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Judge upholds new map of Mo. House districts 

By CHRIS BLANK 

Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A state trial judge on Tuesday rejected a legal challenge over newly drawn Missouri House districts, but the case is likely to be appealed as candidates prepare to start launching their campaigns in two weeks.

The state House redistricting lawsuit, filed by a bipartisan group that includes two former lawmakers, contends the new map for the 163-district Missouri House violates requirements that districts have similar populations and be contiguous and compact. In addition, the suit argues that a special commission of six appellate judges responsible for drawing the map violated Missouri's open meetings law by not providing notice of meetings and then holding at least three private discussions.

Cole County Circuit Judge Pat Joyce rejected all the claims in her ruling Tuesday. Joyce concluded the redistricting panel is not required to follow open meeting requirements because it is a judicial entity and was not acting in an administrative capacity. Joyce also said the new districts are contiguous and that the plaintiffs failed to prove that requirements for the districts' populations or compactness were violated.

Joyce said population differences among the districts are "incidental and not the product of a `gerrymander' or other attempt to benefit or disadvantage a particular group." She added that the new state House districts "do not unduly stretch across the state, in an apparent effort to gerrymander for partisan gain or any other questionable purpose."

Plaintiffs were planning to appeal.

Former Republican state lawmaker Bob Johnson, who is among those challenging the state House districts, said the ruling was disappointing but that he was pleased Joyce moved quickly to reach a decision. He still thinks the judicial redistricting commission must follow Missouri's open meetings law.

Currently, Missouri political candidates can start filing Feb. 28 for this year's elections, so time is running short to resolve the redistricting process. However, a state Senate committee considered legislation this week to push back the start of candidate filing.

Besides the legal challenge over the state House map, lawsuits also have been filed challenging new state Senate and U.S. House districts.

The Missouri Supreme Court last month rejected the redrawn districts for the 34-member state Senate, requiring that process to start over. An initial meeting is set for Saturday.

The state high court on Thursday is scheduled to consider oral arguments in two lawsuits over Missouri's new congressional seats.

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

Missouri Supreme Court strikes down ethics law because of way it was passed

State Supreme Court faults 2010 bill because of the way the legislation was passed by the General Assembly.

By STEVE KRASKE - The Kansas City Star

In a unanimous opinion Tuesday, the Missouri Supreme Court struck down a 2010 ethics bill that banned the laundering of donations through campaign committees.

The court said the ethics legislation was added to an unrelated bill dealing with how statewide elected officials contract for purchasing and printing services. That’s unconstitutional, the judges ruled.

One of the bill’s sponsors, state Rep. Jason Kander, a Kansas City Democrat, said he would refile ethics legislation this week that would restore the ban on committee-to-committee transfers.

That practice caused the laundering of campaign contributions to the point where the public could not tell where some donations wound up, Kander said. That masked the true intent of some campaign donors.

But Kander said he didn’t know how to gauge the bill’s prospects. House Speaker Steve Tilley did not return phone calls Tuesday seeking comment.

Meanwhile, some of the questionable campaign practices that the state experienced prior to 2010 could return, Kander warned.

“I am concerned that we will return to a system where really flawed laws allow candidates and parties to operate in the shadows,” he said. “In a busy election cycle, it’s not a good thing to have less transparency.”

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, issued a statement noting that the ruling “leaves a significant hole in Missouri’s ethics laws.” He said that lawmakers “must move quickly to get a strong ethics bill on my desk.

“In the coming days, I will communicate with the General Assembly about the key components that should be in a strong ethics bill, and we must come together to get these vital laws back on the books,” Nixon added.

Kander and Rep. Tim Flook, a Liberty Republican, struggled to pass their sweeping ethics bill in 2010, about the time of published reports that the FBI was investigating former House Speaker Rod Jetton. It wasn’t until the session’s final days that the legislation began to move. Jetton was never charged as a result of that probe.

Kander said he had worried that the bill was vulnerable to a court challenge because the ethics provision had been hastily added to the purchasing provision. “I would say that the process by which the majority party decided to pass this bill at the last minute…had concerned me all along,” he said.

Kander said he filed another comprehensive ethics bill this year that included campaign donation limits. But the bill has not received a hearing or been referred to a committee for consideration.

Missouri remains the only state that allows lawmakers to accept both unlimited lobbyist gifts and unlimited campaign donations, he noted.

Mo. Supreme Court strikes down 2010 ethics law 

By DAVID A. LIEB - Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Ethics Commission lost some of its investigatory powers Tuesday and the public lost access to some campaign finance reports when the state Supreme Court invalidated a 2010 ethics law because of the way it was passed by lawmakers.

The high court's decision means candidates for the Legislature and statewide offices will no longer have to publicly report contributions of $500 or more within 48 hours of receiving them, while the Legislature is in session. The decision also revokes a ban on certain committee-to-committee money transfers that had been intended to make it easier for the public to track the original source of contributions.

As a result of the ruling, the Ethics Commission will lose its power to launch investigations by unanimous votes, reverting instead to a prior law allowing it to act only after receiving a complaint about a potential campaign finance or ethics violation by an elected official, candidate or lobbyist.

"The law contained certain items important to the commission's daily operations and enforcement," the Ethics Commission said in a written statement Tuesday. "The result of the decision deals a blow to the commission's ability to enforce and administer the law."

Some lawmakers said Tuesday that they would attempt to re-enact much of the 2010 law by passing another measure during the session that runs through mid-May. Gov. Jay Nixon encouraged them to do so.

"Today's ruling leaves a significant hole in Missouri's ethics laws, and the General Assembly must move quickly to get a strong ethics bill on my desk," Nixon, a Democrat, said in a written statement.

The Supreme Court's unanimous decision affirms a March 31 ruling by Cole County Circuit Judge Dan Green that the 2010 ethics law violated a section of the Missouri Constitution prohibiting legislators from amending a bill to change its original purpose. Green had put a hold on the effect of his ruling pending the appeal to the state Supreme Court.

As originally introduced, Senate Bill 844 allowed statewide elected officials to use the Office of Administration to determine the best bids for their contracts. The high court let stand the provisions related to government contracting but struck down everything else.

The sections relating to campaign finance and ethics requirements "are not logically connected or germane to procurement, which was the original purpose," Chief Justice Richard Teitelman wrote in the Supreme Court's decision.

In a concurring opinion, Judge Zel Fischer said he would have struck down even the sections about government contracting and would have put a permanent halt to "the judicially created doctrine" that allows courts to severe unconstitutional parts of legislation while allowing other sections to stand. Fischer said the severance doctrine "amounts to judges being allowed to draft legislation" and may also subvert a governor's veto authority.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey said he hadn't yet read the Supreme Court ruling but would support efforts to revive stricken portions of the law, especially sections granting greater investigatory powers to the Ethics Commission. He said the sections restricting committee-to-committee money transfers also served an important purpose, since Missouri allows contributions of unlimited amounts.

"Whereas it may be unappealing to see a candidate get a $100,000 contribution or a $250,000 contribution, at least there is a line between the donor and the candidate to where people see it and you can ask questions," said Dempsey, R-St. Charles.

State Rep. Jason Kander, who was one of the sponsors of the 2010 law, said the measure brought "much needed transparency to our campaign finance system" and should be restored before the 2012 elections take place.

"The court's ruling today makes it imperative that we act this legislative session to immediately cut off the ability of politicians to launder money and obscure the source of their political contributions," said Kander, D-Kansas City, who also is running for secretary of state.

Nixon, Ethics Commission seek redo after court tosses ethics law

By Jo Mannies – St. Louis Beacon 
Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and the Missouri Ethics Commission are calling for swift action by the General Assembly in the wake of the state Supreme Court's decision tossing out a wide-ranging ethics bill that legislators passed two years ago.

The state's highest court ruled Tuesday that the measure was too wide-ranging, violating the state constitution's restrictions against a measure covering too many different topics.

The court's decision wasn't unexpected, since a lower-court judge had reached the same conclusion last year. But a re-do this session could be a challenge.

The bill's chief advocate -- then-Senate President Pro Tem Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph -- is no longer in the General Assembly. State House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, was around then, and had supported the measure -- although House Republicans added provisions that some contend may have contributed to its legal demise.

(Others blame such unrelated provisions as the one inserted at the behest of state Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, that gives legislators keys to access the Capitol dome for visitors.)

 But Tilley also is leaving office after this session, and may have neither the desire nor the clout to press for replacement legislation.

Tilley issued a statement lamenting the bill's death, but he didn't mention what might happen next.

"There were some provisions in there that we were proud of," Tilley said. "First, giving some teeth to the Missouri Ethics Commission, making it a crime to mislead the Ethics Commission in an investigation, eliminating committee-to-committee transfers so there’s more transparency in the process." 

Nixon, a Democrat, had been a big booster of the measure, and underscored that stance with his call for a do-over.

"Senate Bill 844 cleaned up Missouri’s political party committees, expanded contribution reporting requirements, and took numerous other steps to make government operate in a more open and accountable way," the governor said. "Today’s ruling leaves a significant hole in Missouri’s ethics laws, and the General Assembly must move quickly to get a strong ethics bill on my desk.

"In the coming days, I will communicate with the General Assembly about the key components that should be in a strong ethics bill, and we must come together to get these vital laws back on the books," Nixon added.

The Ethics Commission, which is state government's chief overseer of campaign-finance laws and their compliance, also issued a rare public statement calling for action.

"The law contained certain items important to the Commission’s daily operations and enforcement," the panel said. "The result of the decision deals a blow to the Commission’s ability to enforce and administer the law. The Commission will continue working with the Legislature to pass these key provisions and improve Missouri’s ethics laws."

MSA delivers 6,000 letters opposing budget cuts to lawmakers

BY Lauren Page – Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — Four members of the Missouri Students Association traveled to Jefferson City on Tuesday to deliver 6,000 letters opposing a higher education budget cut.

Last week, MSA set up a tent in the MU Student Center and asked fellow students to sign letters to Gov. Jay Nixon, district representatives and senators to protest Nixon’s proposed 15.1 percent cut to higher education in the State of the State address in January.

The petition campaign came after the University of Missouri System Board of Curators’ meeting Feb. 2-3 that addressed the looming issue of these higher education cuts within the UM System.

Of the letters, 2,000 were addressed to Nixon and 4,000 were addressed to other legislators.

Steven Dickherber, MSA executive chief of staff, said Zach Toombs, MSA director of student communications, proposed the idea of a petition. Toombs quickly gained the support of MSA president Xavier Billingsley and the Associated Students of the University of Missouri. The student group represents all UM campuses in state government issues. 

While delivering the letters, a member of this group and members of MSA had the opportunity to attend the Missouri House Higher Education meeting and testify.

"The legislators were incredibly responsive," said MSA Academic Affairs Chairman Ben Levin. "No one came out and said they supported Nixon’s higher education funding proposition."

He also said the legislators seemed committed to fighting back against the cuts.

Levin said he doesn’t believe Nixon’s plan to designate $40 million of the $200 million mortgage settlement is a solution to the problem.

"This is the worst cut we’ve had in decades," he said, noting the $40 million is a "one-time thing," so it won’t be beneficial in the long-run.

"For the first time in years the students are having a strong voice in the legislature in regard to higher education funding," Toombs said.

Overall, the letters of petition were a success, Levin said.

"Two-thousand hand-signed letters does have an impact," he said. "Four-thousand letters for state legislators will turn some heads."

But according to Levin, the MSA campaign isn’t finished.

"We plan on being loud about this until Nixon signs in his budget," Levin said.

Going forward, Toombs said MSA hopes to reach out and get alumni and parents involved with the help of Mizzou Advocacy and the Mizzou Alumni Association.

In the last week, the University of Missouri-Kansas City and Missouri University of Science and Technology launched similar letter-writing campaigns under the same "more for less" slogan and Twitter hashtag, Toombs said.

"At this point, we've gotten the message out," Toombs said. "And we've gotten legislators' attention."
MU students flood the capitol to protest higher ed cuts

February 14, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Members of the University of Missouri student government spent Tuesday roaming State Capitol hallways distributing more than 6,000 protest letters from students on the Columbia campus.

The letters implored Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and members of the General Assembly not to cut as much as 12.5 percent from the state higher education budget.

Student organizer Steven Dickherber said he and his peers fear that further state budget reductions will trigger a drastic decline in the quality of education at the university. The state already reduced higher ed funding by 5 percent last year.

“My biggest fear is that something like our veterinary school, or our medical school, or law school – programs that we aren’t required to have – are going to lose funding,” said Dickherber.

He said members of the Missouri Students’ Association coordinated the letter writing campaign, assembling the more than 6,000 letters in less than a week. He said similar efforts are also underway on the MU’s Rolla and Kansas City campuses.

“Our goal is to have the legislature draft a budget with a smaller cut to higher education,” said Dickherber. “We’re not naive enough to believe that the cut is going to be completely eliminated.”

Nixon faced heavy criticism last month when he first proposed cutting $106 million from higher education funding to help balance the state budget. He has since proposed reducing those cuts, using $40 million in funds recently acquired by the state as part of a national settlement with the country’s five largest mortgage providers.

Senator tackles child care’s low-wage trap

February 14, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Youyou Zhou 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Missouri’s low-income families currently face a catch-22 when it comes to child care benefits, according to one state Senator who wants to change the rules.

On Tuesday, lawmakers considered a bill that would change current child care subsidy income guidelines that cause a sudden drop-off in benefits when a family’s income rises above a certain level. Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, has proposed a gradual trade-off allowing families to retain benefits as their income slowly rises.

While presenting his bill to the Senate health committee, Schaaf argued that the current system does more harm than good to families trying to work their way out of poverty. Schaafs bill would create a transitional pilot program as a solution to what he called “the low-wage trap.”

Instead of a sudden loss of all subsidies, this program would allow the recipient to continue receiving benefits if they choose to pay a premium on the income they receive above the maximum allowable level for full child care benefits.

Schaaf claimed his bill would not only benefit families with low-income financially, but save taxpayers’ money by providing an incentive for families to make a living on their own.

“I am pretty sure that this would work. People have no reason not to participate in the program.” Schaff said.

The pilot program would be open to all families currently under child care assistance who receive benefits.
Occupy movement plans Midwest regional gathering

By Jim Salter - The Associated Press
ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Organizers of Occupy protests around the Midwest will gather next month in St. Louis, pledging to emerge from a "winter lull" as a bigger and stronger force. 
Occupy Midwest Regional Conference will start with a gathering at 7 p.m. March 15 beneath the Gateway Arch, organizer Chuck Witthaus said Tuesday. A mass occupation will continue through March 18, but not on the Arch grounds. Organizers aren't disclosing the location. 

Witthaus, of St. Louis, said peaceful protests are also planned, but he declined to discuss details. 

Occupy movement supporters from about a dozen cities in seven states -- Missouri, Illinois, Iowa, Indiana, Oklahoma, Minnesota and Wisconsin -- have confirmed they will attend. Participants in nearly 20 other cities may also be there, Witthaus said. He projected that up to 3,000 people will participate. 

Another organizer, Rachael Perrotta of Occupy Chicago, said the conference will build stronger ties between the various Occupy movements and allow for better coordination of regional and national protests and commemorations. 

"In order to move forward we need to build stronger ties between occupations, and between occupations and their allies," Perrotta said. 

The Occupy movement began in September in New York and spread to dozens of cities with protests -- some drawing thousands of participants -- and tent cities. Protesters cite concerns about economic issues, particularly high corporate profits and income inequality. 

At the peak of the fall protests, more than 100 tents were set up in Kiener Plaza, a downtown St. Louis park. One rally, a march to a Mississippi River bridge, drew more than 1,000 participants here. 

But police in many cities shut down encampments late last year. There have been scattered protests over the winter, but with mixed results. Just four people showed up for a planned protest last month at St. Louis City Hall. 

Perrotta said protesters aren't as visible during winter but have been preparing for a busy spring. 

"In terms of massive physical actions, there's been a winter lull, but every occupation I know has been organizing like crazy, getting ground work done to do actions in the spring," Perrotta said. "When spring begins I think you'll see us back bigger and stronger than ever." 

Occupiers in St. Louis came up with the idea for the conference, which Witthaus said will allow for a "re-emergence for the whole Midwest." 

It wasn't immediately clear just how close to the Arch the protesters will be allowed to gather. 

Ann Honious of the National Park Service, which operates the monument on the St. Louis riverfront, said a permit required for gatherings and protests. The gathering will likely be in a designated area on the sprawling Arch grounds, not directly beneath the structure. 

"We would need to talk to them because most of our areas don't hold that many people," Honious said. 
Mo. AG urges courts to block insurance mandate

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster's office said Tuesday it has filed a brief calling on the U.S. Supreme Court to reject an individual health insurance mandate but uphold other parts of the federal health care law.

Koster, a Democrat, said his office filed written arguments last week in support of a lawsuit by Florida and other states. The federal law requires most Americans to obtain health insurance by 2014 or face financial penalties.

Koster says the mandate goes beyond what courts have ruled is the authority of Congress to regulate interstate commerce. Koster also says the federal law conflicts with a voter-approved Missouri law barring the government from requiring people to have health insurance and penalizing those who do not.

Republican attorney general candidate Ed Martin said Tuesday that Koster should oppose the entire federal health care law.

Koster announced that he had filed his argument on the same day that a Missouri Senate committee heard testimony about a proposed amendment to the state constitution that aims to block the federal mandate from taking effect in Missouri.

The proposed amendment, sponsored by Sen. Jane Cunningham, would essentially codify into the state's constitution a ballot measure that state voters approved in 2010 prohibiting the government from requiring people to have health insurance.

"American citizens should have the right to pay directly for health care services with their own money," said Cunningham, R-St. Louis County. "The freedom to buy or decline to buy a product is a basic right, and should be protected."

If approved by both the House and Senate, the proposed amendment would go before voters in November.
Farm land to face higher tax rate

By Melissa Miller - Southeast Missourian
Now is not the time to raise tax assessments on Missouri farmers, say proponents of resolutions in the legislature to repeal an agricultural land tax increase. 

Under a policy set by the State Tax Commission in December, Missouri's most productive farm land will face a higher tax rate. 

Recent natural disasters, market volatility and uncertainty surrounding efforts to pass a new federal farm bill are all reasons Leslie Holloway, director of state and local government affairs for the Missouri Farm Bureau, cited for not increasing agricultural property taxes. 

The legislature may disapprove this change within the first 60 calendar days of the legislative session, and agriculture advocates, including the Missouri Farm Bureau, are encouraging them to do so. 

Every two years, the state tax commission reviews agricultural land productivity values. Since 1995, these values, based on land quality grades from one to eight, have remained unchanged. 

Two years ago, the Tax Commission tried to increase productivity values, but that reassessment effort was blocked by the legislature. 

If the legislature doesn't act again, under the Tax Commission's December decision, owners of the most productive farm land will pay an average of 29 cents per acre more in taxes. Grades one through four are considered the most productive farm land, while grades five through eight include less productive crop land, forest and pasture land. About 65 percent of the state's agricultural property is grade five through eight, according to the tax commission. 

"Nobody likes to see taxes go up, but 29 cents wouldn't break me. A couple less Cokes this week and we'd be even," said Cape Girardeau County farmer John Peters who farms 300 acres between Gordonville and Dutchtown. 

Still, Peters said over the last couple years his operating costs have gone up dramatically leaving him with about the same percentage of profits despite higher commodity prices. 

Seed corn has gone from $125 to $250 per bag, fertilizer has doubled and diesel fuel is more than $1 per gallon more. 

"Everybody looks at the price and says, ‘Wow, look you're getting this much more for grain now,' but I say, ‘Look, I'm paying X amount more up front,'" Peters said. "Your risk is bigger." 

Last year, a disaster declaration was requested for all 114 Missouri counties for one reason or another, Holloway said. 

"The disaster situation has affected nearly every county in the state, whether it's flood or drought or wind and hail damage. This is a highly unusual year from that perspective and we don't think it's a good time at all to be increasing property taxes on any farmers who might have been affected," Holloway said. 

Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie, said a tax increase wouldn't be welcome news to Mississippi and New Madrid county farmers who are still recovering from last year's flooding due to the intentional breach of the Birds Point levee by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

"The cost of seed, the cost of fuel, the cost of insurance, the cost of everything on top of the loss my district suffered this year with the flooding of the spillway, when you upgrade the value of agricultural property like they're suggesting here, we're really putting a strain on our agriculture people," Hodges said. 

The Missouri Bootheel is home to some of Missouri's most productive crop land and would likely face the largest increases in value, Hodges said. 

For property with a soil grade of one, productivity values would go up from $985 per acre to $1,065 per acre under the tax commission's proposal. 

House Concurrent Resolution 8, which would repeal this assessment increase, is scheduled for a third reading today. Similar legislation in the Senate, known as Senate Concurrent Resolution 19, was the topic of a hearing by the Senate's rules committee Feb. 7. 

House debates English-only licenses  

Jimmy Myers - St. Joseph News-Press
A Missouri House of Representatives bill seeking to limit driver’s license examinations to the English language is back.

The House passed a similar bill last year, but it failed to get any traction in the Senate. Legislators in the state Capitol debated the bill for an hour Tuesday, but it’s still two votes away from going to the Senate. Currently, the written drivers test is given in 12 languages.

The Republican-backed bill says applicants must “demonstrate his or her ability to read the English language sufficiently to understand highway traffic signs and safety warnings.” It is not supported by the Missouri Department of Transportation, Missouri State Highway Patrol, or various large insurance companies, said Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia.

Mr. Kelly, a former traffic judge, said people who can’t get a driver’s license will also not be able to get insurance, but they’ll drive anyway. When they have accidents, the cost eventually finds its way into the rates of those who do have insurance.

“The result of the legislation is effectively a tax on Missouri citizens for xenophobia,” Mr. Kelly said on the House floor Tuesday.

Republicans backing the bill said it will help protect Missouri drivers. They said the non-English-reading drivers are unable to heed warnings on the various messages displayed on electronic signs, millions of dollars of which MoDOT has invested throughout the state.

A Republican lawmaker from Newton County, which is in the extreme southwestern part of the state, said the roads in his district contain many twists and turns over many hills.

“If you’re unable to read those route signs,” he said, “and a sign says ‘School bus stop ahead,’ you have no idea what the sign says.”

There was also some back-and-forth regarding sign language being allowed in examinations, and regarding the 2008 constitutional amendment that recognized English as the language for government meetings.

Lt. John Hotz, a public information officer with the Missouri State Highway Patrol, said the patrol didn’t speak out for or against the bill, and that it does not have the information that would show whether non-English-speaking drivers are more or less of a threat to Missouri motorists.
Mo. lawmaker wants audit for using death penalty

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - A Democratic lawmaker from St. Louis wants the Missouri auditor's office to investigate the cost of applying the death penalty.

State Sen. Joe Keaveny (keh-VIHN'-ee) says the audit would be the first comprehensive study in Missouri to compare the cost of the death penalty with sentencing an offender to life in prison without parole. Keaveny filed a bill seeking the audit this week.

Keaveny says the goal is to determine the cost of capital punishment, not to analyze whether the death penalty is an effective deterrent to crime.

Birth control issue reaches Missouri Senate
Written by Josh Nelson – Springfield News Leader
Some Missouri lawmakers are pushing back against a new federal mandate that requires contraceptives to be paid for by insurance plans.

A Senate committee approved legislation Tuesday that would allow employers to refuse coverage of birth control, abortions or sterilization procedures based on religious beliefs or “moral convictions.” The measure is sponsored by Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue.

Lamping’s bill was introduced just weeks after the Obama Administration attempted to require all employers, including religiously affiliated institutions, to provide free birth control with their insurance plans. A compromise policy unveiled last week by Obama would require insurers, not the employers themselves, to provide the coverage.

Lamping and several religious groups said the new proposal is still a threat to religious liberty.

“Reaffirming religious freedom and the conscience clause here in Missouri is the only acceptable compromise,” Lamping said.

The bill has been put on a fast track to the Senate floor. The measure was approved by a party-line vote of 6-2 out of the Senate’s Small Business, Insurance and Industry committee. All Republicans approved the bill.

Chairman Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, said the bill would send a strong message to the federal government.

“This way we can exercise our rights and beliefs,” Rupp said.

The committee’s two Democrats — Tim Green of Spanish Lake and Victor Callahan of Independence — expressed concern that Lamping’s measure did not give specific definitions for things like moral convictions.

“As a Catholic, I’m offended if we rush this through,” Green said.

Callahan, who is also Catholic, believes it wasn’t necessary to send the bill to the Senate floor.

“This bill has a lot of genuine lack of clarity,” Callahan said. “We will have ample time to send strong messages to the Obama administration.”

Lamping believes the issues raised by Callahan and Green could be solved through amendments made on the Senate floor.

The committee also looked at another bill sponsored by Rupp that would allow for similar exemptions for doctors and nurses who have moral objections to performing certain procedures, like a non-emergency abortion. A vote was not taken on that bill.

Several religious groups lined up in support of the bill, including the Missouri Baptist Foundation, the Missouri Family Policy Network and the Catholic Bishops of Missouri.

Bishop John Gaydos of Jefferson City believes the debate goes beyond Catholic doctrine about contraception.

“The real question is whether or not the church, as well as other religious bodies, should have the freedom to proclaim her teaching publicly and to practice it in a nation founded on the right to religious liberty,” Gaydos said.

Michelle Trupiano, a lobbyist for Planned Parenthood of Missouri, said coverage of birth control is good preventive care, and the medication is used for more than just preventing pregnancy.

“Nothing in this new benefit requires an organization to dispense birth control or an individual to take it,” Trupiano said. “Just because there’s this mandate doesn’t mean anyone needs to violate their faith and take birth control.”

MISSOURINET
Koster files briefs in U.S. Supreme Court challenging Affordable Care Act

February 14, 2012 - By Jessica Machetta 

Attorney General Chris Koster says, in a press release, that he has submitted two amicus briefs in the cases pending before the United States Supreme Court on the Affordable Care Act, challenging the constitutionality of the individual mandate provision and supporting severability of that provision from the rest of the Act.

Koster’s office reports that this position reaffirms his stance taken before the United States Court of Appeals for the 11th Circuit in the same case.

“While 37 states filed briefs before that court, only Missouri’s position was consistent with the 11th Circuit’s decision that the individual mandate is unconstitutional but the rest of the law should be allowed to stand,” the release states.

“This has been a challenging decision, but ultimately one that must be decided on the law alone,” Koster says. “I do not believe the Commerce Clause can be used by Congress to force consumers into a market unwillingly.”

The cases are Department of Health and Human Services, et al., v. State of Florida, et al., No. 11-398; National Federation of Independent Business, et al., v. Sebelius, et al., No. 11-393; and State of Florida, et al., v. Department of Health and Human Services, et al., No. 11-400.

The state submitted the briefs last week. 
Catholic Church leader testifies on birth control issue 

February 14, 2012 - By Mike Lear 
The Catholic Church says a federal mandate regarding insurance coverage for contraceptives is an attack on religious liberty. Catholic doctrine opposes the use of contraception and the church says the mandate forces church-affilated charities, hospitals and schools to break that doctrine.

Senator John Lamping (R-St. Louis County) has offered a bill that would allow employers to refuse to provide insurance coverage for birth control. The Bishop of the Diocese of Jefferson City, John Gaydos, testified in favor of the bill. He illustrated the Church’s view on the issue. “If we’ve learned in recent weeks, it’s that we should not trust our religious liberties to federal regulators. Without clear guidance from the new federal healthcare law, regulators proceeded to write a rule that violates the moral and religious convictions of Americans.”

Gaydos spoke on behalf of the state’s Catholic bishops. He said the Senate bill, “will place in state law a strong and clear prohibition on government infringement on religious liberty and send a strong message to Congress that Missouri opposes the federal government trampling on our religious freedom.”

The bishop says some have suggested that the church avoid curtailing religious liberty by offering healthcare, education and charity only to Catholics. Gaydos says that won’t do. “Those who make such a suggestion do not understand what it means to be a Roman Catholic. Our faith requires us to reach out to all people in need, not just Catholics. This is our mission. We will not retreat from it.”

Gaydos said the mandate would also force employers, including the Church, to pay for sterilization procedures and abortion drugs.

Lobbyist Michelle Trupiano testified against the bill on behalf of Planned Parenthood. She says the claim that the federal benefit pays for abortion drugs is a “myth.” She said birth control is good preventive care with positive health benefits for women and their families. “Increased access to birth control is directly linked to declines in maternal and infant mortality as well as other health benefits. It’s not always used just to prevent pregnancy.”

She adds, “Women should not be denied access to this benefit just because they work for a religious employer.”

The bill advanced out of the committee and now goes to the full Senate.
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Pictures of death – Priddy

Posted on February 15, 2012 by Bob Priddy 
There are times when the journalist knows a proposal limiting access to public documents is innately wrong.  But common decency asks the troublesome question, “Why is it innately wrong.”

The Cape Girardeau Southeast Missourian had a story yesterday about a bill in the Missouri House that would prohibit public access to crime scene photos and videos that “depict or describe a deceased person in a state of dismemberment, decapitation, or similar mutilation including, without limitations, where the deceased person’s genitals are exposed.”  The bill says those images would not be covered by the state public records bill.

The bill also says the Department of Public Safety will make rules about “bona fide credentialed journalists” seeing any of the footage.

Representative Scott Largent of Clinton sponsors the bill that is based on Georgia legislation.  Georgia passed its bill in 2010 after Hustler magazine filed an open records request to get pictures taken of a woman’s autopsy and at the crime scene.  She had been decapitated by a robber.   The magazine said it wanted to get the images for a story it was going to publish.  Georgia’s Bureau of Investigation called the request “indecent” and denied it.

Largent’s bill does allow release of the images to the deceased person’s closest relative or a person who has received that relative’s permission.  A judge also can order release of the images once the criminal investigation is finished and the judge finds that the public interest outweighs any privacy interests claimed by the nearest relative. And there are some other qualifications in the bill, too.

The images are not the kinds of things you see splashed across the front page, above the fold, of the local newspaper although I have seen some pretty grisly things in years past on the fronts of supermarket tabloids—before they started focusing on Martians in the Pentagon and pictures of movie stars either pregnant, divorcing, or in their final days.

If you visit your bookstore and stop at the “true crime” section, you’ll probably find a book or two that has a picture of the victim at the crime scene.  And some books about Hollywood crime or Hollywood scandals have included some pretty gruesome pictures of stars and starlets or wannabes who have met graphic terminations.

So public exposure of pretty awful photographs of dead people is not new, especially if the dead people fall into the rather broad category of “celebrity.”

But what about the people in our town, our neighbors, our family members, or others who walk the same streets as we do?  These are people who have not placed themselves in positions where they forfeit some degree of privacy.  Aren’t they entitled to be private citizens as much in death as they are in life?

Reporters are not beyond asking themselves the same questions. And most of the reporters I’ve known have a strong sense of humanity and decency.  I don’t know of a single reporter at the capitol that would jump at the chance to circulate a photograph of an eviscerated, decapitated, dismembered corpse at the crime scene.

But reporters almost automatically have misgivings when government at any level decides public records of any kind cannot be accessed by the public. Not just by reporters.  By the general public. Transparency and openness are words that are easily used in government and too easily ignored or circumvented by that government.

Anybody who has been around very long knows that legal standards on decency fluctuate from generation to generation if not from year to year.  Many people, not just reporters, get nervous when government tries to dictate those standards.

One more thing in our ruminations on the issues of this bill: the rules and regulations that are to be promulgated by the Department of Public Safety about access to these materials by “bona fide credentialed members of the press.”

The world is changing for those of us who consider ourselves “the press.”  It used to be that if you worked for a newspaper or a radio or television station, you were part of “the press.”   But the development of the internet has changed that turf.  Is a person who writes blogs a member of “the press?”  Are those who aggregate material from other news sources and put it on the net members of “the press?”   Are the fact-checkers at various sites who test the truth of political claims or folklore members of “the press?”  Is Matt Drudge a member of “the press?”  How about the Huffington Post?  Or The Daily Beast, Laughing Squid, or  Daily Intel?   Are Limbaugh, Hannity, Bohannon, Piers Morgan, John Stewart, Geraldo Rivera, and Wolf Blitzer all “the press?”

The traditional large organizations that pretty well knew their membership–the Society of Professional Journalists and the Radio-Television Digital News Association (which used to be the Radio-Television News Directors Association).   But they’ve had to deal with the issue of who is a journalist and what is digital news.

Rep. Largent’s proposal reminds us that issues of life and death are not easily addressed and lines establishing boundaries within those great topics are not easily drawn. They’re not particularly easy to cover, either, because life and death are not just words.
Missouri Dems Fire Back at GOP senate Candidates Ripping Obama Budget

Michael Mahoney – 20 pounds of Headlines

After taking shots from all three Missouri Republican US Senate candidates, the spokeswoman for the Missouri Democratic Party fired back Tuesday.

Catlin Legacki said in a news release all three Republicans back a "reckless budget proposal" that would hurt Missourians.

“What we don’t need in Washington is more ‘my way or the highway’ extremists who would rather force a plan down Missouri’s throat rather than ever consider compromising on something we can all agree on,” said Legacki.

She says the Republican budget plans would raise the debt by $8 trillion; increase the cost of Medicare to Missouri seniors and cost the state more than 42,000 jobs over the next decade.

All three Republican Senate candidates, Todd Akin; John Brunner and Sarah Steelman blasted the Obama budget proposal since it was released on Monday. (see previous posts)

Steelman Joins the Rip-Fest on Obama Budget, Ties McCaskill In

Michael Mahoney – 20 pounds of Headlines
Republican Senate candidate Sarah Steelman blasted the President’s proposed budget Tuesday. She also blamed her potential Democratic rival, incumbent Senator Claire Mccaskill for some of the budget trouble.

“President Obama’s budget proposal is fiscally irresponsible and outrageous. Claire McCaskill and Obama, along with the rest of the senate democrats, sat and watched as our credit rating dropped last summer because of our debt outlook. And what do they do? Spend more money that we don’t have.”

Is Jay Nixon wrongly diverting the mortgage settlement money?

Barb Shelly - The Kansas City Star

Some left-leaning bloggers who have been bashing GOP Gov. Scott Walker of Wisconsin for opting to use funds from last week’s mortgage settlement to cover the expenses of state government are now surprised to learn that Missouri’s Democratic governor is planning to do the same thing.

Here’s the deal: 49 states are participating in a $26 billion mortgage settlement with the nation’s five largest banks. The settlement establishes a formula which compensates homeowners who have lost their homes or are struggling to stay in them thanks in part to unscrupulous practices by the banks. The formula then carves out a chunk of cash for states to use at their discretion.

Missouri’s amount is about $41 million, which Gov. Jay Nixon says he will use to give some relief to colleges and universities, which are reeling from a proposed 12.5 percent cut in Nixon’s budget plan for next year. In Wisconsin, Walker plans to use about $25.6 million of his $31.6 million in discretionary funds to meet budget needs.

I see two sides to this. An official website about the settlement says the money allocated to states is “to help fund consumer protection and state foreclosure protection efforts.” On the other hand, you can’t really blame cash-strapped governors for wanting to be a bit inventive about that. Could the universities or community colleges offer non-credit classes on mortgage protections, for instance?

On the whole, I guess I don’t view this as a scandal or breach of faith. We’re all learned a lot from the mortgage scandal, and hopefully consumers and lenders will be a lot smarter going forward, even without a $40 million education effort. It will be interesting to see if the Republican-controlled legislature, which must actually pass a budget, views things differently.
COVERING FOR REX SINQUEFIELD 

 February 14, 2012 11:26 am | Author: Jerry Berger 

There are knowing nudges and winks about the lengths to which Lindenwood University President James D. Evans went to dodge any criticism of Rex Sinquefield for his controversial remarks on Evans’ St. Charles campus. Noting that Moneybags Rex’s incorrect recounting of an outstate newspaper columnist’s satire “has angered teachers and drawn significant attention,” President Evans blasted not the guy who spoke – Daddy RexBucks – but the columnist whose writing Rex mentioned. Here’s the full statement from Lindenwood PR: “A participant in Lindenwood’s Speaker Series recently cited Ralph Voss, a Missouri journalist who made a disparaging allegation about Missouri’s K-12 public education system. Although the University vigorously defends academic freedom and our speakers’ first-amendment rights, we categorically repudiate Voss’s derogatory statements and proudly stand with Missouri’s dedicated and

effective K-12 educators, many of whom we have graduated.” But Voss is agreeing with the assessment of Missourinet News Director and noted state historian Bob Priddy – it was a satire that Voss clearly wrote

wasn’t true, when he drew a scenario under which the Ku Klux Klan set up public schools for minority students to fail. Rex even set up the anecdote by noting in advance that some might be offended. Through his flacks at Laura Slay & Associates, who could probably use some Pepto-Bismol and a short leash for the rich client, Rex later said: “I apologize for my reference to a quote from Ralph Voss of the Unterrified

Democrat.” Rex didn’t acknowledge distorting what Voss wrote.
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Guest commentary: Finding and ending food stamp fraud 

By Darlene L. Barnes STLtoday.com 
Posted: Wednesday, February 15, 2012 12:00 am

Americans expect and deserve a government that ensures their hard-earned tax dollars are managed wisely. Without that type of commitment, we risk undermining public confidence in the value of federal programs and threaten their very survival.

I want to assure all Americans that we take this charge seriously with regard to these programs, including the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or food stamps as it is still called in some states. Put simply, we do not tolerate fraud in this vital program.

In that same spirit, the U.S. Department of Agriculture recently announced the first-quarter results of our anti-fraud efforts in 2012. From Oct. 1 through Dec. 31, we took conclusive actions to sanction — via fines or temporary disqualifications — more than 225 stores found violating program rules, and we permanently disqualified over more than stores for trafficking SNAP benefits.

While fraud is a relatively limited problem in SNAP — the violating stores represent less than one-half of 1 percent of more than 230,000 food stores authorized to redeem benefits — no level of fraud is tolerated. The USDA's Food and Nutrition Service conducts ongoing surveillance and investigation, to find bad actors and remove them from the program. In fiscal year 2011, FNS reviewed more than 15,000 stores, and permanently disqualified more than 1,200 for program violations.

As regional administrator for the USDA Food and Nutrition Service Mountain Plains Regional Office, I know firsthand the importance of SNAP. Our Denver office oversees the operation of 15 nutrition assistance programs, including SNAP, in 10 states. More than half of those receiving benefits are children, elderly people and disabled people. But there are also millions of hard-working people turning to SNAP for the first time in their lives.

In 14 years of administering this program at the federal level, I have found that Americans support helping low-income families and children meet their basic nutrition needs — but they want to know that benefits will be used appropriately. I share that sentiment, and we are constantly working to improve our systems and meet evolving fraud risks.

Recent stories on SNAP fraud indicate that our anti-fraud efforts are working and that bad actors are being caught and prosecuted. In FY 2010, more than 780,000 investigations were completed, and 44,000 individuals were disqualified from the program, including 535 in Missouri. Nationwide, states collected more than $67 million in fraud claims as a result of these disqualifications.

Our efforts to combat SNAP trafficking — the sale or purchase of benefits for cash — have been particularly successful. Trafficking is an illegal activity punishable by criminal prosecution, and, over the last 15 years, USDA's Food and Nutrition Service and state agencies administering the program have reduced sharply the prevalence of SNAP trafficking, from 4 percent down to its current level of 1 percent.

USDA is increasing documentation requirements to verify identity and assure business integrity as well as researching high-risk stores using tax and business databases. Stores that falsify information will be charged and disqualified and may be liable for a $10,000 fine or imprisonment for as long as five years or both.

Other more recent illegal activities we became aware of include selling benefits online through social media outlets like Craigslist or Facebook. We recently changed our policies to make clear that advertising the sale of benefits through these sites is a violation and can result in disqualification from SNAP. We also are in the process of developing stronger sanctions and penalties through regulatory process against the small proportion of retailers that misuse the program.

This month, FNS launched a new website to get the word out about our anti-fraud efforts in order to deter bad actors and enlist the public in helping to fight SNAP fraud www.fns.usda.gov/fightingsnapfraud. We will continue to use all the tools available, including the latest technology, to combat fraud and trafficking.

Taken together, these steps underscore USDA's commitment to protect the integrity of these programs. I am hopeful that they will help to reassure Americans that these programs merit their confidence. And I'm proud to say that USDA takes protecting taxpayer dollars very seriously, and we are working hard to make sure others do too.

Darlene L. Barnes is a regional administrator for the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service.
Blunt's proposal gives religion too much power over healthcare 

Midwest Voices contributing columnist: George Harris - The Kansas City Star

Missouri Senator Roy Blunt isn’t satisfied with President Obama’s solution to the objection Catholic Bishops have to including birth control in health insurance plans offered by Catholic institutions. 

The Senator wants any employer to have the right to object to any required medical service that violates the employer’s conscience. “It treats Christian Scientists like Catholics, and Muslims just like Methodists,” Blunt said. 

But freedom of religion must also mean freedom from religion or freedom from a specific religion. 

And thus some questions: If a Christian Scientist objects to providing a health insurance policy that includes any surgery, medication or treatment other than prayer, does that mean Christian Scientists organizations can opt out of providing any insurance plan at all? Even if they are operating a company that manufactures refrigerators? 

And what if a Catholic business owner decided it was against his moral principles to offer medical procedures or treatments that are the tainted fruit of stem cell research or that draw in some way on research with stem cells. 

Then there are the potential objections to medical advances derived from experiments on animals that many find morally objectionable. To exclude medical care influenced by such research would pretty much be the end of modern health care of any sort. We would be left with 19th century medicine as the only care that could be morally provided. 

As a practical matter, the result of Senator Blunt’s proposal would be that any business that doesn’t want to offer health insurance to employees would contrive religious objections to any or all insurance policy benefits. 

The rights of millions of people who want health care coverage without such limits and exclusions don’t seem to matter to Senator Blunt, assuming he has thought much about his proposal. These millions of Americans may or may not have religious concerns about the provision of birth control by their health insurance policy, but it’s highly likely that they do have strong moral views about the obligation of the nation to make it possible for all people to have access to comprehensive health insurance and healthcare.

It has also been argued on this web site and elsewhere that employees who don’t like the removal of a health insurance benefit in their religiously affiliated company’s plan can just leave and find another job and should do so in order that religious freedom can be protected. 

That, of course, is not so easy in many places, such as small towns where people who work in health care know that the only hospital in town is affiliated with a church, perhaps not of their own faith. Senator Blunt’s proposal would create a multitude of objections to necessary health care procedures, and employees who want a comprehensive policy would have few, if any, places to turn.

And why should these religiously affiliated institutions, which are often nonprofit and have favorable tax advantages, be allowed to force anyone into moving to obtain benefits that are completely legal, whether or not a church thinks they should be.

But this can also be argued. If employers are unwilling to abide by the law of the land and provide comprehensive health insurance, they can elect to stay true to their morals by closing up their business rather than comply with a requirement they view as morally objectionable. They are not forced to remain employers and violate their religious sensibilities. 

But that would be just as goofy as requiring non-Catholics to quit their job and move to another town to get healthcare coverage. No one wants churches to end their affiliation with hospitals, universities and other institutions that make a valuable contribution to society. But also no woman should have to uproot herself to get access to birth control. 

President Obama’s compromise is political and practical if not logically necessary, as millions of people (certainly a majority of women) think that their own rights were being trampled by Catholic Bishops. 

Senator Blunt’s proposal reveals the reality that protecting the freedoms of religious groups, as they define them for themselves, will affect the freedoms and rights, religious and constitutional, of others. 

As we all know, many people believe that the very existence of the Affordable Health Care Act violates their constitutional rights and through its application begins to violate religious rights. But others think if Catholics don’t want to use birth control, they don’t have to but should leave everyone else alone. That would be a lot easier than tens of thousands of people having to leave their jobs to get coverage or institutions having to close down to avoid paying for something that is legal.

The Supreme Court will make the final decision about the constitutionality of the Affordable Healthcare Act. And the court could also decide whether religiously affiliated employers have to provide birth control coverage. 

Meanwhile, I suspect that Senator Blunt’s proposal will go nowhere and that it was proposed for political reasons. I also believe his political calculation is wrong because the majority of people, while in favor of religious freedom, are not inclined to let religion (any, all or none) dictate moral behavior for the rest of us.

Stand Up Missouri- Payday loans in Missouri are immoral
Springfield News-Leader 

Lobbyists, such as Tom Hudgins (“Payday loan petition not what public would think,” Jan. 14, 2012), chairman of Stand Up Missouri, are spending millions to keep Missouri Payday Loans the most expensive in America. The poor, who primarily need these loans to get by, can be charged 400 percent interest. This is why we see these businesses cropping up on every street. Lobbyists have spent so much money that our state legislature is unwilling to tackle this problem. That is the reason for the petition drive to get this issue before the public.

I recommend that everyone look up “Missourians for Responsible Lending on the internet. It states that “There are more of these predatory lenders than McDonald’s in Missouri. They saturate our urban centers and surround our rural small town squares. A report by the St. Louis Better Business Bureau found payday lenders setting up shop in nursing homes, targeting the hardworking caretakers of our elders.”

“Lenders’ high rates create a spiraling cycle of debt, where families pay fees upon fees upon fees. At these rates, a typical payday borrower will pay over $700 for a $300 loan. This happens with the other lenders too, such as where an installment lender charged a disabled woman $1,000 for her $300 loan.”

The petition presently circulating in Missouri would limit interest rates to 36 percent annually. Most of us would say that this is too much, but it is still better than 400 percent.

Tom Hudgins spends much of his article telling why we need traditional bank loans and implying this petition would end such lending. This is a smokescreen. Nothing could be further from the truth. The sole purpose of this petition is to bring Payday Loan (car title, etc.) lenders in line with reason and stop the usury when it comes to the poor. If you think that 400 percent is too much to charge for small loans then sign the petition.
Harlan E. Spurgeon, Springfield
Letters to the editor, February 15
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

We must not let state infrastructure be plundered for private profit

Let us review "Plan for I-70 toll eschews cash" (Feb. 13): A "private consortium" (foreign investors) would "finance" (receive $4 billion up front with guaranteed profit in X years), "build" (with honest right-to-work labor, we would expect, like building railroads in the 19th century) and "operate" (charge 20 percent profit-guaranteed fees) Interstate 70 using "gantries ... invisible to the public" that automatically "charge more" to mail.

Gee, what god-fearing, gun-toting confederate state run by carpetbaggers wouldn't salivate at that deal?

Thanks, red-state Missouri; again your legislators sell out the 99 percent for their 1 percent funders.

We need to occupy Jefferson City and everything in 2012.

The Post-Dispatch should review Ohio's privatized turnpike experience to expose how plutocrats and their state cronies plunder the public infrastructure for profit.

Roger McWilliams • Maryland Heights

Offer an alternative

"Plan for I-70 eschews cash" (Feb. 13) made electronic toll collection sound as if it were the answer to a maiden's prayer. It supposedly would cause fewer accidents and it would be faster and more efficient. As one who has traveled the Miami-Dade County stretch of the Florida Turnpike, let me mention one little snake in the Garden of Eden: I traveled three segments of the turnpike in June. The price of each segment was $1, for a total of $3. In September, I received an invoice from the Florida Department of Transportation for $5.50. It seems I was charged and additional $2.50 (almost as much as my toll cost) for "fees/charges." It's worth noting that Florida doesn't offer the motorist any alternative to electronic tolls.

I hope that when Missouri imposes an electronic toll-collection system, it goes without the processing fee or offers an alternative.

Joseph Weir • Swansea

Highway robbery

No to the proposal of Interstate Highway 70 a toll road. We already pay significant taxes for Missouri roads. A toll is another tax (highway robbery?). If the toll is implemented, road taxes should be repealed. We are not amused.

Carol Fitzmaurice • St. Charles

Learning about the real world

The caption with the photo with the "Alternative to Scouts embraces faith" (Feb. 12) quoted a member of the American Heritage Girls as saying, "You can meet other Christian girls here. That really helps." I'm not sure what American Heritage Girls is teaching here. Let's see: only Christian girls, they are anti-gay, and I guess black girls are not acceptable either, because none were pictured.

How about letting the girls learn about the real world? Really it's in their best interest.

Shirley King • Glendale

A day earlier

The U.S. Postal Service is forced to raise prices, close rural offices and think about curtailing delivery days from six per week to five or fewer. These changes and challenges have been brought on by a multitude of factors, including digital message transmission and bill-paying, competition from UPS and FedEx, as well as the rising costs of fuel and worker benefits. Has the Postal Service considered dropping a day in the work week and adding delivery on Sunday when there are no competitive carriers operating?

This could add a thrust of new business, as many small businesses shipping products across the country on any given Thursday or Friday might realize the benefit or reaching their customers with products of information a day earlier.

Mark Richardson • St. Louis

Abridging liberty

"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." Thus begins the Bill of Rights. The Founding Fathers made protecting religious liberty the first priority. President Barack Obama's "compromise," apparently with himself, requiring Catholic health care institutions and schools to cover contraceptives in health insurance plans for employees requires the violation of genuinely held religious principles. It picks a fight with everyone who believes in the Bill of Rights.

Freedom of conscience, not contraception, is the issue. The government denying Catholics free exercise of their religion threatens your free speech, gun ownership, freedom from unreasonable searches, jury trial and more.

If religious liberty can be taken from Catholics, your "unalienable right" to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" also can be infringed or denied. The Bill of Rights exists because the Founding Fathers knew that governments eventually try to abridge liberty. Free exercise of religion and conscience do not depend on majority opinion or government. God gave us our conscience. Government must not abridge it.

Many will tout the rule as necessary for women's health. Polls will say that most Americans, including Catholics, support contraceptive use. Some will challenge Catholic bishops' standing to oppose the rule, citing scandalous clergy sexual abuse. All of these arguments are diversions! This fight is not about the contraception or sex or abuse of minors by priests. Religious liberty and freedom of conscience are the issue. The Bill of Rights is at risk. Don't let anyone change the subject!

Tom Hill • Highland

Supporting good public policy

Thank you to President Barack Obama for standing firmly in support of good public policy by supporting birth control coverage for all women.

Ninety-nine percent of American women who have had sex have used birth control. The very small group of Catholic bishops who have been very vocal in opposition to birth control without copays are nowhere near the mainstream on this issue.

Birth control allows women to plan their families, and it saves money. Family planning care is estimated by the Guttmacher Institute to save taxpayers $6.20 for each dollar spent. Birth control coverage without copays is good for women, and it is good for America.

Kim Gifford • St. Louis

A red herring

I read with some concern the "compromise" that the president has offered to the attack on religious freedom. Religious organizations will not have to pay for contraception for employees; however, the insurance company holding the policy will have to offer free contraception to women. This is a red herring.

Is there anyone who really believes that the insurance industry is going to provide this service at no cost? Insurance companies will pass that cost on to the holder of the policy, the religious organizations. I would hope that people are a bit more intelligent than to believe that the insurance industry will absorb this cost without passing it on the policy-holders.

This is an example of what compromise means to this president. November can't get here too soon.

Ronald Neubauer • St. Peters
Liberty isn't dependent on work

The editorial board got it right in supporting no-cost birth control coverage. I was relieved to see President Barack Obama ensuring that women regardless of where they work will have access to no-cost birth control, thanks to the preventive care provision of the Affordable Care Act.

The religious and moral liberty about which we should be concerned is that of the individual women who deserve the ability to prevent unintended pregnancy and to protect their health. This liberty shouldn't rely on where you work. And your employer certainly shouldn't have the right to strip you of it.

Cara Weber • St. Louis

