[image: image1.jpg]


Missouri Senate Communications


Daily News Clips



Collected/Archived for Tues., Jan. 31, 2012 - Page 54 of 54


Missouri Senate bill looks to verify students’ citizen status

Jimmy Myers - St. Joseph News-Press
POSTED: 11:07 pm CST January 30, 2012

A Senate bill seeking to document the number of kindergarten through 12th-grade students whose citizenship is questionable is moving through the Statehouse. 

SB590 passed out of committee last week and will likely see some spirited debate in the near future. The bill would require all public elementary and secondary schools to obtain birth certificates of students and submit an annual report to the General Assembly. 

The report, which would be compiled by the State Board of Education, would show immigration classifications of students, the number participating in English as a second language programs, the impact unlawfully present alien students have on the quality of education and the costs associated with their being enrolled. 

The policy at the St. Joseph Public School District doesn’t include verifying the residency status of its students. Only kindergartners are required to submit a birth certificate to show proof of age (only prospective students who are age 5 by Aug. 1 can enroll). Older students who enroll at schools in the district fill out a form that includes a space for a Social Security number, but filling out that portion of the form is not required. 

Opponents of the bill say it would turn school officials into immigration officers. Proponents say they’re only trying to track the amount of money being spent to educate children of illegal aliens. 

Gena Villegas, the English Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) coordinator for the St. Joseph School District, said compiling the data required in the Senate bill would likely be a time-consuming effort that would necessitate hiring someone especially for the task. 

The consequence of such laws, as Ms. Villegas said they’ve seen in other states that have adopted similar procedures, is that families move. 

“I think in that aspect it would affect the family who is undocumented,” she said. 

The district has about 300 Spanish-speaking students enrolled in ESOL. The district enrolled 35 students of Burmese descent this year. There is also a small population of Sudanese students in the district. 

The bill language doesn’t specify that it is trying to block students here illegally from getting an education. However, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that barring non-residents from acquiring an education violates the equal-protection clause of the 14th Amendment.

New bill proposes to lessen employer discrimination 

Senator Brad Lager said Missouri needs to adjust its law to match the other states.

By Sean Na – The Maneater
Published Jan. 31, 2012

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Maryville, filed Senate Bill 592, which proposes to modify the Missouri Human Rights Act and employment discrimination law, on Jan. 3.

The bill would lessen the degree of discrimination in employment.

Lager said he believed this tough criteria for the employment would attract fewer workers, making Missouri less competitive than other states.

He wants to change the standard for unlawful discrimination of an employee’s protected status from a contributing factor to a motivating factor.

Lager said a motivating factor standard has been the part of federal law since the Civil Rights Act was created and is used in all states except Missouri.

Richard Germinder, a member of Lager’s legislative staff, discussed Lager’s idea about these two factors.

“In practice, a contributing factor standard is extraordinarily skewed towards plaintiffs (one who sues), and a motivating factor has a practical effect that is more balanced between employees and employers in a legal setting,” Germinder said.

Lager stressed that discriminatory practice makes employees vulnerable, since a contributing factor places a heavier burden on employees in discrimination court cases.

In response to Lager’s first attempt with Senate Bill 188, Gov. Jay Nixon said in his veto letter, “Bill No. 188 represents a significant retreat from the basic principles of fairness embodied in the Missouri Human Rights Act and erects unacceptable impediments to those victimized by discrimination and seeking to avail themselves of the Act’s legal protection.”

The House and Senate passed SB188, but Nixon vetoed the bill on May 13, 2011.

Nixon listed eight reasons why he vetoed the bill in his letter, one being it would limit the right to a jury trial.

Lager said he would continue to push this bill because he sees the way Missouri employment law works as a real problem.

“The reality is whether the governor vetoes it or not, this issue is not going away,” he said. "This is a serious problem for employers in Missouri, so I am going to do what is right, not what is politically popular for the governor.”

Then he warned that if Missouri continues its current employment discrimination law, Missouri would soon lose its competency against other states.

“In (the) environment like we have today, there are so many states that are recruiting so many companies to create jobs in their states,” Lager said. “Missouri needs to be competitive.”

Lager said Nixon is not putting Missouri's best economic interests first.

“So, this governor needs to stop playing politics, stop protecting these trial lawyers that are decimating jobs in our state, and get serious and doing what is right for employers in Missouri so that we can grow jobs, grow our economy, and return Missouri to the past of prosperity,” Lager said.

Nixon declined comment on any bill because it has not yet gone through the legislative session.

Mo. Democrats vow to oppose discrimination bill 

Associated Press – St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Monday, January 30, 2012 9:43 pm 

Black lawmakers in Missouri, fearful of reversing decades of hard-fought civil rights gains, said Monday they will try to prevent votes in the House and Senate on a measure that would change the state's workplace discrimination laws.

A measure pending in the Senate would require workers who bring wrongful termination lawsuits to prove discrimination was a "motivating factor" _ not simply a contributing factor _ in the employer's action. The legislation also would apply to other wrongful discrimination actions, such as the denial of promotions.

In cases where employers were found to have wrongfully discriminated, punitive damages would be tied to the number of employees the company has, with a maximum of $300,000. Political subdivisions, such as city governments, would not be liable for any punitive damages.

House member Steve Webb, the head of the state's Legislative Black Caucus, said at a press conference that the measure would roll back decades of civil rights progress aimed at protecting minorities and people with disabilities from being treated unfairly at their jobs.

"Anything that brings us back a step toward discrimination is something we're not going to stand for," said Webb, D-Florissant. "Civil rights acts were put in place to protect people."

Democrats prevented the Senate bill from coming to a vote in that chamber after about five hours of debate last week. The stalling efforts were primarily the work of Sens. Maria Chappelle-Nadal and Robin Wright-Jones, of the St. Louis area, and Sen. Kiki Curls, of Kansas City. They said the bill's changes would give employers less incentive to prevent discrimination in the workplace.

Curls said Monday that Senate Democrats intend to block the bill "as long as it takes," even though there are only eight Democrats in the Senate and 26 Republicans.

"We realize what our numbers are over in the Senate, but some things come down to principal," she said.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed a similar bill last year, which Republicans managed to pass despite similar Democratic opposition.

Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, said Monday that the governor's office had indicated that he will again veto the legislation. She also praised the senators who had blocked last week's vote.

The governor's office has so far declined to comment on the Senate bill. A call to his staff following Monday's press conference had not been returned at press time.

Republicans hold veto-proof majorities in the Senate, but not the House. There are no Republicans in the Legislative Black Caucus.

The pending bill is similar to last year's, but makes changes to sections that deal with summary judgment decisions in court. Summary judgment allows cases to be decided before they go to a trial, if all of the parties can agree on the facts of the case.

Republicans have said the Senate bill would merely make the state more appealing to businesses.

At Monday's press conference, Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, rejected the argument that changing the discrimination law would help the state economically.

"Missouri does have a higher standard and we applaud Missouri for having a higher standard," Jones said. "We don't know of any cases where a business has decided not to locate in Missouri or has left Missouri because of our higher standard."

Webb said the existing law is clear and fair to both business owners and workers.

"Employees who treat their workers with fairness and respect have nothing to fear," Webb said. "We do not feel that expecting businesses to treat people with dignity is asking too much. Let's not wait until (the bill) gets to the governor's desk. Let's fix it now. "

Sponsoring Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, said after the press conference that his bill does not lessen the incentive employers have to prevent unfair treatment of minorities.

"That's absolutely not true," he said. "This bill does nothing more than bring Missouri back in line with the federal law."

Lager said the bill will eventually clear the Senate. He predicted that it will easily pass the House, where the speaker will sometimes move to cut off debate and force a vote. Such a move to cut off debate is extremely rare in the Senate and Lager dismissed the possibility that Senate leaders would opt to do so. He said he is prepared for a Democratic filibuster on the bill.

"I've got nowhere to go," he said. "The will of the body will ultimately prevail."

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, indicated that the Senate could resume debate on the discrimination bill later this week.

___

Workplace discrimination bills are SB592 and HB1219

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Mo. senator calls for constitutional change to open redistricting committee meetings to public

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS – The Republic
First Posted: January 31, 2012 - 5:01 am
Last Updated: January 31, 2012 - 5:02 am 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — A Missouri senator says the committee in charge of redrawing the state's legislative districts should open its meetings and records to the public.

Republican Jason Crowell, of Cape Girardeau, testified before a Senate panel Monday for a proposed amendment to the Missouri Constitution subjecting state apportionment commissions to the state's open meeting laws.

New districts for the House were developed by a panel of appeals court judges last year after a bipartisan commission deadlocked. The House map is being challenged by a group claiming the districts aren't sufficiently compact and have unequal populations. The group also alleges a violation of the open meeting law.

If approved by the full Senate and House, Crowell's proposed amendment would go on a statewide ballot.

___

Open meetings bill is SJR37

Online:

http://senate.mo.gov
Black caucus vows to fight worker discrimination bill

Legislation in Missouri would make it harder to prove cases against former employers.

By JASON HANCOCK – Kansas City Star
Updated: 2012-01-31T04:39:14Z 

JEFFERSON CITY -- A group of African-American lawmakers on Monday vowed to oppose legislation making its way through the Missouri House and Senate that would make it more difficult to prove discrimination cases against former employers.

At a news conference at the Missouri Capitol, the Legislative Black Caucus argued that the bill would roll back decades of civil rights progress while protecting wrongdoers by limiting damages that can be awarded if discrimination is proved.

“This legislation would be devastating to those who have been discriminated against in the workplace, and the Black Caucus is committed to fighting these bills every step of the way,” said Sen. Kiki Curls, a Kansas City Democrat.

At issue are a pair of bills that would require workers who claim discrimination in wrongful-termination lawsuits to prove that bias was a “motivating” factor instead of a “contributing” factor, as mandated under current law. The change would make state law mirror the federal Civil Rights Act.

The bills also would lower the amount of punitive damages that could be awarded in an employment discrimination case.

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, vetoed similar legislation last year.

Santorum appears before packed crowd in St. Charles 


By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 3:38 pm Mon., 1.30.12 

Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum promised enthusiastic supporters in St. Charles County today that he would advance the policies needed to bring manufacturing jobs back to the United States.

"We've had other countries eat our lunch," declared Santorum, who called for eliminating all federal taxes for manufacturers and their suppliers and all regulations put in place by President Barack Obama and his administration.

He asserted that American companies, like Apple, which have the bulk of their manufacturing jobs overseas also would face taxes of 35 percent unless they brought the jobs back to the United States --- in which case, they'd qualify for the no-tax policy.

'We're competing for jobs that China wants to take away from us," he said, adding that the loss of manufacturing jobs has led to a decline in the standard of living for many working-class Americans.

Rick Santorum: You have an opportunity in Missouri ... to send a message.

Santorum, a former senator from Pennyslvania also called for revamping education, saying the current public education system does not work, in part because it is "controlled by teachers unions."

"It's top down, it doesn't work,'' he said, touching off cheers of agreement.

The candidate was speaking to more than 300 people who packed a meeting room in St. Charles Community College, cheering and offering up standing ovations throughout his half-hour address.

(Click here for the Beacon's advance story on Santorum's visit.)

Santorum, the first GOP presidential candidate to make a public appearance in the state, said he chose the community college because it represented education that more reflected what young people need -- which he said public education often is not. His remarks indicated that he was not aware that St. Charles Community College was paid for with state dollars.

Afterward, he held a rally outside to speak to the overflow crowd, an estimated 200, who couldn't get inside.

"You have an opportunity in Missouri, in a week's time, to send a message," Santorum said, implying that the best way was to support him in Missouri's Feb. 7 presidential primary.

Although the GOP primary won't count, Santorum's aim is to create a wave of support going into the Missouri caucuses in March, which state party leaders have decided to use to award the delegates.

Santorum invoked the populism and nationalism that -- in 1996 -- helped propel then-Republican presidential hopeful Pat Buchanan to primary victories in Missouri, although Bob Dole still won the GOP nomination.

Santorum appears to be hoping that Missouri will help provide the boost that he does not expect to receive Tuesday in Florida, where Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney, the perceived GOP frontrunner, appears to be poised for a strong victory.  Newt Gingrich, the former speaker of the U.S. House, has faltered under attacks from Romney and his allied "super PACS."

Gingrich's campaign has sought for Santorum to drop out, in hopes of attracting the latter's socially conservative backers who dislike Romney. But Santorum made clear here that he is not interested.

Instead, Santorum jabbed at his rivals -- who he did not name -- for engaging in "gutter politics'' that he said has not advanced the Republican agenda.

St. Charles officials signal support

The standing-room-only crowd included former St. Charles County Executive Joe Ortwerth, who said he was a strong Santorum supporter, and current County Executive Steve Ehlmann, who hinted that he might be as well.

Officially, Ehlmann (right) said he was present to show respect for Santorum, since he is the first GOP presidential hopeful to hold a public event in Missouri. But Ehlmann added that he and Santorum shared the saming working-class roots.

Ehlmann observed that he also thought Santorum was demonstrating smart politics by choosing St.Charles County, generally one of the biggest blocs of Republican votes in the state.

"I think we're well representative of the Republican base," Ehlmann said. "Not just the Republican elite."

Such a comment appeared to be directed at much of the state's Republican establishment, who back Romney.

State Rep. Doug Funderburk, R-St. Peters, said he was a big fan of Santorum and predicted the candidate would do better than some expect in Missouri on Feb. 7.

Santorum did touch briefly on the personal-behavior issues that have attracted many conservatives to his campaign. The best way to avoid poverty, he declared, was for someone to "work, graduate from high school, and get married."

The crowd loved such talk. But Santorum did not mention the issue most often mentioned by those in the staunchly conservative audience -- his opposition to abortion.

Typical was Mary Ann Dallas, from St. Charles, who brought up the issue immediately when asked what drew her most to Santorum's candidacy. "His pro-life stance is very important to me," she said.

Ortwerth, who now heads the Family Policy Council, a socially conservative group, cited Santorum's stances on abortion, as well as his economic views, as reasons for his support.

But some of the audience's strongest applause came when Santorum promised to flex the nation's international muscles and, like many of his rivals, accused Obama of "apologizing for America."

Santorum pledged that, if elected, he "will not once talk about the previous president" or blame the past presidents for current problems.

"Quit whining about what people did before," Santorum said, in a dig at Obama, who often has faulted the policies of former President George W. Bush.

Santorum, however, is blasting what Obama is doing now.

If Obama is re-elected, he said Republicans will be unable to stop further implementation of the federal health-insurance law or to end the changes already in place.

If Obama is re-elected, he said, "We will become a dependency society."

Missouri voters can help change the nation's direction, Santorum added. "We need the bellwether state of Missouri to stand up and say, 'We want a strong principled Republican' " in the White House.

Santorum in St. Charles County touts jobs plan, hits rivals' 'gutter politics' 

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN – St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Tuesday, January 31, 2012 12:05 am 

COTTLEVILLE • Eight days before the Missouri presidential primary, Rick Santorum campaigned Monday in Republican-dominated St. Charles County, promoting his jobs plan and criticizing "gutter politics" of GOP rivals.

"The government's got to get out of the way," the former Pennsylvania senator told a midafternoon crowd of about 350 people at St. Charles Community College.

Santorum repeated his call for repealing taxes on companies that manufacture in the United States as a way to spur job growth.

He also said he'd roll back regulations on business, push for the Keystone XL oil pipeline and replace federal training programs with grants to state and local governments to better meet employers' needs.

Santorum complained about candidates "who think they have to do anything that's necessary" to win and said "we deserve better than the gutter politics that we've been seeing."

That was a reference to the recent barrage of back-and-forth attacks between front-runners Mitt Romney and Newt Gingrich leading up to today's Florida primary. The St. Charles County visit began a refocus on other states for Santorum, who has trailed Romney and Gingrich in Florida polling.

Santorum told reporters after his speech that the Feb. 7 Missouri primary, which has no role in determining national convention delegates, still gives him an opportunity to show how he matches "head to head" against Romney.

Gingrich, Santorum's main rival for the votes of social conservatives who believe Romney is too moderate, didn't sign up to appear on the Missouri ballot.

"Even though I'm sure we'll be outspent here, we have the grass-roots support and effort of the conservatives here in Missouri, and I think they're going to speak loudly," he said. He also indicated he'd make an effort in the state's GOP delegate selection process that begins in local caucuses March 17.

Meanwhile, Santorum rejected a key national Gingrich supporter's call Monday for him to get out of the race. "This is going to be a long process; I'm not going anywhere," Santorum said.

Among those attending was Tom Pini, 62, a retired teacher from the Harvester area who said he shared Santorum's stands against abortion and for 'smaller government."

Jeff Vemmer, 52, a veterinarian from Union, liked Santorum's emphasis on family values.

"The more I listen to those two, Romney and Gingrich, the less I like them," he said. "They're politicians."

After Santorum left the packed auditorium, he used a bullhorn to talk to 150 or so people who weren't able to get in. "You have an opportunity to reset this race again," Santorum said. "Be a game-changer, Missouri."

Among those inside was former St. Charles County Executive Joe Ortwerth, who said he's supporting Santorum partly because of his anti-abortion stand. The current county executive, Steve Ehlmann, also attended but hasn't endorsed anyone. "It's very significant (Santorum) came in," Ehlmann said.

"He realizes if he's going to make it, he's going to have to appeal to the base of the party, and this is where the base is."

Santorum visits St. Charles Community College 

By Russell Korando – Suburban Journals
Posted: Monday, January 30, 2012 5:45 pm

GOP presidential candidate Rick Santorum was in Cottleville Monday afternoon with messages of incentives to bring back manufacturing jobs and how lack of education leads to chronic unemployment.

Santorum spoke to an overflow crowd of more than 300 people at St. Charles Community College while two of his Republican challengers, Newt Gingrich and Mitt Romney, fought to win Tuesday's Florida primary. The Missouri presidential primary is Feb. 7.

The large fired-up crowd was another indication of the deep Republican roots in St. Charles County.

Santorum began by talking about how stressful the weekend was for his family due to his daughter, Isabella Santorum, being hospitalized. But he said Sunday brought "a wonderful turn" for his daughter's health and she was doing well.

"We didn't pick this college out of a hat," Santorum said. "We understand how important junior colleges are for the economy." Santorum said if he is elected president he would put an end to job losses in America. He said government needs to stop complaining and start helping American businesses compete.

Wentzville resident Marshell Foss said he spoke with Santorum briefly after Monday's rally and was glad Santorum decided to stop in Missouri.

"Everything he said was right in line with my feelings with where we need to go with the country," Foss said. "He goes up there with the conviction we're going to have to do something and we're not going to leave the room until it's done."

Santorum said Americans are seeing revolutionary changes in technology that will create new jobs. He said if American companies aren't able to compete on a level playing field, it will assign a large part of America to a lower standard of living.

"We have to compete for manufacturing jobs. The sales jobs will always be (in the United States)," Santorum said.

Eliminating the 35 percent corporate tax rate for U.S. manufacturers would be one way to bring jobs back from overseas, Santorum said. He wants manufacturers to invest in plants and equipment in the U.S. He said manufacturers were burdened by the regulatory environment created by President Obama's administration.

Angela Field, of Defiance, said she was unsure which Republican candidate she would vote for before she listened to Santorum speak, but that his message put her in his corner.

"He appears to be an authentic candidate," Field said. "He is running on issues and values as opposed to taking down other candidates. I really like his plan for manufacturing and the tax cuts and incentives he's offering for the manufacturing industry."

Santorum said non-educated Americans are 2 1/2 times more likely to be unemployed than those with at least high school diplomas. He said two-thirds of Americans without diplomas would live in poverty at least once in their lives. He said it's time to stop supporting educational institutions and put the onus on the parents.

"A fundamental change has to occur in our educational system," Santorum said. "Parents are the ones who are responsible for educating their children. We spend hundreds of millions of dollars to educate primary and secondary students and one-third of them aren't graduating."

O'Fallon resident Kevin Hufford, a student at the college, said he'd never been to a political rally or listened live to a presidential candidate's speech. Although he's not a supporter, Hufford said he was glad Santorum chose St. Charles Community College.

"It pulled in a bunch of people that maybe hadn't seen the school before," Hufford said.

SCC President Ronald Chesbrough said the college was proud to kick off Super Tuesday.

"The attendance was a little more than we bargained on and good for (Santorum) and good for Missouri that we turned out like we did," Chesbrough said.

Pat Wilcox, who drove from Christian County in southwest Missouri, said she liked everything Santorum said. Wilcox said she's listened to many of his speeches and thinks he's got all the right answers, ideas, values and what it takes to make a great president.

Santorum closed his speech by saying America needs a president who breaks the mold.

"We are on the brink," Santorum said. "I fear if Obamacare goes into effect, we will become a dependent society."

Santorum denounces 'gutter politics' of opponents 

By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press) – Southeast Missourian
Jan 30, 9:58 PM EST

COTTLEVILLE, Mo. (AP) -- Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum denounced the "gutter politics" of his opponents Monday as he turned his campaign away from a potentially futile effort in Florida in hopes of regaining momentum in the Midwest.

After spending what he described as a stressful weekend with his sick 3-year-old daughter, Santorum resumed his campaign at a suburban St. Louis community college and later at a theater in Luverne, Minn., while forecasting a political revival in states such as Missouri and Minnesota.

In St. Louis, the former senator from Pennsylvania carefully avoided naming Republican rivals Mitt Romney and Newt Gingrich - he trails them in polls heading into Tuesday's primary in Florida - but nonetheless directed a scolding toward them for what he said is devolving into a negative campaign.

"I'm sick and tired of candidates who think they have to do anything that's necessary - anything - to win an election," Santorum told more than 300 people packed into an auditorium at St. Charles Community College. "We deserve better than the gutter politics that we've been seeing in this race."

Santorum is the first Republican candidate to appear in Missouri in advance of its Feb. 7 primary, which will essentially be a statewide public opinion poll. The Republican Party plans to award its presidential delegates in Missouri through a series of caucuses that begin in mid-March. Gingrich didn't get on Missouri's primary ballot while others who have since dropped out of the race will be listed alongside Romney, Santorum and Ron Paul.

Santorum said he still considers Missouri's primary to be important. Because of Gingrich's absence, it could allow Santorum to test his political strength more directly against that of Romney, who has been building a network of prominent Republican endorsements in Missouri.

"I think doing well in the primary well help us in the caucus," Santorum told The Associated Press after his Missouri campaign event.

Democratic President Barack Obama narrowly lost Missouri in 2008 to Republican Sen. John McCain.

Santorum campaigned Monday in one of Missouri's fastest-growing and staunchly Republican counties. Because the crowd exceeded the capacity of the auditorium, he later took a bullhorn to speak to an additional 150 people outside, then lingered to hold babies, pose for photos and sign autographs.

During his campaign speech, Santorum touted his plan to eliminate the corporate income tax for manufacturers and waive taxes on money earned by companies overseas if it is brought back to the US and invested in new equipment at plants. He pledged to repeal all regulations enacted during Obama's presidency, to enforce trade laws against China and to support fundamental change to the education system, though he offered few specifics beyond combining numerous federal education programs under large block grants to states and local schools.

Among those at his Missouri campaign event was Marty Leitner, a longtime Republican who said she appreciated the family emphasis of both Santorum and Romney but had become turned off by reports about Romney's wealth.

"I think Santorum's a little more like most normal people, and Romney's a little out of touch with most average Americans," said Leitner, 43, of St. Charles.

Minnesota holds its caucuses on Feb. 7. Santorum assured about 300 people at the Palace Theatre in Luverne that they were part of the early-nominating process, too.

"You don't get all the play that Iowa gets," he said. "Your caucuses aren't as big as Iowa's, maybe, but they're just as important."

---

Associated Press writer Amber Hunt in Luverne, Minn., contributed to this report.

McCaskill introduces permanent earmark ban in Congress

Posted by: Tim Sampson – Missouri News Horizon
January 30, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Calling them a source of government waste and inefficiency, Missouri’s Democratic Senator is moving to permanently expand the current ban on Congressional earmarks.

A bill introduced Monday by Sens. Claire McCaskill and Pat Toomey, R-Pa., would bring an end to the controversial practice, where in lawmakers can set aside money for pork barrel spending in the form of pet projects or limited tax credits back in their district.

The bill, titled the “Earmark Elimination Act,” is designed to strengthen and extend a temporary ban that is scheduled to expire at the end of 2012. The bill would try to close current loopholes by creating a new legislative point of order that could block earmarks without killing the larger bill that contains them. McCaskill and Toomey’s legislation would require a two-thirds vote in congress to override an earmark point of order.

McCaskill has been particularly critical on the impact earmarks could have on Missouri given last year’s natural disasters. She said earmarks allow lawmakers from other states to divers disaster recovery funds from where they are needed most.

“We have learned that a temporary ban isn’t enough to prevent our leaders from twisting like pretzels to break the rules.  And we know that this permanent ban is the only way to end the culture that plagued our government for so long and now is threatening to come back.”

GOP Senate hopefuls debate in Branson

Ken Newton - St. Joseph News-Press
POSTED: 11:05 pm CST January 30, 2012

Candidates seeking the Republican nomination for Missouri’s U.S. Senate seat tried Monday night to bring into their camp an iconic politician: Ronald Reagan. 

Both Todd Akin, a congressman from St. Louis County, and Sarah Steelman, the former state treasurer from Rolla, paid homage to the 40th president during a debate in Branson, Mo., positioning themselves as his conservative heirs. 

A third announced candidate on the GOP side, businessman John Brunner of St. Louis, again skipped the intra-party debate. It is the second time he bypassed an opportunity to answer questions alongside fellow Republicans. 

All want to unseat the Democratic incumbent, Sen. Claire McCaskill. 

Ms. Steelman mentioned the late president when discussing her life-long allegiance to conservatism. 

“I actually went and worked for Ronald Reagan when I was in college,” she said, “took a group of girls to Des Moines to work in the Iowa caucuses.” 

Mr. Akin said he has consistently stood behind the three foremost principles of Mr. Reagan: traditional values, economic freedom and strong national defense. 

“I have been in the fight. … I’ve taken the tough votes,” the congressman said. “I have a conservative and tested record.” 

Much of the two-hour session at Branson High School found the candidates in approximate agreement on a range of issues, from cutting federal programs to the meddling of government in job creation. 

Both candidates found the U.S. Education Department, or most parts of it, expendable. The No Child Left Behind law drew favor from neither. 

“I didn’t vote for it, but let me go farther,” Mr. Akin said. “What we should do is not only repeal that bill but repeal the whole department.” 

Ms. Steelman said she would have voted against the measure. “The federal government has no business in elementary and secondary education,” she said. “I’ve always believed in local control of the schools.” 

The discussion of cuts in the Washington bureaucracy (the departments of Energy and Commerce also got singled out) led to the debaters trying to distinguish their candidacies. 

Ms. Steelman advocated a plan of zero-based budgeting that would force Congress to strengthen its fiscal oversight. She said the lawmaker seated near her had been in the U.S. House when this work hadn’t been done. 

“Congress has sit by and let that happen,” she said. “With all due respect to Congressman Akin, what have you done about it?” 

The representative replied that a number of conservative House members have fought for fiscal restraint but have been stymied by congressional rules. 

“To blame this on people who have been the hard-line conservatives, year after year fighting this lonely battle, is like blue on blue; you’re kind of shooting your own troops,” Mr. Akin said. 

Both candidates took shots at the missing Mr. Brunner. 

“Too bad the other opponent can’t seem to find the way from St. Louis to Branson,” Ms. Steelman said. 

“Get him a Garmin,” Mr. Akin added. 

Ken Newton can be reached at ken.newton@newspressnow.com. Follow him on Twitter: @SJNPNewton. 

Democrats aim jokes and jabs at Brunner, a true $1M man 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 9:58 pm Mon., 1.30.12 

Republican U.S. Senate candidate John Brunner faced more Democratic fire -- much of it laced with humor -- Monday with his decision not to participate in a scheduled debate between rivals Sarah Steelman and Todd Akin.

But Brunner, (left) a wealthy St. Louis businessman, countered by making his own news, by providing the documents that confirm he already has spent over $1 million on his campaign -- most of it from his own pocket.

According to his official federal summary sheets, part of a report due Tuesday, Brunner will report that he has raised $1.24 million so far. Of that amount, about $1.035 million was donated by Brunner himself to his own campaign. His donations from others total $229,067.

Brunner's campaign provided copies of his FEC summary sheets to the St. Louis Beacon, which requires such documentation before we report campaign figures.

Brunner reports spending $1.055 million, much of it on TV ads that have been running statewide in waves over several months.  As of Dec. 31, he reported only $209,248 in the bank.

During Monday's debate, Steelman asserted that Brunner is "basically trying to buy this election."

Steelman, (right) who is a former Missouri state treasurer, also has put in more than $200,000 of her family money into her campaign.

So far, Brunner is the only one of the Republican U.S. Senate candidates to go public, with verifying documents, of the financial figures they must file by Tuesday with the Federal Election Commission.

The Democrat they hope to oust, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, made public her overall campaign financial figures -- with documents -- last week.

During Monday's debate, Democrats repeatedly tweaked Brunner -- via Twitter -- about his absence. Brunner's campaign has said that he never agreed to the debate in Branson or an earlier one in St. Louis.

Brunner has agreed to a joint appearance with Akin and Steelman in mid-February at the state Republican Party's annual Lincoln Days festivities.

Akin -- (left) currently a member from the U.S. House -- and Steelman sparred over some familiar ground. Both blasted McCaskill and President Barack Obama over what they view as overspending, and each pledged to press for massive cuts in federal spending.

Both also tangled over the question of "earmarks,'' a device used by members of Congress to earmark money in spending bills for specific projects in their district -- without going public. Earmarks are provisions slipped into bills, and generally not voted on until a final vote of the overall Senate.

McCaskill announced Monday that she is cosponsoring a measure, with U.S. Sen. Pat Toomey, R-Pa., that would permanently bar earmarks.

The McCaskill campaign has been attacking Akin for alleged earmarks. He says they are mischaracterizing provisions he has sought to help Missouri. Steelman said Monday that she also opposes earmarks.

Mo. Senate hopefuls blast Obama, education dept. 

By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press) – Southeast Missourian
Jan 30, 10:29 PM EST

Missouri U.S. Senate candidates Todd Akin and Sarah Steelman found common ground Monday night in criticizing President Barack Obama and the federal Education Department but sparred over which one of them would wield the biggest ax in cutting government spending.

Steelman, a former state treasurer, and Akin, a congressman from suburban St. Louis, appeared jointly before an audience at the Branson High School Auditorium in a debate that was broadcast live and streamed over the Internet by radio station KOMC.

The two Republicans are seeking to challenge Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill in the November elections. A third Republican Senate candidate - St. Louis businessman John Brunner - declined to attend the debate but sought to generate his own headlines by releasing his campaign finance figures in the middle of the forum. Brunner said he poured $1 million of his own money into the race since he declared his candidacy in October through the end of December.

Brunner spent most of that money on ads seeking to introduce him to voters and criticizing McCaskill, leaving his campaign with about $200,000 at the start of 2012.

During the debate, Steelman noted Brunner's absence and accused him of "basically trying to buy this election with 30 second ads." She added: "The way I look at it is that's what wrong with politics today."

Akin also sought to contrast himself with Brunner, a former contributor to his congressional campaign, by noting that he relied largely on individuals for donations while Brunner "can easily drop a couple million dollars in his campaign by talking to himself."

Both Akin and Steelman emphasized the role of the private sector in improving the economy when they were asked during the nearly two-hour debate about what could be done to create jobs.

Akin said Obama has "systematically produced an environment designed to destroy jobs" by burdening businesses with regulations and taxes, making it more difficult for businesses to get loans through banks, increasing government spending and generally creating an uncertain business environment.

Steelman also faulted Obama's administration for creating an uncertain environment for businesses but added a dig at Akin, saying: "Unless we change those people in Washington, we're not going to change the economic climate in this state."

Asked what federal agencies they would like to eliminate, Akin and Steelman said they supported getting rid of the U.S. Department of Education. Akin also cited the Department of Commerce as an "incredibly mettlesome" agency ripe for elimination along with the Department of Energy - though he said its supervision of the nation's nuclear stockpile was important enough that the duty would need to be carried out by some other agency.

Akin said the federal Environmental Protection Agency "is so bad you almost have to just get rid of it and start over."

Steelman then pressed him about why he hadn't done so while serving in Congress for the past decade, and about why Republicans had failed to make more significant budget cuts when they controlled both chambers of Congress and the presidency.

"People are tired of hearing rationalizations," Steelman said. "Nothing ever gets cut."

Organizations begin campaign to raise minimum wage

The two organizations are also attempting to cap payday-lending rates.

By Sam Rourke – The Maneater
Published Jan. 31, 2012

Two organizations began a joint campaign effort Saturday at the Boone County Commission Chamber to raise the Missouri minimum wage and cap payday-lending rates.

Give Missourians a Raise is proposing an increase in the minimum wage from $7.25 to $8.25 an hour and Missourians for Responsible Lending is proposing to cap payday-lending rates at 36 percent.

The event focused on educating the public on these issues and making it clear the people have the power to enact change if everyone does their part. An energetic crowd of about 80 people joined in chants and cheers throughout the event.

“We are here today to use our people power and the initiative process in the state of Missouri to make our voices heard,” said Curtis Edwards, Grass Roots Organizing Mizzou president and event emcee.

The current minimum wage comes out to about $290 per week and about $15,000 per year for a full-time job. The added wages would provide an additional $40 per week in income for a yearly gain of just more than $2,000.

In order for the two proposals to make the ballot, they will each require at least 105,000 signatures from six of the nine congressional districts, GRO Director Robin Acree said.

Both proposals will not be without opposition. State Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, has fought for payday lending reform for many years but has not been able to get a floor vote on the issue.

She said the wealthy special interests have influenced the votes of many state legislators.

“Wherever I go all over this state people will say they agree with me," Still said. "(Payday lending reform) is a bipartisan issue everywhere except Jefferson City.”

Still said she sees both issues as important steps to assisting and expanding our middle class.

“I believe that if you are working hard and playing by the rules you ought to be able to afford a middle class lifestyle,” Still said.

GRO member Graham McCaulley, a graduate assistant at MU, gave his insights on the issue as a former employee of a payday-lending store.

“In my experience, these loans are not designed as short-term, one-time solutions like the companies like to say they are but are instead intended to keep people trapped in debt as the rich prey upon the elderly, poor, disabled and minority populations,” McCaulley said.

Brenda Proctor, an MU Extension specialist in personal financial planning, offered a summary of McCaulley's recent research report, “Show-Me Predatory Lending: Where does the Money Go?”

She said only 2 percent of loans go to borrowers who pay the loan off in time and then don’t come back for a year.

GRO Mizzou is one of several other organizations supporting this effort.

GRO Mizzou member Jack Buthod said they are planning on collecting signatures Mondays and Fridays in the MU Student Center during the winter.

He said they will move outside once the weather improves.

Those at the event were asked to donate at the end to help fund the effort. Many of those in attendance went right to work after the event to continue collecting signatures.

Mo. senator calls for open redistricting meetings 

Southeast Missourian
Jan 31, 5:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri senator says the committee in charge of redrawing the state's legislative districts should open its meetings and records to the public.

Republican Jason Crowell, of Cape Girardeau, testified before a Senate panel Monday for a proposed amendment to the Missouri Constitution subjecting state apportionment commissions to the state's open meeting laws.

New districts for the House were developed by a panel of appeals court judges last year after a bipartisan commission deadlocked. The House map is being challenged by a group claiming the districts aren't sufficiently compact and have unequal populations. The group also alleges a violation of the open meeting law.

If approved by the full Senate and House, Crowell's proposed amendment would go on a statewide ballot.

---

Open meetings bill is SJR37

Online:

http://senate.mo.gov 

Mo. Democrats vow to oppose discrimination bill 

By WES DUPLANTIER (Associated Press) – Southeast Missourian
Jan 30, 10:43 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Black lawmakers in Missouri, fearful of reversing decades of hard-fought civil rights gains, said Monday they will try to prevent votes in the House and Senate on a measure that would change the state's workplace discrimination laws.

A measure pending in the Senate would require workers who bring wrongful termination lawsuits to prove discrimination was a "motivating factor" - not simply a contributing factor - in the employer's action. The legislation also would apply to other wrongful discrimination actions, such as the denial of promotions.

In cases where employers were found to have wrongfully discriminated, punitive damages would be tied to the number of employees the company has, with a maximum of $300,000. Political subdivisions, such as city governments, would not be liable for any punitive damages.

House member Steve Webb, the head of the state's Legislative Black Caucus, said at a press conference that the measure would roll back decades of civil rights progress aimed at protecting minorities and people with disabilities from being treated unfairly at their jobs.

"Anything that brings us back a step toward discrimination is something we're not going to stand for," said Webb, D-Florissant. "Civil rights acts were put in place to protect people."

Democrats prevented the Senate bill from coming to a vote in that chamber after about five hours of debate last week. The stalling efforts were primarily the work of Sens. Maria Chappelle-Nadal and Robin Wright-Jones, of the St. Louis area, and Sen. Kiki Curls, of Kansas City. They said the bill's changes would give employers less incentive to prevent discrimination in the workplace.

Curls said Monday that Senate Democrats intend to block the bill "as long as it takes," even though there are only eight Democrats in the Senate and 26 Republicans.

"We realize what our numbers are over in the Senate, but some things come down to principal," she said.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed a similar bill last year, which Republicans managed to pass despite similar Democratic opposition.

Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, said Monday that the governor's office had indicated that he will again veto the legislation. She also praised the senators who had blocked last week's vote.

The governor's office has so far declined to comment on the Senate bill. A call to his staff following Monday's press conference had not been returned at press time.

Republicans hold veto-proof majorities in the Senate, but not the House. There are no Republicans in the Legislative Black Caucus.

The pending bill is similar to last year's, but makes changes to sections that deal with summary judgment decisions in court. Summary judgment allows cases to be decided before they go to a trial, if all of the parties can agree on the facts of the case.

Republicans have said the Senate bill would merely make the state more appealing to businesses.

At Monday's press conference, Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, rejected the argument that changing the discrimination law would help the state economically.

"Missouri does have a higher standard and we applaud Missouri for having a higher standard," Jones said. "We don't know of any cases where a business has decided not to locate in Missouri or has left Missouri because of our higher standard."

Webb said the existing law is clear and fair to both business owners and workers.

"Employees who treat their workers with fairness and respect have nothing to fear," Webb said. "We do not feel that expecting businesses to treat people with dignity is asking too much. Let's not wait until (the bill) gets to the governor's desk. Let's fix it now. "

Sponsoring Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, said after the press conference that his bill does not lessen the incentive employers have to prevent unfair treatment of minorities.

"That's absolutely not true," he said. "This bill does nothing more than bring Missouri back in line with the federal law."

Lager said the bill will eventually clear the Senate. He predicted that it will easily pass the House, where the speaker will sometimes move to cut off debate and force a vote. Such a move to cut off debate is extremely rare in the Senate and Lager dismissed the possibility that Senate leaders would opt to do so. He said he is prepared for a Democratic filibuster on the bill.

"I've got nowhere to go," he said. "The will of the body will ultimately prevail."

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, indicated that the Senate could resume debate on the discrimination bill later this week.

---

Workplace discrimination bills are SB592 and HB1219

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov 

Senate delays confirmation on new Economic Development director

Posted by: Tim Sampson – Missouri News Horizon
January 30, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Several Gubernatorial appointments proved to be sticking points in the Missouri Senate on Monday.

A Senate committee charged with vetting appointees delayed taking a vote on Gov. Jay Nixon’s nominee to run the Missouri Department of Economic Development after a lengthy hearing.

Republican Senators are holding up the confirmation of Jason Hall, the former head of the state-funded Missouri Technology Corporation, over concerns about a “lack of experience” in the business world, said committee chair and Senate President Pro Tem Robert Mayer, R-Dexter.

“We want to make certain that the senate confirmation process is taken seriously,” Mayer said.

Hall will be up before the committee again on Wednesday.

Another one of the governor’s appointees also made for controversy in the Senate. In an unusually move, Sen. Will Kraus, R-Lee’s Summit, blocked the Senate’s full passage of Stephen Saunter onto the Missouri Housing Development Commission.

Krause raised concerns over Saunter’s status as a political independent.  With several other independents already on the commission, Krause questioned whether the governor might be trying to stack the deck by appointing left-leaning independents. He asked his colleagues for more time to investigate Saunter’s background.

The Senate did approve four other gubernatorial appointments to several other boards on Monday.

Mo. economic development appointee faces challenge 

Southeast Missourian
Jan 30, 7:31 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon's choice to run the Department of Economic Development is facing difficulties in the state Senate.

The appointment of Jason Hall requires confirmation by the Senate, and a Senate committee questioned him during a hearing Monday but took no vote. The committee is scheduled to meet again Wednesday.

Hall told the panel he supports an economic development plan proposed earlier this year by Nixon.

But Hall also said he had no opinion on legislative proposals overhauling the state's prevailing wage law and making it illegal to require workers to pay union fees as a condition of employment.

Hall is an attorney and previously led a state-funded technology agency.

Missouri Black Caucus promises fight over bill limiting discrimination lawsuits

Jason Hancock The Kansas City Star 
Jan. 30

JEFFERSON CITY – A group of African American lawmakers today vowed to oppose legislation making its way through the Missouri House and Senate that would make it more difficult to prove discrimination cases against former employers. 

At a news conference at the Missouri Capitol, the Legislative Black Caucus argued that the bill would roll back decades of civil rights progress while protecting wrongdoers by limiting damages that can be awarded if discrimination is proven. 

“This legislation would be devastating to those who have been discriminated against in the workplace, and the Black Caucus is committed to fighting these bills every step of the way,” said Sen. Kiki Curls, a Democrat from Kansas City.

At issue is a pair of bills that each would require workers who claim discrimination in wrongful termination lawsuits to prove that bias was a “motivating” factor instead of a “contributing” factor, as mandated under current law. The change would make state law mirror the federal Civil Rights Act.

The bills also lower the amount of punitive damages that can be awarded in an employment discrimination case.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed similar legislation last year. 

The Senate began debating the measure last week, but a vote on the bill was blocked by the chamber’s only three African American members – Curls, Maria Chappelle-Nadal of University City and Robin Wright-Jones of St. Louis.

After the Senate adjourned for the day last Wednesday, Chappelle-Nadal promised to continue blocking a vote on the bill for “as long as I’m standing.” 

A version of the bill has cleared a House committee and could be taken up by the full House somtime this week. 

“Gutting Missouri’s anti-discrimination laws would allow unscrupulous employers to do whatever they want to workers, for whatever reason they want, without fear of consequence,” Chappelle-Nadal said. “Missouri must not put profit ahead of people, and this legislation must not become law.”

Supporters of the bill say it would limit frivolous lawsuits and help create a friendlier business environment for the state. Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican who sponsored the bill, said the legislation is simply a response to a series of court rulings that have altered employment law in the state in ways that lawmakers never intended. 

Opponents have inaccurately portrayed what the bill does, Lager said, arguing that legitimate discrimination cases would not be deterred under his bill. 

While there are procedures in the senate that could end the Democrats ability to stall the bill, Lager said he doubts those will be needed and expects the legislation to pass. 

Legislative Black Caucus vows to keep fighting employment discrimination rollback

Posted by: Dick Aldrich – Missouri News Horizon
January 30, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri Legislative Black Caucus is standing firm behind Senate Democrats who are blocking the passage of a controversial work place discrimination bill.

Legislation sponsored by Sen. Brad Lager, D-Savannah, would make it more difficult for Missouri workers to prove they’ve been discriminated against in the workplace. Under current judicial interpretation, an employee in Missouri must only prove that his or her race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, physical handicap or other protected status was a “contributing factor” in adverse employment actions made against them.

But Senate Republicans want to revert to the standard established in the 1964 Civil Rights Act, where it must be proven that an employees protected status was a “motivating factor” in their employer’s actions.

Sen. Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City, a member of the black caucus, is helping lead the filibuster against bill the along with Sens. Maria Chappelle-Nadal and Robin Wright-Jones, both Democrats of St. Louis. During a news conference called by the Legislative Black Caucus Monday, Curls was asked how long her coalition could hold out against the legislation.

“As long as it takes,” Curls said.

When asked if there were any changes that could be made to the bill to make it more palatable, Curls said she hasn’t heard of anything yet.

Caucus members say the legislation would undo years of victories in the courts that have resulted in Missouri having more progressive employment discrimination laws than many other states.

“Missouri does have a higher standard, and we applaud Missouri for having a higher standard,” said House Assistant Minority Leader, Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis. “Our opponents say this bill will bring Missouri back into alignment with the federal law, but we applaud Missouri for having a higher standard and we don’t know of any instances where a company has decided not to locate or left Missouri because of our higher standard on civil rights law.”

Similar legislation passed the General Assembly last year, only to be vetoed by Gov. Jay Nixon. Black Caucus chairman, Rep. Steve Webb, D-Florissant, said the caucus is urging the Senate too hold the line.

“Our position is, let’s not wait till this gets to the governor’s desk,” said Webb. “Let’s fix it now.”

Webb acknowledged that a similar bill would soon be debated on the House floor, and that the legislation is a priority of leadership in the Republican-dominated House of Representatives. The filibuster does not exist in the House, and a vote can be called at any time. There are 106 Republicans and 57 Democrats in the House.

“We’re aware of our position in the House,” said Webb. “We are confident that our Senate colleagues will hold the line.”

If the Senate can’t pass the bill, it would be a blow to the legislative agenda of business groups led by the Missouri Chamber of Commerce. They maintain that the current law is too restrictive, and is an impediment to business growth.

State Chamber president Dan Mehan, in an earlier interview, referred to the current standard as businesses being considered “guilty until proven innocent.”

Senator’s bill would bring an end to KC school district

One of many proposals, it faces a difficult path, beginning with hearing today in Jefferson City.

By JASON HANCOCK – Kansas City Star
Updated: 2012-01-31T05:30:15Z 

JEFFERSON CITY -- If Jane Cunningham gets her way, the class of 2013 would be the last to graduate from the Kansas City Public Schools district. 

The Republican state senator from Chesterfield is pushing legislation that, among other things, would permanently dissolve the unaccredited school district, carve it up and require neighboring districts to take over city schools. 

“For decades we’ve watched as (the Kansas City) district has gone down and down and down,” Cunningham said. “The district has not served its students or the community, so a dramatic change is needed.”

A public hearing on the bill, one of many introduced this session addressing the troubled district and other education issues, is scheduled for 3 p.m. today in the Capitol.

Critics of the plan argue it would deny local residents a say in the future of their school district and could do more harm than good.

Missouri Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro has dismissed the idea, saying at a public meeting last month that the challenges associated with educating the urban core — poverty and other socio-economic factors — “will not be addressed simply by dispersing the children.”

Complicating matters further is the inclusion of other measures in the bill that have proven controversial. Perhaps the biggest would be the creation of a tax-credit supported scholarship program for students in unaccredited districts to attend private and parochial schools.

Kansas City lost its accreditation effective Jan. 1 for failing to reach state performance standards. 

Under Cunningham’s proposal, annexation of a district by its neighbors would occur within six months of a district becoming unaccredited or by July 1, whichever occurs later. 

That time frame means that even if the bill passes quickly and is signed by the governor, it’s unlikely to impact Kansas City before the next school year, Cunningham said. 

The bill gives the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education the authority to intervene in the district immediately instead of the current law, which mandates a two-year waiting period after a district is ruled unaccredited.

“I wish we could move faster in Kansas City, but we won’t just be twiddling our thumbs,” Cunningham said. “The state can move in, and if the suburban Kansas City superintendents want to move faster, we may be able to accommodate that as well.” 

The main goal of any education bill should be to get students into an accredited district as quickly as possible, Cunningham added. This plan does that, and without uprooting students and transporting them out of their neighborhoods, she noted.

Under the plan, accredited districts would not be required to include the statewide assessment scores of any students it receives from an unaccredited district for up to five years, although they could opt to include them earlier.

The bill joins a host of other pending education bills. They include an expansion of charter schools; allowing the state Department of Education to immediately intervene in unaccredited schools; phasing out teacher tenure over 20 to 30 years; and turning control of Kansas City Public Schools over to the mayor. 

Independence Public School District Superintendent Jim Hinson said that he had not had the chance to study Cunningham’s bill, which he said emerged from discussions among suburban Kansas City superintendents.

However, they envisioned the boundary changes would be temporary, with control eventually returning to a new Kansas City district sometime in the future, unless voters chose otherwise. 

“The question was, if lawmakers came up with some sort of management concept, would the superintendents be interested in being a part of the discussion to make it work? The answer is yes,” Hinson said.

Senate Minority Leader Victor Callahan, an Independence Democrat, said his main complaint with Cunningham’s bill is that it changes district boundary lines without allowing voters to weigh in.

Under current law, a local referendum must be held before any district lines can change.

In 2007, a plan to allow the annexation of a portion of Kansas City schools into Independence was approved by voters in both districts. Callahan said a major component of that success was the fact that taxpayers got to have their voices heard on the matter. 

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, agreed with Callahan that moving forward without giving taxpayers a chance to vote would be a mistake.

“Just killing the district outright is a bad idea,” he said. 

Nicastro said in December that it would be “hard to imagine a viable metropolitan community without a school district.” While neighboring districts deserve credit for acknowledging they have a stake in the future success of Kansas City Public Schools, “the political and social fallout that this approach will bring can only serve to further disrupt the educational program for children.”

In the end, however, it could be Cunningham’s proposal to create tax credit-supported scholarships to allow parents to send their children to private schools that proves to be the toughest sell to lawmakers. 

Cunningham’s bill would allow accredited districts to set criteria for admitting transfers from unaccredited districts, such as the availability of teachers and classroom space, in order to stem the potential flow of transfers from their unaccredited neighbors. 

But lawmakers can’t limit the number of students that can transfer “without giving parents options,” Cunningham argued. “And there is nowhere to go but to the private sector, which has said it would welcome these students.”

Under Cunningham’s proposal, anyone who contributes to an organization providing scholarships to attend private schools would receive a 60-cent tax credit for each dollar donated.

Legislative efforts to steer any public resources to private or parochial schools have failed numerous times over the years and have faced fierce opposition from those who believe such a move would be unconstitutional. 

Talboy said he doesn’t expect the idea to gain much traction. 

Still aims to fund higher education through cigarette tax proposal

The proposal would generate $400 million a year in revenue.

By Nick Thompson – The Maneater

Published Jan. 31, 2012

Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, filed legislation last week to more than quadruple the current cigarette tax in the state, stating Missouri has the lowest tobacco tax of any state in the nation.

She also noted that Missouri has the highest rate of pregnant mothers smoking in the nation, and has the fourth highest lung cancer rate.

Still said she hopes to pass House Bill 1478, a proposed tax increase that would raise the tax on a pack of 20 cigarettes from $0.17 to $0.89, in order to fund public education.

She sees raising the tax as a seemingly easy way to find funding for education and to improve the health of Missourians.

“I see no redeeming qualities in being the state with the lowest tobacco taxes in the nation,” she said.

The bill would generate $400 million a year in revenue, which would be more than enough to offset the 12 percent cut to higher education that Gov. Jay Nixon has proposed, Still said.

Still said the tax increase would still leave Missouri’s cigarette tax as one of the lowest in the nation, as the national average per pack is $1.46. She said she sees this as a time that tough decisions are being made regarding public schools and higher education, and she hopes to receive bi-partisan support for a tax increase that raises significant revenue.

Still tried passing similar legislation last year when she advocated a $0.12 increase that would have lasted for four years.

The bill will need to be cleared by a house committee as well as pass through floor debate in the house and senate. If approved, the bill would be put to the vote in the general election in November.

Attempts to raise the state’s tobacco taxes have failed twice in the past, both in 2002 and 2006, gaining 49 percent approval both times, according to a Columbia Missourian article.

“I see nothing good about having as low of a tax as we do in Missouri,” Still said.

Concerns raised future of Missouri habilitation centers

Posted by: Dick Aldrich – Missouri News Horizon
January 30, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Legislation in the Missouri House of Representatives is once again stoking fears about the future of the state’s residential facilities for the developmentally disabled.

State Rep. Zachary Wyatt, R-Green Castle, has offered a bill that would authorize the state to develop plans for each of the state’s remaining 500 or so residents of the six mental health centers. The stated goal is to determine the best treatment options for the residents and the cost of the services.

Missouri, like many other states, is moving away from the large treatment center option for caring for developmentally disabled adults in favor of placement in community-based, residential settings. Under the plan, the state would cease allowing new admissions to the habilitation centers upon passage of the bill. The department of Mental Health is no longer accepting applications for long-term habilitation center stays. Twelve states have shut down their habilitation centers altogether.

During a hearing of the Missouri House Special Committee on Disability Services, supporters said community treatment is already succeeding on a large-scale basis all around Missouri.

“It’s not about where the services are being provided, it’s about being sure that the services that the individual needs are being met,” said Delores Sparks, a spokesperson for a group of ten statewide organizations dealing with the developmentally disabled. “And that can be done in a community-based program as well as it can be done in a habilitation center.”

But parents and family members of habilitation center residents oppose the proposal. Mary Vitale president of the Bellefontaine Neighbors Habilitation Center Parents Association said she worries that long term residents of the habilitation centers will not be able to adjust to the community setting.

“In all my research, I have seen nothing or heard anything that’s convinced me that the care of habilitation center residents would be cheaper, safer or better in the community,” said Vitale. “Habilitation centers are successful, they’re cost effective, they’re stable, and they are sustainable over a long period of time.”

Wyatt sponsored nearly identical legislation last year that was shot down on the House floor. The bill was debated for three hours before failing to come to a vote.

Bellefontaine Habilitation Center under Legislative Scrutiny Again

KMOX
January 31, 2012 12:43 AM

JEFFERSON CITY, MO (KMOX) - State-funded habilitation centers, including the Bellefontaine Habilitation Center,  would eventually be shut down under legislation in Jefferson City.

The House Committee on Disability Services is hearing testimony on the bill.   Mary Vitale has a brother at Bellefontaine Habilitation Center:

“Every time I visit my brother I feel miracles, miracles made possible because of the hard work of the staff members at habilitation centers.” Mary Vitale told the committee.

Supporters of the bill say patients would be better off in community-based living.  The State Department of Mental Health says the average cost for a resident in an institution can range from $353 to $578 dollars per day, but in a community facility that cost is closer to $200 dollars a day.

No committee action was taken on the bill.

Columbia legislators to host forum on I-70 toll

BY Dan Burley – Columbia Missourian
Monday, January 30, 2012 | 7:21 p.m. CST 

COLUMBIA — State Reps. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, and Stephen Webber, D-Columbia, will host a public forum Monday concerning a proposal by the Missouri Department of Transportation to make Interstate 70 a toll road.

Panelists will discuss the proposed toll that would fund the transportation department's plan to rebuild I-70 across most of the state.

Scheduled panelists include Missouri Department of Transportation Director Kevin Keith and Rep. Thomas Long, R-Battlefield, vice chairman of the House Appropriations Committee for Transportation and Economic Development.

Exact toll amounts are still being debated, but Keith told the Joint Committee on Transportation Oversight that the the amount would be around 10 to 15 cents per mile for cars and twice that for trucks. A car traveling across Missouri could expect to pay $30 overall.

Keith also told the committee that the rebuilding process would span six to eight years, creating 10,000 jobs per year.

The 200-mile stretch of interstate, built to last 25 years, is nearly 60 years old. MoDOT spends $75 million to $90 million a year maintaining the highway.

Kelly hopes the discussion will bring lawmakers closer to learning whether tolls are viable option to fund the interstate overhaul.

“There’s no doubt the interstate needs rebuilding,” Kelly said. “The question is how to do it.”

The forum will be held at 7 p.m. Monday in Conference Room 1 at the Activities and Recreation Center in Columbia, 1701 W. Ash St.

Local control backers launch petition drive to get on ballot 


By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 12:26 pm Mon., 1.30.12 

St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay was among the political leaders who kicked off the initiative-petition drive this morning to persuade Missouri voters to grant St. Louis local control of its police department.

Slay joined Jeff Roorda of the St. Louis Police Officers Association in signing the first petitions at an event in St. Louis this morning at the Southside Wellness Center. The aim is to get the matter on the fall statewide ballot.

The Safer Missouri Citizens Coalition is leading the initiative-petition drive, in which roughly 160,000 signatures will be needed from registered voters around the state. Activists must collect a specified minimum number from each of at least six of the state's current nine congressional districts.

The signatures must be turned into the secretary of state's office by May 6.

Public-affairs consultant and KMOX radio personality Michael Kelley served as the emcee, saying in an interview afterward that the event highlighted the cooperation between the city and the police group, which long were at odds on the issue.  The association backs the initiative, as a result of an agreement last year that produced the first collective-bargaining agreement between the city and the police.

Contractor takes issue with state office’s action 

By Josh Letner – Joplin Globe
January 30, 2012

JOPLIN, Mo. — The Missouri attorney general’s office has reached a settlement with a Joplin contractor who was accused of failing to provide tornado victims with services for which they had paid.

Attorney General Chris Koster on Monday issued a statement saying that Charles Eminger, owner of Superior Construction in Joplin, had agreed to pay a fine of $700. He is prohibited from receiving upfront payments from customers “unless the payment is for supplies or materials; (Eminger) is required to execute a written contract.”

Eminger also is required to fully refund prepaid money to any customer for which he fails to complete work, and he is prohibited from doing business until he has obtained all state and local licenses required by law, according to the settlement.

Eminger said in a telephone interview Monday that he has been licensed and bonded in Joplin for three years. He said the attorney general’s case centered on two projects. He said one was in Alba, where Eminger said he was paid for materials, but the property owner changed her mind several times on whether to have her roof repaired.

The second case was in the tornado zone, but Eminger claims it was simply a case of missing a deadline. He said he told the homeowner that repairs would be completed by Oct. 31, but instead he finished in mid-November. He admitted that his estimate was “a best-case scenario” that he was not able to meet because of harsh weather.

“It was just a case of me taking on too much work from the tornado,” Eminger said. “It was an honest mistake, and I admitted to them that it was a mistake, and I agreed to pay a fine.”

Eminger said missing deadlines is a problem many contractors are facing.

“I think everybody is making valid promises and coming up short, especially with some of the weather we had,” he said. “There were days where it was too hot in the summer to get up on a roof and shingle, and there were days when it was raining and you can’t do any work outside.”

Koster’s statement said his office will aggressively pursue contractors who do not carry through on their promises.

Lee emerges from bankruptcy

BY LISA BROWN – St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Monday, January 30, 2012 4:49 pm 

Lee Enterprises, owner of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, exited bankruptcy today, less than two months after the newspaper publisher announced it would seek the bankruptcy protection to push through a debt refinancing plan.

Now Lee faces the challenge of paying higher interest rates on $1 billion in debt while the industry continues to see weaker print advertising revenue.

Lee, which is based in Davenport, Iowa, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in Delaware on Dec. 12. Lee owns 48 daily newspapers and holds an interest in four other daily newspapers. It also owns 300 specialty publications.

On Jan. 23, Chief U.S. Bankruptcy Judge Kevin Gross approved Lee's prepackaged reorganization that includes new terms with creditors, including combined interest rates that jump to 9.2 percent from 5.1 percent. The company did not shed any debt with the plan, which took effect today. Instead, the reorganization plan only pushed back the date when its debts mature. Without the plan, they would have matured in April.

Under the new terms, Lee's first lien debt includes a term loan of $689.5 million and a $40 million revolving credit line that mature in December 2015. A second lien debt includes a $175 million term loan that matures in April 2017.

Lee also extended its remaining debt, called the Pulitzer Notes, that has a balance of $126.4 million. That debt - assumed in 2005 when Lee acquired the Post-Dispatch's parent company, Pulitzer Inc. - matures in December 2015.

As part of the successfully concluded refinancing, some Lee creditors also end up with a 13 percent ownership stake in the company.

In a statement last week, Lee said the company has outpaced the industry in advertising revenue performance for 33 consecutive quarters.

In documents submitted to the court, Lee projected the company will report a $4.4 million loss for its post-bankruptcy period beginning Feb. 1 through the end of September, reflecting revenue declines industrywide as advertisers have cut back on spending. Lee's revenue dropped 3.1 percent from fiscal 2010 to fiscal 2011, which ended Sept. 25.

However, Lee projects advertising growth next year will push the company to a $1.9 million profit in 2013, a $1.5 million profit in 2014 and a $4.6 million profit in 2015, according to documents filed in its bankruptcy case. In its 2011 annual report, Lee said it plans to increase revenue by gaining new local advertisers, introducing new products and increasing its share of advertising spending from existing clients.

Meanwhile, Lee projects its revenue from circulation will decrease by 2.5 percent for the remainder of the year, and its circulation revenue will be flat in subsequent years. The company's newspapers have a combined daily circulation of 1.3 million and 1.7 million on Sundays.

Analysts are mixed on whether Lee can meet such revenue projections.

"Newspapers are still struggling, and revenue trends are still down," said Edward Atorino, media analyst with New York-based research firm The Benchmark Co. Atorino said it's possible Lee will achieve the revenue growth it's projecting for 2013 and beyond, but far from certain.

Rick Edmonds, media business analyst with the nonprofit Poynter Institute in St. Petersburg, Fla., said the diverse geographic footprint of Lee's network of newspapers stretched across more than 20 states should help as the company exits bankruptcy.

"Lee's always been known as a company with a good sales culture, and their mix of papers include mostly smaller papers and mostly in parts of the country . . . without huge real estate problems," Edmonds said.

But whether newspaper revenue will improve is difficult to forecast, he said.

"It's just really hard to tell," Edmonds said. "It certainly depends on how the economy grows and how much advertisers continue to take money out of print advertising and put money instead into a whole array of digital options."

MISSOURINET

Nixon appointments generating skepticism (AUDIO)

January 31, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Some of the people Governor Nixon wants to serve on state boards and commissions, or even head some state departments, are in trouble with the state senate.  These are the people who make policies for state agencies and institutions, or who even head them.  They have to be confirmed by the senate.

But some senators don’t like the way Nixon has been handling appointments. “This governor has played games with me on appointments in northwest Missouri….and I’m sick of it,” says Savannah Senator Brad Lager.

Senator Will Krause of Lee’s Summit wonders if Nixon isn’t playing games with the law by appointing independents to positions that Republicans should get on boards and commissions.

Senate leader Rob Mayer says the senate has seen this before.  “Last year we had this issue come up,” he says, although he hasn’t noticed it as much this year as last year.

But other senators are making a case of it.  Some senators don’t like Nixon withdrawing appointments when the senate is hostile to them, then appointing the people while the legislature is out of session.  He’s done that twice with a University of Missouri curator–and might be forced to do it again this week if the senate refuses to confirm.

Teacher compensation, performance legislation introduced in House

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.

Representative Scott Dieckhaus (right) has introduced what Republicans call the Missouri Teacher Quality Act.

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.

Global food demand leading to vertical farming (AUDIO / VIDEO)

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



AUDIO: 

Download 

 Jessica Machetta reports (1:10)

BLOG ZONE
Second term for Missouri poet laureate?

BY JANE HENDERSON – St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Tuesday, January 31, 2012 4:30 am 

David Clewell, a professor at Webster University, is Missouri's poet laureate.

Poet David Clewell apparently is seeking a second term as Missouri's poet laureate.

The Missouri governor's office recently announced that applications are due by Feb. 24 for the state's next poet in chief.

Wicky Sleight, president of the Missouri Center for the Book, said she does not know whether the laureate committee will consider keeping Clewell on for a second term or whether it will choose a new poet. She says that Clewell has been an excellent poet laureate and he would like to continue in the post.

The laureate committee recommends a poet after reviewing the applications. The governor makes the final decision. So far, the state has had two laureates, both white men. Walter Bargen of Ashland, Mo., was the first.

The five-member committee includes three people selected by the Missouri Center for the Book, which originally advocated for the laureate position. A press release from Gov. Jay Nixon's office said last week:

"Missouri has a long tradition of poets and authors whose words have moved and inspired generations of people around the world," Gov. Nixon said. "Through naming a poet laureate, we recognize how poetry has enriched our lives and hope to inspire the poets and authors of the future."

Here are the committee members:

•Dr. James Baumlin, a Professor of English at Missouri State University, who has published numerous books, essays and reviews;

•Dr. Adam Davis, a professor in the Classical and Modern Languages Department at Truman State University;

•Gabriel Fried, the author of two poetry collections and the poetry editor at Persea Books. He teaches in the graduate creative writing program at the University of Missouri;

•Kris Kleindienst, a published author and columnist, and the owner of Left Bank Books, an independent bookstore with two locations in St. Louis; and

•Nola Ruth, the chair of the Missouri Arts Council, who served for 17 years as the director of the Missouri Association of Community Arts Agencies.

Brunner spends $1 mil of his own money on Senate bid

by Deirdre Shesgreen – Springfield News-Leader
Posted on January 30, 2012

John Brunner, the former St. Louis businessman turned Senate GOP hopeful, donated more than $1 million to his own campaign in the last three months of 2011, campaign officials said Monday night.

In all, Brunner raised more than $1.26 million, the campaign said. But $1.03 million of that came from Brunner’s personal bank account. The former head of Vi-Jon, a St. Louis-area manufacturing company that makes personal care products, Brunner is making his first-ever political run this year, hoping to unseat Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill.

While Brunner has said from the start that he would use some of his own money to fuel his campaign, he hasn’t specified about how much. So this campaign finance report offers the first indication that he plans to spend significantly from his own pocket. His campaign said he ended the year with less than $210,000 cash in the bank.

McCaskill on Friday reported raising more than $1.4 million. Her campaign said she ended 2011 with nearly $5 million in the bank. Two other Republicans in the race, Rep. Todd Akin of St. Louis County, and former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, have not released their campaign finance figures yet.

All the reports are due tomorrow, although they may not be publicly available for several days.

Brunner released his fundraising numbers at the same time that his GOP competitors, Akin and Steelman, were at a political debate. Brunner didn’t appear at that event.

Not surprisingly, Brunner’s campaign released emphasized the individual donations—not the candidate’s contribution.

The campaign said that about $230,000 of his total came from individuals. “John Brunner’s message of sending a citizen-senator with real-world experience to Washington is obviously resonating, and we’re pleased that so many people have responded by making a financial commitment to the campaign,” campaign spokesman Todd Abrajano said in a statement.

Rhetoric 2012, Second Session

Posted on January 30, 2012 by Bob Priddy 

Welcome back to our Rhetoric 2012 class, students. Professor Priddy hopes you have been carefully studying the rhetorical phrases we talked about in our last session and have been evaluating those who throw them around in their speeches, news releases, and commercials.

Today we are going to address some more important and related phrases. Let’s start with “revenue enhancement” and “no new taxes.” We’ll use them as springboards for discussions of other related phrases that let those who advocate them avoid the dreaded word “tax.”

“Revenue enhancement” is a phrase that cropped up, oh, twenty or thirty years ago in our political discourse. It’s a phrase used by those who don’t have the guts to say “tax increase.” It was Theodore Roosevelt who recalled a friend in 1879 called phrases such as “revenue enhancement” WEASEL WORDS.

It might be easy to think the phrase “revenue enhancement” is an anachronism because of the overwhelming use of the phrase “no new taxes” or its sibling phrase, “without a tax increase.” The former, “no new taxes,” has clouded credentials because it came from Bush 41 who broke the promise by proposing a new tax increase. Today our politicians are proud to proclaim they have proposed or approved new budgets “without a tax increase.” The fact that along the way they cut funding to higher and lower education, for example, is secondary to holding the line on taxes.

But those actions only mean that others down the government money chain have to start talking about “revenue enhancements.” That can mean higher school levies (another word for taxes) at the elementary and secondary district level. It can mean higher tuitions at public colleges, universities, and technical schools. “Without a tax increase” is a handy phrase at the state level. But it doesn’t mean there won’t be “revenue enhancement” at the lower level to make up for it.

You also should realize that “no tax increase” doesn’t mean “no FEE increase.” Governor Nixon is proposing an increased “fee” for those who patronize Missouri’s casinos. No, it’s not a casino tax increase. It’s a fee increase. The money will go to improve homes for veterans.

The proportion of veterans homes budgets coming from the state has shrunk from about 40 percent to about 20 percent, as the portion of state funding for higher education has shrunk. The FEE increase—or maybe its a fee enhancement–will help that percentage rise for the veterans homes. So far our lawmakers haven’t determined that a FEE that would be used for smoking cessation and health problems caused by tobacco consumption could be assessed. They’ve already said, “This is no time for a tax increase of any kind,” not even on tobacco which has the nation’s lowest TAX in Missouri.

Tax and spend has become such a hackneyed expression, clearing the way for the much more accurate Fee and spend.

A related word has gained some prominence in recent days: toll.

MODOT, suffering from declining fuel TAX income and because a good chunk of the fuel TAX. is being used to pay off bonds that were issued to make our roads smooth again for a few years, wants the legislature to allow highway tolls to be charged on Interstate 70. It’s not a tax for use of the road, mind you, it’s a “toll.” One critic of the plan notes that the “toll” would be much, much, much higher than any fuel TAX increase anybody has proposed.

Things get a little complicated because the fuel tax is earmarked for transportation purposes and therefore is considered a “user fee” since the fuel is used for transportation. The toll for Interstate 70 also is considered a “user fee” because the people using the highway are charged a fee for that use.

So remember, students, “without a tax increase,” a/ka as “no revenue enhancement” doesn’t mean you won’t be paying higher taxes. They’re taxes disguised as fees, tolls, and tuition increases.

Add to that list “surcharge.” One of the bills before the legislature this year puts a twenty-dollar surcharge on court filings for certain purposes. That’s not a tax increase, mind you. That’s a surcharge increase. And it’s verbal dodge ball because it is a surcharge on existing FEES. And because it’s a surcharge increase on fees, it doesn’t violate any of the promises not to increase taxes.

So, students, the assignment for today is to explore with those who proudly proclaim that THEY have not enacted any tax increases whether their main accomplishment has been to do what they say they have not done, but have hidden their actions under different names.

Let’s add these phrases to your notebooks, to go with the phrases “strong support” and “career politicians”:

“revenue enhancement”
“without a tax increase”
“fees”
“tuition increase”
“toll”
“surcharge.”

Keep track of those career politicians who give strong support to revenue enhancements that can be created without tax increases but might be fees, tuition increases, surcharges, or tolls.

And while you’re at it, see if you can find a free lunch.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial | Working to reduce recidivism

Updated: 2012-01-31T00:51:14Z 

More than 3,000 offenders leave state and federal prisons and return to the Kansas City area each year. More than half will find their way back behind bars. Of those considered high risk, the chances of returning to prison are 84 percent.

Missouri politicians are finally recognizing that leaving offenders to find their own way is a futile, expensive and dangerous public policy. Kansas City Mayor Sly James has said the same thing. Smart leaders are looking for strategies to direct former inmates into productive jobs and lifestyles. 

Fortunately, a coalition of public and private groups in this area has a head start. 

The Kansas City Metropolitan Re-entry Coalition, formed three years ago, works to identify needed services and find a way to provide them. The coalition is coordinated by the Kansas City Metropolitan Crime Commission’s Second Chance Program, which admirably works with the former inmates who are judged most likely to return to prison.

Second Chance works directly with clients while promoting sensible public policies.

At the urging of the group and others, Kansas City agreed to relax a ban on ex-offenders working where alcohol is sold. That rigid policy had barred former inmates from working in restaurants, even if they had the skills and motivation to be an asset to a business. 

Second Chance now is lobbying for a bill in the Missouri legislature that would make food stamps available to some persons who had previously been found guilty of a drug-related offense. This makes sense. People who are trying to get back on their feet are more likely to succeed and stay out of trouble if they aren’t desperate to feed themselves or their families. The legislature should pass that measure.

More about the ongoing efforts can be learned at a meeting of the Metropolitan Re-entry Coalition at 3 p.m. today at the Pioneer College auditorium, 2700 E. 18th St. This is a vital coalition whose work should be sustained and supported.

Editorial: Proposed cigarette tax costly but effective

The Maneater
Published Jan. 31, 2012

State Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, has proposed legislation to increase the state cigarette tax and use the revenue to help fund higher education. We support her proposal and hope the Missouri General Assembly will pass the initiative to put it on the ballot so the public can eventually vote for it.

As of Jan. 1, Missouri has the lowest cigarette tax rate in the nation at $0.17 per pack, according to the Federation of Tax Administrators. According to the FTA’s figures for 2012, even after Still's proposed quadrupling of the tax to $0.89 per pack, Missouri would have the 18th lowest state cigarette tax, and 18th out of 51, (including the District of Columbia), is not bad at all.

The increased tax will affect businesses associated with the tobacco industry, but the impact cannot be concisely figured, and we think it is the right price to pay for higher education funding. Our only concern is that the tax could affect lower income individuals, who make up the largest population of smokers, according to the World Health Organization. We hope a cigarette tax will encourage those individuals to stop purchasing cigarettes, which is a luxury good and not a necessity. According to the WHO, a tax that increases cigarette prices by 10 percent decreases consumption by 4 percent in high-income countries like the U.S., and according to the American Lung Association, a 10 percent increase in the overall price of cigarettes results in a 7 percent decrease in the amount of smoke children consume. We understand quitting is difficult, but it is not impossible.

This legislation is not an attack on tobacco users or those businesses in the tobacco industry. It is an attempt to increase higher education funding, which has received cuts. The cigarette tax, even after being quadrupled, will still be well below the national average, which, according to The Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids and The Missourian, is $1.46 and below the national median, which, according to the FTA, is $1.25. This is not an unreasonable tax.

Presently, Missouri is one of four states to be given a failing grade by the ALA, which works to improve lung health and prevent lung disease in each of the four categories: program spending, smoke-free air, cigarette tax and cessation. If an increased tax on cigarettes is enough to convince even a few cigarette users to cutback on consumption, we consider the marginal health benefits a positive effect for our state.

Whichever House committee the bill is referred to must clear it, and the Senate and House must then pass it. Afterward, the vote will require voter approval. We urge that, in contrast to previous attempts to raise the cigarette tax in 2002 and 2006, the Missouri public expresses slightly more than 49 percent approval to put the approval rate over 50 percent and ensure the beneficial legislation is enacted.

If paying $0.70 more for a pack of cigarettes allows for increased funding, which Still estimates to be $4 million, for higher education, it is a very effective value. In an article in The Missourian, Still is quoted as saying, “I value funding education over having the lowest cigarette tax in the country.” We agree.

Letters | Tuesday, Jan. 31

Kansas City Star
Updated: 2012-01-31T00:52:13Z 

Making U.S. taxes fair

During last week’s State of the Union speech, President Barack Obama continued his attack on the rich for not paying their fair share of taxes. Not one word was mentioned about the 47 percent of the population that pays zero federal income taxes.

The last time I checked, 15 percent of $20 million — $3 million — is considerably higher than 28 percent of $60,000 — $16,800. 

True fairness would be for every citizen to have some skin in the game.

Rick Johnson
Kansas City

Supporting KC schools

I have read that University of Missouri-Kansas City has a school of urban education. If its purpose is the professional development of our teachers and administrators, why can they not envelop the Kansas City Public Schools administration?

Let us have all UMKC students be required to tutor one or more children. Some may discover that they want to become teachers or appreciate what’s needed to support the school system.

With Google, Skype or whatever new technologies, I’d prefer a top-notch, well-spoken educator present coursework by computer rather than some ill-prepared or ineffective teacher in person. Rather than the cost of busing or snow days, school could still be in session.

Let’s use our empty school buildings for the thousands of homeless area children. A “boarding school” with veterans to oversee the operation would eliminate the hunger and stigma that become obstacles to learning and self-esteem. 

Could businesses underwrite some education programs? Geography from Trader Joe’s, physical education by our sports teams, and art and music instruction from the college students rather than dropping those programs altogether. Our banks could sponsor mathematics.

Beth Ciperson
Kansas City, Kan.

Abouhalkah blog bit

I noticed that Yael Abouhalkah characterized Arizona Gov. Jan Brewer as “somewhat odd” in his Jan. 27 blog bit. What, pray tell, is the reader to conclude in the definition of “somewhat odd?” Does this apply to her manner of governance, how she dresses or her choice of friends?

Would any of the readers think of Mr. Abouhalkah as “somewhat odd” or, for that matter, any of us? What does this mean?

Meanwhile, President Barack Obama appears to be given a pass for his admonition of Ms. Brewer’s opinion. He might follow Harry Truman’s thought: “If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.”

Edward O’Dower
Overland Park

Osterheldt column

Thanks to your wonderful Jan. 25 report, Jeneé Osterheldt, about Paula Deen, “Don’t blame Paula Deen.” 

We don’t need a scapegoat for obesity and diabetes. It sure isn’t Paula’s fault. 

People should leave Paula alone. Let’s work on the drug dealers.

Sue Reich
Kansas City, Kan.

KC’s Restaurant Week

During 2012 Restaurant Week Jan. 20-29, I had dinner at one well-known Plaza venue, and it was scrumptious. I will return to that spot another time and tell others how good it was.

I also had a Restaurant Week lunch at another Plaza institution. It was awful: an iceberg lettuce salad topped with crumbled bacon and hard-boiled egg and a pasta dish doused with a too-salty brown sauce, a few pieces of beef and some canned mushrooms. I won’t be returning to that locale, and I will probably tell a few people how disappointing my lunch was.

Hooray for Restaurant Week, when local food operations show their true colors. May the best ones win lots of new customers.

Why restaurants participate that offer unimaginative, out-of-date menus and pad their meat entrees with lots of cheap pasta is beyond my understanding. 

They should sit out this opportunity for publicity and word-of-mouth recommendations. 

Laura Lloyd
Kansas City

Giving better pet care

Kansas City residents now have an even better reason for doing the right thing by licensing their pets. Now that the non-profit Kansas City Pet Project is working hard to move Kansas City’s animal shelter (formerly operated by animal control) toward a no-kill goal, 100 percent of pet license fees go directly toward funding the Kansas City Pet Project and the animal shelter. Visit the Animal Health and Public Safety Division’s site at www.kcmo.org for licensing information.

Included with the license is the new “Free Ride Home” program, in which animal control officers return licensed pets to their home at no charge the first time if the animals are lost or loose. One hopes pet owners who had hesitated to license their dogs and cats because the money didn’t go toward helping homeless animals will now reconsider.

Licensing dogs and cats in Kansas City ensures not only that lost pet will be returned to owners, but also that Kansas City Pet Project receives the funding it needs to successfully make Kansas City’s animal shelter a more welcoming and humane place for pets and people. 

Deb Hipp
Kansas City

Red-light dilemma

I am one of the nearly 200,000 drivers who have received a red-light camera ticket. Mine was for the intersection at 55th Street and U.S. 71.

When the light turned yellow, I had to make a split-second decision.

The car behind me was following very close and at a significant speed. Should I hit my brakes and probably be rear-ended? Or should I scoot on through the intersection? 

My ticket provided the city with revenue. But had I been in the probable rear-end collision, I wonder: How much would the traffic investigation have cost the city? And how many insurance dollars and medical bills?

I considered contesting my red-light camera ticket. But I would probably have been told that I should have stopped for the light, and that the car behind me would have been at fault in any accident.

Let’s see, if I had made the choice to hit my brakes, no ticket for me, a ticket for the driver behind me but considerable damage to my car, and I would have suffered whiplash at the very least.

Golly, folks. If I’m again faced with that decision at a red light, what should I do?

Patricia Hill
Kansas City

Streetcar waste in KC

We need a downtown streetcar project like we need more holes in our heads. 

Kansas City Mayor Sly James was in Washington, D.C., lobbying for $25 million to start a downtown streetcar project? That’s a drop in the bucket compared to the $100 million for the starter project. 

This is at a time when the city of Kansas City is pouring millions of dollars into an underperforming tax increment financing project, better known as the Power & Light District.

City officials cannot fully fund the city’s pension system. They want to dump money into tearing down Kemper Arena and rebuilding something new in its place.

And we have a crumbling infrastructure that led to a record number of geysers from broken pipes spouting up out of our streets during 2011? 

Sounds to me like Yael Abouhalkah needs to find a different entity within city government to direct his ire rather than emergency services and a retired union leader.

Brian Acker
Kansas City

Center’s faulty data

It is amusing to see the term “research” used in the same sentence with “Violence Policy Center” in The Star’s Jan. 27 editorial, “Focus on reducing black homicides.” 

The Violence Policy Center is notorious for its sloppy work. Where facts are not invented, they are the epitome of junk science. 

The editorial’s subject is that the Violence Policy Center “correctly” notes that reducing the murder rate among African Americans must focus on reducing access to firearms. The notorious zip codes of Kansas City contain fewer guns than ZIP codes in the suburbs.

A glance through listings in the yellow pages show all the large gun shops are in the suburbs. Poor education, job prospects and health care are more directly linked.

Kevin L. Jamison
Gladstone

