and the Northeast Missouri area, thousands of students and travelers grind their teeth and pound their steering wheels as they sit in traffic and watch a three or four hour trip turn into a four or five hour trip, or at least I do.

 Unfortunately, Missouri is considering turning a large portion of I-70 into a toll road. While I-70 is badly in need of updating, turning portions of the thoroughfare into a toll road would be economically unfair and generate unnecessary congestion.

 I-70 is in serious need of repair. Designed for a lifespan of about 25 years, it has been running for nearly 60, according to MoDOT. Jan. 17, the Missouri Department of Transportation pitched the project of updating I-70 to the Missouri Legislature. The proposal states that the stretch of I-70 between the Highway 40-61 interchange near Wentzville would mark the toll road's beginning, which would run until the Interstate 470 interchange near Kansas City, according to STL Today. Tolls would be collected electronically through a system known as "open-road" tolling rather than booth tolling, but depending upon the method of collection, traffic jams undoubtedly would occur. 

 This new toll road could take a serious toll on the wallets of I-70 frequenters. Cars would pay 10 to 15 cents a mile, while freight traffic would pay up to 45 cents a mile. To put this in perspective, truckers could pay up to $90 each way on a 200 mile trip between Wentzville and Kansas City. With costs that high, MoDOT estimates up to 10 percent of traffic would use alternative routes to I-70. This has the potential to cause serious traffic problems on smaller roads not designed for heavy traffic and constant tractor-trailer use. 

 These tolls would be among the highest in the country. The New York State Thruway costs drivers approximately 5 cents a mile, while drivers on the Pennsylvania portion of I-70 pay about 8 cents a mile, according to Fox 2. At 15 cents a mile, Missouri's I-70 toll might be almost double what drivers of the Pennsylvania stretch of I-70 pay. 

 I-70 is beneficial to all Missourians, directly or indirectly. As a major truck route necessary to our daily functioning, goods are delivered to and transported throughout Missouri. Further delays as a result of more frequent traffic jams or alternative routes by truckers might be noticed across the state. Also, the price of goods might increase as trucking companies pass off these fees to consumers. 

 To better spread the costs to all who would benefit from this update of I-70, Missouri legislators should consider raising the gasoline tax. This would eliminate the undue burden on truckers who access I-70 and would not result in unreasonably high gasoline prices.  

 Taxpayers as a whole have been paying steadily less in gasoline taxes as vehicle fuel economy increases.  A gasoline tax increase of up to 10 cents would be necessary to fund the project, according to the Columbia Daily Tribune. At Missouri's current rate of 17.3 cents a gallon, which is the 44th highest in the nation, raising the gasoline tax as high as 27.3 cents a gallon would not be unreasonable in comparison to states such as New York, which stands at 31.9 cents a gallon, according to taxfoundation.org.

 I-70 is in poor condition, and something needs to be done. However, turning Missouri's portion of I-70 into a toll road is not the solution. Instead, costs should be spread among those who benefit and attempts should be made to avoid further congestion issues. 

 Bob Overmann is a freshman English major from Cape Girardeau, Mo.

McCaskill has proven to work for Missourians

 News Leader Editorial 10:04 AM, Jan. 28, 2012  

Recently, a lot of misleading ads are being paid for by anonymous sources. The latest misleading attack comes in the form of an op-ed written by someone locally, who at least had the decency to put his name on it. Missouri Republican Chairman David Cole said that Claire McCaskill had supported the so-called Cap and Trade Bill. But it’s just not true. I’m not sure what Cole was looking at. Not the facts.

First off, a fact that cap and trade, which would drive up utility costs here in Missouri, has never been voted on in the Senate. Furthermore, Claire sent a letter to the Democrats expressing her disapproval of the bill and threatened to vote it down in 2009. Her stance has not changed.

Additionally, another fact of why did the liberals spend money on all those attack ads going after her last spring for her opposition on cap and trade?

If the far right and the far left are coming after Claire McCaskill on the same issues then she’s probably exactly where Missouri needs her to be — right down the middle.

Fact: Not President Obama, but the Supreme Court ruled only the EPA can regulate greenhouse gas emissions on June 20, 2011. No back door agenda.

I know that Claire has been working to get rid of earmarks. She’s fought wasteful spending from the start. She’s been a voice for our veterans and our military since day one. And she’s always looking to help develop our local economy.

This Missourian is very weary of the partisan party line untruths and as Claire’s a Democrat, the Republicans will do whatever they can to make sure she’s not re-elected, but she has done right by Missouri first and foremost, and that’s what’s very important to me.

Wendell Tharp lives in Springfield.

Editorial: Lawmakers finally back a tax hike, but it's the wrong one 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 29, 2012 12:15 am | (11) Comments 

The most misguided policy stance tying Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, with the Republicans who run the Missouri Legislature is the insistence that they will balance the state budget without a tax increase.

They can do this, of course, if they don't mind racing to the bottom. And they've shown that they don't.

But lawmakers actually may raise one tax. They just don't want to admit it.

Rep. Sheila Solon, R-Blue Springs, has filed a bill that would raise the admissions fee to Missouri casinos by $1 and dedicate the proceeds to shoring up the budget of state veterans homes. The bill is supported by Republicans and Democrats, and mirrors a proposal in Mr. Nixon's budget.

The elected officials behind the proposal are quick to call the new revenue a "user fee" to differentiate it from a tax.

It's a distinction without a difference. Most user fees are generated to help pay for the very programs the fees support. For instance, fishing license fees support fish and wildlife programs. Park fees support parks. Sewer fees support clean water regulation.

Casino admissions fees don't support casinos. And the users don't actually pay them.

In Missouri, and some other states, the fees are one way governments extract money from casinos. The existing $2 admissions fee for Missouri casinos is paid as a tax by the casinos to state and local governments. The tax supports traditional government services: roads, schools and, yes, veterans homes.

It walks like a tax. It talks like a tax. It's a tax.

In fact, that's precisely what the Missouri Gaming Commission calls it. In its annual report outlining the tax rates paid by the state's casinos, the commission refers to the admissions fees as "tax collections." When the gambling industry figures its effective tax rates for comparing its business models state to state, it includes the admissions fees.

Why does this matter?

Because it speaks to the hypocrisy of the "no new taxes" pledges. Proposing an increase in gambling taxes to help veterans isn't necessarily a bad idea. In fact, we're all for it.

However, in considering the state's priorities, finding new revenue for veterans homes while cutting higher education and social welfare programs, and barely staying afloat in K-12 education, makes no sense. What makes one need a greater priority than others?

As 'sin taxes" go, Missouri's gambling tax rates are in line with those in surrounding states, higher than those in Kansas and Iowa but lower than those in Illinois.

But Missouri has the lowest-in-the-nation tobacco tax, which also can be seen as a user fee. In the case of tobacco, the tax actually gets paid by users.

Lawmakers, though — or at least the ones who matter — won't touch the tobacco tax because they can't figure out the linguistic gymnastics that would allow them to say with a wink and a nod that raising it wouldn't be a tax hike.

Let's stop the charade. Missouri has serious revenue problems directly related to years of putting corporate entitlements ahead of children, seniors, veterans and disabled people. Missouri's tax burden is one of the lowest in the nation. Raising it just a little could do a lot of good.

Trying to balance Missouri's budget without a tax increase might make for good politics. But being phony about it? That's just sinful.

January 28, 2012 

Our View: Where’s the fire? 

Anonymous news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Sat Jan 28, 2012, 10:12 PM CST 

Missouri’s public education system has plenty of problems at its doorsteps. State budget shortfalls are on the mind of every school administrator and educator in the state. Add to that the frustrating federal “No Child Left Behind” act and its legacy of certain failure for nearly every school district in the state.

Now add to that an initiative petition to do away with teacher tenure.

Earlier this month, Jefferson City attorney Mark Ellinger, who in the past has been identified as a representative for billionaire Rex Sinquefield, filed with the secretary of state an initiative petition to eliminate teacher tenure through a constitutional amendment. Now it has to be certified and verifiable signatures have to be collected by May 6 to place the question on the November ballot.

One of our readers on today’s Forum page described eliminating teacher tenure as “a double-edged sword.” On one hand, we’ve all known teachers who shouldn’t be in a classroom. On the other, because school boards are ever-changing, we know teachers need some protections. We also believe that experienced, well-paid teachers are our greatest resources and should be able to be confident of their jobs even when budget woes plague a district.

Bad teachers, just like any bad employee, linger because their bosses fail to deal with problems. Tenure, in Missouri, does not mean that a teacher is an untouchable, although that’s the stereotype that’s being pushed by some with an agenda.

Tenure simply means that there has to be grounds and a process by which a tenured teacher can be fired.

Don’t we want our best teachers to be able to concentrate on their jobs, instead of worrying what might happen after the next school board election or a change in principals?

Improving the quality of teachers who shape the minds of our children should always be the goal.

Nothing in Missouri’s current laws keep that from happening.

Our Opinion: Sending a vague, unnecessary message

By News Tribune, Saturday, January 28, 2012

Do we really need this?

That’s the question we must ask of any proposed legislation designed to send a message.

State Rep. Ward Franz, R-West Plains, filed a bill Wednesday to prohibit animals from enjoying greater rights or privileges than humans.

What specific rights or privileges are at issue?

The text of the bill, HB 1513, is silent on specifics.

It reads, in its entirety: “The laws of this state shall not confer upon any animal a right, privilege, or legal status that is equivalent or that exceeds a right, privilege, or legal status as that which this state confers by law upon a human being. This provision shall not be construed as limiting laws that protect the welfare of animals in the state.”

A comment by the sponsor helps clarify the purpose of the bill. Franz said: “The rights of animal owners are clearly under attack by groups like HSUS and PETA. The tactics used to trick voters during Prop. B are still being used in their new ballot initiative Your Vote Counts, my hope is that this bill will stop these attempts to undermine our rights to own and raise animals once and for all.”

The bill is designed to send a message in response to a response to a response to a response.

Huh?

The progression of responses includes:

• HB 1513 is a response to Your Vote Counts, a group backing an initiative petition to make it more difficult for lawmakers to alter laws approved by voters statewide.

• The Your Vote Counts initiative is a response to changes made by the Legislature to a voter-approved law.

• The legislative changes were a response to an animal welfare initiative, Proposition B, approved by voters.

• Approval of Proposition B was the voters’ response to the ballot issue.

We find the latest legislative salvo unnecessary and vague.

The message we would send is to ignore this proposal and concentrate on the important issues before the Legislature this session.

Crazy, Deadly Meth World 

Posted: Saturday, January 28, 2012 5:32 pm | Updated: 2:50 pm, Fri Jan 27, 2012. 

We thought we had heard just about everything when it comes to meth busts. But what happened in southeast Missouri is a topper.

A man was arrested when he tried to conceal a bottle filled with a boiling mix of methamphetamine in his coat pocket!

The Associated Press reported that narcotics investigators were conducting surveillance of a farm home near Steele when a vehicle left the property. The driver stopped in the middle of a road and ran off. Agents chased and caught him. During the arrest the man dropped from his coat a plastic bottle in which meth was in the process of being made.

The vehicle had been stolen in Tennessee. Officers returned to the residence and found two meth labs and drugs packaged for sale. Charges are pending.

Then there’s the story about officials in Cape Girardeau County who made a decision to close a portion of a dead-end gravel road out of concern that people were driving there to make meth, then dumping the dangerous waste.

Meth makers in recent years have increasingly turned to so-called “shake-and-bake” meth, which is made by mixing the volatile ingredients in a 2-liter soda bottle, rather than in an elaborate lab inside a home or garage.

We have a meth epidemic in the state and nation. We hear complaints about the cost of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. What is the meth epidemic cost in arresting, convicting, incarcerating, medical expenses, rehab and drug courts? Also, there are crimes committed by meth heads and there is property damage by them. The total cost is staggering.
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 Kevin Wilson, guest columnist: What’s so un-American about voter ID? 

By Kevin Wilson

 news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Sat Jan 28, 2012, 10:17 PM CST 

People ask me sometimes if it is hard to come up with ideas for columns. I tell them that there is so much happening in the world that it usually isn’t hard to find something that I want to spout off about. Now, if I had to do a daily column I’m sure that it would be a different story (is that a pun?).  

Anyway, I read and listen to a lot of news and I don’t just pay attention to those commentators who I agree with. When you write an opinion column you can’t just hear one side of the story. You need to be willing to listen and consider a variety of opinions — or at least you should. I get a lot of good ideas for columns from those who don’t agree with me, and I think it’s important that people hear all sides of an issue.  

Such is the case with this column. I read the column by Steve and Cokie Roberts that took the Republican Party to task for advocating that someone who votes should have to prove that they are who they say they are. Heaven forbid that you should have to do such a thing in America. They said, and I quote: “There’s only one word for the deliberate and systematic attempt to undermine voting rights going on right now. That word is ‘un-American.’”

Really, so they think it’s un-American to require people to at least prove that they are who they say they are to vote? I guess maybe in some way they might be right because there is ample evidence in American history of instances where various political machines have used voter fraud to sway elections. So, since that has been a part of the American political scene forever, maybe someone could consider it un-American to try to keep that from happening.

For the record, I want everyone entitled to vote to do so — regardless of political party or ethnic background. I would love to have a 100 percent voter turnout. The privilege for Americans to vote has been bought by the blood of patriots for over 200 years, and I want to see that right preserved for everyone eligible. But what is the big deal about making sure the voting process is fair, and how does requiring identification disenfranchise certain groups of voters?

When you go to your local convenience store do they ask to see an ID if you write a check? What about if you go to the video store? Do they want to make sure that you are who you say you are before leaving the store with a DVD? And, no one questions that. So why would we not want to preserve the most precious right that we have as Americans and make sure that only those eligible are voting?

Now, before the liberals get out the pens or burn up the keys on the computer railing on about how many people can’t afford ID cards, just take a breath and read the rest of the column — then you can write the rebuttal. When I was in the Legislature, I know that we considered that very issue and made sure that anyone who could not afford an ID card was given one free of charge. If I remember correctly, we even had it written into the legislation that there would be mobile units going around to communities providing state identification cards for those who didn’t have driver’s licenses.

So, if the cards are free, what is the beef for requiring people to prove who they are if they show up to vote? Is it really that big a deal to insure the integrity of our most basic right? How does requiring someone to prove that they are who they say they are before casting a vote disenfranchise them?

In their column, the Robertses quote Attorney General Eric Holder as saying: “Protecting the right to vote, ensuring meaningful access and combating discrimination must be viewed not only as a legal issue, but as a moral imperative.” I wholeheartedly agree, but I also think that protecting the right to vote includes ensuring that those who do vote are actually eligible to do so. To me that is not un-American but rather an honor to the sacrifices of those who died to preserve that right.

Kevin Wilson lives in Neosho. He is a former state legislator.

McClellan finds unlikely crusaders canvassing for pot 

Bill McClellan • STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 29, 2012 12:20 am |

Bernice and Wylie Williams walked along Delmar Boulevard in the Loop in University City late Thursday morning. Because they approached everybody they saw, they seemed, at first glance, to be panhandlers.

But unlikely panhandlers. Respectable-looking. Kind of old for that sort of thing, too.

They were trying to collect signatures on a petition to put a measure on the November ballot that would legalize marijuana in Missouri.

They are unlikely activists in this cause. Wylie is 73. Bernice is 69. They grew up in Texas and met at Texas Christian University. They married after Wylie graduated in 1961.

Let me explain something to young people. What we now call the '60s did not start until 1966 or 1967.

In other words, 1961 was part of the '50s. Had Wylie and Bernice been in college during the '60s, they would have been exposed to marijuana. By the time the '60s started, pot was everywhere.

As it was, Wylie and Bernice never heard of pot. Well, maybe they heard of it, but it was something exotic, maybe something that jazz musicians smoked.

Wylie had been in ROTC, so when he left TCU, he went into the Army. He and Bernice bounced around to various duty stations. They even went to Germany.

In 1968, Wylie was sent to Vietnam. He was stationed at Long Binh, a huge Army base near Saigon. Presumably, there was no shortage of weed at a place like Long Binh, but Wylie stayed away from the stuff. "I was an officer," he said. "I didn't want to do anything wrong."

Meanwhile, Bernice and their young son moved in with her parents in St. Charles. Her dad was in the aircraft industry and had moved here to work for McDonnell Douglas.

When Wylie left Vietnam, he decided to get out of the Army. He joined Bernice and their son in St. Charles and got a job as an English teacher in Jennings.

It was during his time as a teacher that he had his only experiences with pot. He was at a couple of parties where people were smoking — this was in the early '70s, which were still part of the '60s — so he took a couple of hits. It didn't do anything for him.

Bernice was at the same parties but didn't smoke.

"I'm a goody-two-shoes," she said.

Wylie left teaching after 10 years and opened a stereo store. They moved to University City. Their son went to University City High School. Did he smoke pot?

"We have no idea," said Bernice. "He was not very communicative."

"He was into Dungeons and Dragons," said Wylie.

He eventually earned a Ph.D. in physics and now teaches at the Rochester Institute of Technology.

So how did two non-pot smokers get involved with the petition drive to get a measure to legalize marijuana on the ballot?

They had a sense that the War on Drugs was not working. At least with pot.

So when they heard that Show-Me Cannabis Regulation was having a meeting at the county library on Tesson Ferry Road to discuss an effort to get a measure on the ballot to legalize pot, they went. They agreed to collect signatures.

Approximately 150,000 signatures are going to be required, including at least 5 percent of registered voters in six of the state's nine congressional districts.

Bernice and Wylie were pleasantly surprised with the response they received as they tried to collect signatures. Young people seemed charmed that these senior citizens were collecting signatures to legalize pot. Older people also seemed sympathetic to the cause.

Bernice decided to call me because she remembered a column I wrote in November 2010 after the voters of California rejected a measure that would have legalized pot in that state. This gives us a chance, I wrote. We can be the first.

What will happen to the first state that legalizes pot? For one thing, tourism will boom.

We could be on the ground floor of the pot industry. On the day Prohibition ended, who was ready to sell beer? St. Louis. For the next 75 years, we were the beer capital of the country.

Let's do the same thing with pot, I wrote.

So we met Thursday morning in the Loop, and I followed at a discreet distance as Bernice and Wylie sought signatures. Several young people waved them off and claimed not to be registered voters. A more mature man in business attire listened to their appeal, then nodded and signed the petition.

Although most historians would say that the '60s ended around 1975, for some of us, the decade lives on.

The Star’s editorial | A food stamp fiasco

Kansas denies help for needy children 

Posted on Sun, Jan. 29, 2012 04:00 PM

Kansas officials, including Gov. Sam Brownback’s office, are scrambling to defend their hardhearted decision to deny food stamps for needy children who are U.S. citizens living with illegal immigrants.

Wm. Jeff Kahrs, the interim acting secretary of the Kansas Department of Social and Rehabilitation Services, explains the agency’s stance in today’s As I See It column.

But the agency’s defense is misleading and shamefully lacking in compassion.

Start with the very mission of the federal food stamp program, which is administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

The agency provides a booklet with guidance for states on how to figure food stamp eligibility for non-citizens. The department says it wants to make sure “all those who are eligible for SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) get the benefits they are eligible to receive, especially children in need.”

Unfortunately, the Agriculture Department undermines that very worthwhile goal by allowing states to use different sets of rules in deciding how to calculate household income, which in turn determines which families are eligible for food stamps.

Only Kansas and three other states follow the most punitive way of figuring household income. That policy ends up discriminating against children who are U.S. citizens but live in homes with illegal immigrants. As a result, Kansas purposely deprives some needy children of food. There’s simply no getting around that reality.

Missouri and most other states use more lenient federal rules designed to make it easier to feed poor children caught in a situation not of their own making.

Ultimately, this issue involves guidelines that may be legal but simply are not good public policy. 

U.S. agriculture officials should kill the rules that Kansas uses as its excuse to deny food to children. 

And the department ought to keep in place the more compassionate food stamp eligibility rules that Missouri and many other states correctly follow.
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Time to think in Kansas

Gov. Sam Brownback’s latest food policy for the children of immigrants is cruel (1/24, Editorial, “Brownback’s shameful food policy hurts kids”).

How can he pretend to be a Christian and then advocate laws to hurt the helpless and those who have no voice in our society? 

I know, I know — the parents are illegal. Get over it. They are up here trying to make a living, doing work that Americans don’t want to do.

By the way, Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach, I don’t think you will find one in a thousand who will go near a polling booth, so quit wasting your time and taxpayer money on your voter fraud issues.

To all our conservative Christian friends in Topeka: Have you forgotten Jesus’ directive that whatever you do to the least of society, that you do to him? 

Lonnie Foulk

Lenexa

Obama not qualified

On the State of the Union address, we did not hear any discussion on Obamacare. Let’s not lose sight of the fact that this was a purely Democratic vote for a bill Democrats wrote and nobody read or understood before they shoved it down our throats.

That was wrong, and if President Barack Obama had done what he keeps saying he will do, he would have insisted it be understood before the vote occurred.

He wants to get along? I see no possibility to get along with someone who does not practice what he says.

Let’s vote him in again so he can blow another $5 trillion. Obama is an educated man. He knows we can spend our way out of debt. Simply brilliant. I am dying to have my kids go to an Ivy League school to get a quality education like Obama’s, right? Anybody with a little common sense could do a better job. 

I say all of this as I respect the position of president. It is just that this guy does not qualify.

Joe Kearns

Pleasant Hill

Changing names, dates

I’ve noticed ever since we started talking about the number of this new year, there seems to be a divide between those who call it “two thousand twelve” and “twenty twelve.” I understand that back when we turned the century it was easy and seemed natural to call it “two thousand.”

But ponder this as we ascend the next 100 years. Long ago historians referred to dates such as “fourteen ninety two” and “seventeen seventy seven,” which started a precedent that lasted until “nineteen ninety nine.”

Now we seem to want to encumber the year’s number with more syllables. Do you know anyone who says they were born in “one thousand nine hundred thirty five?” I kind of doubt it. 

I’m just wondering how many years it will take for most of us to change to “twenty-somethings.” “Twenty-twenty” will be hard to resist.

Norman Chatfield

Raymore

West Bottoms attraction

The Urban Land Institute’s look at the West Bottoms suggested development start small, maybe even with a zip line attraction (1-17, C4, “Don’t shift focus to the West Bottoms”). These rides are popping up all over the hills of Missouri, with the closest one 200 miles away in Branson.

It sounds good to me. We could have several off the West Side bluff and maybe even off the superstructure of Kemper (before we tear it down).

Larry Malone

Kansas City

Ron Paul for president

Today, America is in a desperate situation. Scores of laws and government programs are not authorized by any of the specific congressional powers outlined in the Constitution. Executive orders fly in the face of the Constitution.

Negation of our inalienable rights is commonplace. First Amendment freedoms are abrogated. Illegal searches and seizures are customary. And the many rights listed in the Fifth and Sixth Amendments are gone by the wayside.

Perhaps most offensive to our liberty is the unconstitutional Federal Reserve Bank, a prime factor in our economic strife.

Only one presidential candidate has even acknowledged — let alone provided a solution for — the Fed problem: Ron Paul. As president, he’d require an audit of the Federal Reserve.

Only Paul has a plan to restore America. Paul would require a thorough congressional review and would retract all onerous executive orders. As a private citizen, I endorse Ron Paul, a candidate who is head, shoulders and torso above the rest.

Jeff Woodward

Overland Park

KC’s problem teachers

As a retired Kansas City Public Schools teacher and longtime resident with children graduating from the district, there are times I’m embarrassed to admit my employment there from circa 1979 to ’88. Fortunately I was in a well-run school generally.

This is to comment on two constants suggested by Rebecca Haessig in her Jan. 23 “As I See It” column, “Our children can learn — can we?”

Too many teachers showed an overt attitude of, “My students can’t achieve.” Too many teachers would arrive and leave with the students. Some were seen watching soap operas and drinking soft drinks during teaching time. As a substitute teacher after retirement, I seldom found lesson plans for the day.

We see movies and TV programs portraying success in an environment comparable to Kansas City’s. Why can we not emulate those schools? 

Currently I volunteer in a Lee’s Summit school for English as a second language. What a breath of fresh air for this 85-year-old.

Virginia Levin

Lee’s Summit

McClanahan column

The Project on Government Oversight released a study last year showing that contracting out government services cost taxpayers billions of dollars. No one familiar with how this works is surprised.

However, E. Thomas McClanahan rehashes discredited arguments in his Jan. 22 column, “Breaking out of the ATA straitjacket.” He says privatizing the Independence bus system will save more than $600,000.

But if fares are increased 50 cents and you have 5,000 riders a day, that’s a cost to riders of $2,500 a day and over 300 days that’s $750,000. Also he blames union rules for the costs, but taking away worker freedoms will only lead to lower morale and worse service. 

Of course improving bus service and reining in costs will require bargaining, and bargaining is anathema to some of this world.

Gary Brush

Kansas City

Selling out America

We know that both parties are responsible for the threats on our Social Security.

They have sold out our jobs, helped the banks foreclose on us and created a monopoly to bleed out the farmers.

How can we justify the actions of that group? Our lawmakers, the oil cartel and money groups do nothing but create wars and steal.

How can we look our veterans in the eye? How many have been killed and wounded for that group?

Who would even vote for anyone in that group?

William Leroy Elwood

Osceola, Mo.

Comfort Keepers’ thanks

We want to extend our heartfelt appreciation for the community’s kindness to our seniors through their donations to Comfort Keepers’ 2011 STOP Senior Hunger food drive. 

Thanks to the generous gifts of so many, we were able to collect 10,000 meals, which we donated to Harvester’s Community Food Network. They will use these meals for hungry seniors in the metropolitan area

Hunger is a serious problem for America’s growing 65 and older population. In fact, one in nine seniors is at risk for hunger, according to Meals on Wheels Association of America.

Seniors in our community do not have to go hungry. They deserve great nutrition to help preserve their independence longer and manage the issues associated with aging.

Stop Senior Hunger is a national Comfort Keepers Home Care initiative. This was the first year our local office participated, and the response was tremendous.

We are already planning the 2012 campaign and we hope the community will continue to share our concern and help us make a difference in the lives of seniors.

Stephen Bright

Comfort Keepers

Home Care of Kansas City

Overland Park
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Boeing’s Kansas exit

Boeing, going, gone. Soon this job creator will be saying, “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

And no matter how many times our representatives click their heels together, Boeing will not be keeping its promises to Wichita and our state.

Susan Pepperdine

Fairway

Good start for civility

Having witnessed on TV the tributes to Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords, an outstanding representative in the U.S. Congress, and noticing the outpouring of emotion when honoring her, gives me hope. 

After the President’s State of the Union speech Tuesday night, and the humanity shown during this touching ceremony the next morning, I hope that this may be the beginning of civility in our governing bodies in Washington, D.C.

Donald V. Bates

Leawood

Republican hegemony

Republicans, join in our call to fiscal responsibility in support of corporate benefits and elite rights.

Help in our holy challenge to establish the Republican cultural hegemony as defined by the philosopher Antonio Gramsci.

It is our divine challenge to pursue this divine effort while eradicating the rights of the sleeping citizenry.

As a united Republican Party we must support the efforts of those brave political soldiers in Wisconsin, Michigan, Iowa and Kansas to abrogate so-called individual rights to the best of their ability while taking every step possible to annihilate every vestige of incipient democracy.

Our quest is the complete obliteration of the evil and subversive temptations of social responsibility and fiscal fair play promoted by Democratic demagoguery. We must destroy every Democrat under every rock under which they may be hiding.

Beware. 

They are a crafty lot.

Joseph L. Ogilvie

Lenexa

Unlikely coupling

On Jan. 20, a group of protesters assembled across the country to protest a “wedding” (1/21, A8, “Courthouse protest aims at 2010 ruling”).

This wedding was between a person and a corporation, which won’t make much difference because the dominant “spouse” will probably assault the other one anyway.

Floy Williams

Kansas City

Vote for improvements

Past and present governments have tried and are still trying their best to put the country in a better shape, but we still feel they can do more. The recent government has helped saved lives with better health reforms, but is that enough?

Which candidate can really fit into the oversized shoes of American politics?

We need better health care securities, employment with appreciable incomes, reduced gas prices, investment opportunities, better welfare, protection for all Americans and an enabling environment for the average American to succeed.

Most presidential candidates were born with silver spoons in their mouths and have never experienced what it is to be in personal financial crisis. 

Yet they keep making pronouncements to show their ability to manage a bad economy with people facing financial crises.

Our only stronghold now as citizens is the power of the thumb, and we must utilize it with dexterity. 

We must be determined to cast our votes for the candidates who can hit the nail on the head and restore the economy to its glory. 

It’s a new year, and citizens must renew their resolve to make the right choice when the time comes for them to exercise their right to vote.

Have we not been taken for a ride for centuries?

Amos Atibila

Marshall, Mo.

Church disclosure of priest needed

The Star’s Jan. 26 story, “KC Catholic diocese places priest on leave,” told a disturbing tale of the Catholic Diocese of Kansas City-St. Joseph removing a priest from duties including contact with children.

The diocese apparently told the priest’s parishioners but would not disclose the name to The Star or the public.

News flash to the diocese: Many abuse victims leave the church and won’t hear it on Sunday from the pulpit. We need to know who this priest is.

Victims of his conduct need to know you have taken action, and by this knowledge, perhaps will be emboldened to disclose. 

Don’t sweep it under the rug.

Who is this priest?

Corinne Corley

Kansas City

Freedom of choice

A Catholic school in Lenexa on Monday took 90 students to the Statehouse to teach them what — how to take away the rights of others by force (1-24, A5, “Crowd rallies against abortion”)?

The only thing in this world that is really mine is my body. How can it be legal for Gov. Sam Brownback to lead a mob and destroy my legal right to abortion?

Do these people think this is their body and not mine? Why do men feel this should be men’s decision?

Shouldn’t elected officials protect my constitutional rights, not destroy them? 

Elizabeth Cook

Shawnee

Use sanctions on Iran

The sanctions against Iran must be enforced strictly. If we are to stop Iran from developing a nuclear bomb, these sanctions must be enforced.

At the same time, we must impress upon China that we expect that nation’s support. We have a trump card to use with China: They can’t feed their people and therefore need our grains. We need to use that to get their cooperation in dealing with Iran.

Again, enforce the sanctions.

Daniel A. Kass

Leawood

National anthem butchered at game

When will the NFL and other sports events show some respect for the singing of our national anthem? The latest disgusting display at the Jan. 22 game by that screeching clown (I won’t even honor him with a name) was the worst.

I am a veteran and a patriot who gets goose bumps when the American flag passes by or when the national anthem is played or sung appropriately. So it is very painful to be subjected to such a disgraceful presentation. I muted the TV.

By contrast, what a beautiful presentation by the Cadets at the first South Carolina Republican presidential debate. It was delightful. Somebody please pay attention and offer some respect to the presentation of our national anthem. 

Carroll L. Story

Lee’s Summit

Red-light cameras

A Jan. 24 article, “Red-light cameras don’t add to safety,” questioned the effectiveness of red-light cameras and suggested they actually increase, rather than decrease, the number of traffic accidents. 

I have received one citation as documented by the camera at 79th Street and Wornall Road. I had previously noticed this particular intersection to have a very short duration yellow caution light. I timed the caution light and found the duration to be somewhere in the range of 3.7 seconds.

A car traveling at 35 mph takes about 3.5 seconds and 40 yards to stop. If the light changes when an approaching car is about 50 yards from the intersection, aggressive braking is required to stop before it turns red. Therefore, an increased incidence of rear-end collisions at camera-enforced intersections, especially those with short duration caution lights, could be expected. 

Intersection accidents can be decreased by increasing the duration of the caution light to five seconds, thereby reducing the number of drivers caught in the “dilemma zone” where a split-second braking decision must be made.

Municipalities install cameras at intersections with short duration caution light intersections for the purpose of revenue, not for safety reasons. 

J. Mark Matthews, M.D.

Belton

Who would be king?

I recently read the qualifications for president of the United States. Surprisingly I did not find that a presidential candidate need be a born-again follower of Jesus Christ. Apparently one’s religious proclivities are not a necessity for presidential leadership. 

It reminds me of a story from the gospel of John, in which Jesus perceiving that the crowd wanted to make him their king, withdrew from them.

Perhaps some of the current candidates who are truly born again should follow Jesus’ example and withdraw.

Greg Greason

Kansas City
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Overcoming bullying

Bravo to Bailee Webb as she navigates the challenging landscape of coming out as an LGBT high school student (1-23, A1, “Gay teen fights for change”). Backed by her mother’s loving support and the outstanding administration at Blue Springs South High School, Bailee practices compassion and determined leadership.

All of us can learn from this young woman’s example. Bullying is a serious national issue. It begins in elementary school and continues through high school and beyond.

Numerous members of the Heartland Men’s Chorus, their friends, families and colleagues know this experience firsthand, and all too well. The targets of bullying often suffer silently.

One can only imagine how it hampers a young person’s mental, physical and spiritual growth. Whether from the actions of Bailee Webb, or the music of the Heartland Men’s Chorus, young people and adults can be enlightened, inspired, healed and empowered as they overcome bullying — or prevent it from happening. 

Kathy M. Dunn

Board Chair

Heartland Men’s Chorus

Liberty

Interest in Brownback

Not living in Kansas, I don’t care what happens in Topeka during the 2012 legislative session. But I will be interested in seeing how much of the Kansas taxpayers’ money Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback skims off for his faith-based associates.

Ken Knox

Rushville, Mo.

Red-light cameras

The red-light cameras installed in Kansas City were never about safety (1-24, A1, “Red-light cameras don’t add to safety”). They were about one thing: money.

The city saw the installation of these cameras as an opportunity for revenue. This was nothing more than a cash grab disguised as a way to “reduce accidents.” Meanwhile, thousands of tickets and possibly millions of dollars have been generated for the city.

Any chance these “Big Brother” cameras will be going away soon? Of course not. They are a cash cow for the city. As long as these red light cameras are generating green for Kansas City, they will be there.

Don’t worry, Kansas City. I will continue to do my part to reduce accidents in your city. I will come to a complete stop at all intersections and obey the rules of road.

In the end, that is what you want, isn’t it — safer roads? Yeah right.

Sterling Hammett

Overland Park

Fiddling in America

Is there any hope that any of our national political leaders will be honest with American citizens about the future of our country if problems such as our deficits are not addressed? Americans will sacrifice if need be for the future and for future generations. Yet we keep trying to apply Band-Aids to our problems. Which leader will have the courage to stand up and say implement the findings of Bowles-Simpson immediately and let all tax-holidays or cuts expire immediately?

Our politicians are fiddling while our country is burning.

Rich Doerfler

Overland Park

Food stamps in Kansas

In a Jan. 24 editorial, “Brownback’s shameful food policy hurts kids,” The Star’s editorial board criticized a new Kansas policy on food stamps for Kansas families. The editorial concedes that under the old policy “some families headed by undocumented immigrants received more benefits than some families in which everyone is a U.S. citizen.”

In other words, the old policy discriminated against families in which everyone is a U.S. citizen. I’ve searched the archives, but, so far, I haven’t been able to locate The Star’s editorial complaining about that discriminatory treatment.

So far as I can tell, The Star never suggested that those families of only U.S. citizens were going hungry or that they were being penalized for their citizenship status or that they were being denied aid, even though it is conceded that some were receiving less than families with illegal immigrants. 

Thomas Lynn

Prairie Village

Cynical optimist

We have no budget-cutting deal, an incompetent, paralyzed presidency, and a do-nothing Congress. “Corporations as people” rule our lives and pay no taxes, peaceful demonstrators are pepper sprayed and truncheoned and the stock market crashes. Egypt is in turmoil, Syria is killing its citizens, and Afghanistan, Iraq, Greece, Italy, the euro and the dollar are all going down the toilet.

Our environment’s being raped and destroyed, and still Big Oil wants more. Locally, disenchanted, poor, angry black youth are killing each other. We’re experiencing an omnipresent, inflexible evil human nature, with our inability to learn from past debacles, wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy and gluttony. 

Oh boy, we’re really progressing as a species, aren’t we? We are doing ourselves in as fast as we possibly can. It’s an E-ticket ride in that handbasket to Hell, and we’re in line. Never before have I laughed so hard at the folly of man (to keep from crying). 

That’s why I formed The Cynical Optimist Mutual Admiration Society. Our motto: “Don’t worry ’bout a thing cuz ain’t nothin’ gonna be all right.” We have two choices: It gets worse faster or it gets worse slower. Choose wisely now, ya hear?

Timothy Earl Osburn

Parkville

Ignore Donald Trump

All I hear on television besides the debates is Donald Trump could be running for president. I predict he will not.

The only reason he says he might is to keep the cameras in front of him. He is like Kim Kardashian and Sarah Palin. They have to keep attention on themselves at all times. 

I can see him now sitting in the White House telling the vice president to watch things while he checks on his hotels.

Donald Witmer

Kansas City

Presidents, economy

History hasn’t taught some people very much. President Herbert Hoover was a conservative and is blamed for the Great Depression. President Franklin D. Roosevelt was a liberal and brought us out of it. George Herbert Walker Bush was a conservative who took the country into a recession. President Bill Clinton was a liberal who brought us out of it and gave us prosperous years.

George W. Bush was a conservative responsible for the Great Recession. President Barack Obama is a liberal and would have us free of the recession if it wasn’t for conservative lawmakers blocking him.

If you’re talking history, find out what you are talking about first. 

Guyen Morrison

Kansas City

Social Security earned

Please stop calling Social Security and Medicare entitlement programs. The truth is, Social Security and Medicare should be called earned benefits.

You don’t get these benefits as a birthright. They are based on a lifetime of payroll contributions from your work (as well as your ongoing premium payments for Medicare). The word “entitlement” makes these benefits sound like something you didn’t earn and don’t deserve.

Thanks to AARP Magazine for pointing this out.

Norma Tharp

Lake Tapawingo

Customers were first

One local restaurant went so above and beyond at a recent dining experience I felt compelled to share. 

Two friends and I recently dined at Jerusalem Cafe. The food was simply delectable. The quiet restaurant was surely bothered by the sounds of joy coming from our table. 

Then the noises from our table turned, and quickly. My friend’s wife was having a seizure. Within a few more minutes, firefighters and EMTs arrived to take her to the hospital. 

Once the chaos had calmed and the doctors assured us she would be OK, we breathed. And then it dawned on me: We had walked out on our tab, something none of us had ever done before. 

The next day I went back to pay our debt. I met the most gracious manager. He asked, “Is she OK?” I replied yes, and that I needed to pay our tab. He refused. He said, “Just make sure she is OK. This one is on us.”

Too often we go through life and are disappointed by the compassion people share. For us, that Wednesday evening we experienced great compassion that will not be forgotten. 

Thank you Jerusalem Cafe. We look forward to our next visit, which we hope will be less eventful. 

Bill Keith

Kansas City

Letters to the editor, January 28 

Police officers face violence every day

The use of "deadly force" by officers of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department has been in the news lately. The cops who put their lives on the line every day for the citizens and visitors of St. Louis would like to clarify the situation.

The editorial "Justified? Who's asking?" (Jan. 13) correctly says, "Anyone who has not been in a situation in which he believed his life was at risk should be careful in criticizing those who have." But the Post-Dispatch ignores its own advice.

On March 8, Deputy Marshal John Perry was killed while trying to serve a warrant on a convicted felon in south St. Louis. Another deputy marshal and a St. Louis police officer were shot; both survived.

This is the life we face every day.

On April 24, off-duty Officer Daryl Hall identified himself as a policeman, but was shot and killed when he took action against a gun-blazing individual at a downtown club.

This is the life we face every day.

On Dec. 20, the police radio cautioned officers patrolling north St. Louis around Riverview and Thekla avenues that death threats were being made against police in retaliation for the shooting of a convicted felon there.

This is the life we face every day.

On Jan. 17, a man with a gun was observed by three officers on patrol. The officers approached the man and ordered him to drop his weapon. He pointed the gun at them, shots ensued, and he ran. Despite repeated orders to drop his gun, he continued to threaten the officers and fired at them. He was shot and died of his wounds.

St. Louis is a violent city; our violent crime rate is higher than any other city in the nation. Guns are plentiful among bad guys. Too often those guns are pointed at us.

This is the life we face every day.

City residents ask what the police are doing about the crime. We do the best we can, but the media focuses on the speed of a police car in pursuit, how many shots were fired, who shot first and was too much force used?

This is the life we face every day.

We agree that the police need to be held accountable for misdeeds. But shame on the media for warping statistics and sensationalizing stories. Attention should be focused on the bad guys who have made St. Louis such a violent city.

David Bonenberger • St. Louis
President, St. Louis Police Officers Association
Illinois' income tax hike one year later

In January 2011, in the waning hours of a lame-duck session, Democrats imposed the largest tax increase on families and employers in state history. As a result, in 2011, the average Illinois family of three paid nearly $1,000 more in taxes. That's a lot of diapers, milk and cans of chicken soup that families could have bought instead.

Obviously, the tax increase was not the solution to our financial crisis. As we warned time and time again, without controlled spending and the enactment of meaningful structural reforms to our budget, we simply are pouring more money into a bottomless pit.

Illinois' backlog of unpaid bills remains in the billions while unemployment rose from 9.1 percent in November 2010 to 10.0 percent in November 2011. The enormous income tax hike on individuals, working families and employers was billed as the cure-all for our state's fiscal woes.

Republicans stand together in support of greater fiscal discipline and much-needed pension and Medicaid reforms to get Illinois' budget under control. We have introduced legislation aimed at spurring job creation by accelerating the rollback of the income tax hike on employers. We've written a resolution calling on Congress to allow individual states to implement their own Medicaid reforms despite the Obama administration's efforts to block the bipartisan set of reforms approved by the Legislature last year.

We know the right course to stability and growth: a less burdensome tax and regulation structure that frees employers across Illinois to grow and hire new workers. The stark reality is that the formula for restoring our economic strength and vitality is much less complicated than the process of achieving it. This is because Democrats staked their credibility on the tenuous argument that last year's income tax increase was the solution to our budget problems.

Being able to admit a mistake and change course is an important aspect of leadership. Last year's income tax hike was a dismal failure, pure and simple. Republicans were united in opposing the tax increase, yet we remain ready to work with our Democratic colleagues in the majority if they are willing to seek common ground with us toward changing course and putting Illinois' economy back on the path of growth.

State Rep. Tom Cross • R-Oswego
Illinois House Republican Leader
Outside Christianity

Regarding "Mormons and Christianity" (Jan. 21): As one born and raised in the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints "arm" of Mormonism (based in Independence, Mo., now known as Community of Christ), I grew up thinking, as many Mormons do, that we were a part of Christianity, claiming Jesus Christ's death and resurrection as the basis of our salvation. There was a tendency to gloss over the thorny history of the faith, in favor of reading the Book of Mormon hoping to feel the "burning of the bosom" of acquired belief, as well as placing blind trust in the fantastic stories of Joseph Smith and his visions and prophetic calling.

But the foundation upon which Mormonism historically stands crumbles when exposed to the piercing light of factual history.

The Jesus of Joseph Smith is decidedly not the Jesus of the Bible who is, was and evermore will be united with God and the Holy Spirit triunally. Rather, he was a created being on equal footing with Lucifer before the casting out of Lucifer from Heaven. Furthermore, Mr. Smith not only wrote the Book of Mormon, but he also rewrote portions of the Bible, having felt called to "improve" it and calling it an "inspired version."

The council at Nicaea in 325 A.D. wrestled with what defines true Church; hence we have the confession or creed. If we use the creed as the litmus test for Christian vs. cult, then Mormonism is a cult.

And lest we not forget, it was Mr. Smith himself who declared his new religion outside of Christianity in the first place, having been told all denominations were apostate.

Jonathon Bird • Farmington, Mo.
In the context of Christian experience

Daniel Burke's excellent article on Mormonism begs the question of why Mormonism, which repudiates the fundamental theology of the Christian churches — Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant — defined in the Nicene Creed (325 CE) and reaffirmed by the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE) is so determined to be accepted as Christian and mainstream ("Mormons and Christianity," Jan. 21). Christianity would have to be redefined if it ever is.

The answer is, of course, Mormonism's preoccupation with proselytization: It claims, as does Christianity, to be a universal religion and, thus, aims to supplant the Christian churches. To do so it seeks to convince Christians that theirs is a false religion, announcing a futile way to salvation, and that Mormonism is the true religion of Jesus Christ revealed in a book unearthed in upstate New York. Thus, the urgent Mormon practice of "baptizing" deceased Christians (Christian baptism is not recognized) and obsession with genealogy.

But is Mormonism a cult, in the sociological sense, as is sometimes alleged (although not mentioned by Mr. Burke)? It does possess certain cult-like characteristics not usually associated with modern Christian churches: preoccupation with proselytization and a secretiveness and close control of members' personal lives, for example. Whether this has larger significance is problematic.

Mormonism may not be Christian; still, its success is explicable only in the context of historic Christian experience.

J.M. Haas • Kirkwood
Declaring faith

The Jan. 21 religion perspective on Mormons and Christians was the standard politically correct confusion regarding what Christianity is and what it isn't. To print anybody and everybody's opinion about what Christianity is is not fair to legitimate Christianity even though it might seem fair to anybody and everybody.

The subjective truth dogma of our present-day culture is unable to present the objective truth that is Christianity or any other religion because of the way it defines truth.

Martin Marty's assertion that there are 41,000 Christian denominations and that "no one can speak for all Christianity in all its nuances" is patently false and absurd. The truth that is Christianity is that the biblical Jesus spoke for all Christians and there were no nuances. If this isn't so, then the New Testament is irrelevant and Mr. Marty and his legion of fellow professors are correct. If truth is opinion and one really can create one's own reality, then our modern culture is correct and we are individually and collectively "god."

The Book of Mormon and the New Testament diametrically contradict each other, and if one is true, the other must be false. This facts is true even if it contradicts today's subjective-truth culture. To believe the Bible when it declares itself to the word of God is to disbelieve today's create-your-own-reality culture, which obviously cannot give a fair hearing to objective Christianity because of its bias and inability to comprehend objective truth.

One is not a Christian simply by declaring oneself to be one. Nor is one necessarily a Hindu, Muslim, Jew, Buddhist or whatever because he says he is. Any belief system has essentials that define it. Christianity's essential is that the self-existing God became a human being in order to redeem mankind. The fact is that Mormons do not believe this bottom-line essential of Christianity, not do they believe the other three or four essentials of salvation necessary to legitimately claim oneself a Christian.

Mormons have the right to believe what they want, just as everyone does. That right is enshrined not only in our Constitution, but it also is enshrined in the Bible. God created mankind with a free will. The consequences regarding what one believes are enshrined in the Bible. Mormons can choose what they believe, but they insult the Bible and Bible-believing Christians when they claim to be Christians.

David Floyd • Maryland Heights
No violation of conscience required

It is interesting that those who are the most upset with the ruling that health plans provide contraceptive benefits to their members have no dog in the fight ("Obama stands firm on contraceptive benefits," Jan. 21).

Cardinal-designate Timothy Dolan said, "In effect, the president is saying we have a year to figure out how to violate our consciences." I don't see how this violates his conscience in any way.

He and other religious people who are speaking out against this decision are trying to force their doctrine on others. Most institutions owned or operated by the Catholic Church employ folks from all walks of life and from multiple religious philosophies (even within the Catholic community).

Catholics who abide by the rules of the church regarding artificial contraception (and those, by the way, are few and far between) can refuse contraception. They are not being forced to violate their consciences.

We live in a country where the Constitution is applicable to all. It's a very fine line between freedom from a government-mandated religion and the often-misunderstood freedom of religions to do as they please. They have the right to their own beliefs and, according to the Supreme Court, the right to discriminate within their organizations under certain circumstances. However, they do not have that right if the job of the employee is not ministerial in nature.

No one is required to violate his conscience with this ruling. The law requires only that institutions that are not primarily religious provide the same medical services to its citizen employees.

Dave Arnold • Shiloh
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MoDOT's arrogance on tolls may have dire consequences at polls
So the Missouri Department of Transportation says voters can be bypassed on the decision to toll Interstate 70 ("MoDOT chief says bypass of voters on I-70 toll is OK," Jan. 23). While MoDOT deserves credit for its fine work on the new Interstate 64, MoDOT again is indicating that it thinks it knows better than the public.

Despite that it always is crying for more funding, MoDOT is known for having pushed projects in the past that communities did not want. Now, after two votes by the public rejecting constitutional amendments to permit state toll roads, the bureaucrats think they cleverly have found a way to negate the public's votes. When will MoDOT recognize that we have a government by the people, and that MoDOT officials are not the lords of the manor?

Trying to position this proposal as a "limited concept" or a project analogous to the Mississippi River bridge between two states does not relieve the Legislature from obeying the will of the people. Even if legally possible, the government should recognize what the voters have said. Failure to ask the voters' permission, especially in this era of mistrust of government, probably will have dire consequences at the polls when the legislators are up for reelection.

Richard Schuler • St. Peters
Circumventing voters
It was maddening, but not unexpected, to read that the chief of the Missouri Department of Transportation believes a "public-private partnership" wouldn't need voter approval to institute toll roads in the state ("MoDOT chief says bypass of voters on I-70 toll is OK," Jan. 23). The fact that the very same roads were built and maintained by taxpayers matters nary a whit to today's unelected bureaucrats — or even to some politicians. Most politicians are only too happy to avoid putting themselves on record in the Legislature, so the only obstacle is a bothersome citizenry that twice has turned down their brilliant proposal.

With the president of the United States circumventing Congress to advance his policies and states choosing to ignore the will of the people, it's little wonder confidence in the future of our republic is at historic lows.

Raymond T. Kyle • Florissant
Breakdown lanes, too
The Missouri Department of Transportation is proposing three lanes in each direction on Interstate 70. We need breakdown lanes as well, particularly on the bridges over the Missouri River.

Coming home to Wildwood from Benedictine College in Kansas on Dec. 16, 2008, a Jeep was hit by a tractor trailer on the I-70 bridge over the Missouri River. The occupants of the Jeep got out to avoid being killed by the next truck bearing down on them. The young women who had been in the vehicle flattened themselves against a concrete barrier. The driver, Mike Lober, and his college roommate, John Paul Forget, climbed over and hung on to the icy barriers. Mike saw his Jeep hit again and climbed back up. John Paul lost his grip and fell into the freezing cold Missouri River. His body was found several miles downstream.

If there had been a breakdown lane, the young people would have been safe staying in the jeep, and my grandson would not have drowned. That bridge is more than a mile long. It is not safe.

Louise Belt • Wildwood
Living in Dooleystan
Here we go again! How long must we St. Louis county residents suffer the antics of St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley?

"Dooley lays off 26 in county" (Jan. 26) said it succinctly: Mr. Dooley will save his political appointees' jobs but rip the Parks Department asunder to satisfy his urge for "budget balancing." Never mind his "arrangement" with the County Council; he doesn't recall making it.

A recent letter to the Missouri Conservation Commission generated a response saying that the commission is aware of the situation in St. Louis County but, "No one has contacted the Department at any point about taking control of any of those parks."

Why has Mr. Dooley not picked up the phone and talked with the good folks at Missouri Conservation Commission about giving them a park or two, with Lone Elk at the top of the list? This could solve a lot of Mr. Dooley's budget problems as well as save and improve such gems as Lone Elk.

Robert C. Holt Jr. • Kirkwood
Winners and losers
The happy editorial on the General Motors and Chrysler bailout at taxpayer expense glossed over pertinent financial facts and costs ("No 1* again," Jan. 24). The initial risk to taxpayers for GM was $49.5 billion. Taxpayers were forced by government decree to purchase a 61 percent equity stake in the company without any guaranteed return. The government bankruptcy court for Chrysler forced senior creditors aside so that the United Auto Workers retirees trust fund could claim a large outstanding stake in Chrysler.

Like Solyndra, the Obama administration picked winners and losers on the taxpayers' dime.

Even more destructive are the long-term indirect costs to our economy with these auto bailouts. Car bailouts send the message that if a politically important industry is broken, the government may step in and dictate its own terms to customers, creditors and suppliers. Sounds like Russia or Venenzula. How can President Barack Obama lecture China on its trading practices when the U.S. government provides massive subsidies to our global auto companies?

Richard Ragsdale • Maplewood
The GM elephant
Alas, the editorial "No 1* again" (Jan. 24) and accompanying Matson's View cartoon don't mention the big elephant in the room: Taxpayers are on the hook for the 26 percent of underperforming GM stock. If, as the editorial says, it sells at an expected loss, that will make the bailout total only $14 billion (with a "b") rather than the original $19.9 billion loaned to GM.

The paper's calculation also overlooks the mounting national debt service for the $700 billion TARP funds, of which the GM bailout was a part. That interest dwarfs the repayment to date by GM. Nor can anyone say with certainty that GM's turn-around could not or would not have happened just as it did if had been forced by a bankruptcy court or by investors who saw the possibilities in the company.

Ford Motor Co. has achieved a similar turnaround, and it didn't take bailout funds.

Shirley F. Giebel • St. Louis
Behind the times
Regarding "At 95, Citizen of Year continues to serve" and "Past Citizen of the Year winners" (both, Jan. 15): Really! Between 1955 and 2010, there were 57 recipients of the St. Louis Citizen of the Year award. In that whole list there is exactly one woman. The 2011 recipient, Frankie Muse Freeman, is only the second woman in more than half a century to receive that honor.

With that kind of thoughtless discrimination, no wonder many people think St. Louis is behind the times!

Gail Ahumada • St. Louis
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Ask for more, get what you want
Regarding "Casinos fight Nixon proposal to jack up admission" (Jan. 25): Gov. Jay Nixon might have made a mistake in asking for a $1 increase in entrance fees charged to patrons on Missouri casinos. He should have taken a lesson from Ameren Missouri and Laclede Gas: Ask asked for more than you want and settle for less — you'll get what you really wanted to begin with.

The Missouri casino industry perhaps has forgotten that the casinos no longer have to cruise up and down the river like they were originally supposed to do, saving a tremendous amount of money in fuel and crew. They no longer have a loss limit, to which they committed when getting a license.

Missouri has been more than generous when granting these changes. If Missouri had asked for this increase at the time the casinos wanted changes made in their favor, the casinos would have been more than happy to oblige.

Marshall Jorel • St. Peters
Sales-tax pool is ludicrous
Regarding "Sales tax deal may be in the works" (Jan. 25): I live in Ballwin and pay almost 8 percent in sales tax. One percent of that was voted as a point-of-use tax, meaning, sink or swim, we would be unable to join the pool if the city found itself in financial need. Instead, we are more prosperous than the pool, therefore, we must send almost half of our collections to cities with a tax rate of close to 6 percent.

After disregarding the vote of the people and state law the county takes half, but generously will let us raise taxes on ourselves to make up for the money we send away, despite the agreement made when the pool was implemented. Let's try allowing the pool cities to raise their tax rate to 8 percent and add the rest as they see fit to make up there difference.

Who shops where has nothing to do with the pool. It was a one-time vote, way before the Bluffs at Gravois existed.

Taking money from people, ignoring the agreement because you don't think it's fair and then painting us as grousing and uncaring is ludicrous.

John Re • Ballwin
Standard dropout age
Regarding "Raising high school dropout age to 18 is debated" (Jan 26): It shouldn't be debated or argued about; it should be done. It simply is a good idea.

President Barack Obama, in his State of the Union address, proposed a uniform standard to be "required" (not just encouraged) by all 50 U.S. states. It is good sense to raise the dropout age to age 18 and provide enough funding to support those students and pay their teachers. The times are gone (with only a few rare exceptions) in which a dropout could survive. A high school diploma is a sheer necessity. Education is the key to success. No one should drop out of school until he graduates or turns 18. Then he can vote and enter the 'school of hard knocks" as an adult — but not a day earlier.

Students in Illinois, Missouri, Kansas and Alaska meet the same criteria — and have a diploma.

James A. Marples • St. Louis County
Law school's move isn't ideal
Regarding "SLU hails law school's downtown migration" (Jan. 25): By giving their building to the St. Louis University Law School, Joe and Loretta Scott unload an annual property tax bill of some $125,000 to St. Louis, which may have to allocate an additional $125,000 toward building maintenance, mechanical systems, utilities, property insurance and other expenses.

Did SLU do a comprehensive cost analysis to determine the one-time exorbitant expense for moving several hundred tons of shelving, books, office equipment, furniture, artwork and other items into its "new" accommodations and the higher ongoing expenses for new paint, carpeting, drywall, plumbing, wiring, fixtures, elevators, fire suppression systems, etc., so 100 North Tucker is up to the same physical standards as the more modern law school complex at 3700 Lindell?

SLU's students will not have better opportunities for employment merely because they attend class closer to a few large law firms or the state and federal judges who work in the city.

Every year, an increasing number of American law school graduates face the dismal prospect of fewer and fewer legal employment opportunities.

Common sense and economic necessity dictate that the SLU law school stay on the fenced main campus where its students have easy, unrestricted access to the amenities of Busch Center, Chaifetz Arena, dining halls, dormitories, safe parking garages, security patrols, lighted sidewalks, recreational facilities and Pius Library for quiet study. Perhaps it's not too late for the SLU law school to give this gift back to the Scotts before the SLU business school expands into Morrissey Hall

As an alumnus, I wish the law school the best of luck.

Alan Jay Koshner • Chesterfield
Reduced expectations
Bill McClellan's column "The best of care, but at what cost?" (Jan. 25) came to the edge of, but did not touch, the dreaded topic of medical rationing. That is unfortunate. The amount of money spent on a person's medical care in the last six months of life is astronomical. We are past the point in this country where every person can be entitled to every medical treatment potentially available, regardless of cost, the patient's condition, the patient's age, etc.

Conservatives argue that our government should not try to be all things to all people, and I am not sure why anyone would think our medical plans should be all things to all people. This has to become the age of reduced expectations. What problem do bleeding-heart conservatives have with the idea of medical rationing? But as soon as someone tries to start a rational discussion on the topic, Republicans start yelling, "Death panels! Death panels!" and Democrats slink away with their tails between their legs. We cannot afford to continue to deal with crucial national issues in this mindless fashion.

Mr. McClellan should restart the discussion.

Alan J. Agathen • Kirkwood
Just get the ID
I've noticed a lot of letters denouncing politicians who want voters to show photo identification when voting. They scream that there is no evidence of voter fraud anywhere. It took a five-minute search to find out that in Missouri there are 15 counties that have more registered voters than there are people who are 18 years old or older. Also during the recent primary in New Hampshire, activists went to polling places and gave names of dead people and showed no identification. Without hesitation, they were given a ballot.

No indication of fraud, huh? If a person can make it to a polling place to vote, he can make it to a location to get a photo id.

Claude Kurtz • Manchester
No additional ID needed
The crusade for federal voter identification is a sham.

I am a registered voter. I have a "Permanent Voter ID Card." Those words are printed in bold on the card. On the top of the card are the words: "City of St. Louis Board of Election Commissioners." The card shows my registration number and the districts in which I am registered to vote. Are not the registration criteria of the St. Louis Board of Election Commissioners sufficient to establish my identification and eligibility to vote? Nothing more is needed.

A drivers license is not the same as voter identification. People who cannot see well or who lack some physical abilities to drive are not unable to vote. When families must take Granny's car keys, should they take her voting rights, too? Missouri requires applicants for driver's licenses to take a road test in the car they will usually operate. Should we deny voting rights to people who cannot afford to buy, insure, maintain and gas up a car?

Casey Croy • St. Louis
