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Santorum wins big in Missouri, could boost caucus chances 

By Jo Mannies and Jason Rosenbaum     

Updated 6:58 am Wed., 2.8.12  

As he had hoped, Republican presidential hopeful Rick Santorum ran away with Missouri's presidential primary Tuesday, winning over half of the vote and beating chief rival Mitt Romney by a ratio of more than 2 to 1.

Although turnout was low, and the primary was non-binding, Santorum and roughly 100 of his allies, who gathered in the St. Charles convention center, were ecstatic nonetheless.

"Conservatism is alive and well in Missouri and Minnesota!" Santorum declared.

But rather than jab at the former Massachusetts governor, Santorum looked toward the White House.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I don't stand here to be the conservative alternative to Mitt Romney," Santorum said. "I stand here to be the conservative alternative to Barack Obama."

Santorum blasted Obama as exuding "secular values'' counter to those of religious Americans.

"He thinks he knows better" about what Americans need and want, Santorum said. "He thinks he's smarter than you."

Santorum's victories in Missouri, as well as in Minnesota's non-binding caucus, have helped change the narrative -- even if only temporarily. Missouri's GOP presidential delegates will be allocated out during the March caucuses.

"Even though the primary has no impact on the caucus, this could turn out to be a very good night for Rick Santorum," said former state Rep. Allen Icet, R-Wildwood. "In some cases, success breeds success. Even though the primary doesn't carry any weight, it will breed success in the caucus because people will see what he can do in the state and jump on his bandwagon."

Santorum's win is particularly significant since Romney had all the prominent backing in Missouri and collected most of the campaign cash.

Even so, Romney failed to carry a single county in the state.

Santorum may have been helped because outspoken rival Newt Gingrich, wasn't on the ballot. Gingrich had opted not to file last fall, after state Republican Party leaders opted to make Missouri's primary non-binding in order to comply with national party rules barring most states from awarding delegates before March 1.

 That decision was made after the General Assembly failed to move Missouri's primary to March.

State parties focus on positive

The state Republican Party, which had been neutral, issued a statement that ignored the candidates and focused on the potential impact of Tuesday's results.

"With national Republicans, analysts and media focused on Missouri, our state is once again playing an important role in the process of electing a president. And while the non-binding primary is certainly not an ideal situation, we agree with the reporter who observed earlier today that the Show-Me State primary could still 'carry a lot of weight.'

"We thank all Missourians who did their civic duty and made their voices heard, and we encourage all Republicans to attend the March caucuses and take part in the beginning of the process that will bind Missouri's national delegates."

On the Democratic side, President Barack Obama garnered close to 90 percent in a contest against three unknowns who, like him, had ignored Missouri's contest.

Still, the state Democratic Party said, "Today, Missouri Democrats came together in a show of strength and organization that truly stands in stark contrast to our Republican counterparts. While the results aren't much of a surprise, President Obama made a strong showing here in a Missouri primary that encouraged the most Missourians possible to have their votes counted in the nominating process."

Low turnout sobering

Putting a damper on the results was the lack of enthusiasm among voters in both parties. Voter turnout was running around 10 percent statewide -- far lower than the lackluster 23 percent that election officials had initially predicted.

In fact, Tuesday's statewide tally was less than a quarter of the turnout four years ago for the presidential primary.  Obama, for example, on Tuesday collected only about 16 percent of his 2008 total. Romney received just one-third of his tally four years ago.

Still, Democrats bragged that at least Obama outpolled Romney on Tuesday, even if only by about 600 votes. But Santorum collected more than Romney and Obama combined.

In St. Louis County, the prediction for Tuesday had been 20 percent. But before the polls closed, St. Louis County Democratic elections director Rita Days observed ruefully: "If we hit 5 percent, we'll be doing good. It's a little discouraging."

A Democratic victory party organized by some St. Louis party officials attracted just a few dozen to a bar in Fox Park. But city Democratic Party chairman Brian Wahby said, "Democrats are fired up for Obama's re-election."

In St. Charles, roughly 100 supporters gathered to celebrate the former Pennsylvania senator's victory. Said David Ficke of Maryland Heights: "It increases his momentum -- definitely."

State Sen. Scott Rupp – a Wentzville Republican who warmed up the crowd for Santorum – said there was a "special connection" between him and the former senator.

"I have a daughter with special needs," Rupp said. "And I know that Rick has been a true champion for some of the most imperfectly perfect in our world. So that’s one of the reasons I am so happy to see Missouri deliver the state for Rick Santorum.”

In his remarks, Santorum highlighted his ties to religious conservatives by singling out the Obama administration's decision to require all institutions who offer health insurance to provide coverage for contraceptives and other reproductive needs. Santorum cast the decision as an attack on religious freedom.

"Look what happens when the government gives you rights,'' Santorum said. "The government can take them away."

Romney's most prominent Missouri backer, U.S. Rep. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., offered praise to Santorum -- with a caveat. "I congratulate my friend Rick Santorum on his win tonight, but the fact remains that this is a non-binding primary, meaning Missouri's delegates are still very much up for grabs," Blunt said.

"Mitt Romney has the organization and the resources to go the distance in this election, and I believe he'll ultimately win our party's nomination."

Missouri Republicans back Santorum, but will it matter?
February 7, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Rick Santorum may have won over Missouri Republican presidential voters on Tuesday, but he doesn’t have a single delegate to show for it.

In an unusual twist of political fate, Santorum’s victory is merely symbolic with the real contest still a month away. March 17 is when the Republican Party will hold it’s official caucuses to determine which GOP candidate will enjoy the bulk of Missouri’s delegates at the national nominating convention in August.

Santorum’s support was strongest among rural voters who handed him his first victory since the Iowa caucuses more than a month ago. He was projected the winner within two hours of polls closing with more than half the state’s Republican voters backing him.

“I don’t stand here and claim to be the conservative alternative to Mitt Romney,” Santorum said to supporters in St. Charles Tuesday night. “I stand here to be the conservative alternative to Barack Obama.”

Combined with decisive wins in Minnesota and Colorado, the trio of wins give Santorum a much needed boost heading into a three week campaign lull. The next nominating contest won’t take place until Feb. 28.

Former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney finished a distant second with a projected 25 percent of the vote coming predominately from the state’s urban centers. Meanwhile, Texas Congressman and Libertarian favorite Ron Paul came in third with about 12 percent of the vote.

Santorum may have received a boost in the Missouri polls due to the absence of former House Speaker Newt Gingrich who failed to meet the deadline for appearing on the Missouri ballot.

Although there are no delegates to be claimed, Santorum’s popularity with Show Me state voters will no doubt help increase his national standing and add momentum to his campaign when he returns for the state’s real nominating contest.

Missouri find’s itself in an odd place within the realm of Republican politics.

Last year, in an emergency maneuver to appease the Republican National Committee, state party officials decided to unhinge their delegate selection process from the presidential preference primary. The decision came after the state legislature refused to conform to RNC wishes and move the primary date back a month.

The national committee forced a number of states to delay their primaries and caucuses in 2012 in order to spread out the nominating process, which has ended rather swiftly for Republicans in recent election cycles. But Republican lawmakers in the state Senate feared that delaying Missouri’s presidential primary until March would severely limit the state’s chance to play a roll in the candidate selection process.

Faced with the prospect of losing some or all of its delegates, political leaders in the state GOP opted to sever their ties to the state run primary election and rely on the caucuses instead. The Missouri Republican Party has held caucuses for years to select the actual delegates who attend the convention, but those results have always been tied to the outcome of the statewide primary. This year, they will be independent of one another.

But even after this decision, Republican state Senators refused to cancel the now-ineffectual primary out of principal. Opponents of the caucus system argue that it limits the candidate selection process to party insiders.

“We’ve arrived at this position and we’re trying to make the best of it,” said Jonathon Prouty, spokesman for the Missouri Republican Party.

With the actually caucuses likely to draw fewer participants next month, Prouty emphasized this year’s process was not the party’s first choice, saying that national party and state legislative politics have created an unnecessarily convoluted system.  The state GOP had originally asked the legislature to abide by the RNC’s wishes and move the primary back to March.

But even though no delegates were awarded Tuesday, Republican party officials still expect the primary to have an impact in the media and help influence nominating contests in other states and Missouri caucus-goers next month.

“The primary is a pretty important indicator of what Missouri Republicans are thinking and feeling about the Republican Presidential candidates,” Prouty said.

Santorum labels Romney 'well-oiled weather vane'
Feb 8, 7:54 AM EST

WASHINGTON (AP) -- A jubilant Rick Santorum is leveraging victories in Colorado, Minnesota and Missouri to increase pressure on Mitt Romney, labeling him "a well-oiled weather vane" who often shifts his positions.

Santorum tells CNN Republican conservatives "are beginning to get it" that he's best equipped to take on President Barack Obama.

The former Pennsylvania senator acknowledges Romney has a substantial advantage in political fund-raising, but says, "We feel like going forward we're going to have the money we need to make the case we want to make."

Santorum said Romney "had a great career in the private sector, but we're not running for CEO of the country. We're running for someone who can lead the country."

He told MSNBC he's not "looking for folks in Washington, D.C., to affirm our campaign."

Missouri helps shift spotlight toward Santorum
By STEVE KRASKE and DAVE HELLING

The Kansas City Star

Updated: 2012-02-08

Rick Santorum was the only Republican presidential candidate to campaign in Missouri, and it paid off Tuesday as he swamped Mitt Romney in the state’s primary.

The victory, however, was somewhat hollow since he won no delegates in the non-binding election and Newt Gingrich never registered to be on the ballot. Still, Santorum’s campaign insisted it picked up some badly needed momentum.

“Conservatism is alive and well in Missouri and Minnesota,” Santorum said during a victory party in St. Charles, Mo. “We doubled ’em (Romney) up here and in Minnesota.”

With 72 percent of the vote counted by 11 p.m., Santorum had 55 percent of the Missouri vote and former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney 25 percent. Rep. Ron Paul of Texas Ron Paul was third with 12 percent. 

The Missouri election was essentially an expensive straw poll — costing taxpayers an estimated $7 million — with the GOP opting to pick its delegates for the national convention at a series of statewide caucuses on March 17. Santorum, a former U.S. senator from Pennsylvania, has no guarantee that Tuesday’s outcome will translate to success in March.

The statewide turnout was expected to total only about 10 percent, down dramatically from a forecast turnout of 23 percent by election officials. 

Some may interpret the dismal numbers as another sign of little enthusiasm among Republican voters, although the non-binding nature of the vote may have had something to do with it. Turnout in Kansas City south of the river — among both Republicans and Democrats — was under 6 percent.

On the Democratic side, President Barack Obama easily won the Missouri primary over three little-known candidates.

But with a projected victory in Minnesota’s non-binding caucuses also held Tuesday, Santorum claimed he was back in the game following a string of defeats since his come-from-behind win in Iowa on Jan. 3. With 41 percent of the vote counted, Santorum was ahead with 45 percent in Minnesota to Paul’s 27 percent and Romney’s 17 percent.

Tuesday’s only other contest was in Colorado, which also held non-binding caucuses. Romney was hoping to pick up a win there, but early returns favored Santorum. 

Sen. Roy Blunt of Missouri — who has endorsed Romney — dismissed Santorum’s victory in Missouri as having little value.

“I congratulate my friend Rick Santorum on his win tonight, but the fact remains that this is a non-binding primary, meaning Missouri’s delegates are still very much up for grabs,” Blunt said. “I believe he’ll ultimately win our party’s nomination.”

Despite Santorum’s strong showing, the Romney camp also maintained it was still on the path to the 2012 Republican presidential nomination because it has the best-funded and best-organized campaign in the field.

“Governor Romney is the only candidate prepared to compete in simultaneous contests across the country,” Romney political director Rich Beeson noted.

Political analysts also said that Romney’s still the man to beat.

“This may help Santorum raise a little bit of money,” said Missouri State University political scientist George Connor about the Missouri primary, “but I can’t believe a victory in a primary that doesn’t count is going to make all that much difference.”

Santorum showed solid strength throughout Missouri, including rural counties that make up much of the GOP base. He insisted during a stop in Lee’s Summit Friday that success in the primary would translate to success in the second vote in March, when 52 delegates will be at stake.

“I think that’ll have an impact on the caucuses,” he said. “The broad vote always seems to have an impact on how delegates are apportioned.”

Missouri GOP executive director Lloyd Smith agreed.

“We certainly think that the results will have an impact on the candidates, the state and national media coverage, and even the caucus-goers themselves,” Smith said, adding that the primary served as a “guidepost” for Republican caucus-goers.

But others disagreed. Santorum, they said, might well be out of the race by then, given his spotty fundraising and less-than-promising prospects in many of the upcoming caucuses and primaries.

Kansas City voters who backed Santorum mainly cited his personal qualities.

“He seems like a real straightforward guy,” said Juan Borque, who lives in the Kansas City, North, neighborhood of Briarcliff. “He’s a great family man. He’s articulate and had a very good record of achievement in Pennsylvania.”

Nancy Klipowicz described Santorum as a decent human being with good values. “He lacks glitz and glitter, but he’s smart enough to run the country,” she said.

JoAn Lee said that although Santorum has strong religious beliefs, “he’s going to think about what’s good for the country, and not necessarily his personal beliefs.”

But Romney supporters were quick to cite his ability to beat Obama in the fall election, and his experience in office and the business world. “I think he’s real steady and has got a long track record,” said Patricia Miller. “He’s calm.”

With little drama on their ballot, many Democrats said they trekked to the polls just to show support for a president who has struggled with sub-50 percent job approval ratings. 

Katherine Davis said Obama was doing a good job. She said she wanted to support the African-American cause.

“We’ve come from slavery to the White House, and I think that’s a big accomplishment,” Davis said.

Others said they voted out of a sense of civic obligation.

“Even though it’s a shoo-in, I still wanted my vote registered,” said Joanne Couture, who voted at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church on East 40th Street. “The true voter comes out in this stuff.”

How Missouri wound up with a GOP primary that didn’t count began in the 2008 primary season. That year, states scrambled to take early voting positions, leading to a logjam at the front of the pack and Iowa’s caucuses just a few days after New Year’s 2008.

Following that election, the national Republican Party stepped in and warned that states conducting primaries before March 1 would lose half of their delegates to the national convention.

Last year, the Republican-led General Assembly passed a bill in Missouri that repealed a law that requires a presidential primary on Feb. 7. 

But Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon wound up vetoing the measure because of other provisions inserted into the bill. An effort to deal with the issue in the fall veto session faltered when senators couldn’t agree on whether to stick with the Feb. 7 primary or move it to March.

The Missouri GOP state committee decided to select its delegates at the March 17 caucuses to avoid being penalized by the national party. But the law still required holding Tuesday’s primary.

Santorum wins 'beauty contest' primary in Southeast Missouri counties
Wednesday, February 8, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Rick Santorum should have a warm welcome when he comes to Cape Girardeau next month. 

The Republican presidential candidate swept aside front-runner Mitt Romney in the statewide presidential primary Tuesday, capturing zero delegates in the nonbinding election but perhaps a bit of momentum. 

With nearly 99 percent of the state's 3,134 precincts reporting, the former U.S. senator from Pennsylvania won with 55.2 percent, or about 138,238 votes. Former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney had 25.3 percent, and U.S. Rep. Ron Paul of Texas had 12.2 percent. 

Former U.S. House speaker Newt Gingrich wasn't on the ballot. About 324,500 Missourians voted Tuesday. 

The support for Santorum, who is scheduled to be in Cape Girardeau on March 10 for a county GOP event, was strong locally as well. In Cape Girardeau County, Santorum garnered 2,205 votes, or about 60 percent of the 4,075 votes that were cast. 

Romney got 869 votes for 23.7 percent, and Paul got 8.4 percent. 

Ken Steinkamp voted for Santorum on Tuesday at the A.C. Brase Arena Building over the lunch hour. 

"I just like his views better than the others," Steinkamp said. 

While Jackson residents scurried to the polls to settle a controversial annexation question, election judges in Cape Girardeau were fighting boredom as voters largely reacted to the nonbinding presidential primary with a collective yawn. 

Only 8.07 percent of the county's 51,768 registered voters cast ballots Tuesday, which was well below Cape Girardeau County Clerk Kara Clark Summers' prediction last month of 32 percent. 

"In the beginning, everybody was really excited about this," Summers said after the results were in. "With the way it unfolded, it didn't matter. People kept hearing that their vote wasn't going to count." 

The presidential primary in Missouri has been lambasted as a meaningless straw poll because it's actually a preferential election that doesn't award any of the state's 52 delegates. That process will begin March 17 with the caucuses. 

'Uncommitted' option 

Some groused that GOP candidate Newt Gingrich wasn't on the ballot. Meanwhile, several candidates who had dropped out remained and got votes from those who said they still wanted to support their candidate of choice. 

Write-in candidates were not allowed. There was a choice of "uncommitted" that drew votes that could have been intended for the former House speaker. 

Summers said when people called and asked about Gingrich, she told them if they were unhappy with the choices, they could opt for "uncommitted." 

Rick Althaus, a political science professor at Southeast Missouri State University, said the low turnout is easily explained. 

"It's not hard to understand why we have a low voter turnout in an election where people are told it doesn't count," Althaus said. "The ones who did are the ones who are simply in the habit of voting. It is a way for voters to express themselves." 

Other voters Tuesday did complain about the price tag of the election -- $7 million for what Althaus said was basically a "beauty contest." Some candidates, such as Santorum may gain momentum, Althaus said. 

Still, Summers wishes more people voted. One voter told her Tuesday they voted so they don't lose their right to vote. Another said they wanted to be a part of the process, she said. 

"We felt like every vote counted," she said. 

Santorum won in several other Southeast Missouri counties, as well. In Stoddard County, Santorum got 59.77 percent of the vote to Romney's 24.65 percent and Paul's 7.79 percent. In Bollinger County, Santorum got 53.5 percent to Romney's 23 percent and Paul's 11.5 percent. Santorum got 55 percent in Scott County to Romney's 27.1 percent and Paul's 9.6 percent. In Perry County, Santorum got 65.1 percent to Romney's 16.8 percent to Paul's 8.9 percent. 

Santorum gets a boost with victory in Missouri 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, February 8, 2012 12:15 am 

ST. LOUIS • Rick Santorum's bid for the White House received a welcome boost on Tuesday, with the former U.S. senator from Pennsylvania performing strongly among Republican voters in three states, even if his win in Missouri was mostly symbolic.

Santorum, who is leveraging his appeal with social conservatives to make the case he is the leading alternative to GOP frontrunner Mitt Romney, enjoyed his best night of the campaign since last month's Iowa caucuses.

Santorum won the Minnesota and Colorado caucuses.

He also, by a wide margin, was the top vote getter in Missouri's "beauty contest" vote, which, because of an awkward attempt to comply with party bylaws, won't count toward awarding convention delegates.

Even so, Santorum invested more time and energy in Missouri than any of his primary rivals, seizing on a rare, if unconventional, opportunity to go head-to-head with Romney. Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich is also hoping to keep pace with Romney but, for reasons that remain ambiguous, did not sign up for the Missouri ballot.

Santorum was the only candidate to do any meaningful campaigning in Missouri, appearing in St. Charles County and across the state last week. Santorum also apparently targeted likely voters with telephone calls, a sign that he was treating the race as seriously as a traditional contest.

On Tuesday evening, he returned to St. Charles, where in a room full of supporters at the St. Charles Convention Center, he took equal aim at his chief Republican rival and the incumbent in Washington.

"I don't stand here claiming to be the conservative alternative to Mitt Romney," Santorum said. "I stand here to be the conservative alternative to Barack Obama."

Despite Santorum's momentum bump on Tuesday, Romney is still firmly ensconced as the front-runner. With convincing wins in Florida, New Hampshire and, most recently, Nevada, Romney brings a formidable advantage into the next round of primaries, including the vital "Super Tuesday" votes on March 6.

Final but unofficial results show that Santorum won every county in Missouri, and most, including St. Louis County, by a wide margin. Santorum captured 55 percent of the vote, compared to Romney's 25 percent.

"I congratulate my friend Rick Santorum on his win tonight, but the fact remains that this is a nonbinding primary, meaning Missouri's delegates are still very much up for grabs," U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., a Romney supporter, said in a statement Tuesday.

Meanwhile, Missouri emerged as a quixotic marker on the campaign trail, a state whose attempts to stay within party rules essentially backfired, costing taxpayers close to an estimated $7 million for a vote that, because of Gingrich's absence from the ballot, had limited usefulness even as a straw poll.

Last year, the GOP-controlled Legislature in Jefferson City approved a measure that would have pushed back the date of Missouri's primary in order to avoid running afoul of party rules that allowed only a handful of states to hold a primary election before March 6. States risked losing convention delegates if they skipped ahead.

But the legislation that contained the new primary date was in a larger elections bill that was vetoed by Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, for unrelated reasons. When the effort to push back the election date died again in a special session, the state's Republican Party opted instead to select its nominee in caucuses next month.

But the Feb. 7 election remained, even if it was rendered inert.

The state Democratic Party urged its supporters to vote Tuesday, but with Obama's selection as the nominee assured, Democratic participation was more about obligation than urgency.

Some Republicans advocated scrapping the vote altogether. In a statement after polls closed, state GOP chairman David Cole acknowledged that a "nonbinding primary is certainly not an ideal situation," though it did generate some national attention on an election night with only two other states reporting results.

Election officials predicted a respectable turnout - about 23 percent, not dramatically lower then previous primaries - but the sparse showing at the polls suggested an even lower participation rate.

With almost all of the votes counted, St. Louis County reported a turnout of less than 8 percent.

Among those who did go to the polls in Missouri on Tuesday it was hard to accept the notion of an election with such little formal resonance. Some seemed to vote out of sheer habit.

"It counts because you need to know what the temper of the state is," said Marjorie McFarland, 83, who was the only voter in the polling station when she cast her ballot Tuesday afternoon in St. Louis.

Mark Eisenberg, who came to the polling station later, was also striving to ascribe meaning to the results.

"It has to count for something - if only statistics," Eisenberg said. "It's a matter of record."

Tuesday's vote presented the best opportunity for Santorum, the narrow winner of the Iowa caucuses, to make the case that he is the best choice for Republican voters unhappy with Romney. Gingrich did not even sign up for the ballot, a move he has called a "conscious decision."

Santorum made his pitch directly to Missouri voters last week, telling voters in Hannibal, Lee's Summit and Columbia to send a message, even if they couldn't, at least for the moment, help him secure any convention delegates.

The strategy appeared to work, with his strong showing Tuesday in Missouri reflective of a motivated conservative base.

"We like his conservative views on things; we like his family values," said Geri Thwing, a school bus driver from Franklin County.

Thwing said she wanted to give Santorum "a boost and to show him that the people here in Missouri do support him."

Missouri Republicans will meet in local caucuses on March 17.Depending on whether Santorum can turn Tuesday's progress into a surge, the Missouri caucuses could prove even more meaningless than the primary vote if the GOP nominee is already decided, a distinct possibility given Romney's current edge.

HOTEL TAX PASSES

Voters in St. Peters on Tuesday approved a 2 percent city tax on hotel rooms, with a 55 percent majority in complete but unofficial returns.

Officials said the tax will raise about $200,000 annually and will be used to pay costs related to tourism, such as maintaining the city's Rec-Plex. The total tax on hotel rooms in St. Peters will increase to 14.55 percent.

Planned defense cuts spark concerns but impact is unclear in Missouri, Illinois
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent     

Posted 8:08 am Tue., 2.7.12  

WASHINGTON - When Pentagon officials announced initial proposals for changes and cutbacks in the nation's defense structure last month, the plans encountered a fusillade of criticism from military hawks but also engendered tentative support from backers of a leaner and more focused armed services.

Despite their policy differences, lawmakers on both sides shared one common reaction to the Defense Department's budget preview: They scrambled to try to determine how those realignments -- as well as possible new rounds of base-closing in fiscal 2013 and 2015 -- might impact their states, military bases and defense companies.

So far, there are more questions than answers about the impact in Missouri and southern Illinois, where interest centers on Boeing Corp.'s warplane assembly lines in Hazelwood and the future of three large military installations: Scott Air Force Base, near Belleville; Fort Leonard Wood in Pulaski County; and Whiteman Air Force Base in west-central Missouri.

The proposed Pentagon changes were spurred by the draw-down of U.S. forces from Iraq and Afghanistan as well as by budget cutbacks mandated by Congress. They include proposals to reduce the size of the Army and Marine Corps, retire aging military equipment, focus more resources on new technologies, such as unmanned drones, and start a new round of base closures.

"It must be a cutting-edge force for the future," Defense Secretary Leon Panetta told a security conference in Munich this weekend. While the U.S. military will be leaner under the plans, he said he wanted a force that "would be agile, that would be flexible, that would be rapidly deployable, and that would be technologically advanced."

But many Republicans were highly critical, saying they want to cut the federal civilian workforce rather than allow deep reductions in the military at a time of potential threats from rogue nations such as North Korea and Iran.

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee, predicted in a statement that "these precipitous and reckless cuts proposed by the Obama administration would have disastrous consequences for the economy in general and Missouri's in particular."

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., said he was concerned that the proposed Pentagon budget cuts "have the potential to negatively impact the entire defense structure in the country." And U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler, R-Harrisonville -- an Armed Services Committee member whose district includes both Whiteman AFB and Ft. Leonard Wood -- said the administration's plans are "dangerous and could put our national security in jeopardy."

But many Democrats argued that, overall, the changes outlined by Panetta and the Pentagon's military chiefs seemed to be reasonable -- and in line with the logical budget reductions with the end of U.S. combat operations in Iraq and a continued troop withdrawal from Afghanistan.

"We can achieve significant savings in the Pentagon budget without sacrificing military readiness or our overall defense capabilities," said U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis. "Most of the cuts involve savings within the Army and Navy. Those decisions should have a minimal impact on local jobs in St. Louis," which are mostly related to Boeing, whose F/A-18 Super Hornet and some other assembly lines are in his district.

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, said, "We need to look at every aspect of the budget for savings, including the Department of Defense, and the Pentagon is working hard to target savings in a way that strengthens our military." Arguing that "reducing our budget deficit is a national security imperative," Carnahan introduced a bipartisan bill with five other lawmakers "to cut waste and fraud from overseas contingency operations."

However, neither Clay nor Carnahan signed a Jan. 27 letter to Obama -- signed by liberal Democrats including U.S. Rep. Barney Frank, D-Mass. -- arguing that the Pentagon's budget could be cut nearly twice as deeply, by about $900 billion, over the next decade.

In both the House and the Senate, armed services committees postponed major hearings until next week as they awaited fuller details of the Pentagon's proposed fiscal 2013 budget, which would be the first to reflect the $487 billion defense cut over the next decade imposed as a result of last summer's deficit reduction law.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, told reporters in a conference call that she thinks Pentagon officials are trying to adapt to the changing nature of military conflicts and enemies in the new strategy blueprints.

"I think the notion is that you stabilize ground strength in the active force so that you have the capability of [bolstering] ground strength with Guard and Reserve while you rely on the technology and intelligence in a way that allows us to have eyes and ears all over the globe," McCaskill said.

"Because our enemy is no longer a sovereign nation; our enemies are pockets of radical people who want to kill us. That's why the leadership of the military is doing incredible work, recognizing that, acknowledging that, and moving toward a military that can be responsive to that threat."

Impact on Boeing assembly lines not yet clear

Late last year, employees who work at Boeing's F-15 Eagle fighter jet assembly line in Hazelwood were boosted by the news that the administration had approved a $30 billion deal under which Boeing will sell 84 new F-15 [SA] jets to Saudi Arabia -- a contract that should keep that assembly line open for years to come.

And the news was generally good last year for the Pentagon's orders of Boeing's F/A-18 Super Hornet strike fighter and the related EA-18G Growler electronic attack aircraft.

While company executives have not yet commented publicly on the possible impact of the Pentagon's new strategy, one detail of Panetta's plan would appear favorable: The Pentagon plans to delay further its procurement of the Super Hornet's stealthy rival, the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, pushing off actual production until after 2017.

In an earnings forecast issued late last month, Boeing predicted that tighter military spending and higher pension costs would slow its earnings this year. Boeing Defense, Space & Security's revenue for 2012 was projected to be between $30 billion and $30.5 billion with operating margins "greater than 9 percent." In 2011, the Boeing defense unit's revenue was a bit higher, at $32 million, with an operating margin of 9.9 percent.

But the major Pentagon cutbacks aren't expected to kick in until the following year, and Congress will have ample opportunity in the coming months to make major changes to the new defense budget strategy that would involve military aircraft. Last week, Air Force Secretary Michael B. Donley said he expected a difficult budget year, with plans already in the work to cut seven squadrons and 286 aircraft in the coming years.

Asked to comment in general about the impact of the proposed defense plan on Missouri, Akin said in a statement that "the defense industry is an important and integral part of Missouri's economy. It is hard to see how the proposed cuts would not have a significant, negative impact on Missouri."

New base-closing round faces congressional critics

While Boeing executives anxiously await the details of the new defense budget proposals, lawmakers are gearing up for a possible battle over Panetta's intention to ask Congress to approve a new round of Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC).

Devised as a way of closing bases without undue congressional obstruction, the BRAC process involves a White House-appointed panel that holds hearings and makes recommendations on military installations, which are submitted to the president and then sent to Congress, which can approve or reject the plan but not amend it. Five BRAC rounds (in 1989, 1991, 1993, 1995 and 2005) have closed more than 350 installations.

The Pentagon is expected to ask Congress to start a BRAC round in 2013, perhaps followed by another one in 2015. That's two years ahead of the recommendation of the most recent BRAC, which suggested a new BRAC round in 2015.

Panetta, a former congressman, said last month that his department -- in pursuing a new BRAC round -- "would continue to work to make sure that it's done effectively and that we achieve the savings that we hope to achieve from the process." But many congressional Republicans already have vowed to block a new BRAC round.

"The whole concept of having a BRAC is ill-advised, nationally, because it is a very expensive process" that causes "commotion and uncertainty" in military communities, Hartzler said in an interview. "With limited defense dollars, I think they should be invested in the war fighters, modernizing our equipment, and re-setting it after 10 years of conflict -- rather than squandering it on a BRAC study."

If there is a new BRAC round in 2013, Hartzler told the Beacon that she is confident that the two big bases in her district -- Whiteman AFB and Ft. Leonard Wood -- would escape major disruption. "I feel very positive about those installations because they are both vital to our national security in different ways." She said both have "vital national security missions, excellent leadership, and strong community support."

McCaskill and Blunt also argue that the Missouri bases are in a strong position.

Blunt said that he "would argue that Whiteman and Fort Leonard Wood are not only two of the big winners of the BRAC process we have gone through to date but are two of the most current and most likely to succeed military installations in the country."

McCaskill told reporters that Whiteman AFB should do well "because of it being the home of the Stealth [B-2 bomber], which also reflects technology this country has invested in, that I know everybody in Missouri is very proud of."

Whiteman, the home of one of the nation's five Global Strike Command bases, in 2010 also became one of the U.S. military sites that direct unmanned Predator drone missions thousands of miles away.

"The stealth capability continues to be something that our military relies on and, frankly, is the envy of the world," McCaskill said. "I think that it is likely that [more] of the drone capability -- and other capabilities that are classified -- could find a home at Whiteman."

The base closest to St. Louis that is usually examined as part of BRAC analysis is Scott Air Force Base, which employs about 13,000 people, making it Illinois' largest employer south of Springfield and the sixth-largest single employer in the St. Louis metropolitan region.

Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville cuts the ribbon for a new complex at Scott Air Force Base. Costello added the $7.4 million complex to the 2010 military construction bill.

Scott, which survived BRAC proceedings in both 1995 and 2005, houses key military transport operations, including the U.S. Transportation Command and the Air Mobility Command. Because it has become an international hub for moving both soldiers and material, former Defense Secretary Robert Gates described it in 2007 as one of the nation's three most important bases. And the opening of MidAmerica Airport in St. Clair County gave Scott a second runway for use in joint operations.

On Monday, Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville, cut the ribbon at Scott for the new 375th Aeromedical Evacuation Squadron Complex, which the congressman helped add to the 2010 military construction bill. The $7.4 million, 21,500 sq.ft complex includes new offices, storage space and training classrooms for the squadron, which provides rapid response aeromedical evacuation capability.

Costello, who played an important role in protecting Scott in the two previous BRACs, will retire from Congress at the end of this year. He said that Panetta made clear that "every state will be affected by these proposed defense cuts."

In a statement, Costello said: "With our budget situation in mind, I have been anticipating a new round of Base Realignment and Closure, and how any individual facility is affected depends to a great extent on the criteria used to guide these decisions. We will need to monitor this process closely for potential impacts to Scott and our region."

Federal decision on contraceptives sparks political firefight in Missouri

By Jo Mannies and Robert Koenig, Beacon staff     

Posted 5:53 pm Tue., 2.7.12  

The Obama administration's decision that all health plans must cover federally approved contraceptives as of 2013 has touched off a political storm in Missouri, where opponents are framing the issue as an attack on religious freedom.

All three Republican candidates for the U.S. Senate are accusing Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. (right), of siding with federal officials on the ruling or, at minimum, of exhibiting a "cavalier attitude,'' as GOP candidate John Brunner put it, in a Tweet.

McCaskill appeared on KMOX Radio this afternoon and, when asked, tried to defuse the issue. Among other things, she said she hoped that the Obama administration will come up with a compromise to assuage Catholic hospitals and other religious-affiliated institutions that object to providing contraceptive coverage.

McCaskill, who is Catholic, disagreed with critics who contend the regulation is an attack on religion. "The goal here is ... let's not have barriers to birth control," she said on Mark Reardon's radio show. "And, frankly, I think the bishops may not realize how many members of their churches -- how many parishioners -- use birth control."

.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo. (right), was on the Senate floor this afternoon predicting that Congress will overturn the order if the White House doesn't back down.

"If the administration does not take care of this [HHS rule] administratively, I believe it will be taken care of legislatively," Blunt said. "When you've got bishops, when you've got church leaders, when you've got people that have spent their life dedicated to hospitals and schools and other institutions that reflect their faith principles, you can't just suddenly decide that those don't matter or they can be changed in a year."

Meanwhile, in Missouri's state Capitol, opponents already are moving swiftly to broaden the issue. Opponents of the federal regulation want to put a constitutional amendment on the ballot this fall to bar its implementation in Missouri.

The proposal's sponsor -- state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville (left) -- said he has been conferring wiht the Missouri Catholic Conference, but he believes other socially conservative Protestant groups also will get involved in the campaign.

Rupp said the proposal would amend Missouri's constitution "to state that no law or rule can force an individual, employer or health-care provider to perform certain medical services contrary to their religious beliefs."

"The federal government does not give us our rights and President (Barack) Obama does not give us our rights," said Rupp. "Our rights are given to us by God. This amendment lets Missourians vote to protect our God-given rights from overreaching federal health-care mandates."

To skirt Gov. Jay Nixon, the proposal is a joint resolution that simply requires majority approval in the state House and Senate to go directly on the ballot. Rupp said the approach is identical to the effort that successfully led to the August 2010 statewide passage of Proposition C, which sought to exempt Missouri from some of the federal health insurance law, notably the mandate.

"Missouri can be a leader on this (contraceptive issue), as we are on health-care freedom," Rupp said.

Rupp's release said the aim is to get the proposed amendment on the November ballot, but the senator said in an interview that he would prefer to see the proposal on the August ballot -- when it can get more attention and not get caught up in presidential politics.

The regulation's opponents also are organizing a rally in Jefferson City.

Senate Contest Erupts Over Issue

But the most immediate political fallout is in Missouri's U.S. Senate race, already one of the most closely watched in the country.

After weeks of fighting among themselves, the three Republicans vying to replace McCaskill in the U.S. Senate have a common cause in highlighting their opposition to the federal regulations -- which all cast in terms of religious freedom.

"This is yet another example of how this administration, under Obama/McCaskill, continually stomps all over the Constitution," said former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman (right), who was first to go on the attack. "This mandate by HHS is in direct violation of the U.S. Constitution, and for our senator, Claire McCaskill, to sit passively on the sidelines while our freedom of religion is stripped in front of our very eyes is atrocious."

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country , blasted what he viewed as McCaskill's "willingness to be an accomplice in this outrageous bureaucratic mandate betrays the public trust. This decision goes beyond people's choice of abortion or contraception. It is rather the ham-fisted imposition of a federal mandate with patent disregard for the conscience and beliefs of millions of Americans."

Brunner, meanwhile, has sent a letter to St. Louis Archbishop Robert Carlson in which in the candidate praises the religious leader for his opposition. Carlson has sent a letter to area Catholics.

"I stand with you in your assessment that forcing employers of faith to offer health coverage that conflicts with church doctrine represents an assault on Americans' religious freedom, which should not be allowed to stand," Brunner wrote. "If I were in the U.S. Senate today, I would immediately sign on as a co-sponsor of S. 1467, the Respect for Rights of Conscience Act sponsored by Sen. Roy Blunt."

McCaskill said on the radio that the issue was over access to birth control, not religion.

"If I work in the cafeteria at a hospital on one side of Interstate 270 and my sister works at a hospital on the other side of I-270, should my availability of birth control be determined by what organization runs the hospital?" she asked.

"I get the point that everybody's upset about," the senator continued. "But I also understand this: If we would put half as much energy into trying to figure out how to prevent abortions as we put in trying to criminalize women and doctors, and fighting access to birth control, it would be amazing how low we could get the abortion rate in this country."

Blunt said during his Senate floor speech that the Obama administration had dramatically mishandled the issue. "I saw one of the president's advisers early this morning begin to back away from this and say ... 'We're just seeking information during this year,'" Blunt said, referring to the delay before the regulation is slated to go into effect.

"That's not what they were doing at all," Blunt continued. "What they were doing is saying, 'You're going to comply with this rule, and we're going to give you a year to figure out how to compromise your principles in a way that applies.' And that's a wrong thing to do."

Mo. state sen. opposes federal birth control rule 
Feb 8, 5:02 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri state senator says religious groups should not have to pay for birth control or abortions for their employees if that would violate their beliefs.

Scott Rupp, a Wentzville Republican, introduced a measure Tuesday to amend the state's constitution and forbid state laws or rules that force an individual, employer or health care provider to cover the costs of birth control or abortions.

The measure comes as the Obama administration is in negotiations with religious groups over a federal rule related to the 2009 health care overhaul. The rule requires religious schools and hospitals to provide employees with access to free birth control.

Catholic groups have said that rule violates their religious belief against contraception.

If approved by lawmakers, Rupp's proposed amendment would go before Missouri voters in November.

Montee kicks off her bid for lieutenant governor at City Hall
By Jo Mannies and Jason Rosenbaum     

Updated 1:21 pm Tue., 2.7.12  

Former state Auditor Susan Montee kicked off her campaign for the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor this morning in the rotunda of St. Louis City Hall. Montee said she was the only candidate of "all of the parties that's ready to lead from day one."

"I have my experience outside of government to thank for that," Montee said. "My experience as an attorney, an accountant, a small business owner and a mother of schoolchildren gave me the perspective to understand the effect that legislation has on our daily lives. I took that experience into the state auditor's office where I was able to explore all of the facets of state government. And I truly have an understanding of the type of skills it takes to run this state."

Asked after her speech, Montee noted that the St. Louis area could be critical in determining the Democratic nominee.

"One thing about St. Louis -- at least inside the city -- most local elections are determined in the primary," Montee said. "So we've got a built-in reason for people to turn out and vote in a primary, which means you'll have more primary voters in this area. Plus, St. Louis is the largest voting bloc in the state. You definitely have to keep those things in mind."

Former state Auditor Susan Montee has tapped St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay -- who endorsed her in November -- to introduce her at Tuesday's kickoff event at City Hall for her bid for Missouri lieutenant governor.

Slay's presence, as well as other local offiicials, appears aimed at highlighting Montee's effort to stake a political claim in the region.

All four of the so-far announced Democratic contenders for lieutenant governor are all women, and all are based outstate: Former state Rep. Judy Baker is from Columbia, state Rep. Sara Lampe hails from Springfield, and state conservation commissioner Becky Plattner is from central Missouri.

Montee is from St. Joseph, although she also has residences in Jefferson City and in St. Louis.

But the St. Louis area is the state's largest bloc of Democratic votes. And Montee's choice of the city for her kickoff is recognition of that fact and of her quest to lock in regional Democratic support.

To that end, her invitation list for Tuesday's kickoff is a who's who of regional Democrats. They include St. Louis Board of Aldermen President Lewis Reed and, according to her release, "20 elected officials.''

Montee's task could be easier since she is better known locally than her Democratic rivals. And Slay's endorsement could smooth the way for more regional Democratic support.

Such support is particularly important in crowded primaries. Montee no doubt already sees that Baker and Lampe, in particular, will help split the outstate vote.

Montee's aim also may be to curb the local politicial clout of Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican seeking a third term, who long has been on unusually good terms with St. Louis Democratic officials. (Kinder currently has other concerns, since he also has several announced or likely Republican rivals, including state Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, Wentzville lawyer Mike Carter and state Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville.)

Nixon adds $40 million to proposed Missouri higher education budget

By JASON HANCOCK, The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

Posted on Tue, Feb. 07, 2012 06:57 PM

JEFFERSON CITY -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon announced Tuesday that he has amended his proposed 2013 budget to add $40 million in funding for the state’s public colleges and universities.

The money would come from Missouri’s share of an expected legal settlement by states’ attorneys general with the nation’s five largest mortgage banks stemming from a federal probe of “robo-signing” — the banks’ widespread practice of rubber-stamping some of the paperwork involved in foreclosures.

Missouri is expected to receive $140 million from the settlement, according to Attorney General Chris Koster, who announced his preliminary support of the agreement Tuesday. Of that amount, $100 million would be used to help Missouri homeowners.

In his initial budget proposal, Nixon cut $106 million from higher education, a roughly 12.5 percent reduction from the previous year’s budget. Of that, $89 million came from four-year institutions and $16.9 million from community and technical colleges.

Nixon, a Democrat, said he plans to meet with the presidents and chancellors of Missouri’s two- and four-year institutions in his office on Thursday to brief them on these developments and the amendment to his recommended budget.

Republicans lawmakers were highly critical of the governor’s proposed cuts, with Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, a Columbia Republican, calling them “unacceptable.”

University officials warned of tuition increases, course reductions and employee furloughs if the cuts became a reality, pointing out that the cuts would reduce state aid for higher education to its lowest level since 1997.

Consumer advocates and several state attorneys general, including those in Delaware, California and New York, have criticized the terms of the mortgage settlement, arguing that they are too lenient to banks.

But Koster, a Democrat, said negotiations continue to move in a positive direction and he hopes a settlement will be finalized soon.

“My intention is to settle this portion of the state’s case against the banks, returning more than a hundred million dollars directly to mortgage holders in our state and adding tens of millions of dollars to the state’s general revenue fund in these difficult economic times,” Koster said in a statement.

Nixon to restore $40 million to higher-ed funding, thanks to Koster settlement
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 8:03 pm Tue., 2.7.12  

Shortly after Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster announced that the state should receive $140 million in a massive mortgage settlement, Gov. Jay Nixon declared that he was revising his 2013 budget proposal to restore $40 million in planned cuts to the state's public colleges and universities. 

Koster , also a Democrat (and expected to run for governor in 2016), offered an unexpected lifeline today when he announced Missouri's take of a national settlement in a case against the nation's biggest mortgage institutions, which stood accused of what Nixon called "flawed and fraudulent foreclosure practices that led to the housing crisis."

Nixon  immediately latched onto Koster's help and declared that $40 million from the settlement will be used to restore some of the planned trims. Under the settlement, the rest is earmarked for affected homeowners.

"This has been a lengthy and extremely complex settlement process, and I commend Attorney General Koster for his dedicated and persistent leadership at every stage of the negotiations,"  Nixon said in a statement.  "This settlement with America’s largest mortgage banks will help the states and individual consumers continue their economic recovery."

The governor added that he "will meet with the presidents and chancellors of Missouri’s two- and four-year colleges and universities in his office on Thursday to brief them on these developments and the amendment to his recommended budget."

"While these negotiations have been ongoing for many months, these additional resources were not certain as we prepared our initial recommended budget for fiscal year 2013," Nixon said.  "Now that we have additional information about the settlement, I am immediately amending my recommended budget to restore $40 million in funding for Missouri’s colleges and universities.  My administration remains committed to working with our colleges and universities to make higher education more affordable and accessible for Missouri families."

Nixon proposes softening colleges' budget cut
Associated Press | Posted: Tuesday, February 7, 2012 6:17 pm | stltoday.com 

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon said Tuesday that he wants to soften a proposed budget cut to the state's colleges and universities by tapping money from a possible legal settlement with some of the nation's largest mortgage lenders.

The governor's budget for the 2013 fiscal year was released in January and called for a $106 million cut spread among the state's four-year and two-year institutions. Nixon said Tuesday that he wants to restore $40 million of that proposed cut by using Missouri's possible share of a nationwide settlement, which is being negotiated by the five largest mortgage lenders, the federal government and state attorneys general.

Nixon budget director Linda Luebbering said the additional money would reduce the budget cut for colleges and universities from 12.5 percent to 7.8 percent. She said the additional revenues were expected to flow into state coffers during the 2013 budget year. The 2013 fiscal year starts July 1.

Minutes before Nixon released the new budget proposal, Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster announced that he had given preliminary support for the proposed national mortgage settlement. The attorney general's office estimates Missouri could get $40 million with another $100 million in additional benefits for homeowners. The attorney general's office declined to elaborate about what the additional benefits could entail. Koster's office said it hoped the mortgage settlement would be completed soon.

"My intention is to settle this portion of the state's case against the banks, returning more than a hundred million dollars directly to mortgage holders in our state and adding tens of millions of dollars to the state's general revenue fund in these difficult economic times," said Koster, a Democrat.

The national mortgage settlement stems from abuses after the housing bubble. Many companies that processed foreclosures did not verify documents, and some employees signed papers they had not read or used fake signatures to speed foreclosures.

Nixon said in a written statement Tuesday that when he submitted his budget recommendations last month, the possibility for additional funding from the mortgage settlement was less certain with negotiations continuing. The Democratic governor said he now has additional information and feels more comfortable including the money with his state spending recommendations.

"My administration remains committed to working with our colleges and universities to make higher education more affordable and accessible for Missouri families," Nixon said.

Ken Dobbins, the president at Southeast Missouri State University, said after the governor's announcement Tuesday that the smaller budget cut would help to hold down tuition increases. However, he said it still might be necessary to cut some expenses while finding ways to boost revenue. According to figures released by Nixon's budget office, the governor's budget recommends an additional roughly $2 million for Southeast Missouri State University.

Missouri license worker among 3 charged in federal ID case 

BY ROBERT PATRICK • rpatrick@post-dispatch.com STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, February 8, 2012 

ST. LOUIS • An employee of a privately run Missouri drivers license office in St. Louis County is among four people charged with helping undocumented aliens improperly obtain licenses or state identifications, officials said Tuesday.

An indictment unsealed in federal court Friday in St. Louis does not specify how the worker, Yvette Roberson, 59, of St. Louis County, or others benefited. She was arrested Monday.

The others indicted are Ricardo Ortiz, 31, of Montgomery City; Jorge Fabian Pequeda Perez, 35, of St. Peters; and Elizabeth Cervantes, 27, of St. Peters. Ortiz is also known as Jose Ramos Jr.

Ortiz and Roberson are charged with conspiracy and production of false identifications; Perez with conspiracy and illegal possession of 15 or more access devices; and Cervantes with possession of false identification documents.

Roberson's lawyer, Lenny Kagan, declined to comment, saying, "It's too premature." Lawyers for the others could not be reached.

Roberson was hired at a privately run revenue office in St. Louis County in 2007, the indictment says. From March 2010 through Jan. 31, 2012, Ortiz and Perez allegedly provided undocumented immigrants with stolen or bogus identification documents, and they gave them to Roberson. She then issued drivers licenses without a test, or nondriver IDs, the indictment says.

Roberson's office location and the number of people receiving IDs were not specified, but Perez was accused of having more than 20 Social Security numbers belonging to others.

Roberson was fired from the Creve Coeur drivers license fee office in 2007 after making "excessive errors," the manager, Lisa Ottenberg, said Tuesday. She said the "final straw" was a verbal confrontation with a customer.

Roberson then moved to the Bridgeton office, Ottenberg said. No one answered repeated calls to that office Tuesday. The president of the company that holds its license, Mark S. Miles, referred a reporter to the Missouri Department of Revenue.

Ted Farnen, spokesman for that agency, said Roberson was fired last week. He said the department was "heavily involved in this investigation," but he declined to comment on how many licenses might be involved.

Last month, a federal grand jury in Kansas City indicted 14, alleging that a conspiracy in a fee license office in St. Joseph, Mo., provided more than 3,500 fraudulent identity papers to undocumented immigrants across the country.

State considers asking gamblers to cover the costs of veterans’ homes

February 7, 2012 | Filed under: Military,Subscribers | Posted by: Youyou Zhou 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – State lawmakers are once again looking at ways to make casinos work for Missouri veterans.

On Tuesday the Missouri House Veterans Committee heard details of a plan to ask casino patrons to voluntarily donate some of their winnings to the state Veterans Fund.

Larry Kay, the executive director of the Veterans Commission, testified in favor of the bill. He said that about $35 million annually is necessary to keep veterans’ homes operating in their current state. Currently, state funds are falling about $8 million short of that figure. The sponsor of the bill, Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, estimates his legislation would add $3-3.5 million to the veterans fund.

The Committee heard a similar bill two weeks ago that sought to raise the Veterans Fund by increasing casino entry fees by $1, which would help raise about $50 million annually. The gaming industry opposes that bill and said that the tax burden together with the increased entry fee would largely hurt the industry.

Kelly, described the newly proposed bill as “relatively modest.” He said that instead of asking casinos to pay money from their budget, the bill would let casinos display a message on slot machines to ask patrons whether they are willing to contribute a share of their winnings to the Veterans Fund.

Mike Winter, the executive director of Missouri Gaming Association, again testified against the bill. He said that the veterans’ fund crisis is an issue of statewide importance, and it was unfair to only target at gaming industry.

“The gaming industry is the only industry who would ask their patrons to donate their money,” Winter said. “Why we are not asking other customers at retail operations ? Why they shouldn’t doing the same when they checkout?”

Winter also told the committee that the bill would ask casinos to install new programs on 2,000 machines statewide and do changes to staff training, which would add additional costs on the industry.

Currently there are seven veterans’ homes in the state that house about 1,300 veterans. There are more veterans on the waiting list to get into these homes than are currently in them.

Audit report gives good marks to Southeast Missouri State, flags some problems

Wednesday, February 8, 2012

By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian

Missouri State Auditor Tom Schweich released an audit of Southeast Missouri State University on Tuesday that gave the university an overall good rating but found areas where he said improvements could be made and one item that he said violates the state constitution. 

The audit covers operations of the university by using financial statements for years ending June 30, 2010, 2009 and 2008. 

Among the items flagged in the audit was the university's provision of money to its foundation. The audit said that practice could be a violation of the state constitution because the subsidization appears to be the granting or lending of public funds to a private entity. 

"The university also subsidizes a significant portion of the foundation's operating expenses, in an apparent violation of the Missouri Constitution," the audit report said. 

The auditor also recommended the university discontinue subsidization of salaries and benefits of employees who perform activities for the foundation. In the audit, the university rebuts the claim by saying it hasn't actually subsidized the foundation and that reimbursements and gifts to the foundation well exceed personnel costs. 

Schweich's recommendation on the finding also said good interest rates charged on foundation property leases to the university should be ensured and that appraisals be conducted before the purchase of property on behalf of the university. The university responded that it is paying well below market value on the property leases from the foundation and that it will continue reviewing interest rates. 

University president Dr. Ken Dobbins said the university does not consider its relationship with the foundation as subsidization, but that the university will make some changes in response to the auditor's findings. Those changes will include review of interest rates for foundation leases, clearer definitions of fundraising activities, conducting a time study to determine fundraising allocations and revision of reimbursement requests from the foundation as needed. 

"We just don't think it's appropriate," Schweich said in an interview about the audit. "It's not a crime, or fraud, or of an act of intentional misconduct. It's more like a business arrangement that's not envisioned under the Missouri Constitution." 

There is no real penalty related to the violation, Schweich said, except that the state legislature could consider the information in the audit as it works to determine appropriations for the university for fiscal year 2013. Gov. Jay Nixon proposed cutting $106 million from higher education appropriations in January, including 12.5 percent from Southeast's budget, but announced Tuesday that a 7.8 percent cut to colleges and universities could be possible because of a pending settlement with mortgage lenders. The settlement could mean $40 million back on the books for higher education appropriations should the legislature approve. 

"We hope that legislature will read our audits of universities in deciding the budget going forward, and they will want to see that the university is engaging in the kind of belt-tightening measures that we recommend, but it's not a direct relationship," Schweich said. 

The university released a statement from Dobbins following Nixon's announcement, thanking the governor for proposing the amendment to the budget and stating confidence that the university could hold increases in tuition to no more than the Consumer Price Index. 

The "good" rating given to the university is the second-highest attainable rating and reflects that the university is well-run overall, Schweich said. Schweich recommended improvements to internal controls, compliance with legal provisions, management practices and procedures and records of the university foundation. 

"If they address those issues and we come back, they'll probably get our highest rating," he said. 

Other findings 

Another audit finding was the university did not document the reasons for closing board of regents meetings and could not demonstrate how some topics discussed in the closed sessions complied with Missouri's Sunshine Law. The university agreed that motions to go into closed session should only reflect topics actually discussed but said in its response that topics listed in the audit should have been discussed in closed session due to personnel issues, contracts and contract negotiations. 

Other findings included a recommendation to improve the competitive bidding process for legal services; that amounts spent for employee recognition were excessive; that around $2,000 in Show Me Center concession sales receipts are missing; and that the university lacks comprehensive food policy guidelines and an adequate disaster recovery plan to restore computer operations. 

Schweich said probable Sunshine Law violations are common for universities, as are the commingling of staff and assets between universities and foundations, a lack of competitive bidding and problems with collecting and accounting for concessions money at various games and events. 

Two findings Schweich said are fairly unusual are that Southeast paid $700,000 in credit card convenience fees, which are normally paid by credit card users, and that it paid $286,300 in severance to its former basketball coach. Generally, public organizations don't pay severance, Schweich said, and the auditor's office thinks the payment of the credit card fees is unnecessary. 

Dobbins said since more people than ever use credit cards for various amounts and many purposes, like buying books, tickets to Show Me Center events and tuition payments, the university considers those payments a cost of doing business. The university has reviewed its policy regarding convenience fees in the past and will revisit how to best handle that issue. 

Dobbins said his view of the audit process and the findings is that audits are conducted to give a look at how well universities are complying with state laws and for the purpose of improving the university's management of finances and services. 

The Associated Press contributed to this report. 

State auditor rates SE Mo. State 'good' 

Feb 8, 5:02 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A state audit has questioned credit card fees and employee recognition gifts at Southeast Missouri State University.

Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich (schwyk) says the review identified several small issues, but overall the university's performance is rated "good."

The audit says the university spent $61,000 for three years on gifts for employees who reached a certain number of years of service. Also, the university does not charge a transaction fee for credit card payments, costing the school about $694,000 in credit card fees over three years.

The university says a downside to a credit card charge is that it would be the same no matter the purchase amount. Officials say they will examine the recommendation.

In addition, school officials say a gift to recognize employees' service is prudent and reasonable.

Missouri Democratic Party, not local official, controlling access to voter list 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 12:18 pm Tue., 2.7.12  

The state Democratic Party is intervening in St. Louis' increasingly combative -- and crowded -- battle for city treasurer by making sure that each candidate has access to the party's highly sought-after voter list.

One candidate, St. Louis Alderman Fred Wessels, had been concerned because initially it appeared that access to the list might be controlled by one of his rivals: St. Louis Democratic Party chairman Brian Wahby.

But in emails that Wessels made available to the Beacon, state party executive director Matt Teter wrote this week that the party will oversee access to the list, known as VAN for short.

Teter said in an interview today that the state party has always controlled access to the list, and that it was inaccurate to say that local officials ever controlled the access.

But access isn't cheap. It will cost Wessels (right) and other citywide candidates $2,500 apiece to get the list for all city voters. (The per-ward cost is less, just under $400.)

All the candidates also need to be in good standing with the state party, i.e. paid-up membership dues, which amount to $50 a year.

Wahby said he has no objection to the state party overseeing candidates' access to the list. "That's a policy I support as well,'' he said.

Wahby, left, is a member of the state Democratic Party's executive committee. He said his chief concern was that all candidates, regardless of where they are running, have paid their dues and have equal access to purchase the VAN list.

As for Wessels, he doesn't plan on purchasing the VAN list, largely because of the cost. Wessels said he is acquiring an alternate list, presumably free of charge, that "I actually think is better."

Meanwhile, Wessels also is embroiled in a suit that he filed Monday against incumbent city Treasurer Larry Williams, who is seeking re-election. Williams has been city treasurer since 1981.

The suit alleges that Williams has acted improperly by outsourcing management of city parking garages, now overseen by the treasurer's parking division, to a private firm at a cost of the city of about $1.5 million a year.

Wessels says the firm, Duncan Solutions Inc., has already been paid about $4 million since 2009.  DSI also has been a campaign donor to Williams.

In January, Williams signed a 10-year contract with DSI.

Among other things, Wessels' suit alleges that the contract violates city ordinances and the charter because the deal was not also signed by city Comptroller Darlene Green, whose office is supposed to handle all city contracts.

Wessels' lawyer, Elkin Kistner, also is representing some former treasurer's office employees who are suing Williams. The deal with DSI has led to the layoffs of 70 city employees in the treasurer's office.

Williams' office has yet to return calls from the Beacon seeking comment.

Aside from Wessels and Wahby, Williams' challengers in next summer's Democratic primary include state Rep. Tishaura Jones and Alderman St. Louis Alderman Jeffrey L. Boyd, D-22nd Ward.

No word if any of them will be purchasing the state Democratic Party's VAN list.
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UPDATE: Filing date delay filed
February 8, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A proposal has been filed in the state senate to push the dates for candidate to file back almost a month.

Legislative and congressional districts are in a state of flux. A new bipartisan citizens committee has been named to draw new state senate districts. Other maps are facing court challenges.

Senator Mike Parson of Bolivar is   pushing the filing deadline back from February 28th to March 27th. He hopes that gives any commissions time to draw new maps.

He says the date for filing to start will be only two weeks after the new senate redistricting commission holds its first meeting. And right now, candidates and potential candidates don’t know what to do  because they don’t know what their districts will be. Even if the commission files a new map on the 18th, the 15-day public comment period would run the calendar past the February 28th date. 

He knows there could be more challenges. Parson says filing could be pushed back into May if necessary although that would be pushing things to the limit. He says enough time has to be left to get candidates registered and to get ballots printed for the August primary.

Binding or not, Santorum celebrates MO primary win
February 8, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Whether it was meaningful or not, the outcome of Missouri’s Presidential Primary is being celebrated by the GOP winner.

138,957 Republican ballots cast were for Rick Santorum, for 55 percent of that vote. That more than doubled his closest competitor, Mitt Romney, a fact that Santorum highlighted.

“We doubled him up here (in Missouri) and in Minnesota!” Santorum told his supporters at a celebration in St. Charles last night.

See the unofficial results from Tuesday’s primary at the Secretary of State’s website.
Santorum was the only major party candidate to campaign in Missouri ahead of the primary. This, after he had skipped Florida due to the illness of his daughter.

He took the win as an opportunity to tell the President to listen to the people. “But then again I wouldn’t be surprised if he isn’t listening,” Santorum said. “Why would you think he would be listening now? Has he ever listened to the voice of America before?”

The outcome of the primary is non-binding. Caucuses in March will decide how the state’s delegates will be allocated for the Republican Party nomination.

BLOG ZONE 

Santorum on Missouri, Minnesota: 'Conservatism is alive and well'

By EMILY SCHULTHEIS | 2/7/12 11:16 PM EST

POLITICO's Juana Summers reports from Rick Santorum's victory speech in Missouri:

With the networks projecting him the winner in both Minnesota and Missouri, Rick Santorum told voters here that "conservativism is alive and well in Missouri and Minnesota."

Speaking to several hundred supporters here at the St. Charles Convention Center, the former Pennsylvania senator declared that he "doubled [Romney] up here and in Minnesota."

Santorum said that the votes of Missourians were heard "loud and louder all across this country, and particularly in a place that I expect may be, in Massachusetts, they were heard particularly loud tonight."

In his speech, Santorum continued to focus on Romney, saying that the former Massachusetts governor's views were more aligned with President Barack Obama's than Republicans. But Santorum also broadened his pitch looking ahead to the general election.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I don't stand here to be the conservative alternative to Mitt Romney. I stand here to be the conservative alternative to Barack Obama," he said, drawing his loudest applause of the night.

While many have downplayed Missouri's primary, in which delegates will not be awarded, Santorum took his victory here, and in Minnesota, as a badge of honor, saying that it proved his general election mettle.

"This is a more accurate representation, frankly, of what the fall races will look like," he said, noting that this is the first race in which Romney had not heavily outspent the rest of the GOP field.  Santorum has said frequently that Romney's war chest will be dwarfed by Obama's because the president lacks a serious challenger from his own party.  That fact, he says, means Republicans should elect a candidate with the best ability to compete with Obama, not the one who has the most money.
Santorum also used his election-night speech to hit Obama on his decision to require some religious institutions to provide health care coverage for contraceptions.

Santorum said that Obama has "rolled over" the First Amendment and imposed "his secular values over the people of this country."

"Freedom is at stake in this election. We need to be the voice for freedom," he said.

Santorum also noted Missouri's caucuses, held in March, which will allocate the state's delegates.

"We're not done with you yet in Missouri. You've got a caucus coming up," he said before exiting the stage.

GOP Chairman Cole States the Primary, “Not ideal”, But Still Carried Weight

Michael Mahoney “20 pounds of Headlines”

Missouri GOP Chairman David Cole defended the Missouri GOP’s non-binding beauty contest primary Tuesday night.

He issued a statement saying the contest, even though it’s not recognized by the Republican National Committee as Missouri’s official results, was still worth the $7 million it is estimated to cost.

““With national Republicans, analysts, and media focused on Missouri, our state is once again playing an important role in the process of electing a president. And while the non-binding primary is certainly not an ideal situation, we agree with the reporter who observed earlier today that the Show-Me State primary could still ‘carry a lot of weight.’

“We thank all Missourians who did their civic duty and made their voices heard, and we encourage all Republicans to attend the March caucuses and take part in the beginning of the process that will bind Missouri’s national delegates.”

Sanders Says Missouri Democrats Say Obama Landslide Is a “Show of Strength”, Rips GOP Beauty Contest

Michael Mahoney “20 pounds of Headlines”

Missouri democratic Chairman Mike sanders says president Obama’s landslide victory in the Missouri democratic primary is a “show of strength and organization”.

He says that’s in stark contrast to the Missouri republican beauty contests that does not county.

the republican national Committee is not recognizing the Missouri GIOP results becuase they are conducting the primary before the GOP approved date.

“On the other hand, the Missouri Republican Party will continue to ignore the votes cast on Primary Day”, charged Sanders, “and instead, they’ll let a handful of insiders gather in March to decide which presidential candidate they’ll support at convention.”

KSHB runs Terry spot on newscast

 Feb. 7 The Kansas City Star 

Midwest Democracy

Local NBC affiliate KSHB did decide to run a controversial anti-abortion ad from Democratic presidential candidate Randall Terry, who's on the ballot today in Missouri.

Terry said several days ago that he wanted to purchase time on the station to air the ad, which features graphic images of aborted fetuses, in the Super Bowl pregame show. The station reported Sunday night that it did not air the spot.

But it did decide to air the commercial in its newscasts Monday, according to a station news release:

"Political discourse is crucial in an open and democratic society," said station General Manager Mike Vrabac. "While some individuals may not agree with his position, under FCC regulations, Mr. Terry has the legal right to run the ad in our state. The station cannot legally deny access or edit the spot in any way."

Some stations have argued that the must-carry rules for political ads don't apply in Terry's case, because he is not considered a "bona fide" Democratic candidate.

More on the controversy here
McCaskill, Blunt divided on White House contraception mandate

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • STLtoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, February 7, 2012 4:00 pm

WASHINGTON • Even as the White House is signaling a willing to compromise, battle lines hardened over the Obama administration's dictate that employers, including religious institutions, offer health-care plans that cover birth control and contraception services.

The assertion this morning by David Axelrod, senior strategist for president's re-election campaign, suggested that the White House underestimated the political furor among Catholics and others about the recent Health and Human Services rule that employers, including religious institutions, must offer health plans covering contraceptive services.

The growing dispute has provided Republicans and GOP presidential hopeful Mitt Romney an issue that they are deploying in the early going of this election year. Romney this week called the rule "a violation of conscience."

Axelrod, speaking on MSNBC's "Morning Joe" program, said: "We certainly don't want to abridge anyone's religious freedoms, so we're going to look for a way to move forward that both provides women with the preventive care that they need and respects the prerogatives of religious institutions."

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., is the chief sponsor of legislation that would, in effect, overturn the rule by enabling health-care plans to omit coverage for services that "is contrary to the religious beliefs or moral convictions" of either the employer or the beneficiary.

Speaking on the Senate floor this afternoon, Blunt said: "If the administration doesn't take care of this administratively, I believe it will be taken care of legislatively. When you've got bishops, when you've got church leaders, when you've got people that have spent their lives dedicated to hospitals, schools and other institutions that reflect their faith principles, you can't just suddenly decide that those don't matter or they can be changed."

Sen. Claire McCaskill this afternoon said she is against "putting barriers" in front of women.

"As someone who believes very much that we should be preventing aboritons, I think we should try very hard to give women universal access to birth control without going into their pockets," she told reporters.

The Jan. 20 guidelines require employers to cover contraception as part of their health plans, including the so-called morning after pill and sterilization measures.

McCaskill, D-Mo., referred to the morning after pill in defending the rule. "As someone who is has spent a lot of time in the courtroom prosecuting rape cases, I think it's a pill that should be available to women. If they want to access it, it's legal in this country."

In an interview later, McCaskill deflected a question about whether the uproar had caused political problems for the Obama administration.

"I think it's a tough one either way," she said. "I think any religion should be able to profess their beliefs as to whether or not people should be able to use birth control. But ultimately this decision doesn't impact their ability to do that. It just says, as part of the health care policy, there should be access to birth control."

Be both wasteful and efficient

COMMENTARY By DAVE HELLING

The Kansas City Star

Tuesday’s weird, doesn’t-really-count Missouri presidential primary came in the middle of Missouri’s weird, doesn’t-really-count winter, two facts that help illustrate Helling’s first axiom of politics and government, which may be stated thus:
Most government endeavors are wasteful.

Until they’re essential.
Local and state governments, for example, spent millions of dollars last fall buying the armaments of their annual War on Winter: salt, sand, beet juice, truck parts, scraper blades, stuff like that. Sitting here now, as the tropical breezes of a Kansas City winter waft through the newsroom, that money looks like a waste. Better to have spent it on other public needs, or left in the pockets of taxpayers.
Except if it snows. If that happens, all the idle equipment and material will turn, overnight, from wasteful to essential — in fact, the most essential public spending in a city, more important than the police or fire department or building inspections or anything else.
Elections are another example. For most of the year, those $3,000 to $5,000 voting machines gather dust, the definition of waste. On Election Day, though, accurate voting machines are — essential. 
Snow removal and elections are two easy examples of the first axiom, but there are others. I’ve never had to call the fire department, though I’ve spent hundreds in tax dollars over 35 years supporting it. A waste? Yes, until my house catches fire. Then the fire department is essential.
Teacher salaries are a waste if your kids are out of school, essential if they’re in.
This isn’t a liberal argument. Military spending is wasteful, too — all those tanks and trucks and cannons and bombs have little practical use until we’re attacked. Then they’re essential.
Politicians have grappled with this wasteful-but-essential dilemma for decades, with generally unsatisfying results, largely because they take the wrong lessons from it. Republicans see waste and want to get rid of government; Democrats see a need and want government to spend unlimited amounts to meet any possible contingency.
Neither approach is correct. We need a fire department, but we can’t afford a fire station on every block. 
There’s only one way for politicians to square that circle: They must buy things we may never need, but do it as cheaply as possible. Which leads us to Helling’s second axiom, stated thus:
Governments must do wasteful things.

But they must do those things efficiently.
State governments, city halls and Washington, D.C., are now hard at work on spending blueprints for the coming year. Kansas City Mayor Sly James will present his proposed budget this week.
Let’s hope they keep the second axiom in mind. And while we’re at it, let’s hope it doesn’t snow.
J. KARL MILLER: Study the issues before voting or signing a petition

Wednesday, February 8, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CST 

BY J. Karl Miller 
Here it is February and already our legislators and petition organizers are busying themselves with proposed ballot initiatives for the November ballot. As is the norm throughout political history, some of them depend more on playing to voters' emotions rather than that which is factually relevant.
Consequently, the responsible voter must study the issues and research the petitioner's claims preparatory to casting an informed vote. The best interests of the community or the state are not always promoted by proposed legislation and amendments.

Smoking tax
State Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, has filed two bills to raise Missouri's 17 cent per pack cigarette tax. The first, a $1 per pack increase, requires voter approval; the second, a 12 cent hike, could be passed by the General Assembly.  
Despite citing Missouri's current cigarette tax of 17 cents per pack as the nation's lowest, lauding the $570 million or $68 million in new revenue depending on which route is chosen and claims that smokers "owe" the health care system millions, the proposed new taxes remain an unfair bullying of a minority — smokers.
To single out an increasingly small segment of society for added taxation because it engages in an unpopular activity and because there is little in the way of political risk in so doing is patently discriminatory. Moreover, to cloak the tax as "morally upright" as it is designed, "For the smokers and society's good" in that it will decrease the use of tobacco is utter hypocrisy — it is all about revenue.
The oft repeated estimate that smokers cost the state $641 million in Medicaid annually is suspect. Studies by Action on Smoking and Health and the University of California Berkeley Wellness Letter 2000 offer disclaimers — the former reports the life expectancy of a 30-year-old smoker as 30 more years while the nonsmoker will live 53 years longer.
That and similar tests prove the fallacy of assessing health care costs per smoker without considering the obvious savings due to a reduced life span. I do not smoke, and I will vote no on piling additional taxes on smokers.
Minimum wage increases
"Give Missourians a Raise" has a petition calling for an increase in the minimum wage from $7.25 to $8.25 per hour, one which is supported by other organizations as "Missouri Jobs with Justice." The struggling economy, the needs of working families and that some 75 percent of the population supports the hike in pay are some of the reasons advanced for the measure.
However, contrary to the oft repeated claims of former Labor Secretary Robert Reich, 40 percent of minimum wage workers are not the sole source of income for their families. In reality, in 2005, the last time the minimum wage was under consideration, only 1.9 million Americans were earning minimum wage — a figure that included but 2.5 percent of all workers on hourly wage schedules and 1.5 percent of all U.S. employees.
More than half of those earning minimum wage are between the ages of 16 to 24 and living at home — likewise, many are housewives or househusbands earning a second income. For example, only 2.8 percent of workers on minimum wage were single parents and only 1.2 percent of all minimum wage workers were adult heads of households with incomes less than $10,000.
The good intentions notwithstanding, elevating the minimum wage is an entry level job killer. Hit also with increasing costs, the businessman is faced with four choices to cope with a minimum wage increase: Increase the cost of the product, decrease the size or quantity of the product, go out of business or hire fewer employees.
This was demonstrated when the current $7.25 mandate took effect and approximately 300,000 jobs disappeared in the first three months, most of them for teenagers. Before the current minimum wage took effect in 2006, teenage unemployment was 4.4 percent. By 2009, it was 10.2 percent.
When considering a vote to raise the minimum wage, one must realize that the seemingly overwhelming support (75 percent in favor) does NOT include those who will pay the higher salaries. One must also recognize that increasing the cost of employment does not create jobs. In reality, the reverse is true, e.g., Economics 101's Law of Supply and Demand.
Wages should be defined by the marketplace. Sadly, we have strayed too far from reality to expect to return.
J. Karl Miller retired as a colonel in the Marine Corps. He is a Columbia resident and can be reached via email at JKarlUSMC@aol.com.
DAVID ROSMAN: Discrimination to one is discrimination to all

Wednesday, February 8, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CST 

BY DAVID ROSMAN 
Picture the point of a pin. Now cut that into a billion-billion pieces and you have something so small that it is pure energy. Inside is a vibrating "string," also of pure energy. It is this little entity, a billion-billionth the size of the pinpoint that holds the entire universe together.
Yes, this is a bad (and some say very bad) illustration of string theory, but I use it as an illustration — that one small word can make a big difference.

Case in point:

The Missouri legislature has three discrimination bills facing its scrutiny: Senate bill 592, Senate bill 453 and House bill 1500.

Of these, Rep. Stephen Webber’s, D-Columbia, HB 1500, "Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Discrimination," sets new definitions as to protected classes. This is a fair and necessary law, for discrimination against one "class" is discrimination against all. Period.

HB 1500 has not been scheduled for a hearing as of this writing.

SB 453, introduced by Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, is designed to limit the damages paid. The bill says actual damages "shall not exceed back pay and interest on back pay and $50,000 for employers with between 5 and 100 employees, $100,000 for employers with between 100 and 200 employees, $200,000 for employers with between 200 and 500 employees, or $300,000 for employers with more than 500 employees." SB 453 has advanced to committee.

It is state Sen. Brad Lager’s, R-Sullivan, SB 592 that is causing the biggest ruckus. The real change is to a single word. Current law states that, "a practice (of discrimination) is unlawful when the protected trait is a contributing factor in the decision to discriminate." The proposed law replaces the standard of "contributing" with "motivating."

Why is this a problem? It is much easier to prove "contributing" than "motivating," thus giving an employer a greater latitude for the dismissal of an employee for "cause" while hiding the true reason — that person is of a different religion, race, sexual orientation, etc.

My own past case in point:

I was fired from a state job many years ago. My work was always rated good to excellent, and my ability to complete the tasks at hand was never questioned. I was well liked by everyone: consumers, the industry I was regulating and my co-workers. Everyone except my boss and his boss.

I was denied two promotions for questionable reasons and had my religion (I sat as a board member of a local synagogue) questioned continuously. I came to heads with the administration during a winter holiday season when I hung a "Happy Chanukah" banner outside my office and in the lobby.

Though there were some one-dozen Christmas trees around the office, my two signs were deemed "religious" and taken down. A co-worker and I threatened action and eventually the banners were replaced with an "apology." 

Six months later I was told to either voluntarily quit or be fired. It seems that I negotiated a $300,000-plus consumer refund at no additional cost to the state, avoiding a formal hearing. Everyone was happy. All of this was completed by telephone with follow-up letters, the standard operating procedure, for seven years. Now this was a major infraction.

It would have been easy to prove that religion was a "contributing factor" for the dismissal. I kept a diary of my daily activities, including the numerous conversations initiated by others concerning my not accepting Jesus as my savior and the banner incident.

However, if I were to try to prove that religious discrimination was "the motivating factor …" Well, that is near impossible, and discrimination concerning religion would have continued in the office.

Discrimination is discrimination, regardless of whether it is the primary, secondary, tertiary or any other reason for dismissal, refusals of promotion, a demotion or any other disciplinary action. By changing this single anti-worker standard, discrimination against minorities with any of the traits defined in the Missouri Human Rights Act will increase and become standard operating procedure.

I urge state Sen. Kurt Schaefer to take to the Senate floor and speak and vote against SB 592.

I urge you, my readers, to write Mr. Schaefer and demand the same. Email him, write him, or better yet, call his office and tell him discrimination against one is discrimination against all. Tell him to speak and vote against SB 592.

David Rosman is an editor, writer, professional speaker and college instructor in communications, ethics, business and politics.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

Editorial: A lousy way to spend seven million bucks 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, February 8, 2012 12:15 am

Not to sound like a lottery commercial, but what would you do with $7 million? Probably not hold an election that didn't mean anything.

That's what Missouri Republicans did Tuesday in their "beauty contest" presidential primary. In the Democratic primary, President Barack Obama was the only serious candidate on the ballot, so that was a mere formality. But at least the votes counted.

As this is written, there is no word as to which candidate Missouri Republican voters found most beautiful; there were 10 candidates on the ballot, most of whom dropped out long ago. Except for maybe generating a (very) few headlines, the results won't signify. Party leaders last year opted to do the actual delegate-selecting at caucuses that will be held on March 17. Combine that with a St. Patrick's Day celebration, and you've got a very strange party.

The state will pick up most of the estimated $7 million cost of the primaries, an awful waste of money when schools, roads, parks and social services are severely underfunded. If the results counted, that would be one thing — a primary is a far more democratic (small D) way to choose candidates than a caucus.

But $7 million on a beauty contest? Now that the Miss America pageant has been downsized, it can't cost much more than that. We will hear no more about the party of fiscal responsibility.

Missouri Republicans got themselves boxed in last fall. On one side was the Republican National Committee, which, to protect early-balloting states like Iowa and New Hampshire, decreed that any other state that chose delegates before March 6 might lose half its delegates to the national convention.

On the other side was Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, who last summer vetoed — for unrelated reasons — a bill that included moving the primary back a month. The idea came back in September in a special legislative session called to consider an economic development bill. When the special session got bogged down — mostly because of intra-party treachery among Republicans — the move-back-the-primary bill died again.

So party officials went with the beauty contest-cum-caucuses plan, thus assuring GOP voters just about zero impact on picking the party's nominee.

So what else could Missouri have done with $7 million? It could have hired 100 highway patrol officers and paid their benefits. It could have paid tuition, fees, room and board at the University of Missouri for 320 students. It could have restored some money cut from social services and mental health budgets. It could have doubled the salaries of all 197 state senators and representatives.

Wait, strike that last part.

Editorial: Foreclosure fraud demands justice and reparations

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, February 8, 2012 12:10 am

One of the enduring wrongs of the Great Recession has been that individual homeowners have borne and continue to bear the brunt of the housing collapse.

Nearly 4 million American families have lost their homes to foreclosure since early 2007. Another 28 percent of the nation's 45 million outstanding residential mortgages are under water, meaning homeowners owe more than the houses are worth.

And despite the improving economy, RealtyTrac, a California firm that collects foreclosure data from around the country, estimates that another 2 million homes will be lost to foreclosure this year. That's because a lot of foreclosures that have been on hold now will move forward. A $25 billion settlement among state attorneys general, the Department of Housing and Urban Development and major banks and mortgage-servicing firms is in its final stages.

At issue: the 2010 disclosures that many banks had been faking the paperwork on foreclosures, a practice that came to be called "robo-signing."

Thanks in part to federal bailouts, banks got healthy in a hurry after the collapse of the mortgage-backed-securities market in 2008. They couldn't wait to shed themselves of the lousy mortgages that they'd cut into pieces and packaged as securities. But the mortgages were in so many pieces that faking the paperwork was easier than tracking it down.

But, beginning in 2010, courts in states that require judges to sign off on foreclosures began demanding to see the paperwork. As the "robo-signing" scandal widened, state attorneys general began filing lawsuits demanding fines and restitution.

Forty states now have signed on to a deal that calls for banks to pay as much as $25 billion, with the hardest-hit homeowners to be first in line. Some $17 billion in principal reductions would be spread among about 1 million of the hardest-hit homeowners. Another 750,000 families who lost their homes would get restitution of about $2,000 each. Illinois is a state that requires judicial review. Missouri is not.

But on Monday, Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster upped the ante by filing criminal, not civil, charges against one defunct robo-signing mill and its president. An Alpharetta, Ga., company called DocX allegedly hired dozens of people to forge company officers' names on foreclosure documents. Mr. Koster has charged DocX and its founder, Lorraine O. Brown, with 136 counts of forgery.

To be sure, many of these homeowners signed up to buy houses they knew they couldn't afford. Others were suckered into it by fast-talking mortgage brokers. But all of them deserved — and didn't get — the due process of law in the foreclosure process.

The settlement, if and when it finally occurs, will provide a measure of justice. It will help settle uncertainty in the housing market. But it will not solve all the problems.

Indeed, on Friday New York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman opened a new line of inquiry, aimed at the controversial Mortgage Electronic Registry System. MERS was created by the big banks in league with Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, which, as government-backed companies, guaranteed millions of America's mortgages before going bust in early 2008.

MERS now claims to hold title to more than half of the nation's mortgages, but Mr. Schneiderman alleges that MERS is, in fact, merely a paper entity created for the convenience of banks that wanted to avoid doing the paperwork on loans.

None of these lawsuits address the problem of homeowners who have private mortgages that aren't backed by Fannie or Freddie. Even though they may be current on their mortgages, they nonetheless are under water. Those homeowners were collateral damage in the collapse of the federally backed housing market, ineligible for mortgage relief of any sort.

In his State of the Union speech last month, President Barack Obama proposed spending up to $10 billion to help them refinance their loans. They could spend the savings elsewhere, helping to stimulate the economy, or use the money to rebuild their equity.

It's a worthy idea that, sadly, is not going anywhere. For one thing, it would be paid for by taxing banks making risky financial transactions. Banks hate the idea, as do Republicans. GOP presidential frontrunner Mitt Romney is on record as supporting letting the mortgage crisis "run its course and hit bottom."

Mr. Obama's first foray into mortgage relief, back in 2009, wasn't very effective, and this second foray appears to be largely political. Still, he's right on the issue. Massive fraud has been perpetrated on millions of Americans. A $25 billion settlement is nice, but Mr. Koster is right: People should be going to prison.

A matter of conscience

Tuesday, February 7, 2012

By Jo Ann Emerson
Religious freedom has a long and proud history in America. From the first pilgrims to cross the Atlantic, to the religious freedom established in colonial charters, to the Bill of Rights -- it is a basic premise that Americans have the right to worship as they wish. This is one of our most treasured liberties. 

Since the birth of our nation, however, the relationship between church and state has grown more and more complicated. Today, this tension is playing out on the issue of abortion, against a backdrop of one of the most controversial laws enacted in our time. 

The Affordable Care Act, the health care law passed in 2010, mandates a slew of behaviors never before required by the U.S. bureaucracy. Many of them are explicitly referred to in the law, like the individual mandate to carry health insurance. That aspect of the ACA is currently the subject of a Supreme Court challenge by 26 states. 

Other parts of the health care law, however, are the product of rules and regulations decided upon by the various agencies charged with implementing the legislation. The most glaring example of how the federal government is abusing the powers granted to it by the law deals with religious organizations. Religious schools, religious charities and religious organizations that offer insurance are required by the new rules to provide coverage for contraceptives, sterilization and drugs that induce abortions. Despite the moral objections of our many religious institutions to these practices, they are being forced to cover them with insurance. 

Conscience protections are vital to religious providers of health care. They prevent the government from requiring abortions be conducted in hospitals that object, performed by doctors who object and paid for by charities who object. And in the realm of insurance, these protections are equally important to prevent taxpayers and religious organizations from subsidizing the use of abortion drugs. 

Our Founders decided that religious belief should never be subjected to the force of the government. They also believed the opposite to be true. I doubt they would see eye to eye with an administration that believes the government has the power to treat religious organizations with faith-based missions in the same way as they treat secular organizations with secular aims. 

Matters of conscience extend, too, to the fact that the religious organizations covered by the mandate are participating in coverage for contraception, sterilization and abortion drugs even if those insured by the plan never use those services. Supporting the insurance policies that cover these services is tantamount to subsidizing the services themselves. In the same way as a restaurant bill split five ways forces you to pay a little for the appetizer even if you didn't eat any, these insurance plans force religious organizations to pay a little for the contraception, sterilization and abortion drugs of others. 

There is no reason for the federal rules to cover religious organizations with objections of conscience. Now, more than ever, it is critical to protect our religious institutions -- and taxpayers -- from the expensive intrusions of a government bent on legislating life. 

Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau represents Missouri's 8th District in the U.S. House of Representatives. 

Guest commentary: End gerrymandering in Missouri with fair voting 
By Rob Richie and Lindsey Needham STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, February 8, 2012 12:00 am
After months of legislative gridlock and political acrobatics, Missouri's congressional redistricting plan — widely considered a partisan gerrymander — now awaits review from a trial judge. This tumultuous political battle is the latest evidence of the failure of winner-take-all, single-member district elections.

Winner-take-all inherently distorts representation, leaves most voters without a chance to cast a meaningful vote and creates opportunities for legislators to gerrymander outcomes. Although other reforms like independent redistricting make sense, they won't be enough if we keep winner-take-all in place.

There's a better way, one grounded in our electoral traditions: fair voting, which is an American form of proportional representation in elections taking place in larger 'super-districts." It puts voters in charge of their representation in every election, rather than leaving it to partisan mapmakers once a decade.

The root of the current controversy is the fact that the legislature's congressional redistricting plan poorly reflects the state's close partisan division (Missouri was the closest battleground in the 2008 presidential election). Based on our projections, however, the current plan would result in six Republican seats and just two Democratic seats, without any inherently competitive districts.

To make such partisan redistricting impossible, Missouri should establish an independent redistricting process and use a fair voting system, where nearly all voters elect a preferred representative. Forms of fair voting are used in most well-established democracies around the world and have a long history in American cities as an alternative to winner-take-all rules.

Two candidate-based forms of fair voting have been upheld by our courts, fit well with American traditions and are used in some local elections. In choice voting, voters rank the candidates they prefer in order of choice. When used in major cities such as New York and Cincinnati in the mid-1900s, it helped to break the power of urban political machines and open representation to new voices.

Cumulative voting awards each voter the same number of votes as seats and allows voters to distribute more than one vote to a candidate. Used from 1870 to 1980 to elect members of the Illinois House of Representatives in three-seat districts, cumulative voting almost always elected at least one legislator of each major party in every district, promoting both more balanced representation and less polarized governance.

These fair voting plans allow like-minded voters to pool their votes in multi-seat super-districts to elect representatives in numbers that reflect their voting strength. Winning in a three-seat district would take earning just over 25 percent of the vote. Winning more than 50 percent of the vote would earn two seats. In larger districts, the percentage of the vote necessary to win declines: winning a seat in a five-seat super district would take about 17 percent of the vote.

We have created an example of a fair voting proposal for Missouri congressional elections by combining districts from the legislature's plan. Missouri would have two super-districts, and each super-district would have the same number of people per seat: one super-district with five seats and one smaller super-district with three seats.

From a partisan perspective, supporters of both major parties would have the power to help elect at least one candidate in each super-district. Both parties would be favored to earn at least two seats in Super-District 1 and one seat apiece in Super-District 2. Additionally, each super-district creates a tossup seat that would swing to the party with a stronger candidate or to the party with national momentum.

Fair voting is not only fair to Democrats and Republicans but to voters of all political opinions. Minor parties and independents would gain a greater chance to hold the major parties accountable and win seats. Racial minorities would gain more power to elect preferred candidates, and women candidates would have more chances to increase their representation.

For Missouri to establish a fair voting plan, Congress must repeal a 1967 law that mandates one-seat districts. For state legislative elections, however, Missouri can adopt fair voting now. With our government founded on upholding the consent of the governed, it's time to reject winner-take-all and actually put voters in charge.

Rob Richie is executive director of FairVote, a national, nonpartisan organization based in Maryland. Lindsey Needham is a FairVote Democracy Fellow. A fuller fair voting plan for Missouri is available at www.fairvote.org/no-more-gerrymanders-missouri.
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St. Louis' generosity helped more than 13,000 people

"Times are hard, but we had a nice Christmas thanks to your funding." "It's a great comfort to know there are truly good people who are doing what they can to help those experiencing hard times."

These are the types sentiments written in thank-you notes 100 Neediest Cases received at year's end. And, it's because of your generosity that 100 Neediest Cases helped more than 13,000 people have a brighter holiday.

Your donations totaled nearly $1.3 million, and more than 1,100 cases were adopted for the 2011 holiday season. Each and every case, not just the 100 highlighted in the Post-Dispatch, received a part of that $1.3 million. Many families were able to have a holiday meal they otherwise would not have been able to afford, while others were able to keep the electricity on or purchase a coat or medicine. Yes, your $5 or $10 or larger donation truly made a difference with 100 percent of every dollar going to those who needed extra help.

Now it is our turn to say thank you to everyone who donated and who adopted a family through 100 Neediest Cases. Your generosity extends beyond the season well into the new year.

Vanessa Wayne • St. Louis
Director, United Way of Greater St. Louis, 100 Neediest Cases
Don't ever get old

Regarding "Park sells a few residents" (Feb. 2): I think it is horrible and incredibly inhumane that the St. Louis County Parks Department sold off the cows Emma, Josie, Bambie, Betty and Chase because they were "past the age of reproduction" and "crotchety."

These poor animals should have been allowed to live out the rest of their years in Suson Park, which had been their home. Park officials should not be in these job positions if they have little regard for the animals they are supposed to be caring for.

God forbid anyone get old!

Cheryl Morris • St. Louis
No need for Komen

Planned Parenthood does not actually need funds from Susan G. Komen for the Cure ("Contradictory mission," Feb 2). Planned Parenthood's 2010 Form 990 shows total compensation to Cecile Richards as $353,819, placing her in the wealthiest 1 percent. The chief operating officer, chief financial officer and five vice presidents made more than $240,000 each. LifeSite News reports 22 local Planned Parenthood CEOs earned more than $200,000.

Planned Parenthood could reallocate 11 percent of these compensation packages to cancer screening and — viola! — no need for Komen funds. I am sure Planned Parenthood's leadership would be willing to make that contribution, given its expressed focus on breast cancer.

Further, Planned Parenthood received a temporary spike in donations in reaction to the Komen decision, and has appropriately announced that these funds will go to breast health programs.  It should be held tightly to that promise; using those funds for any other purpose would be exploiting cancer for ideological ends.

Komen has a noble mission. Unfortunately, it has partnered with an entity that has eliminated countless future women, taxpayers, donors and even medical researchers.

Bryan Kirchoff • St. Louis
Victim of political pressure

Regarding "Komen finds itself in mix of controversy" (Feb. 3): I think people missed the very essence of Susan G. Komen for the Cure's initial decision. The Komen foundation made a business decision to move funding away from an organization that does not provide mammograms. Komen was going to drop $680,000 grant money to Planned Parenthood "... because the groups' clinics don't own or operate mammography equipment."

Planned Parenthood provides physical breast exams as a part of wellness exams, but it does not provide mammograms. It provides only referrals.

People heard "Planned Parenthood" and made it a pro-life vs. pro-choice issue. Komen fell prey to uninformed, emotional and political pressure to reestablish funding when it could have put those funds to better use providing low-cost or free mammograms to low-income women.

Joan Burnes • St. Louis
An unconstitutional plan

Regarding "Plan seeks to fill Catholic schools" (Feb. 3): I have no problem with St. Louis Archbishop Robert Carlson's plan to make Catholic schools more Catholic by requiring more Mass, more prayer and more catechism, and I suppose that 72-year-old Rev. William Rowe will find something else to do after being booted from his pulpit in Mount Carmel, Ill., for deviating from the prescribed words of the Catholic Missal ("Ad-libbing his prayers costs priest his job," Feb. 3). What I object to is the part of Archbishop Carlson's plan that involves lobbying the Legislature to enact laws repealing the Missouri constitutional provision that precludes public subsidy of religious organizations.

Section 6 of the Missouri Constitution reads: "... no person can be compelled to erect, support or attend any place or system of worship, or to maintain or support any priest, minister, preacher or teacher of any sect, church, creed or denomination of religion." Even if we could afford to give state money to private schools, it wouldn't be a good idea.

Furthermore, any attempt to do so would cost millions of state dollars trying to litigate its constitutionality.

Hal Harris • Creve Coeur
Missing priorities

"Ad-libbing his prayers costs priest his job" (Feb. 3) told about a priest who lost his job because he didn't follow the prayers exactly when saying Mass. How many times have priests been hidden, transferred and kept on even thought there was clear knowledge of child molestation?

Something is missing in the priorities of the Catholic Church.

Charles J. DeClue • De Soto
In the comfort zone

I appreciate and look forward to Colleen Carroll Campbell's writings. She always keeps me on my toes and inspires thoughtful discussions with those in my life. However, her last column, "The perils of postmodern girlhood" (Feb. 2) has wondering how much more challenging it is to raise boys in this atmosphere she describes. She can argue against other writers and criticize feminism, which is warranted in a free society. But how could she overlook what parents experience in raising boys and men to be against the 'social evils" she so freely sees for her own daughters?

Knowledge is key, and society as a whole works to keep sexual education from reach in these perilous times. Education is the answer, but that seems to be absent from her arguments of how women and girls are victims.

What about the parents raising boys? What about the challenges they face? How much are girls empowered by the knowledge of their bodies and sexuality?

That could be dangerous for Ms. Campbell; she might have to reassess her comfort zone.

Alice Miller • St. Louis
