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Boone paired with Cooper in new Senate district

Columbia Daily Tribune - By Rudi Keller
Posted February 23, 2012 at 12:57 a.m. 

Boone County will be paired with Cooper County in the 19th Senate District under a preliminary plan approved early Thursday by the Senate Apportionment Commission.

Yancy Williams, aide to Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, has been on the 13th Floor of the Jefferson Building in Jefferson City all evening monitoring the commission. After the committee voted 8-2 to approve the plan, he sent a text reporting the make up of the realigned district.

The commission must allow at least 15 days for public comment before the plan becomes final. The Missouri Office of Administration has an interactive map online to examine the entire plan. 

Schaefer was narrowly elected in 2008 in a district that included Boone and Randolph counties. Population growth measured in the 2010 Census left that district too large to remain unchanged. Boone and Cooper counties have a combined population of 180,343, or about 4,000 more than an ideal district.

Schaefer will face state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, in the November election.

When Still announced she would challenge Schaefer, Boone County was paired with Howard County in an apportionment plan drawn by a panel of judges. That district had 172,786 people, or about 3,500 fewer than ideal.

That plan was thrown out by the Missouri Supreme Court in January. That ruling led to the commission which voted Thursday.

A district that includes Cooper County is considered to be one that benefits Schaefer because of Republican leanings among its voters. Howard County tends to be more favorable to Democrats.

It is almost impossible to draw a Senate district that meets the ideal population outside the state's major population centers because the Missouri Constitution does not allow counties to be split if they do not contain enough people for an entire Senate district.

The 10-member commission began its deliberations at 11 a.m. Wednesday. They voted after 12:30 a.m. Thursday.

It met every day since Saturday to hold public hearings and finish in time to allow an almost normal filing period for candidates. Filing opens Feb. 28 and ends March 27, unless lawmakers finish work on a pending bill to change the dates.

The case of the disappearing endorsement list 

St. Louis American - 
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:11 am 

Last week, the EYE let Susan Montee have it for the appalling racial tone deafness and political insensitivity of her strategy for announcing her campaign for Lieutenant Governor. By embracing Mayor Francis G. Slay and operative Brian Wahby, she managed to run off almost every black elected official in the region with the choice of her setting to make her announcement.

If Montee wakes up and decides to work for some black support, she will have to look elsewhere than to Slay or Wahby, who remain politically toxic in the black community. She also won’t want to follow the lead of another young operative who flanked Slay on the opposite side from Wahby during her announcement at City Hall: Martin Casas. Casas is a Brian Wahby scrub who has led the city’s Young Democrats group during Wahby’s heyday as Central Committee chair. Bad habits seem to have rubbed off on the young man.

About a month ago, a state representative who has concerns about Casas’ campaign for the state House (to fill the seat being vacated by Tishaura O. Jones, who is running for city Treasurer) contacted the EYE. This state rep alerted the EYE to a page on Casas’ campaign site that listed his “Support” – a fudge word for endorsement, though given this is a political campaign site, endorsement clearly was suggested by the listing. “I’m honored to have earned the support of our city’s elected leaders,” Casas stated on the “Support” page, then listed Slay, Wahby, operative Gregg Christian (part of the Slay-Wahby-Montee glue) and an impressive list of alleged black supporters.

What Casas came up with for black support on his campaign site was not far from the list any statewide candidate like Montee would want to produce at St. Louis City Hall when announcing her campaign: Aldermanic President Lewis Reed, License Collector Michael McMillan, state Rep. Tishaura O. Jones, state Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, state Rep. Chris Carter and Alderman Antonio French.

The only problem is, none of these people actually had endorsed Casas.

When the EYE contacted these officials, Reed said he was concerned with his own immediate political future, not that of Martin Casas. Everyone else said the listing of their name was not appropriate and said they would tell Casas to take their name down. Names began coming down off the candidate’s site. Yesterday when this column was edited, the “Support” tab on Casas’ campaign site, when clicked, produced the rather gloomy error message “Nothing for support.”

That sounds more like it.

For the record, Casas is likely to have an African-American challenger for House 79 in Michael Butler, the son of a politically engaged family with experience in Jefferson City as a legislative aide for State Sen. Robin Wright-Jones. 

LG free for all

It’s a shame no African-American candidate is emerging to challenge Montee for LG, because that race could become a free for all. The Beacon did an even-handed profile of the four women who plan to run as Democrats: Montee, former state Rep. Judy Baker, state Rep. Sara Lampe and state conservation commissioner Becky Plattner. We’ll see if any of these other candidates have better sense than Montee for engaging the black base during an election year when (hello?!) a black man is running at the top of the Democratic ticket.

The Beacon story surely prompted some male Democrats to start looking into a race where four women are competing. The Beacon reported that a poll being circulated by Montee included the name of former state Rep. Fred Kratky and that Senate Minority Leader Victor Callahan has a hefty campaign account suggestive of statewide ambitions.

The EYE looks at a field of four white women candidates and wishes there were a black man in Missouri with statewide electability – admittedly, it seems like an impossibility given that even Barack Obama lost here in 2008 when he won the national election by a landslide. Not long ago, then-state Rep. John Bowman was being groomed by progressive operatives for a statewide campaign. Then Bowman lost control as Black Caucus chair, got nailed for credit card fraud, and the rest is black history. 

School choice wives 

Speaking of men and women, both Brian Wahby (who is in the crowded field for Treasurer) and his apprentice Martin Casas will face political enemies made for them by their wives. Wahby’s wife Robbyn Wahby is the school choice hawk who works Mayor Slay’s educational policy, and Casas’ wife Katie Casas works for the grand school choice hawk himself, Rex Sinquefield, as state director of the Children’s Education Alliance of Missouri. The teachers’ union certainly has some targets on the ballot in Missouri in the 2012 Democratic primary. 

Now, children 

Whoever ends up in the primary against Montee, they can start looking for support in the Missouri Senate. The Beacon asked the candidates how they would use the office of LG, including its function of presiding over the state Senate. The Beacon reported: “Montee said the Senate could benefit from having an ‘adult in the room,’ adding that was not a ‘party-centric remark.’” That “not a party-centric remark” dug Montee a deeper hole, since it makes her sound like she is dismissing as childish not only all of the Republicans in the Senate, but also her fellow Democrats serving there. Friends like these! 

Kinder has company 

Last week the EYE talked about Montee as if she were bound for a general election runoff against the damaged political goods that is incumbent Republican Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder. But The Beacon report serves as a reminder that, even if Montee gets there, Kinder may not be there to dance with her. The Beacon notes that three other GOP candidates – state Sen. Brad Lager, state Sen. Luann Ridgeway and Wentzville attorney Mike Carter – have either announced a run for the office or have filed paperwork to raise money.

Pollution bill stirs political debate

Truman State University Index - By Jackie Kinealy
Published: Wednesday, February 22, 2012
Updated: Thursday, February 23, 2012 02:02

Environmental and rural advocacy groups are opening fire at a Missouri Senate bill they say will make it easier for mega-livestock farms to pollute without punishment. But the bill's sponsor, Adair County's Sen. Brian Munzlinger, said it will do just the opposite. 

Senate Bill 490 would block people from filing lawsuits because of air, water and solid waste pollution — excluding nuclear waste — when the pollution complaint does not already violate state law or the terms of the company's license. 

The Missouri Rural Crisis Center, a non-profit farmer advocacy group, argues the bill sides with big business and robs family farmers of their right to file complaints against the polluters who reduce their property value. But Munzlinger said the protection from litigation in the bill creates an incentive for companies to obtain and obey permits that limit pollution in the first place. Because of this incentive, the bill actually could decrease pollution. 

"If you're operating within the confines of a permit, I think you should be free from frivolous law suits," Munzlinger said. "If they go outside of that permit then they are open to a law suit."

Munzlinger said the bill does not specifically mention the industry that concerns the bill's opponents — Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations, defined as farms with 1,000 or more animal units. Rather, it's a general bill that would protect any company that needs a permit to operate from litigation including bakeries, dry cleaners and quarries.

The senator is right about that said Tim Gibbons, Missouri Rural Crisis Center communication director. The bill includes much more than industrial agriculture. 

When it comes to CAFOs, Gibbons said his organization is concerned the bill would significantly hinder the rights of family farmers to protect their property value, which can plummet because of the odor and pollution problems nearby CAFOs cause. 

"If the government says that this corporation is running according to permit, or running according to state law, no matter what the impact that has on the property rights of family farmers or rural land owners within the vicinity, they cannot use their constitutional right to protect their property under nuisance [laws]," he said.

Gibbon called the state standard governing CAFOs minimal and said that even when industrial farms follow regulations, they can cause problems for family farms. 

"It's good that we have state standards in place to protect family farmers and rural land owners, but at times these operations, even under the state standards, still have the potential to severely impact the property rights and the property values of the surrounding land owners that were there oftentimes first, for generations," he said. 

Minimal or not, the Missouri Department of Natural Resources is the agency that issues permits to CAFOs. 

As part of the permit, CAFOs are not allowed to release wastewater into streams. They must have a buffer distance of at least 1,000 feet from other properties, and must develop a plan for proper management of dead animals, chemicals and biosolids, according to the Department of Natural Resources' "Guide to Animal Feeding Operations."

When it comes to odor, the largest CAFOs, with 7,000 animal units or more, are required to implement an odor control plan described by the Air Pollution Control Program. But CAFOs of any other size are exempt from the odor regulation, according to the DNR guide. 

A full explanation of the CAFO permit requirements can be accessed from a link at dnr.mo.gov/env/wpp/cafo/. 

Redistricting panel keeps rural Greene County in Wasson's district

Earlier maps had moved rural areas of the county into Mike Parsons' district

Springfield News-Leader - By Josh Nelson
5:07 AM, Feb. 23, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY — Greene County will be keeping the same representation in the Missouri Senate if a current redistricting proposal is approved.

Members of a citizens’ redistricting commission spent Wednesday crafting a new map for the 34 state Senate seats after two previous sets of districts were tossed by the Missouri Supreme Court.

The maps previously had rural Greene County’s Senate representation fluctuating between Republicans Jay Wasson of Nixa and Mike Parsons of Bolivar. Wasson current represents that area.

A compromise reached by the five Democrats and five Republicans on the commission would have Wasson’s new district consist of primarily just Greene and Christian counties.

“That’s not in dispute anymore,” said Commission Chairman Doug Harpool, a former state representative from Springfield.

Commissioners still had disagreements over several other areas of the state.

Harpool did not specify which districts were creating the friction.

In written testimony, nearly a dozen public officials from Christian and Greene counties argued that Wasson should continue to represent the area because of the shared historic and economic ties between the counties.

“For decades, the counties of Greene and Christian have worked together to grow the Springfield metropolitan area as a unified community,” Greene County Presiding Commissioner Jim Viebrock said in a letter. “We have worked well together and shared many common ideas and goals.”

Similar letters were submitted by representatives from Missouri State University, Ozarks Technical Community College, Christian County Commission and Springfield Area Chamber of Commerce, among several others.

A six-member panel of appellate court judges drafted two maps that added portions of Greene County to the district of Parson. The commission also added Dallas County to the area Wasson represented.

The maps were tossed in January after Supreme Court justices found that the appellate commission violated constitutional guidelines for drawing new Senate districts.

The appellate judges were brought in after a similar citizens commission failed to reach an agreement on a new map. Harpool was also chairman of that panel.

The second citizens’ commission is hurrying to approve a new map to clear up any uncertainty before candidates start filing for office.

This was the fifth meeting the commission has held since Saturday.

That included three hearings held around the state.

The filing period begins Feb. 28, but lawmakers are also trying to quickly pass a bill delaying that date until late March. The Senate passed the measure last week and could hit the House floor today.

Any map has to get seven affirmative votes to pass.

Once a proposal receives that initial approval, it must go out for a 15-day public comment period before it is finalized.

Harpool and other commissioners believe they’ll reach a consensus soon.

Plastic Bags: Not Permitted For Yard Waste Pickup Anymore In Frontenac 

First reading, Board of Aldermen amend ordinance to fall into compliance. 

Ladue-Frontenac Patch - By James Baer 
February 22, 2012 

For those citizens who live in Frontenac, and chose to put out their solid yard waste (leaves, sticks, composting) into plastic bags for curbside pickup, those days are over.

The Frontenac Board of Aldermen passed a first reading ordinance to bring the city into compliance with the rest of Missouri. A lot of loose ends were tied up, so to speak.

There was a lengthy discussion about back yard composting. Complaints from residents have bubbled up from time to time about the stench of the neighbor’s piles.

City officials decided to move setbacks for composting from three feet to fifteen feet. This has been a particular problem in West End Park, a row of streets on the west side of Lindbergh Boulevard.

About solid waste removal, residents must use bio-degradable bags or place their waste into solid metal containers. The days of disposal using plastic bags is no more.

Alderman Tom Hizer asked if language of the material be limited to that of just waste. City Attorney Kevin O’Keefe said the more acceptable terminology in waste disposal is non-putrescrible solid wastes. O’Keefe said that stands for discards that are not degradable, and the terminology would remain. Residents can no longer use 75 pound containers. Weight restrictions are now 50 pounds to stay in compliance with contracts with the haulers who pick up the bags.

The first-round voice vote passed 5-0.

Mayor Keith Krieg reported that both he and City Administrator Bob Shelton recently visited with their state legislators in Jefferson City. They met with Representative John Diehl, Senators John Lamping and Eric Schmitt to show their support for compromise legislation dealing with caps on tax revenue sharing. Frontenac is a point of sale city, and St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley wants cities to share more of their tax revenues.

“This is early in the (legislative session), we shall see what will happen,” said Mayor Krieg.

Financial statements indicate Frontenac remains on sound footing. Chief Financial Officer Julie O’Guinn reported revenues were up $69,000 from budget with net income up 8 1/2 percent for the month and 84 percent for the year. With St. Louis County revenues down some $25 million, members of the Frontenac Ways & Means committee are keeping a very close eye on the new budget planning, about to begin.

In other business, Shelton reported the Conway Road sidewalks project was 99 percent complete and that the Geyer Road bridge will be rebuilt during June-July and August. A public meeting will be held on the bridge rebuild between Huntleigh Manor and High Meadow at city hall February 29 at 7 p.m.

Missouri Senate panel approves quicker state intervention in KC schools

Jason Hancock - The Kansas City Star 
Feb. 22

JEFFERSON CITY | Legislation allowing the state to intervene in failing school districts immediately instead of having to wait two years won unanimous approval from the Senate Education Committee Wednesday.

The bill, sponsored by Republican Sen. David Pearce of Warrensburg, could result in the school board of the unaccredited Kansas City district being dissolved and replaced by a new governing structure developed by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

The House Education Committee passed an identical bill last month. 

“There is a lot of support for this idea in the legislature right now,” said Pearce, who serves as chairman of the Education Committee. “I’m very hopeful we can get this done.”

Under current law, a school district has two years after losing its accreditation to turn its performance around or face the potential of a state takeover. Sen. Joe Keaveny, a St. Louis Democrat, said the leadership of a school district has a lot to do with how accreditation is lost, so it makes no sense to allow that leadership to continue for two years. 

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

Two months later, Missouri Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro asked the Kansas City school board to consider voluntarily turning control of the district over to a not-yet-created special administrative board. Board members rejected the suggestion, arguing that the state needed to present a more concrete plan before any discussion of dissolving the school board could take place.

Both Pearce and the House sponsor, Republican Rep. Mike Lair of Chillicothe, hope the bill can pass without any other education provisions being added. But that may not be the best way forward, according Republican Sen. Jane Cunningham of Chesterfield. 

Cunningham is sponsoring her own education legislation that also allows for immediate state intervention in a failing school district. However, it also includes other more controversial measures, such as a forced break up and annexation of the Kansas City school district by surrounding districts. 

Her bill also would create a state tax-credit funded scholarship program for students in unaccredited districts to attend private or parochial schools. 

“Putting all these issues together is a better way to do it,” Cunningham said.

Pearce disagrees, arguing that bundling the issues together will decrease the likelihood that anything will pass.

“I think we should take one issue at a time and debate it on its own merit,” Pearce said. “That’s the best way to get something done.” 

Missouri Senate panel hears mixed views on I-70 tolls

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY KEN LEISER
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:00 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Missouri's transportation chief on Wednesday told a Senate panel that rebuilding Interstate 70 with tolls would fix just one of Missouri's most pressing highway needs at a time when highway funds plummet.

"This allows us to do a project," said Missouri Department of Transportation Director Kevin Keith. "That's it."

Keith was the first to testify during the first Senate Transportation Committee hearing on a bill that would permit tolls on I-70. The project would be undertaken by a private consortium. Private companies would finance, rebuild and operate the highway.

Tolls would repay the reconstruction and ongoing upkeep of I-70.

The project is expected to cost about $2 billion to $4 billion, depending on how many lanes are added and how many interchanges are rebuilt.

State Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City, is sponsoring Senate Bill 752. His aim is to begin a conversation about how best to rebuild the aging 200-mile stretch of I-70.

While Missouri drivers are not accustomed to paying tolls, Keith said, about 35 states permit tolls — including some surrounding states.

Missouri's annual highway construction budget is roughly $600 million — significantly less than what it was in recent years after the passage of Amendment 3. Passed by Missouri voters in 2004, the amendment shifted gasoline taxes to pay off bonds for highway construction and repair, and moved all revenue from motor vehicle sales taxes to a highway fund over a four-year period.

"We want a toll that is as low as it can be that just funds I-70," Keith said. "We're not looking to take any money out of this project and spend it anywhere else."

Critics renewed their attacks on the proposal to slap tolls on the east-west highway — especially without taking it to Missouri voters.

"We're concerned that doing something like this, without going to a vote of the people, taints the water ... for all the other projects in the state," said Tom Crawford of the Missouri Trucking Association.

Crawford said tolls amount to a tax.

Keith and others who support the toll road idea contend that a project undertaken by a public-private partnership could collect tolls without seeking voter approval.

Ron Leone, executive director of the Missouri Petroleum Marketers & Convenience Store Association, said that his group opposes tolls on I-70 and that they should be subject to a public vote.

"Even if you found a loophole through the (public-private partnership) concept ... we think good public policy demands that it should go to a vote of the people," Leone said.

St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann, through a representative, urged the panel to end the tolled section of I-70 west of Wentzville — and possibly outside that county altogether.

Redistricting panel reaches deal on Mo. Senate

Mansfield News Journal
7:12 AM, Feb. 23, 2012  

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (WTW) — A bipartisan state redistricting commission reached a deal over new boundaries for Missouri's 34 Senate districts after a marathon session that stretched into the early morning hours Thursday.

The proposed new Senate districts were approved by an 8-2 vote with one Republican and one Democrat voting against the plan. The tentative map will now be submitted to the Missouri secretary of state's office. There will be another 15-day public comment period before the 10-member redistricting commission can file a final map. Approving the final Senate plan requires seven votes.

Redistricting commission members met throughout the day Wednesday — with most of the discussions held behind closed doors. The panel voted to approve its tentative redistricting plan around 12:30 a.m., ending a more than 13-hour meeting. Commissioners have faced a looming deadline to develop the new Senate districts because candidates can start filing Tuesday for this year's elections. Legislation to delay the filing period has passed the Senate and is pending in the House.

Former Democratic lawmaker Doug Harpool, the chairman of the redistricting commission, said reaching an agreement required compromises across the state. He said it was particularly necessary in St. Louis County, Clay County near Kansas City, the Bootheel and Boone County, which is home to the University of Missouri-Columbia. Harpool said compromise also was necessary to sort out the numbering of the districts, given that half the Senate is up for election every two years.

"There will be people in both parties disappointed, but there is no way to get a map and please everybody," Harpool said.

Republican Cole County Commissioner Marc Ellinger, vice chairman of the redistricting panel, said the St. Louis metropolitan area had been challenging. He said the commission's job is to develop a fair plan.

"It's a compromise. It's not the best for anybody," Ellinger said.

The Senate map was posted early Thursday to a state website. Some changes from current districts were apparent. For example, the 25th District in the southeastern corner extends northwest to grab Shannon and Carter counties. It also adds Mississippi County along the Mississippi River.

In central Missouri, the 19th District keeps Boone County while adding western neighbor Cooper County. Randolph County to the north shifts to a northeastern Missouri district. And the 6th District, which includes the Capitol, is reshaped to remain south of the Missouri River.

The proposed map also appears to group at least two senators in the same seat. The state redistricting website includes information about lawmakers' homes, and the commission plan seems to place Republican Sens. Jane Cunningham and Brian Nieves in the 26th District that covers Franklin County and part of St. Louis County.

Despite the changes, adjustments in some districts appear minimal. No changes were made to the 32nd District, which includes Joplin, or to the 34th District north of Kansas City that covers St. Joseph.

State legislative districts are redrawn each decade based on the most recent census. The number of Senate districts does not change, but the boundaries must be adjusted to account for population shifts, such as growth in southwestern Missouri and the outer St. Louis suburbs and declines in St. Louis County and the city.

The agreement reached Thursday was the second attempt by a bipartisan redistricting commission to draw Senate districts based on the 2010 census.

Last year, a redistricting panel that included some different members from the current commission deadlocked and failed to agree on a new map. A special panel of appellate judges then handled the task. But the Missouri Supreme Court rejected that map in January, and the process started from scratch with the appointment of a new redistricting commission.

The last time new state legislative districts were developed by a bipartisan redistricting commission and not the panel of appellate judges was in 1991 for the Missouri House. The most recent commission to develop Senate districts was in 1971.

Missouri's redistricting process has encountered complications this year. The state Supreme Court twice has considered lawsuits challenging new congressional districts enacted by the Republican-controlled Legislature, and the high court has scheduled oral arguments for Monday in a lawsuit challenging the new districts for the 163-member Missouri House.

Increase in Capitol security proposed

Jefferson City News Tribune - By Bob Watson
Wednesday, February 22, 2012

An eastern Missouri resident upset about rising gasoline prices sent an e-mail to state Senate President Rob Mayer early Tuesday morning with a message that included: “S--t may hit the fan. Hey! How is GIFFORDS?”

Lawmakers understood the “Giffords” reference to mean former U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, D-Ariz., who last month resigned from Congress to concentrate on recovering from head wounds suffered during a January 2011 assassination attempt that killed six others at a public appearance on a Tucson parking lot.

“It made you think this could be a serious threat,” Mayer, R-Dexter, told reporters Tuesday afternoon. “We’ve had our Capitol security forces do investigations into this type of threat.

“We understand that people are frustrated out there. But this type of communication is not appropriate, and will be taken seriously.”

Missouri lawmaker introduces bill that includes jail time for distracted driving

KSDK - Written by Cassidy Moody 
6:11 AM, Feb 23, 2012 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - Drivers who are distracted while behind the wheel could be charged with a misdemeanor - even if they haven't broken any other laws - under legislation endorsed by a Missouri Senate committee.

A measure sponsored by Sen. Bill Stouffer, a Republican from Napton, would create a new traffic offense for people who fail to give "full time and attention" to their driving.

Violators could receive up to 15 days in jail and a $300 fine, with tougher penalties if they're involved in an accident.

Stouffer says the charge could apply to people who text while driving. But he says drivers should still be able to use hands-free devices that allow them to keep their eyes on the road.

Distracted driving bill is SB717 Online Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Michelle Obama to visit St. Louis March 5

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
2:39 pm on Wed, 02.22.12

Michelle Obama, wife of President Barack Obama, will be St. Louis on March 5 as part of a day-long fundraising trip to Missouri, sources close to the campaign have told the Beacon.

Mrs. Obama will be in Kansas City in the morning and then stop by St. Louis in the afternoon for a $150-a-person event at the Peabody Opera House.

The visit comes several months after the president made a similar stop in St. Louis. The fundraising events generally have been private, underscoring that Missouri is primary seen by the Obama campaign as a place to raise money -- not votes.

Michelle Obama coming to KC

Dave Helling - The Kansas City Star 
Feb. 22

A campaign official for the Barack Obama campaign says Michelle Obama will be in Kansas City and St. Louis Mar. 5.

She'll be at a Kansas City location in the morning, at a location to be determined, then head to St. Louis, the official said. (An earlier reference to a specific site may have been premature, the campaign says.)

Tickets in KC start at $200 each. The money will go to the Obama Victory Fund, a joint operation of the Democratic National Committee and Obama for America.

More as we get it. 

'Mad Men' vs. Angry Women? 'Culture war' reruns in contraception debate

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 
4:45 pm on Wed, 02.22.12

WASHINGTON — Is it “Mad Men” versus Angry Women? Religious liberty versus secular freedom? Or “rights of conscience” versus rights of contraception? 

No matter how you view the hot debate over the Obama administration’s new rule on contraceptives coverage — and U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt’s “Rights of Conscience” amendment that would block it — many hear echoes of the “culture wars” of previous decades over issues like birth control. 

Video by Jason Rosenbaum

Today the Missouri House approved by a vote of 114-45 its own resolution opposing the new contraception rule; it was denounced by women in the Democratic minority as affecting access to contraceptives. In Clayton, about 150 protesters demonstrated outside the office of Blunt, R-Mo., complaining that his amendment represented an “attack on women’s health” — a charge that the senator vehemently denies. And in Washington, U.S. Rep. Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., planned a Capitol event Thursday featuring a woman “left out” of last week’s all-male panel at a House hearing on religious liberty and the contraceptives rule. 

A photo of that panel of religious leaders opposed to the administration’s mandate — including the Rev. Matthew Harrison, president of the St. Louis-based Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod — went viral last week among liberal women’s organization, such as EMILY’s List, which argued that “women's health-care decisions should be left up to women!” The photo also was used as a poster-sized prop for statements on the Senate floor by some female senators who oppose Blunt’s amendment. 

 “I feel like I'm waking up on a set of the ‘Mad Men’” — the TV series featuring 1960s-era ad executives — quipped Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash., complaining about the all-male panel, the contraceptives debate, the “extreme” Blunt amendment and comments by a GOP donor who joked about the “aspirin between the knees” approach to birth control. 

As the head of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, Murray is using the issue — framed in terms of contraception rights, rather than religious liberty — to raise money. That includes a DSCC “Stand against the Blunt amendment” petition that has helped identify potential donors. Dozens of other organizations, including Planned Parenthood and NARAL, are also using the issue.

There’s also plenty of action on the opposite side. This week, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops — saying “we urgently need legislation to correct the mandate’s threats to religious liberty and conscience rights” —- sent out a new statement to be inserted in Catholic church bulletins urging parishioners to contact Congress to support Blunt’s bill.

Dozens of religious and conservative organizations have also joined in opposing the administration’s contraceptives mandate and, in many cases, backing Blunt’s amendment, which aims to block health-care mandates that he says interfere with constitutional “rights of conscience,” including religious beliefs. Those include the Missouri Baptist Convention, the Southern Baptist Convention, the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of North and Central America, and more than 2,500 evangelical pastors and leaders.

Meanwhile, seven lawsuits challenging the Obama mandate have been filed on behalf of Christian colleges and other religions institutions by the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty. And the conservative Heritage Foundation released a new video asserting that religious liberty is “Obama’s first casualty.”

With both sides digging in for a divisive debate, Jim Towey — who led the White House Office of Faith-Based Initiatives under former President George W. Bush — predicted to reporters that the “religious freedom” issue won’t go away and will likely become a factor in the presidential campaigns and other elections this year.

Blunt stays low-key; amendment’s fate is unclear

With his issue in the national spotlight — Newsweek declaring that “the culture wars [are] roaring back,” church groups demanding action and conservatives like Sarah Palin weighing in from the right — Blunt has remained typically low key in appearances across Missouri during the Senate’s recess this week.

While many observers expect a Senate vote on Blunt’s measure as an amendment to a major transportation bill next week, that is not yet a done deal. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., who had at first blocked Blunt’s amendment and later said he would allow a vote, gave mixed signals late Friday, complaining that senators were proposing hundreds of amendments to the transportation bill and seeking to limit those. 

Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., the second-ranking Senate Democrat, has said opponents have the votes to defeat Blunt’s amendment, which would need 60 votes to pass. Blunt can likely count on at least 37 votes for his measure, given that it mirrors a bill with that many cosponsors that he and Sen. Ben Nelson, D-Neb., introduced last summer. He told reporters last week that he expects “another Democrat or two” to back the amendment.

That won’t include Missouri’s senior senator, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who told reporters last week that Blunt’s amendment goes “too far.” She said she is “very concerned about the war on contraception” now being waged by some conservatives. “If we want to now decide that whether or not a woman can get birth control depends on who she works for, I just think that is a giant step backward for our country. And I think the women of this country are going to be beyond upset about that notion.”

Blunt’s amendment has picked up support from a wide range of GOP senators, including centrist Sen. Scott Brown, R-Mass. The issue of contraception and religious freedom has become a major issue in his campaign against his chief Democratic rival, consumer advocate Elizabeth Warren, whom Brown accused of seeking to “dictate to religious people about what they should believe.”

And there seemed some doubt on exactly when a vote will occur on Blunt’s measure. Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., a vocal opponent of Blunt’s amendment who chairs the main Senate committee with jurisdiction over transportation, complained on Friday: “We shouldn’t be bringing controversial, unrelated amendments to the highway bill, because 2.8 million jobs are hanging in the balance.”

Whenever his measure comes to debate, Blunt says he expects “a big fight” on the amendment. He told Springfield television station KOZL on Monday that “I think we, ultimately, will win that fight.  Whether it's in Congress this year or in some election in the future, the American people will ultimately will stand by the First Amendment.”

In Missouri, Blunt has encountered plenty of support as well as opposition to his controversial measure. Harrison of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod  

 HYPERLINK "http://oversight.house.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1598%3A2-16-12-qlines-crossed-separation-of-church-and-state-has-the-obama-administration-trampled-on-freedom-of-religion-and-freedom-of-conscienceq&catid=12&Itemid=1" told the U.S. House Committee on Government and Oversight last week that “we are deeply concerned” about the Obama mandate, and “we stand with our friends in the Catholic Church” and other religions in agreement that “religious people determine what violates their consciences, not the federal government.”

Harrison told lawmakers that the LCMS — which includes 6,200 congregations, 1,000 schools, 1,300 early-childhood centers and 10 colleges and universities — “self-insure(s) 50,000 people” and would be affected by the mandate because the LCMS opposes “abortion-causing drugs,” which they believe may include some contraceptives. 

Protestors criticize amendment

At Wednesday’s demonstration in Clayton outside the building that houses Blunt’s office, representatives of several groups contended that his amendment could deprive some women of no-cost birth-control coverage, which would be assured under the Obama mandate. 

“This proposal could render health insurance almost meaningless by giving corporations and health-insurance companies carte blanche over what kind of health coverage Americans get,” said Pamela Sumners, executive director of NARAL Pro-Choice Missouri, in a statement.

The event’s organizer, Julie Terbrock of the Missouri Progressive Vote Coalition, said protestors think that Blunt “should protect guaranteed access to preventive health care, including birth control, for his constituents instead of leading the charge to give insurance companies and employers power to interfere in decisions that should stay between a woman and her physician.”

Blunt was not at his Clayton office during the demonstration, but he has said repeatedly that some opponents of his amendment are distorting its impact and intention. In comments to reporters last week, as well as a “fact check” document issued by his Senate office, Blunt said his measure “simply restores conscience protections that existed before President Obama's flawed health-care law.” He argued that “federal courts are well equipped to identify spurious claims" by employers who falsely claim “conscience rights” to deny coverage.

Blunt, a Baptist, told reporters last week that his measure “has nothing to do, in my mind, with any specific health-care procedure,” such as contraception, but simply aims “to protect religious liberty as it relates to health care.” He added: “Catholics and Christian Scientists are treated alike, Methodists and Muslims are treated alike.”

Asked if he was concerned that the issue might end up benefiting Democrats, Blunt said: “I actually think it doesn’t matter whether it is a ‘winning issue’ or not. It’s a constitutional principle that needs to be upheld.”

Blunt continued: “Others can figure out how to take that debate, and make it something it’s not, and raise money with it, and get political advantage. There’s really not a whole lot I can do about that.”

200 postal workers' jobs may be affected by proposed closing

Officials mum on closing of postal center

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Mike Penprase 
4:53 AM, Feb. 23, 2012  

Springfield postal workers learned Wednesday night plans to close the city’s mail processing center could affect 200 jobs, a postal union official said.

Consolidation into the Kansas City center will take place later this year during the second of two consolidation phases, American Postal Workers Union local president Bruce Lincoln said.

Workers waited hours longer than expected to get information Wednesday about the consolidation plan, Lincoln said.

“We just got the word,” Lincoln said as the sun set. “They put us off all day.”

Postal officials remained mum Wednesday.

“I can’t confirm anything at this point,” postal spokesman Richard Watkins said.

Consolidation could affect local postal employees faced with transferring to Kansas City or other facilities or losing their jobs.

The move also could affect mail delivery to Springfield and southwest Missouri residents.

That’s because consolidation with a facility 180 miles away could end next-day delivery of first-class mail, regional postal manager Gail Hendrix said during a session held in Springfield earlier this year on the consolidation plan.

Sending mail to Kansas City and then trucking it back could mean two- or three-day delivery, she said.

Along with wanting Congress to relax pension rules, the postal service wants approval of five-day service and other economizing measures, such as consolidation.

Lincoln said postal workers are well aware of the role Congress plays.

“The way I take it, it’s a chess game between the postmaster general and Congress, and we’re the pawns,” he said.

Birth Control Proposal Leads to Heated Debate in Missouri Senate

FOX 4 - by Abby Eden
10:17 pm, February 22, 2012,

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A bill introduced  in the Missouri State Senate aims to allow employers to deny health insurance coverage for birth control, abortions, and sterilization.  It  comes after the Obama administration’s proposal to require religious employers to provide free coverage of birth control even if it is contrary to their doctrine.  The Missouri  proposal will allow any employer to deny coverage of birth control treatments.

“I want to have a conversation today about the access to birth control and why it’s under attack in the United States right now.  It makes no sense to me whatsoever,” Sen. Jolie Justus, D- Kansas City said.

Sen. Jolie Justus of Kansas City is opposed to the legislation, and she asked for an amendment to at least exclude contraception from the list of what employers can refuse to cover, but supporters say they shouldn’t have to make that compromise.

“It just seems wrong as an employer, I give up my first amendment rights to decide what I pay for and what I don’t pay for,” said Sen. Bill Stouffer, R- Napton.

Some like Jennifer Knecht say it’s not an employer’s choice, it’s an individual’s choice.

“It’s kind of a personal thing, so that’s not really any of their business,” Knecht said.

Eric Diamond agrees.

“It’s not the employers job to say what is and is not right for a woman or her family,” said Diamond.

When FOX 4 asked if it should also be an employer’s free choice to decide what they cover, others had a harder time answering.  Some say they’d still take a job, even if they disagreed with the boss’s insurance coverage.

“If I had no choice but to work there, yeah, I mean most definitely.  I would be upset with it for sure,” Melissa Morris said.

After hours of debate, the bill was set aside, possibly to be picked up again later this week.

Mo. congresswoman takes role with study committee 

Southeast Missourian
Feb 23, 5:02 AM EST

WASHINGTON (AP) -- Missouri Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler will serve as a policy adviser for a group of fiscal conservatives in the U.S. House.

The first-term Republican says she's been tapped to help the Republican Study Committee set policy goals. Hartzler says she'll promote ideas for curbing spending and reducing the size of the federal government.

Hartzler defeated longtime Democratic Rep. Ike Skelton in 2010 in Missouri's 4th Congressional District.

Crop insurance rates in Birds Point floodway return to normal

By Melissa Miller - Southeast Missourian
Thursday, February 23, 2012

Farmers in the Birds Point-New Madrid spillway were facing crop insurance rates double and even triple what is typical. 

After the U.S. Department of Agriculture recently confirmed the temporary levee built at Birds Point by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is considered adequate protection, New Madrid and Mississippi County farmers' crops will no longer be deemed high-risk. 

The decision comes just in time for farmers, who are now considering their crop insurance purchases for the coming growing season. Crop insurance decisions must be made by March 15 under USDA regulations, said Jeff Baumgart, regional marketing manager with Diversified Services. His company insures many farmers in the spillway, who now won't have to worry about paying higher rates. 

The USDA's Risk Management Agency, which regulates crop insurance, said the temporary levee, which provides protection from flooding at a river stage of 55 feet, supports a "standard" rather than "high risk" crop insurance premium. 

Baumgart said having to pay a high-risk rate would have taken several million dollars out of the farm economy in Mississippi County alone. 

Stephen Burke, a Mississippi County farmer who also heads the Missouri Farm Service Agency state committee, helped convince USDA officials to accept the temporary levee as adequate protection. 

Having to pay high-risk crop insurance rates would have added insult to injury in an area still recovering from flooding, he said. 

"This area just produces a tremendous amount of food. We wanted to prove that it was an insurable product," Burke said. 

While the decision takes some of the risk out of planting in the spillway, he said area farmers are still nervous about the temporary levee. 

"We want the corps to build the levee back to the level it was prior to the breach," he said. 

Work on rebuilding the levee to its original hight, which offered protection at a river stage of 62.5 feet, stopped in December because of the weather. 

Burke farms about 500 acres in the spillway, raising wheat, corn and soybeans. He lost some of his wheat crop last year when the corps intentionally breached the levee May 2 to relieve flooding downstream. 

He didn't have his wheat crop insured but said some producers who were covered were able to get compensation for their lost wheat after the levee breach. 

Through crop insurance programs, farmers can either insure their yield, based on their previous yields, or insure their revenue, Baumgart said. Both may be insured for up to 85 percent of their value. 

The Risk Management Agency establishes the crop insurance program and rates for all companies and agents. However, what individual farmers pay varies based on their yields, Baumgart said. 

While farmers must commit to crop insurance purchases by March 15, they aren't billed until Aug. 15, he said. 

Farmers must have their crops insured order to qualify for most USDA disaster assistance programs. 

mmiller@semissourian.com 

388-3646 

Pertinent address: 

Mississippi County, MO 

New Madrid County, MO 

McCaskill airing first TV ads of re-election bid 

Southeast Missourian - By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press)
Feb 23, 5:03 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill is casting herself as a combatant against special interests in the first TV ads of her re-election campaign.

The Democratic senator said she was beginning to air advertisements Thursday in response to critical commercials against her by the Republican Party, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and a conservative political action group.

McCaskill's campaign said groups have spent $3.8 million on ads against her, but McCaskill did not disclose how much she was spending on ads.

The TV advertisement by McCaskill opens with black-and-white images of some of the ads against her, many of which have linked her to President Barack Obama's policies, such as the new federal health care law. Her ad accuses "special interests" opposing her of wanting to end Medicare and expand tax breaks for multi-millionaires and oil companies, and of supporting unfair trade deals with China. It declares that McCaskill fights to protect Medicare, cut taxes for the middle class and make products in Missouri.

McCaskill is seeking her second, six-year term in the Senate. At least three Republicans are competing to challenge her - U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, of suburban St. Louis, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman of Rolla, and St. Louis businessman John Brunner. The day after announcing his candidacy last October, Brunner began airing TV ads - financed with his own money - showing images of McCaskill with Obama and denouncing Washington's spending and debt.

Missouri's Senate race has gotten off to an earlier advertising start than when McCaskill ran six years ago, perhaps because neither party had a competitive primary last time. In 2006, Republican Sen. Jim Talent was the first to air TV ads, and those did not begin until July 20. McCaskill defeated Talent by a margin of fewer than 50,000 votes out of more than 2.1 million cast.

This year's party primaries will be Aug. 7. McCaskill has no announced opposition within the Democratic Party.

FACT CHECK 1.0: Brunner blows it

Steve Kraske- The Kansas City Star 
Feb. 22

At Saturday's first face-to-face encounter in KC among the three GOP contenders for the U.S. Senate in Missouri, John Brunner made this claim about rival Sarah Steelman, a former state treasurer: 

"....Steelman increased expenditures in the treasurer's office by approximately 40 percent from $26.5 million in FY2005 during her predecessor's final year on the job to $37.2 million in FY2008."

But that number, dished in a news release, reflects a misunderstanding of state budget documents.

The budget numbers the Brunner camp cited include millions of dollars in the state's unclaimed property fund. That's a pot of money the state collects that includes money from checks that don't ever clear a bank or dividend checks that shareholders don't cash.

In fact, the unclaimed property total reached $20.8 million in fiscal 2005, which covers the time when Steelman took over the treasurer's office, and $33.0 million in fiscal '08 as Steelman's term was nearing its end.

Here's the rub: State treasurers from both parties in recent years, Steelman included, have worked to increase the amount in those budgets because that reflects greater amounts returned to taxpayers. That's the stated goal of the unclaimed property fund. The money belongs to somebody out there, and the treasurer's office has worked to return the money to its rightful owner.

So when Steelman INCREASED the amount in the unclaimed property fund, that might be considered a good thing.

But Brunner used it to erroneously suggest that Steelman grew the size of her office. In fact, the number of full-time employees remained essentially unchanged at 49 during her time in office. Administrative expenses grew by almost 9 percent during her four years in office (calculating from fiscal '06, when Steelman wrote her first budget for the office), which presumably reflects cost-of-living increases of about 2 percent a year.

Brunner's camp continues to insist that their figures are correct, even when presented with information about why the unclaimed property fund increased by 40 percent.

"It's not a debatable number. If you look at it with those four fiscal years, total expenditures of the state treasurer's office went up by 40 percent," said spokesman Todd Abrajano.

He would not comment on whether Steelman was successful at returning unclaimed property.

Brunner's criticism of Steelman came in a news release distributed near debate's end. He did not mention the issue during the 90-minute forum.

Said Steelman spokesman Sam Steelman: "I'm afraid Mr. Brunner doesn't know how to read a budget. As state treasurer she increased the money, in record amounts, that this office returned to Missouri citizens."

Senate candidate Steelman touts ideas for budget, tax reform

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Sarah Okeson
6:26 AM, Feb. 23, 2012  

U.S. Senate hopeful Sarah Steelman touted her ideas Wednesday for what she would do her first 60 days in office to trim spending and change the tax code.

Calling it her “show-me solutions,” Steelman’s suggestions include revitalizaing the economy with a balanced budget amendment and lower tax rates.

“I believe we need to completely reform our tax code,” Steelman said.

Wearing blue jeans and boots, the former state treasurer stood in front of John Deere equipment at Lawson Farm & Lawn near Rogersville. Her son, Sam Steelman, the deputy campaign manager, was nearby.

Steelman is vying with fellow Republicans U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and St. Louis businessman John Brunner for the right to challenge incumbent Claire McCaskill in the November election.

Brunner’s campaign has criticized Steelman’s 60-day plan as “a cut, copy, and paste job” of what almost all the Republican federal candidates support.

“Sarah Steelman may be able to cut, copy, and paste her policy platform into one shiny package, but she cannot hide from her voting record as a state senator or her spending record as state treasurer,” said Brunner communications director Todd Abrajano.

Steelman said she would be happy to discuss her plans with Brunner if he has criticisms of them.

Steelman also supported term limits and said she would limit the number of terms she would serve. She said congressional pensions should be eliminated.

“Make sure they have to do what the rest of us do to save for retirement,” she said.

Steelman said the health care reforms passed during the Obama administration should be repealed. She called for a “market-based approach” to holding down health care costs such as eliminating barriers to buying health insurance across state lines.

Steelman said she would vote against her party if her beliefs were different. She said she hasn’t seen McCaskill stand up to President Obama.

“I will always support the people first,” Steelman said. “I will stand up for what I believe in regardless of what my party stands for.”

Attorney General Chris Koster to appeal science fund ruling

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY TIM LOGAN 
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 10:58 am 

The ruling this week overturning a new state fund for science startups is likely headed to higher court.

Attorney General Chris Koster said Wednesday he plans to file an appeal of a Cole County judge's ruling that declared the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act to be unconstitutional.

Circuit Judge Dan Green tossed out the law in a ruling late Monday, saying it was invalid because lawmakers included a "contingency clause" when they passed it last fall, requiring a broader tax credit reform bill to be passed before MOSIRA could take effect. The tax credit bill never passed, and opponents of MOSIRA sued when Gov. Jay Nixon started implementing the science fund.

In a statement, Koster said MOSIRA is too valuable to let die on a technicality.

"(MOSIRA) is an important economic development tool that can bring high-tech jobs to Missouri and preserve jobs that are already here," he said. "I don't want to see important job-creating legislation fail. We intend to appeal this matter to its conclusion."

Supporters of MOSIRA have said they also plan to push for a clean up-or-down vote on the matter in the General Assembly this session.

Koster wants to spend $3.2 million on office renovation

Steve Kraske - The Kansas City Star 
Feb. 22

From the Associated Press: Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster is proposing to use money recovered from consumer fraud cases to help pay for a $3.2 million renovation of his staff's office.

Koster said Wednesday that the remodeling would spruce up a long-neglected part of the Broadway State Office Building, complementing repairs made over the past couple years to the building's leaking windows and roof.

At least one state senator questioned whether it was a wise use of money to remodel an office, especially as the state is considering cuts to colleges, universities and other services because of a state budget shortfall.

Koster's proposal, which is pending before lawmakers, would not use general state revenues. Instead, it would tap nearly $2.8 million from a special fund set up to receive money from consumer fraud and unfair merchandising cases brought by the attorney general's office, as well as nearly $400,000 from federal funds.

The goal is to make the space equivalent to "a modest, model-quality law office," Koster said. "We're not trying to make anything fancy over there."

But that may not matter in terms of public perception, said Sen. Will Kraus, who questioned Koster's plan when it was presented to the Senate Appropriations Committee this week.

"I'm a little concerned that we're making significant cuts in other parts of our budget, and we're putting in new carpet and new furniture," said Kraus, R-Lee's Summit. "The general public out there is probably not going to understand that."

On Wednesday, the attorney general's office took a reporter with The Associated Press on a tour of the first and fifth floors of the office building, which are targeted for renovation. The first floor has drop ceilings that are about eight feet high, which would be removed to provide a more open atmosphere. Some of the walls also would come down, and well-worn carpet squares and faded cubicles would be replaced. The heating and cooling system also would be improved, said Rhonda Meyer, the deputy chief of staff for Koster.

Before the building's windows recently were replaced, outdoor moisture had seeped into the building, causing mold to grow and pockets of air to protrude from the plaster or wallpaper in some places.

"State buildings should be maintained and not allowed to crumble," Koster said. "There's only so long we can turn our back on decaying infrastructure."

The first floor of the Broadway State Office Building had been occupied by the Department of Social Services, but the attorney general's office staff moved there in late 2010 after the state quit leasing space elsewhere in Jefferson City, Koster said.

Redistricting panel reaches deal on Mo. Senate 

Southeast Missourian - By CHRIS BLANK  (Associated Press)
Feb 23, 7:08 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A bipartisan state redistricting commission reached a deal over new boundaries for Missouri's 34 Senate districts after a marathon session that stretched into the early morning hours Thursday.

The proposed new Senate districts were approved by an 8-2 vote with one Republican and one Democrat voting against the plan. The tentative map will now be submitted to the Missouri secretary of state's office. There will be another 15-day public comment period before the 10-member redistricting commission can file a final map. Approving the final Senate plan requires seven votes.

Redistricting commission members met throughout the day Wednesday - with most of the discussions held behind closed doors. The panel voted to approve its tentative redistricting plan around 12:30 a.m., ending a more than 13-hour meeting. Commissioners have faced a looming deadline to develop the new Senate districts because candidates can start filing Tuesday for this year's elections. Legislation to delay the filing period has passed the Senate and is pending in the House.

Former Democratic lawmaker Doug Harpool, the chairman of the redistricting commission, said reaching an agreement required compromises across the state. He said it was particularly necessary in St. Louis County, Clay County near Kansas City, the Bootheel and Boone County, which is home to the University of Missouri-Columbia. Harpool said compromise also was necessary to sort out the numbering of the districts, given that half the Senate is up for election every two years.

"There will be people in both parties disappointed, but there is no way to get a map and please everybody," Harpool said.

Republican Cole County Commissioner Marc Ellinger, vice chairman of the redistricting panel, said the St. Louis metropolitan area had been challenging. He said the commission's job is to develop a fair plan.

"It's a compromise. It's not the best for anybody," Ellinger said.

The Senate map was posted early Thursday to a state website. Some changes from current districts were apparent. For example, the 25th District in the southeastern corner extends northwest to grab Shannon and Carter counties. It also adds Mississippi County along the Mississippi River.

In central Missouri, the 19th District keeps Boone County while adding western neighbor Cooper County. Randolph County to the north shifts to a northeastern Missouri district. And the 6th District, which includes the Capitol, is reshaped to remain south of the Missouri River.

The proposed map also appears to group at least two senators in the same seat. The state redistricting website includes information about lawmakers' homes, and the commission plan seems to place Republican Sens. Jane Cunningham and Brian Nieves in the 26th District that covers Franklin County and part of St. Louis County.

Despite the changes, adjustments in some districts appear minimal. No changes were made to the 32nd District, which includes Joplin, or to the 34th District north of Kansas City that covers St. Joseph.

State legislative districts are redrawn each decade based on the most recent census. The number of Senate districts does not change, but the boundaries must be adjusted to account for population shifts, such as growth in southwestern Missouri and the outer St. Louis suburbs and declines in St. Louis County and the city.

The agreement reached Thursday was the second attempt by a bipartisan redistricting commission to draw Senate districts based on the 2010 census.

Last year, a redistricting panel that included some different members from the current commission deadlocked and failed to agree on a new map. A special panel of appellate judges then handled the task. But the Missouri Supreme Court rejected that map in January, and the process started from scratch with the appointment of a new redistricting commission.

The last time new state legislative districts were developed by a bipartisan redistricting commission and not the panel of appellate judges was in 1991 for the Missouri House. The most recent commission to develop Senate districts was in 1971.

Missouri's redistricting process has encountered complications this year. The state Supreme Court twice has considered lawsuits challenging new congressional districts enacted by the Republican-controlled Legislature, and the high court has scheduled oral arguments for Monday in a lawsuit challenging the new districts for the 163-member Missouri House.

Mo. House votes to pare back election recounts 

Southeast Missourian
Feb 22, 6:15 PM EST 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri House has passed legislation limiting the ability of losing candidates to seek recounts in close elections.

Under current Missouri law, losing candidates can get recounts whenever their margin of defeat is less than 1 percentage point.

Legislation that passed by a 122-32 vote Wednesday would allow recounts only when the margin is less than one-half of a percentage point. The bill now goes to the state Senate

Sponsoring Rep. Tony Dugger, a Republican from Hartville, said Missouri's county clerks' association suggested the change as a way to save time and money. Dugger says today's electronic vote-tabulating machines are more accurate than methods of counting used in the past.

Tracy considering run at either House, administrator position

By Scott Moyers - Southeast Missourian
Thursday, February 23, 2012

Debra Tracy may not be done yet. The outgoing Cape Girardeau City Council member said she is considering another run for public office after the monthlong filing period is scheduled to begin Tuesday. 

The only question that remains is which one. 

Tracy, who decided last year not to seek re-election to the council, is weighing a run at either Cape Girardeau County public administrator or another bid at the Missouri House seat being vacated by Rep. Wayne Wallingford. 

If she opts to run for the 147th District, that would set up an Aug. 7 Republican primary against her fellow city council member, Kathy Swan, who signaled her intention to seek the seat last month. 

If Tracy chooses to run for public administrator, she would become the seventh Republican and eighth overall to say they want to replace the retiring Phyllis Schwab. Registered nurse Janet Niedbalski also confirmed Wednesday her stake in the race to provide care for the 150 or so county residents who have been deemed by the courts unable to care for themselves. 

"I'm trying to discern what I'm going to do," Tracy said. "I'm trying to make up my mind what is the right thing to do. I'm truly torn." 

A run at the House seat would be a second attempt by Tracy. In 2010, only 65 votes separated her and Wallingford, the victor of the Republican primary. Wallingford's decision to part for a Missouri Senate run got Tracy thinking she might like another shot. 

But she doesn't think a race against her council mate would be awkward. 

"I just feel like people need a choice," she said. "It was such a close race last time. If that would have been different, I would have maybe thought maybe it was a mistake on my part. But I never felt like it was a mistake on my part." 

The public administrator job is also appealing, she said, because it is "very much public service, which is what I'm interested in." 

Tracy hopes to make a decision over the weekend, she said. If she can't decide, it's not out of the question that she wouldn't file for either job. 

"I'm not trying to hide anything," she said. "I'm not trying to be catty about it. It's just one of those things, you have to make the best decisions based on your own situation." 

Swan, for her part, said she and Tracy are friends and have both served on the council together since Swan was elected in 2010. Swan said she was fine with whatever Tracy decided. 

If Tracy files for public administrator, she will join an ever-expanding list that grew by one Wednesday. Janet Niedbalski said she definitely will file for the job as a Republican, joining Kim Kelly, Helen Jackson, Kenny Loos, Linda Nash and Scott Schnurbusch and Democrat Mary Cotner. 

Niedbalski worked as a registered nurse for 20 years at Southeast Hospital and the last 13 years at Heartland Care as a charge nurse and supervisor. She holds a bachelor's in nursing from Webster University. A native of St. Louis, she has lived in Jackson for the past 30 years. 

"I know the system -- it's not a 9-to-5 job but a 24-7 job," Niedbalski said. "I've been a resident advocate my entire career." 

She also has an adult son who lives in a nursing home after an accident led to a traumatic brain injury, a fact that she says has only added to her experience and exemplifies the dedication she would bring to the job. 

Even if Tracy does decide to join Niedbalski and the others on the ticket, there may be more. Cape Girardeau County Clerk Kara Clark Summers said she's fielded calls of interest from about 15 people inquiring about the job. 

"It is very unusual," Summers said. "I had no idea there would be this much interest in the position. I guess a lot of people have experience in that field and are interested. I'm sure they all have different reasons." 

The position pays $72,000 annually. 

smoyers@semissourian.com 
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Pertinent address: 

1 Barton Square, Jackson, MO 

China cargo plan gets new life in Mascoutah

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY LISA BROWN and NICHOLAS J.C. PISTOR
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:05 am 

The chase for the elusive China cargo hub continues in the St. Louis region.

St. Clair County officials are now considering issuing more than a half billion dollars in bonds for a development project at the MidAmerica St. Louis Airport in Mascoutah that its backers say would spur international cargo flights.

If granted, the project would stimulate commerce at the Metro East airport, which has been under-used since it opened in 1998.

Chesterfield development consultant Gary Andreas, one of the founders of Strategic Air Cargo Inc., said the company has been working on the plan for more than three years. The airport’s location near highways and its 10,000 foot runway make it ideal for cargo, Andreas said.

“There are a massive amount of goods that could be sent here from China,” he said.

The project would include the construction of a 90,000 square-foot hangar, a more than 300,000 square-foot warehouse building and a 12,000 square-foot office building where Strategic Air would be based, Andreas said.

Strategic Air would use the bond proceeds for construction of the facilities and to buy four 747 passenger aircraft that would be converted to cargo planes, he said. The company would initially employ about 15 people, and pilots and crew for the aircraft would work on a contract basis.

A handful of local and out-of-town investors are involved in the project, Andreas said, but he declined to name them until the project progresses.

The St. Clair County’s economic development and finance committees gave preliminary approval for issuing $550 million in tax-exempt conduit bonds for the project on Tuesday night. Conduit bonds are issued by governments for non-government entities, which allows the borrower to access lower rates.

The St. Clair County Board will vote on the bond plan at its Monday meeting.

The bonds would not obligate the county to pay back funds if the group defaults, said Mark Kern, chairman of the St. Clair County Board. “It’s no cost to the taxpayers, we hold no liability,” Kern said of the bonds.

County economic development officials have worked on the proposal for about a year. “We’ve got a great place to do this,” Kern said of MidAmerica.

Since MidAmerica opened in 1998 at a cost of $213 million, the southwestern Illinois airport has struggled to find a niche. Located about 24 miles from downtown St. Louis, MidAmerica has sought to position itself as an international cargo hub.

“In the past, I don’t think anyone has stepped up with the complete package,” Andreas said of prior cargo efforts at MidAmerica.

A spokesman for the Illinois Department of Transportation confirmed Wednesday that airport officials recently informed the agency of the proposal, which is standard when airports are considering any new operations.

“We’re aware of it,” said the spokesman, Josh Kauffman. He said he couldn’t provide any further details, and referred all questions to the airport’s management. Tim Cantwell, MidAmerica’s director, did not return calls for comment.

The China cargo hub idea is not new to the St. Louis region.

Local business leaders have been talking with the Chinese for four years and believe a hub project out of Lambert-St. Louis International Airport would be a potential game-changer for the region’s economy.

A proposal before the Missouri Legislature last year for so-called Aerotropolis tax credits was rejected in October. The $60 million program would have subsidized air exports from Missouri. It was intended to make cargo flights from Lambert cheaper than from competing cargo hubs such as Chicago-O’Hare.

China Cargo landed flights from Shanghai to St. Louis in September and October of last year, but when the legislation collapse, the cargo flights were discontinued.

Developer Paul McKee, one of the architects of Missouri’s China hub efforts, had eyed MidAmerica several years ago as a site for the hub but ultimately settled on Lambert. McKee is not involved with Strategic Air, according to the company and county officials.

If the project at MidAmerica proceeds, it would be a boost to the local construction industry and economy, said Tim Garvey, CEO of the Southern Illinois Builders Association, which is based in O’Fallon, Ill.

“We’ve believed for a long time that MidAmerica would fulfill its economic development potential,” Garvey said. “We hope this is the development that makes that come to fruition.”

Kevin McDermott and Tim Logan of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

Some money from mortgage settlement to be diverted 

By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press)
Feb 22, 5:47 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The ink wasn't even dry on a settlement with the nation's top mortgage lenders when Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon laid claim to a chunk of the money to avert a huge budget cut for public colleges and universities.

He's not the only politician eyeing the cash for purposes that have nothing to do with foreclosure. Like a pot of gold in a barren field, the $25 billion deal offers a tempting and timely source of funding for state governments with multimillion-dollar budget gaps.

Although most of the money goes directly to homeowners affected by the mortgage crisis, the settlement announced this month by attorneys general in 49 states includes nearly $2.7 billion for state governments to spend as they wish.

Some are pledging to use it as relief for struggling homeowners or to help related initiatives such as a Michigan plan to assist children left homeless by foreclosures. But several states are already planning to divert at least some of the money to prop up their budgets, and more will be wrestling with those decisions in the coming weeks.

For some consumer advocates, the diversion is reminiscent of the 1998 tobacco settlement in which states spent billions on projects that had nothing to do with curbing smoking.

"We shouldn't be in the position of taking money that is intended to help consumers and their mortgage tribulations and putting that to another purpose," said Joan Bray, a former Democratic Missouri senator who now is chairwoman of the Consumers Council of Missouri.

States that use the onetime payout for immediate expenses may also face the question of what to do next year when the money is used up. But officials in struggling states say they must deal with the most immediate problems first.

A federal judge in Washington could approve the final settlement by the end of February. Once that happens, money could begin flowing to states within a couple of weeks, arriving just as lawmakers are crafting budgets for the upcoming fiscal year.

Republican legislative leaders in Missouri have already embraced the Democratic governor's plan to use nearly all of the state's $41 million settlement payment to help shore up the budget. The mortgage money allowed Nixon to reduce his proposed funding cut for public colleges and universities from 12.5 percent to 7.8 percent - potentially easing student tuition increases.

The money was "as we looked at it, relatively unfettered," Nixon said. "Clearly the economy was affected all across the country by foreclosure challenges, and I think it is apt and appropriate to use those dollars to help restore some of the challenging cuts that I was forced to make."

In Pennsylvania, where a fourth straight budget deficit is projected, Democrats are pressing the Republican-run attorney general's office to use some of its $69 million payment to offset $2 billion in cuts to programs that benefit education, the elderly, disabled or poor.

"The governor's budget has so many cuts to so many valuable programs, if the attorney general's office has $69 million, why not use that to offset these cuts to essential programs?" said state Rep. Joe Markosek, the ranking Democrat on the House Appropriations Committee.

Vermont plans to use $2.4 million from the settlement to help balance its budget. Maryland Attorney General Doug Gansler said about 10 percent of his state's $62.5 million payment will be made available for the governor and lawmakers to spend as they choose.

In Wisconsin, Gov. Scott Walker wants to use $26 million to plug a state budget hole because the foreclosure crisis had a "direct impact on the economy." But the Republican governor's plan has ruffled some Democrats, including Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett.

St. Louis homebuilder Bob Suelmann, who has a background in real estate and finance, said it's "ridiculous" for states to divert mortgage settlement payments to other purposes.

"It's like taking tax money that was supposed to go to road improvements, and then suddenly the bridges are falling down and you don't know what to do about it," Suelmann said. "That money should go to something that can directly improve the situation with the housing program."

When the tobacco settlement was reached, states initially promised to beef up public health with the $206 billion paid out over several decades. Instead, much of the money went to general government operations. State funding for tobacco-prevention programs has now fallen to its lowest level since 1999, according to recent estimates.

"The lesson is advocates have to be vigilant," said Marie Cocco, a spokeswoman for the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids.

Most states will probably use the money for mortgage-assistance hotlines, mediation between borrowers and lenders, legal aid and financial counseling, said Geoff Greenwood, a spokesman for Iowa Attorney General Tom Miller, who was the lead negotiator on the settlement.

But, he added, officials "have to acknowledge that there has been damage done to states and their budgets and their services because of this mortgage crisis. ...So states will have some flexibility in how they spend" the money.

Illinois Attorney General Lisa Madigan said she will oppose any efforts to use the money to prop up the state's shaky budget.

California, which was one of the hardest hit states by the mortgage crisis, will receive the largest payment - about $430 million at a time when the state is facing a $9.2 billion deficit. A spokesman for Gov. Jerry Brown said no decision has been made on how to spend the money.

Some consumer advocates say they will be watching closely to see where the payments are spent.

"As insufficient as it is," said Kathleen Day, a spokeswoman for the nonprofit Center for Responsible Lending, "this money was intended to go directly to help struggling homeowners."

Centene wins state Medicaid contract 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JIM DOYLE and VIRGINIA YOUNG 
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:10 am 

Centene Corp. has won a major contract to manage health care for Medicaid beneficiaries across Missouri, the Clayton-based company announced Wednesday.

The firm will share the business with two other companies, Missouri Care Inc., a subsidiary of Aetna Inc., and Health Care USA, a subsidiary of Maryland-based Coventry Healthcare Inc., state officials said.

Missouri's managed care program, serving 427,000 Medicaid patients, spends $1.1 billion annually, said Wanda Seeney, a spokeswoman for the state Office of Administration. The companies will compete for Medicaid patients during an annual open enrollment period, she said. Patients will choose among health plans offered by the companies.

Centene is the nation's fourth-largest Medicaid contractor and employs about 5,300 workers nationwide, including more than 900 in the St. Louis area. With the award of the Missouri contract, those numbers likely will grow. The company did not release an actual contract value, and company officials did not respond to phone calls seeking interviews.

Centene's subsidiary, Home State Health Plan Inc., was chosen by Missouri officials after submitting a competitive bid. The company in effect replaces a subsidiary of Molina Healthcare, which had been part of a group of five companies contracting with Missouri Medicaid. Molina, which operated an office in Creve Coeur, bid on the new contract but was rejected after getting only midrange marks for quality from state officials scoring the bids.

The other two winning bidders already held Medicaid contracts and were rehired.

Centene, Missouri Care and Health Care USA will provide coordinated health care and behavioral health services to Medicaid patients, including those getting benefits under categories of aid for parents and caretakers, children, newborns, pregnant women and refugees. They also will provide services for children in the care and custody of the state pending adoption, and the Children's Health Insurance Program.

All told, the state's Medicaid program serves about 900,000 patients and costs about $8.3 billion. But elderly and disabled Medicaid patients, as well as those who live in some rural areas, are not in the state's managed care program, which the three companies will oversee.

That program, with about $1.1 billion in annual spending, covers children, the largest proportion of the state's managed care program for the poor, said Seth Bundy, a spokesman for the state Department of Social Services. Pregnant women and some poor parents also are served in these managed care arrangements, he said.

"For more than 15 years, we have called Missouri home to our corporate headquarters," Centene Chairman and Chief Executive Michael Neidorff said in a company news release. "We have added hundreds of jobs and made significant investments into the region. We embrace the opportunity to bring our award-winning quality programs and health care services to our most vulnerable neighbors across the state."

Centene lobbied hard for the Missouri Medicaid contract. It has fielded a dozen registered lobbyists, including attorney Chuck Hatfield, one of Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon's closest advisers, according to Missouri Ethics Commission records. Since January 2006, Centene and its executives have given more than $400,000 in campaign contributions to dozens of Missouri politicians.

A growing number of states have privatized their Medicaid programs, paying fixed per-patient rates and letting contractors assume the risk of rising health care costs.

Centene's network of providers tries to cut costly use of emergency rooms by encouraging patients to see primary care physicians, take their medications, keep their follow-up appointments and pursue healthy lifestyles.

But Centene came under scrutiny last year because one of its affiliated businesses, the embattled Missouri contractor SynCare LLC, was ousted as a state contractor after high-profile failures in delivering eligibility assessments of homebound Medicaid patients. Centene provided nearly $2 million in business loans to SynCare and its owner, a former Centene executive.

Seven companies submitted contract bids to participate in Missouri's Medicaid managed care program, known as MO HealthNet Managed Care, said Jim Miluski, the purchasing director for the state's Office of Administration.

Three of the bidders were awarded contracts on Feb. 17, he said, and two of the three firms — Centene's subsidiary and Health Care USA — will be able to operate in all three of the state's managed care regions, central, west and east. Missouri Care, Aetna's subsidiary, will no longer be able to operate in the central region.

Health Care USA has participated in the Missouri Medicaid market for about 16 years and has about 1,200 employees in the state, said Matt Eyles, a Coventry spokesman.

"This award extends that relationship and represents another major step forward for Coventry as we continue to expand our Medicaid presence," Allen Wise, chairman and chief executive of Coventry, said in a news release.

A different Centene subsidiary previously held a Missouri Medicaid contract but left the state's market in 2006.

For the latest contract award, Miluski said, the state's evaluation panel considered factors including the bidders' organizational experience, method of performance, quality and access to care — including primary care, dental care, specialty care and behavioral health services. He also said that bidders could win extra points if affiliated with certified minority- or women-owned businesses.

For instance, Centene proposed to subcontract portions of its contract to 10 minority- and/or women-owned firms that will provide a variety of services, from medical and surgical supplies to the temporary and permanent staffing of nurses. The bid evaluators' scoring sheets revealed that Centene was given extra credit because, with the contract award, it is expected to employ additional Missouri residents.

To pay for health services for the 427,000 people in the state's managed care program, the average cost is about $2,575 a year per patient — with the federal government bearing nearly two-thirds of that cost.

The successful bidders were awarded one-year contracts and the potential of two additional one-year renewals. The new contracts are scheduled to begin July 1.

Missouri lawmakers consider plans to fund Interstate 70 reconstruction

Columbia Missourian - BY Dan Burley 
Wednesday, February 22, 2012 | 8:43 p.m. CST; updated 10:06 p.m. CST, Wednesday, February 22, 2012 

COLUMBIA — A variety of funding options emerged Wednesday during the Senate Transportation Committee's discussions on how to pay for the Interstate 70 reconstruction.

The hearing at the Capitol was standing room only as the committee discussed a bill that would authorize toll roads in Missouri to pay for the rebuilding of I-70. The rebuilding plan involves of a 200-mile stretch of the interstate, from near Independence to Wentzville. 

Sponsored by Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City, the bill would grant the Missouri Department of Transportation permission to enter into an agreement with a group of private investors to finance an overhaul of I-70. To recoup their investment, the private investors would establish and operate tolls on the highway.

The prospect of turning a free public highway into a toll road has some legislators — including the bill's sponsor — feeling a little uneasy.

"I know the word 'toll' is a dirty word," Kehoe said. "But we're just trying to start the conversation."

A large portion of the hearing was dedicated to sorting out options for funding the reconstruction, which is projected to cost between $2 billion and $4 billion.

Committee chairman Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, mentioned a one-cent increase in Missouri's current sales tax as another possible funding stream. That measure would pull in an additional $700 million to $750 million in revenue a year, according to MoDOT.

MoDOT director Kevin Keith said a problem with increasing the sales tax is that revenue collected from the tax is dispersed across the entire state. Tolls would ensure the finances flow directly to I-70 because of the private investors maintaining the interstate.

"There are about $20 billion of transportation needs to be addressed in this state," Keith said. "Tolls can maintain I-70 long-term, and we can take current maintenance costs (on I-70) and spend it elsewhere." 

MoDOT currently spends $70 million to $80 million a year on maintaining I-70, which is a little more than one-tenth of its annual revenue.

A 15-cent increase in the state's fuel tax was also discussed as a funding option. Missouri's current fuel tax, which hasn't increased since 1992, is 17 cents per gallon.

Estimates have the fuel tax increase pulling in an additional $450 million a year, Keith said.

Critics of the fuel tax increase said it is unsustainable. Improved fuel economy and hybrid cars make the fuel tax a "broken model," Kehoe said.

Todd Spencer, vice president of the Owner-Operator Independent Drivers Association, a group that represents small-business and professional truckers, favored the fuel tax increase.

"The notion that there'll be more electric cars is not going to happen," Spencer said. "We'd be more likely to see golf carts on the highway." 

Although a definite funding plan was not established, Stouffer said he thinks any funding possibility deserves the voters' opinion. The committee plans to hold two more hearings about the bill before making a recommendation to the Senate.

"I've been singing the same song for six years," Stouffer said. "We have a real opportunity here to help out this state. But the public needs to decide what happens next."

The next Senate Transportation Committee hearing will be at 8 a.m. Feb. 29 in Jefferson City.

Mo. senator backs new `distracted driving' charge 

Southeast Missourian
Feb 23, 5:02 AM EST 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Drivers who are distracted while behind the wheel could be charged with a misdemeanor - even if they haven't broken any other laws - under legislation endorsed by a Missouri Senate committee.

A measure sponsored by Sen. Bill Stouffer, a Republican from Napton, would create a new traffic offense for people who fail to give "full time and attention" to their driving.

Violators could receive up to 15 days in jail and a $300 fine, with tougher penalties if they're involved in an accident.

Stouffer says the charge could apply to people who text while driving. But he says drivers should still be able to use hands-free devices that allow them to keep their eyes on the road.

---

Distracted driving bill is SB717

Online

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

City school's big strides catch federal eye 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY ELISA CROUCH 
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:05 am 

ST. LOUIS • A top official from the U.S. Department of Education sat inside the library at Columbia Elementary School on Wednesday taking notes on how the school had transformed from a place parents wanted to abandon to one where students last year made double-digit gains on state exams.

In 2009, the school, surrounded by near-desolate streets in the Jeff-Vander-Lou neighborhood, had some of the worst test scores in the city. Classrooms were often chaotic. Students say they felt teachers didn't care about them.

But in 2010, Columbia became part of a multibillion-dollar federal experiment to see whether it's possible to turn around the nation's worst schools in three years. That fall, the school and 31 others in Missouri received a collective $17.3 million in school improvement grants. The money carries the belief that students can improve more in one year than some consider realistic — if only the schools adopt the right practices and refuse to accept failure.

At Columbia, a new principal — Crystal Ford-Gale — took over. She replaced 95 percent of Columbia's staff and essentially restarted the troubled school from scratch. That kind of staff turnover is common among schools accepting the federal grants.

And after one year, the school's sharp rise on the Missouri Assessment Program helped it become one of 16 in the city to make adequate yearly progress, a standard set by the federal No Child Left Behind law.

Jason Snyder, a deputy assistant secretary for the U.S. Department of Education, listened Wednesday as parents, students and community leaders said the building in the last 18 months had become a different school.

"We really can prove what's possible in these schools," Snyder said to them. "It's encouraging from a federal level to see this kind of work."

Snyder, who leads the Education Department's Office of School Turnaround, is working to determine what actions have led to transformation in schools like Columbia, and what efforts have failed. He's developing a list of promising practices to share with other schools and districts nationwide.

St. Louis Public Schools has 11 schools receiving school improvement money — more than any district in the state. Schools in Hazelwood, Ferguson-Florissant, Jennings, Normandy and Riverview Gardens districts also are recipients of the funds.

Snyder spent the day in St. Louis, also visiting Vashon High School and L'Ouverture Middle School — schools that were rife with discipline problems and low achievement two years ago.

In 2011, Vashon's math scores jumped to 23 percent passing, from 8 percent the year prior. In reading, they rose to 44 percent, from 29 percent. The number of suspensions last year was 162, down from 1,874 in 2010.

"The school has started to push us more," said Sarah Billingsley-Walker, a senior. "They know we can do it."

L'Ouverture did not show sharp academic gains last year. While students performed slightly better in reading — about 11 percent passed the state exam — the passing rate in math fell to 9 percent from 11 percent. But according to internal tests administered by the school district, students at the school on average advanced 1.3 grade levels last year. But for students to test at grade level on state exams, they may need an even faster rate of improvement.

So far, results of the school improvement grants across the state and the country are mixed. Some schools have shown near-instant transformation. In others, improvements in academics have yet to take shape.

In Missouri, the program has changed the relationship between the state education department and school districts. State regulators make monthly site visits to the schools, pushing and coaching principals to improve all aspects of their schools, and seeking to provide whatever support is needed.

In the St. Louis Public Schools, the 11 schools and other low performers are being treated as a sub-school district. In 2010, Superintendent Kelvin Adams created the four-member Office of Innovation, overseen by Associate Superintendent Michael Haggen, to provide an extra layer of accountability and support to the schools with the goal of boosting academic achievement. The team spends most its time in those buildings, monitoring and advising teachers and principals.

This year, 31 schools in Missouri received $15.7 million in school improvement grants. After 2012-13, the grants run out. Snyder said the changes made in each school should allow the improvements to continue and not disintegrate.

Haggen said the schools need more time, and money, to make the gains sustainable. The money has brought more staff, teacher training, longer school days and data analysis to customize classroom instruction. But whether dramatic progress will continue — or stop — once the funding disappears is a question that worries some school officials.

"We do know it's going to take more than three years of support," Haggen told Snyder during lunch at L'Ouverture. "It just is."

State program could provide Columbia Public Schools' summer school meals

Columbia Missourian - BY Kate Moritz 
Wednesday, February 22, 2012 | 1:04 p.m. CST 

COLUMBIA — Columbia Public Schools could begin providing lunch to its summer school students through a state summer food program, said Laina Fullum, director of nutrition services for Columbia Public Schools.

The Summer Food Service Program, which is federally funded and sponsored by the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services, provides nutritious meals to children at risk of going hungry during the summer months when school lunch is not available.

How to apply



What: The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services will accept sponsor applications for its Summer Food Service Program, which provides meals to children in need during the summer.

Who is eligible: Schools, faith-based organizations, camps, private nonprofit agencies and local governments can apply to be sponsor organizations.

When: Applications, which can be found on the program's website, will be accepted March 1 through May 15.

More information can be found at health.mo.gov/sfsp.





Through the program, the department reimburses sponsor organizations for the meals they provide to students in need over the summer.

Beginning March 1, the department will start accepting sponsor organization applications for this summer.

Schools, faith-based organizations, camps, private nonprofit agencies and local governments are eligible to apply to be a sponsor organization. These institutions must be located in areas where at least 50 percent of children qualify for free or reduced-price school meals.

According to a previous Missourian report, at least 50 percent of students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals in 11 of 28 schools in the district.

"This program is so important for the Missouri children who qualify for free and reduced-price lunches throughout the school year," said Gena Terlizzi, spokeswoman for the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. "For many of them it may be the only hot, nutritious meal they get all day long, and we want to make sure this opportunity doesn’t end when the school year does."

This would be Columbia Public Schools' first summer participating in the program. 

"We've never done it before, but it looks like a promising program," Fullum said. "It's a regulation overhaul for us, and we simply didn't have time for that in past years but it could benefit us this year if we could do it."

Fullum said getting on board with the food service program for the summer would save the district some headache in the future. The school district currently operates on nutrient-standard menu planning, meaning each meal offered on the school menu is analyzed with computer software for its nutritional value before it is served to students.

The Summer Food Service Program uses food-based menu planning, meaning each meal served is required to include meat or meat alternative, two fruits and/or vegetables, and a grain and dairy component. The meals are not analyzed beforehand for their nutrition value, Fullum said, but are nutritious by nature because of their balance.

Because all Missouri public schools are required to switch to food-based menu planning for the 2012-13 school year, getting the hang of the program during the summer will help Columbia schools ease into the new planning in the fall, Fullum said.

Columbia summer school has approximately one-fourth the enrollment of the regular school year. Beginning food-based menu planning during summer school will allow schools a test run and time to "work out some of the kinks," Fullum said.

"The benefit would be that we would get under our belt the food-based menu planning," Fullum said. "Time is a-tickin' and getting that in place in time is very, very challenging."

Fullum said although Columbia Public Schools does not yet require all school meals to have each of the food-based menu planning components, they are still healthy for kids.

"(It's) not that we don't hit on those components, we already know we're hitting the mark," Fullum said. "We're not meeting the mark in the dark.

"We preanalyze our menus to make sure nutrition is on par — we know that before we even serve the menu."

Although Columbia Public Schools has never participated in the summer food program, other organizations in Columbia have.

During summer 2011, the Boys and Girls Club of the Columbia Area, Douglass Park, The Intersection, Stephens Lake Park, Albert-Oakland Park, Bear Creek Family Site and Again Street Park served as Columbia's meal sites, according to the Summer Food Service Program site list.

The Douglass Park site, sponsored by the Columbia/Boone County Public Health and Human Services Department, will be returning this summer for its 12th year with the food program. Public Health Manager Mary Martin said the site will offer cold lunch every weekday June 11 through Aug. 10, except for July 4.

Any child who comes to the park during lunchtime can eat a free meal while having some summer fun, Martin said.

"We are in the park; we have the playground; we have the pool; we have the book mobile; we've had the Girl Scouts that have crafts for the kids," Martin said. "It makes it more of a 'going to the park' than it is 'going to get fed.'

"We like to think it is more pleasant that way than if they are just going down a food service line, told to sit down, eat and then leave."

Martin said Douglass Park volunteers served an average of 150 meals per day last summer, an increase from the summer before. Martin attributes the increase to last year's shortened summer school.

"Our leftovers we take to Loaves and Fishes, so people at the day center can have the cold lunch," Martin said. "But a lot of days last year, we didn't have leftovers."

The economy also played a role in last year's influx, Martin said.

"The economy was bad, so more parents were sending their children to us," she said. "The whole focus is, 'What happens to them in the summer?' If they don't go to summer school, a lot of times there is a lot of insecurity about how a kid is going to get a meal."

Sponsor organizations must go through training in order to participate in the program. According to the food program website, sites can be approved for one or two of three meals each day: breakfast, lunch and a snack.

The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services will accept sponsor applications through May 15. More information about the summer food program can be found at www.health.mo.gov/sfsp.

Alumni lobby for Truman

Truman State University Index - By Alexandria Witt

Published: Wednesday, February 22, 2012

Updated: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 22:02

Truman State community members are working to remind legislators of the important mission of Missouri's only publicly funded, highly selective liberal arts and sciences university, Truman State.

Truman faculty, staff, students and alumni are using their experience at Truman to help them communicate with Missouri legislators through lobbying and receptions, events hosted to build relationships between an organization or group and state legislators.

At the Mid-Missouri Alumni Legislative Reception, student interns, Truman faculty, staff, alumni and legislators will attempt to influence legislators to bolster Truman's funding instead of simply cutting it. 

Political science professor Candy Young lobbies for the University's interests in Jefferson City.  She said the reception's effectiveness doesn't rely on extravagant food or entertainment like stereotypical lobbying events, but instead, focuses on substance.

"Truman's had a history of wanting to be good stewards of state resources and believing you shouldn't put a lot of money in these events," Young said.

During past years, Truman has shifted focus to a day in the capital, where Kirksville citizens and Truman students unite to extol the University's mission. This draws focus to the students and community, not a political party.

Young said many at the capital understand that message. Truman alumni work in various state governmental departments, on the staffs of various elected officials and as politicians themselves, she said.

"We are now getting to the point where our graduates ... are now of an age where they are now starting to run for these offices," Young said.

Scott Sifton is a Truman alumnus serving in the House of Representatives. Sifton represents the 96th district, which covers parts of south St. Louis County.

"I feel a stronger connection to Truman State University than just about any group that comes in here," Sifton said.

As a representative, Sifton attends innumerable lobbying receptions each year, so many, in fact, that he said they often are indistinguishable. Still, he said he acknowledges the importance of an open dialogue between higher education and legislators. Sifton said he thinks it's important for legislators, especially those not personally connected to the University, to hear from the representatives of the universities.

Senior Kyle Olmstead spends his days this semester interning at the state capital for State Rep. Mike Talboy, who is the minority floor leader for the Democrats and represents Missouri's 37th district in Kansas City. Truman interns often are viewed as special envoys of the University. Thus, interns are lobbying daily for Truman through their work.

During his short time in Jefferson City, Olmstead observes lobbying often. He said he thinks the liberal arts students Truman produces make a difference when they are lobbying or working at the capitol. 

"I think you can tell by talking to the other students they just haven't had the liberal arts, interdisciplinary teaching style used on them," Olmstead said. "When they talk about their major, it's always very departmentalized."

Olmstead said he is looking forward to the reception to share his enthusiasm for the University in a more formal setting with people he doesn't see every day. He said he wants to ensure they recognize Truman's vital role in Missouri, he said.

"We always hear that we need to make Missouri a center of the ‘new economy,'" Olmstead said. "The only way to do that is to invest in higher education. They need to know what an integral role Truman plays in that equation."

KCP&L scales back energy conservation incentives

Kansas City withdrawn from proposal designed to encourage efficiency and eventually save on power plant needs.

By STEVE EVERLY - The Kansas City Star
Posted on Wed, Feb. 22, 2012 11:21 PM

Kansas City Power & Light’s much-heralded proposal to help its customers use less electricity is in disarray, just two months after it was announced.

In December, KCP&L asked state regulators to approve plans that would lock in conservation incentives for its nearly 600,000 Missouri customers. Now the utility is withdrawing the plan for its 270,000 customers in the Kansas City area. 

Industrial customers and regulatory staff members also are criticizing the remaining plan for KCP&L’s 309,000 customers in St. Joseph and other areas outside Kansas City.

KCP&L proposed the plan because by helping consumers save energy, it might be able to avoid having to build another large, costly power plant in a few years.

The Midwest hasn’t been hospitable territory for energy efficiency, because of its relatively cheap electricity prices. The Natural Resources Defense Council, which helped KCP&L draw up its plan, hoped the utility would help crack that reputation. 

Rebecca Stanfield, a senior energy advocate for the group, called KCP&L’s pullback “an enormous disappointment.” 

Under the KCP&L proposal, customers would be encouraged to conserve energy by getting rebates to buy energy-efficient equipment and lighting. Customers would also get rebates to make sure inefficient air-conditioners and refrigerators are disposed properly and not salvaged.

The utility also would tell residential customers what they could do specifically to reduce consumption, and how their electric use compared with that in similarly sized homes. 

To pay for the program’s upfront costs, KCP&L was asking regulators to let it raise electricity rates. It also wanted to keep some of the savings, in part to compensate it for lower power sales, and share the rest with ratepayers, so that eventually both KCP&L and its customers would come out ahead.

But KCP&L, in a new filing with the Missouri Public Service Commission, said the conservation plans would have raised rates up to 4 percent, which it could not justify at this time for its Kansas City customers. 

Electricity use, held back by the recession, still hasn’t recovered, the utility said, so it has plenty of generating capacity to meet demand for some time. Plummeting natural-gas prices also played a role in the decision, making the utility’s gas-fired electricity plants cheap to operate. 

“We have enough capacity to more than meet our load,” said Chuck Caisley, a KCP&L spokesman. 

KCP&L could reconsider in a year or two, he said, and again seek approval to bring those customers into the energy conservation program. 

The situation is different for KCP&L’s customers in its St. Joseph Light & Power and Missouri Public Service areas, which it acquired over the years when it bought other utilities. 

Under state regulations, those territories still operate separately from the rest of KCP&L and have to provide their own power, and they don’t have a surplus. The utility said it still made sense to help them conserve, so KCP&L didn’t have to find as much additional power for them.

But the energy efficiency program for them also appears uncertain, given criticism by state regulatory staffers and others.

One person taking issue with that program is Lewis Mills Jr., the head of the Missouri Office of Public Counsel, the state agency that represents consumers on utility issues. Mills said one problem was how KCP&L was proposing to count energy savings, which would be used to calculate profits and other reimbursements. 

KCP&L’s scaled-back plan surprised many, including environmental groups who had hailed the announcement in December as a breakthrough. Stanfield of the Natural Resources Defense Council questioned whether electricity rates actually would have had to climb 4 percent.

Kevin Gunn, the chairman of the Public Service Commission, said whatever happened in the KCP&L case, he believed energy conservation had a future in the state.

“I am a big proponent of energy efficiency,” he said.

Regulators are expected to make a decision on the remaining efficiency program by June. 

In the past, utilities have relied on selling more electricity to increase profits, and on building more power plants as demand rose and being able to raise rates to cover their costs. Under that business and regulatory model, utilities didn’t have much incentive to encourage conservation, though KCP&L has had some pilot conservation programs.

But in 2009, state legislators passed the Missouri Energy Efficiency Investment Act, which called for treating investments in curbing consumption in the same way as investments to deliver electricity. It took a couple of years to work out the regulations to put the law into effect, including how to measure energy savings.

KCP&L said it would allocate $20 million a year to the scaled-down program, which would be expected to eventually save the utility much more than that. The rule of thumb is that it costs one-fifth as much to eliminate the need for a kilowatt of electricity as it does to produce that much electricity. So the savings could amount to hundreds of millions of dollars over a few years.

KCP&L has said 60 percent of its eventual cost savings would be passed on to consumers. The rest of the savings would stay with KCP&L, to cover costs for the conservation and efficiency efforts, and offset revenue lost from selling less electricity. The plan also envisioned cutting overall electricity use initially by 0.5 percent a year. If it met the goal, KCP&L would get a performance bonus.

When KCP&L filed its initial plan it was expected to have fairly smooth sailing, since months had been spent hammering out the rules utilities would have to follow. 

But the Public Service Commission staff, in the latest filings, said KCP&L in several instances was seeking to not follow those rules. One example, the staff said, was using projected energy savings, instead of actual savings, in calculating the financial benefits.

Caisley, the KCP&L spokesman, defended that part of the plan, saying the projections came from five years of pilot programs.

Large industrial users also objected to KCP&L’s new filing. Part of the agreement has been that businesses that already have substantial investments in conservation measures could opt out of paying the higher initial electricity rates. And another new program would pay them extra if they allowed their power to be interrupted on days of peak demand.

But the large users now say that KCP&L wants to bar users from the power-interruption payments if they have opted out of paying the higher rates.

“Everyone is in favor of energy efficiency, but the question is how to do it effectively,” said Stu Conrad, an attorney who represents some of the industrial users.

Caisley also defended that part of the proposal, saying industrial users would still get lower electric rates if they allowed their power to be interrupted. He noted the program that would instead give payments to large customers was a new initiative, and that the utility thought it would be unfair to let customers into that program if they had opted out of the overall conservation program and its rates.

St. Louis red-light camera law remains in limbo

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JENNIFER MANN 
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 1:00 pm 

ST. LOUIS • The city's red-light camera ordinance remains in limbo.

While a judge has reaffirmed his earlier ruling that the law is invalid, the city maintains it will continue using the cameras to catch violators while appealing the decision.

In May, Circuit Court Judge Mark Neill ruled preliminarily that St. Louis and other municipalities did not have the authority to use the cameras without any supporting state legislation. On Friday, he added in a final ruling that the law is unconstitutional because it does not offer a way for someone to contest the violation except in cases where they claim they were not the driver or that the car was stolen.

While a state appeals court in October upheld Creve Coeur's red-light camera ordinance, Neill noted in his ruling that the ordinance there works more like a parking violation, ticketing the vehicle versus the driver. The St. Louis ordinance, he wrote, is not limited in that fashion.

Neill's decision stems from a lawsuit filed in 2009 by three motorists who received tickets and challenged the constitutionality of the law.

City Counselor Patricia Hageman said the final ruling, which was not unexpected or substantially changed, paves the way for the city's appeal.

"Throughout the pending appeal we will continue to operate our red light cameras and people will be expected to pay their violations," she said.

The judge denied the plaintiffs for an injunction barring the city from ticketing via red-light cameras, stating that “the court assumes that the city will not attempt to enforce the ordinance if and when a judgment declaring the ordinance void becomes final.”

The city enacted its red-light ordinance in November 2005 and has a contract with American Traffic Solutions, which has cameras at 51 intersections.

Through June last year, the city had issued 267,777 notices. Nobody had been arrested or charged more than the standard $100 fine.

So what to do now if you receive a red-light camera ticket? It depends upon your willingness to gamble.

Russell Watters, attorney for the plaintiffs, said it's up to the individual on whether they want to bank on the judge's ruling being upheld on appeal.

But, he noted, "The thing is, the city doesn't do anything to follow-up  if people don't pay these penalties."

Watters says he has a couple of his own that he's decided not to pay.

Wood named publisher of Suburban Journals 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 11:45 am 

Jennifer A. Wood has been named publisher of the Suburban Journals of Greater St. Louis.

Lee Enterprises Vice President-Publishing and Publisher of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch Kevin Mowbray made the announcement Tuesday.

"Jen combines a wealth of experience with energy and enthusiasm," Mowbray said. "She is active and engaged in the community both professionally and personally, and that commitment will now benefit readers and advertisers as she leads the Journals."

Wood, born and raised in Ste. Genevieve, is a native to the region and lives in Webster Groves. She has served as senior vice president of advertising since 2010 and vice president of retail and national advertising for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch since 2001. Prior to the Post-Dispatch, Wood was director of product development at the Kansas City Star in Kansas City, Mo.

"I'm thrilled with the opportunity and look forward to working with the various communities the Suburban Journals and our niche media products proudly serve," Wood said.

Wood is replacing Dave Bundy who has been named editor of the Lincoln Journal Star in Lincoln, Neb.

The Suburban Journal operation encompasses the Journals' publications and website along with a variety of niche media products.

The Suburban Journals, along with the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, are owned by Lee Enterprises, publisher of 48 daily newspapers and websites and 300 weekly and specialty publications in 23 states.

Gannett shares rise on plan to revitalize company

Company to more than double dividend, predicts revenue jump

Springfield News-Leader - Written by News-Leader staff and wire services 
11:59 PM, Feb. 22, 2012  

Gannett’s stock rose more than 4 percent Wednesday, after the company outlined a plan to reshape and revitalize the company and to return $1.3 billion to shareholders by 2015.

The company’s stock rose 63 cents, or 4.2 percent, to close at $15.61 on Wednesday. That is close to the stock’s 52-week high of $16.75 set last March.

Gannett Co. Inc., a diversified media company and publisher of newspapers, including USA Today and the Springfield News-Leader, said Wednesday at a meeting with investors and analysts that it plans to more than double its annual dividend to 80 cents per share. The first quarterly dividend of 20 cents will be paid in April. It will also buy back $300 million worth of shares in the next two years.

Gannett said it expects annual revenue growth between 2 percent and 4 percent by 2015.

Gannett said it would achieve its growth target by creating a new subscription model for its U.S. community publishing division; re-launching its online, mobile and tablet products over the next two years; developing a new digital marketing service targeted at small- and medium-sized businesses; expanding its USA Today sports media group; and garnering new fees from cable and satellite TV distributors that carry its TV stations.

The new subscription model charges for content regardless of platform and limits non-subscriber access. The company expects this model to contribute an incremental $100 million in earnings to the publishing segment annually beginning in 2013.

Implementation will occur over the next year.

“Any specific details or timetable regarding the new Gannett content subscription model have yet to be announced for the News-Leader,” according to Linda Ramey-Greiwe, president and publisher for the News-Leader Media Group.

Gannett’s annual dividend is half the $1.60 per share it paid out in 2008. Still, the increase is more than analysts were expecting. Citi analyst Leo Kulp expected a doubling of the annual dividend and a share buyback authorization of $200 million.

Gannett’s quarterly revenue has declined, on a year-over-year basis, for the last 20 quarters. The company’s last quarterly growth came in the three-month period that ended December 2006.

The company also said it expects adjusted earnings for fiscal 2012 of $2.18 per share. Analysts polled by FactSet were looking for $2.22 per share.

Gannett also expects adjusted earnings per share for the January-through-March quarter of 28 cents to 32 cents.

That’s below the 40 cents per share expected by analysts polled by FactSet, but the company said analysts’ estimates did not include about 9 cents per share of investments in strategic growth initiatives and higher pension expenses in the quarter.

Ron Paul campaign garners student support

Truman State University Index - By Kathleen Barbosa
Published: Wednesday, February 22, 2012

Updated: Thursday, February 23, 2012 02:02

Presidential candidate Ron Paul is popular among college students, and Truman State is no exception. 

Junior Christian Grandon is recruiting students interested in Ron Paul's campaign for president on Truman State's campus. 

Grandon received approval for the Youth for Ron Paul organization from Paul's campaign during March 2011, but because of time constraints, they have been unable to start campaigning for the 2012 election until now. Grandon said he is organizing the group independently without training from Paul's national campaign. 

The group of 30 interested students wants to educate the Truman and Kirksville communities about Paul's political beliefs, bring him to campus to speak and help elect him as the next president of the United States. 

Grandon's interest in Paul began during the 2008 election. He started reading Paul's books and researching him when he announced his 2012 presidential campaign. Since then, Grandon said he has observed many people who agree with Paul's beliefs but think he is unelectable as a candidate. 

To help combat this perception, Grandon said the club plans to present information about Paul's beliefs and background and provide information about how those beliefs align with the nation's founding principles. 

 "We want to educate people about the founding principles of the country that helped us to become such a great nation, especially liberty and free markets and personal freedoms, and how Paul works with those," Grandon said. 

He said he identifies himself as a Republican by necessity because Paul is running for the Republican nomination, but neither party represents his political views completely. Grandon was drawn to Paul's fiscal conservatism, his stance on the war on drugs and concerns about the Federal Reserve. Grandon said policies will appeal to independents, whom he thinks will be a key demographic in the general election. 

Senior Ben Winter has supported Paul for four years because of his consistency.

"I like his record of voting consistently on the issues that he is passionate about and his focus on reducing our debt as a country as well as his foreign policy," Ben said. 

Ben said he hopes the organization raises Paul's profile on campus and in the community because he said Paul is not given as much serious attention as other candidates. Often, Paul is reduced to being seen as a fanatic who is supported by a radical base, Ben said. Instead, he thinks Paul's policies appeal to a wide range of people. 

While Ben is interested in politics, he said he doesn't associate himself with either party. Instead, he said he tries to vote based on the candidate and encourages other to do the same. 

"I really believe a person should vote for the candidate who they think will be the best for job, not the candidate who is the lesser of two evils," Winter said. 

Senior Liz Winter began considering Paul to be a serious candidate after she watched some of the early Republican presidential debates. Liz said Paul's answers about foreign policy were the only answers that utilized historical context to explain the United States' involvement in the Middle East.

The group plans to meet 6 p.m. Friday, but the location is to be determined. For more information, contact Christian Grandon. 

MISSOURINET

Major change proposed in state pension system (AUDIO)

February 23, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A plan to fold four state retirement systems into one draws questions from senators who think it might make it harder to attract qualified people to the legisalture and to judgeships.

Most state employees are part of MOSERS, the Missouri State Employees Retirement System. Judges have their own retirement system. Legislators have theirs. Statewide elected officials have theirs. Cape Girardeau Seantor Jason Crowell wants to combine them and base pensions on a common mathematical calculation,.

                                       AUDIO: 
Crowell
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  :26

Crowell’s plan would mean future judges would draw average pensions of 22-thousand dollars, about sixty percent less than they get now. Lawmakers who become vested in legislative pensions now after eight year would not become vested until ten–meaning term limited lawmakers would not get pensions unless than got elected to the other chamber after finish their limited eight years of service in the one they were first elected to. Elected officials also would see dips.

Critics worry the cuts will discourage highly-qualified people from wanting to serve in the legisalture or as judges. More lengthy debate is expected

Budget working group to take a closer look at health, social services budgets

February 23, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Seven members of the House Budget Committee are going to take a closer look at areas where the budgets for the Departments of Mental Health, Health and Senior Services and Social Services might be reduced.

The Appropriations Committee covering those agencies recommended that New Decision Items within those budgets receive 75% funding. Chairman Tom Flanigan (R-Carthage) explained to the Budget Committee Wednesday that his intent was to force a supplemental budget in January when better information is available related to those items, and what funding is still necessary at that time can be provided. Flanigan noted that his committee does not have authority to make cuts.

The Budget Committee has now created a working group that will look at new decision items in the budget bills for those agencies for any places where similar withholds could be made. Representative Jeff Grisamore (R-Lee’s Summit) said the process would help conserve as much money as possible for the “most vulnerable people.”

See what’s in those budget bills, HB 2010 and HB 2011.

The members of the working group are Republicans Rick Stream of Kirkwood, Sue Allen of Town and Country, Grisamore and Flanigan and Democrats Chris Kelly of Columbia, Gail McCann Beatty of Kansas City and Jeanne Kirkton of Webster Groves.

Kelly says Flanigan’s withholding method is an innovative, interesting idea and he’s anxious to look into it more. “Is it reasonable to hold some money back and put it in the supplemental bill to make sure the money’s being spent correctly and targeted correctly?”

Kirkton says she is concerned for the agencies that might have to deal with those 25% withholds. “If I were a department manager I would be very nervous about it. You hope the supplemental money will be there but there’s always the ‘what if’s’. What if we had another catastrophe, what if that money’s not there, what if revenues don’t come in? We always have to worry.”

Kirkton says supplemental budget bills are expected to come out early next week, so the working group will have to work fast.

Legislators look at several bills that expand gun rights (AUDIO)

February 22, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

The House General Laws Committee is looking at a bill that would protect businesses from getting sued if criminal activity against the business resulted in killing or injuring a patron.

Sponsor Stanley Cox (R-Sedalia) is sponsoring the measure, which also lets patrons keep guns in their cars.

Missourians for Personal Safety says the bill just makes common sense, and the National Rifle Association agrees. However, the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys says the bill is just a veiled attempt to insulate businesses from litigation. Rep. Mike Colona (D-St. Louis), an attorney himself, he says these are decisions better left to juries …. not legislators.

Cox uses as an example an incident where a Starbucks was robbed and a patron who chased the burglar was struck by his car in the parking lot and later died. His family sued Starbucks. (Read the article here.)

Another legislator wants to expand Missouri’s concealed carry law to allow open carry regardless of any other ordinance. Rep. Paul Fitzwater (R-Potosi) says law-abiding citizens with concealed carry permits should not be at risk if their gun is showing, or if they’re in an area that doesn’t permit concealed carry.

Other bills before the committee looked at employer discrimination against concealed carry permit holders, and lowering the age to get a permit from 21 to 18.

The bills being considered are: HB 1319, 1369, 1045, 1621.
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Michelle Obama to headline fundraiser next month at Peabody Opera House

St. Louis Post-Dispatch Political Fix - BY JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 2:44 pm 

ST. LOUIS • The city's refurbished opera house will soon have a visitor from the White House. 

First Lady Michelle Obama will headline an afternoon fundraiser on March 5 at the Peabody Opera house in downtown St. Louis, according to a campaign official.

Tickets begin at $150, and will benefit the Obama Victory Fund, a joint fundraising committee between President Barack Obama's campaign and the Democratic National Committee.

The Peabody, nee Kiel Opera House, re-opened in October after a 20-year hiatus. The 3,100-seat is ideal for a fundraiser with Mrs. Obama's drawing power — plenty of room, but not cavernous.

Plus, the Opera House offers a range of options for private events.

The First Lady will start her day across the state in Kansas City, where she will appear at a fundraiser at a similarly stylish venue, the Kemper Museum Of Contemporary Art.

Obama was last in St. Louis for the World Series, where she came to town with Jill Biden as part of a tribute to military families.

Her latest visit feels more like a cameo than a campaign stop.

With Missouri not among President Obama's electoral priorities, and Republicans paying nary attention to Show-Me primary voters, the candidates and their key surrogates may make some fundraising detours to St. Louis, but will largely focus their attention elsewhere.

A previous version of this story listed an incorrect date for the fundraiser.
Hartzler to serve as policy advisor in conservative congressional caucus

Springfield News-Leader Inside Missouri Politics - by Deirdre Shesgreen 
Posted on February 22, 2012

Rep. Vicky Hartzler, R-Harrisonville, has been tapped for a leadership role with the Republican Study Committee, a group of conservative House members who focus on trimming spending and the size of government.

The group has become particularly influential in this Congress, representing the right-flank of the GOP majority in a gamut of legislative debates. Hartlzer will be serving as a policy adviser within the group, helping to craft conservative policy proposals.

“Vicky has quickly established herself as a leader of conservative efforts to cut spending, balance the budget, and get the government out of the way of private sector job creation,” Ohio Rep. Jim Jordan, who serves as chairman of the RSC, said in a statement Wednesday. “Her experience running a small business gives her a real world perspective that is often in short supply in Washington.” Hartzler said the new post will allow her to bring “common sense” Missouri ideas to the table. “With budget negotiations about to begin it is imperative that fiscally-conservative representatives of the people establish and promote ideas that address our out-of-control government spending and the never-ending overreach of the federal bureaucracy into the lives of Americans,” she said.

With MOSIRA in doubt, biotech backers to raise money for Gov. Jay Nixon

St. Louis Post-Dispatch Political Fix -  BY JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 9:43 am 

How MOSIRA would work
— It would shift state income taxes collected on new wages in science and high-tech industries into an investment fund run by Missouri Technology Corp. estimated to collect up to $4.4 million in first year and $13.3 million in 2015, though lawmakers will decide annually how much to put in the fund.

— MTC then would invest that money — and potentially money from other federal and private sources — in a range of efforts designed to grow Missouri's science and high-tech industries.

— Program would begin to phase out in 2016, with less money collected over the next 10 years.

ST. LOUIS • In November, Gov. Jay Nixon appeared at the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center to ceremonially affix his signature to a bill that was supposed to create a fund to foster science start-ups.

While the effect was fleeting, the alliance has endured.

Nixon, a Democrat, will return to the Creve Coeur campus of the Danforth Center next month for a fundraiser hosted by prominent bio-tech advocates, even as the future of the legislation they championed is now in doubt.

On Monday, a judge tossed out the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act (MOSIRA) after a lawsuit by advocates who worried state tax incentives would be used to promote human cloning.

The judge did not rule on that issue, but rather struck down the law because related legislation on tax credits failed to pass the General Assembly.

(This is the latest example of legislation that seems to crumble like shoddy home improvement work. Earlier this month, the state's highest court threw out a campaign finance law not because its tenets were unconstitutional, but because it was contained in the same bill that says who gets a key to the Capitol dome.)

While science advocates plan how they will revive MOSIRA in Jefferson City, they are also preparing to fete Nixon.

The March 13 campaign fundraiser will be at the Bio-Research & Development Growth Park, which is at the Danforth Center, but independent of the non-profit research institution so that organizers don't have to worry about running afoul of tax laws that restrict political activity.

The hosts of the fundraiser are Dr. Bill Danforth, brother of the late Donald; John McDonnell, former chairman of the McDonnell Douglas aerospace corporation; and Dr. Gordon Philpott, a retired surgeon who, like McDonnell and Bill Danforth, has strong ties to Washington University.

Nixon is "a strong advocate for the growth of the plant and life sciences in Missouri" the trio wrote in a letter with the fundraising invite.

Of course, now that MOSIRA is in jeopardy, the governor risks losing the signature piece of his science agenda. While supporters are raising money for Nixon, they may want to keep an eye on the General Assembly, where Republican leaders, especially those in the Senate, who could decide whether the science fund gets another chance.

Or, better yet, Attorney General Chris Koster, who on Wednesday announced he would appeal the MOSIRA ruling.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Election Year Reminder 

Washington Missourian
Posted: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 5:32 pm | Updated: 8:16 am, Wed Feb 22, 2012. 

Another reminder that this is an election year came over the weekend from Republican candidates for governor in Missouri. Their target was incumbent Jay Nixon, a Democrat. They called him a “spectator governor” who has made Missouri one of the “least business-friendly states in the country.”

Our experience in little Washington, Mo., is that he and the Department of Economic Development have not only been friendly to business but they have fought to help keep industry in the state. There was an industry in Missouri that wanted to expand by building a new plant in Washington. The company has operations in a couple of states. Kansas wanted the industry also. The potential for growth by this company was very appealing. Missouri and Kansas faced off in a battle for this industry.

Kansas was tough competition because of the incentives it offered the company. Gov. Nixon, his economic development director and other state officials, in addition to local leaders, fought off Kansas. The company selected Washington, which could not have won this battle without the help from the state. The competition probably was the toughest Washington ever faced in obtaining an industry.

The state and Washington did not go overboard in offering incentives. There were many factors involved and Gov. Nixon was not a “spectator governor” in this instance and with other industrial prospects. He is an active player.

Every incumbent governor running for re-election is a target for criticism. But to say Gov. Nixon is not business friendly belies the facts.

Lawmakers must help the blind and poor, not punish them

The Kansas City Star
Posted on Wed, Feb. 22, 2012 06:31 PM

You know a state has problems when lawmakers recommend taking money from the blind and the poor to spare colleges and universities from harmful cuts.

In Missouri’s case, the problems include hostility toward a governor seen as autocratic on budget matters, and a callousness toward the poor which rears its ugly head all too often.

But the core issue is the refusal by Gov. Jay Nixon and legislators to find new sources of revenue for a chronically underfunded state. Whether it be reining in tax credits, collecting taxes on Internet purchases or supporting a higher tobacco tax, Missouri’s leaders refuse to take the tough steps that would lead to long-term fiscal health. 

Republicans in the Missouri House have vowed to stop Nixon, a Democrat, from balancing his $23.3 billion spending plan with a cut to higher education spending. The governor’s initial radical reduction was $106 million but it’s now down to $66 million.

Last week, a House subcommittee recommended making up most of the remaining gap with cuts to social services, including $28 million that the state spends to provide medical care for 3,000 blind Missourians. 

Those recipients have an income above Missouri’s Medicaid eligibility limit. Also, they receive a monthly payment of about $700 from the Blind Pension Fund. But Missouri’s threshold for adults to obtain Medicare is appallingly low. And a $700 stipend is no substitute for reliable medical care.

Other proposed cuts by the subcommittee would affect child care subsidies, prescription drug help for seniors and some services for the developmentally disabled. 

Nixon is calling for the cuts to be stopped, and they should be. But there are no political points to be scored here. Responsible leaders should have taken steps to avoid being painted into this corner.

Debate is needed before cutting budget for social services

Reductions shouldn't be an automatic response

Springfield News-Leader
11:33 PM, Feb. 22, 2012

Cutting the state’s budget is never easy. Someone always gets less. This time, it is blind Missourians who will lose $28 million in medical services, poor working parents who get child care subsidies who will lose $12 million and other social service recipients who will lose another $20 million.

Without any discussion, the Missouri House appropriations committee last week approved the budget recommendations, meant to offset a $106 million cut in funding for state colleges and universities, presented by Committee Chairman Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage. The three Democrats on the committee were the only no votes.

“I have received comments and input from the public on both sides of this issue and am encouraged by the debate that is being had,” Flanigan said in a written statement to the News-Leader.

We would like to add our input. We believe the Blind Pension Fund should continue to provide needed health care, and the working poor should have a way to afford child care so they can keep on working. We would also like college students to be able to afford an education without going into serious debt before they even join the working world.

Denny Huff, president of the Missouri Council of the Blind, was shocked by the news of the cuts. “It’s scary,” Huff said. “Some of these blind people, they just don’t have any options and no recourse.”

Gov. Jay Nixon blasted the proposal. “First of all, cutting health care for the blind, prenatal care for women, services for people with developmental disabilities and child care for low-income families is not the way to balance Missouri’s budget,” the governor said.

Flanigan, who pointed out the state constitution’s mandate that education get funding priority, offers a reason why this is an appropriate way to balance the budget.

The Blind Pension Fund, he explained in his statement, is “a non-Medicaid, non-mandated health care program. This line-item, called State Medical, is one which exclusively benefits a certain segment of the disabled community — a benefit no other disabled population receives.”

Everyone talking about this has legitimate points, and this is a good opportunity for people to talk to each other — for a lot longer than the 20 minutes the committee met before voting.

We thank Flanigan for bring these issues forward and sharpening the debate, but the debate still needs to be held. All sides need to be heard, because cutting the budget has real impact on people’s lives.

Editorial: Vanity fare: License plates appear to be House's jobs plan 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:10 am 




R.J. Matson

R.J. Matson/Post-Dispatch, February 23, 2012

If you thought that the 2009 Tea Party revivalists who wore tricorn hats and waved Gadsden flags to protest their government and the Middle Ages revivalists who gather in public parks and wave swords and shields at each other have nothing in common, think again.

Both groups of proud Missourians have their own specialty license plates. They are not alone.

There are 143 different versions of specialty license plates in Missouri, including one that celebrates a new athletic rival of the University of Missouri Tigers in the Southeastern Conference. Yes, you can get a University of Arkansas Razorbacks "Go Hogs" license plate in Missouri.

You cannot get a Mizzou Tigers license plate in Arkansas.

The Middle Ages sword-fighting reenactors can sport a plate celebrating the Kingdom of Calontir, which, for the uninitiated, is a five-state regional chapter of the Society for Creative Anachronism. (We have paperwork to prove it).

When the Republican leaders of the Missouri House announced their "Blueprint for Missouri" jobs plan before the legislative session, they failed to mention that key to the plan was printing more license plates.

In the first seven weeks of the session, the House has passed 22 bills. Of those, the largest single category, by far, are bills related to license plates. So far, the House has passed four license plate bills, and there are more on the way.

Of particular note is the bill creating the "Don't Tread on Me" plate. Last year, lawmakers sought to honor Tea Party activists by creating a government-sanctioned emblem to help the protesters carry on their anti-government message.

The vehicle, so to speak, was a "Don't Tread on Me" license plate, allowing anti-government protesters to add the freedom-loving slogan to their cars or trucks. Thanks, uh, government.

Lawmakers didn't tread firmly enough, though.

This year, Rep. Chuck Gatschenberger, R-Lake Saint Louis, is back with a stringent rewrite that will make the anti-government plates do a better job of displaying their government antipathy. His new bill defines the size (48-point), lettering (bold, all capital), colors (tiger yellow) and logo position (sitting on green grass that is two and one-quarter inches wide) that must be included in the "Don't Tread on Me" plates.

Now that's anti-government fervor in action.

In their attempts to drive the Missouri economy out of the ditch, Missouri Republicans aren't just limiting themselves to the licensing on the backs of cars, but the licenses in our wallets. They've passed a bill that would require voters to present a drivers license or other similar state photo identification in order to vote. Perhaps that will create election judge jobs, or law enforcement jobs, with all the new cops that will be needed to keep voting scofflaws off the streets.

And on Monday, they gave initial approval to a bill that would eliminate the longstanding and responsible practice of offering drivers tests to legal Missouri immigrants in their native language.

The Missouri State Highway Patrol doesn't support the bill. Neither do insurance companies, who rightly point out it would offer an incentive for new drivers to drive illegally and, thus, make our roads less safe. But never mind reality.

Why, with all the money Missouri will save from dumping bilingual drivers exams, we can print up a few more "I'm Pet Friendly" license plates.

Our View: I-70 toll road would lessen tax burden

Truman State University Index

Published: Wednesday, February 22, 2012

Updated: Wednesday, February 22, 2012 23:02

In ever-changing economic times, the state must make financially sound and efficient decisions to maintain a suitable environment for its citizens. One decision we think Missouri should implement is making I-70 a toll road (see story).

The Missouri House of Representative recently passed a bill requiring the issue of I-70 tolls to be put on a public ballot for approval. We support the creation of tolls on the highway as a way to raise funds for repair.

I-70 through Missouri was completed during the late 1950s with a lifespan of 20-25 years, according to the Missouri Department of Transportation website. Fifty years later, the highway is desperately in need of repair, but such major road construction comes at a price — a price the state currently cannot afford. 

Tolls would provide the state with extra funds to improve the road.  It would cost a traveler $25 to cross the state of Missouri and a truck driver about $75.  With more than 30,000 vehicles traveling across the stretch of highway each day, the $2 billion to $4 billion needed in construction funds could come quickly. 

Paying more than just the rising gas costs to travel across the state might sound like more of a pain than a benefit. However, the road must be improved or it eventually could become merely a gravel parking lot. The funds need to come from somewhere. The only other option would be to increase fuel or sales taxes. Residents of southern or northern Missouri likely don't travel across I-70 regularly, though, and they should not be required to pay toward its improvement. 

This is a no brainer — the state needs money for road construction, and tolls would provide these extra funds. If the I-70 tolls become a ballot measure, we urge Missouri voters to benefit our state by voting in favor of tolls and not require a tax increase.

Our Opinion: Continue to offer driver's test in foreign languages

Jefferson City News Tribune
Wednesday, February 22, 2012

We still have reservations about proposed legislation to end Missouri’s process of offering driver’s license tests in foreign languages.

We opposed legislation offered last year that passed the House, but died in the Senate.

Flash forward to Monday, when a similar proposal again was approved by the House, this year on a 91-59 vote.

The measure would eliminate the state’s practice of offering the written driver’s test in 11 languages and computerized versions in seven of them.

A fiscal note estimates the cost savings at $52,000.

We refuse to characterize the cost savings as insignificant. All are significant and accumulate.

The important question is whether the savings justify the action.

Bill sponsor Rep. Mark Parkinson, R-St. Charles, said the measure is designed for people to “come together and assimilate into our culture.”

Withholding the driving privilege, however, is an impediment rather than an invitation.

Spend time in and around our community — and countless others across Missouri — and you will hear a variety of languages spoken in workplaces, restaurants, shops, churches and elsewhere.

These men and women participate more readily in our community dynamic and contribute to our economy because they can drive.

Learning a language is a process.

Do we relegate foreign-speaking people to unemployment and isolation until they have completed the process of learning English?

Do we — as some lawmakers pointed out — increase the risk of unlicensed and uninsured drivers sharing our roadways?

Diversity is a great strength of our nation.

Let’s not obstruct the path to participation and assimilation.

Our View: MSSU plays to its strength 

The Joplin Globe 
February 21, 2012 

Even though it will mean making other difficult decisions, the board of governors at Missouri Southern State University took the right step by tamping down as much as possible next year’s tuition increase.

On Friday, the board agreed to raise the cost by only $6.48 per credit hour beginning in the fall. That’s an increase of not quite 4 percent. The cost of a credit hour at MSSU will go to $169.48.

State legislators had previously put a cap on tuition increases for Missouri colleges and universities, but last year Southern and a number of other schools requested and were granted a waiver. The result was a $20 jump, going from $143 to $163 per credit hour. That kind of increase — nearly 14 percent — is unsustainable year after year.

Southern is expecting a cut of $1.7 million this year in state appropriations, or nearly 8 percent, and it has to do something to make up for the loss. The fallout will come elsewhere, including no across-the-board salary increases next year, and possibly job cuts.

While no one wants to see that, either, it’s the lesser of two evils. In the end, Southern is playing to its base: Wages in Southwest Missouri remain well below the national average, and our higher education costs have to reflect that if people are going to be able to get a degree close to home.

Southern also is playing to its strength: Offering a great education at a low cost. We’re proud of the fact that Southern is, and will remain, the best deal in the state, and we applaud the board for keeping its focus on that as the highest priority.

Bogus disability claims hurt those actually disabled

Southeast Missourian - Mike Jensen
Wednesday, February 22, 2012

I'm not one to generally say "I told you so," but in this case, well, I told you so! 

Two weeks ago I said to start paying attention to the explosion in disability claims because for far too many, this lucrative federal program has become the new cash cow to supplement or replace other taxpayer-funded programs. 

And new numbers are out and, sure enough, there it is in black and white. 

There has been in recent months a virtual explosion of disability claims, with mental disability topping the list of "ailments" for those seeking monthly disability checks. 

The numbers are actually staggering. 

In new figures just released, 43 percent of the new disability claims are for mental illness and stress. 

I first noticed the trend a few months back while working with a local federal agency in this region. Now, the national statistics show a growing trend of individuals -- especially those who have now exhausted their unemployment benefits -- filing mental disability claims. 

And what do these disabilities -- both real and phony -- cost the American taxpayer? Try $200 billion a year and growing. 

And as I always keep an eye on the political impact of issues, keep in mind that when someone files a disability claim they are then removed from the unemployment ranks and thus, the jobless rate appears to decline. The fact is starkly different from the perception in this case. 

Sure enough, the Social Security Disability Fund is running in the red and will be fully exhausted in six years -- if not sooner. 

I get sick of repeating the tired refrain, but it's true. The American taxpayer is more than willing to provide funding for those truly in need, and the disabled top that list. But the American taxpayer is getting equally frustrated with paying benefits to those who game the system to their own benefit. 

And please, drop the pretense. We all know of someone who is receiving disability benefits or applying for those benefits who is able to work. But apparently we have made the path toward disability much easier and for many, this has become the new paycheck. 

But you have not heard a word of concern nor caution from this administration and you won't. Redistribution of wealth is redistribution of wealth regardless of the path. 

First and foremost, I blame those who claim stress in their life is rendering them unable to work. But beyond that, I put the blame squarely on those who approve these disability payments knowing full well that many of these claims are borderline at best. At worst, they are outright fraud and corruption. 

In the end, one individual or one small committee gives the thumbs up on an individual disability claim. Those who make those decisions act as though there is some bottomless pit of magical money to pay for that person who has stress in his or her life. 

We, the people, provide those funds. And I'm tired of someone giving my money away to those who by their own choice dip their hand in the taxpayer pocket with phony claims and bogus disabilities. 

The ones hurt the most are those truly disabled. They deserve our full support and concern. But those who seek to join that class with phony claims deserve our contempt. 

Missouri needs unified mission to target payday loan abuse

Springfield News-Leader
11:41 PM, Feb. 22, 2012

Dear Rev. Ray,

Congratulations on your excellent, timely and “on the bull’s eye” column on the scandal of Missouri’s payday lenders in the Feb. 8 issue of the News-Leader. I hope you will both consider a suggested strategy for open and accountable government via “outing” the state representatives and senators who accept PAC money and other ethics and objectivity compromising gratuities from payday lenders and/or their parent lenders who provide the revenue for their mutually lucrative enterprise — at the expense of those who cannot afford a lobby in government.

I suggest an organized and unified grass-roots mission to put Missouri’s state lawmakers on the hot seat on this issue and publicly spotlight those lawmakers who aid, abet and politically and financially benefit via accepting money and/or other gratuities from this predatory enterprise as compensation for stonewalling and blocking humane reform of the predator creditor industry in Missouri.

A massive blitz of simple form questionnaires with four simple questions sent certified mail/return receipt by several hundred or several thousand activists to Missouri’s lawmakers would make those lawmakers very nervous. They would be even more politically stressed when they learn that the organized group of senders are making public the lawmakers’ answers to those questions and spotlighting the lawmakers who refused to respond and/or answer those questions — in writing. We could call this mission “The Peon-Peon-ette Political Action Committee” which should qualify it for special tax breaks and other political and legal concessions and benefits.

Question #1.Do you solicit and/or accept any monetary donations, contributions, gifts or other items of monetary or recreational value from the payday lending industry and/or their parent funding organizations?

Question #2. If the answer to Question #1 is yes, please provide a list of the names of all such donors and specify the gratuities and gifts that you received from them, including the dollar figures.

Question #3. Do you support and will you introduce and zealously promote aggressive, meaningful and effective reform of the payday lending industry by legislatively mandating and enforcing fair and reasonable interest rates and reasonable punitive charges?

Question #4. Do you ... support and promote transparency, accountability and equal representation in government?

Ivan L. Fail lives in Sparta.

Guest commentary: The complications of the Clemons case 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Richard Stack 
 Posted: Thursday, February 23, 2012 12:00 am 

A teen-age, African-American suspect. White murder victims. No physical evidence. Recanted eyewitness testimony. A guilty verdict, a death sentence and much doubt. We've been down this road before with the execution of Troy Davis.

Reggie Clemons has been incarcerated 20 years. Two young women tragically lost their lives, but no one can be sure that Clemons was responsible for their deaths.

He has been sentenced to die for a crime he may not have committed.

Clemons was convicted as an accomplice to the murder of sisters Julie and Robin Kerry on April 4, 1991. The sisters met Clemons, Marlin Gray, Antonio Richardson and Daniel Winfrey on the Chain of Rocks Bridge, a popular hangout for teenagers. The girls were with their cousin, Thomas Cummins. The sisters were pushed or forced to jump from the bridge into the Mississippi River. Julie Kerry's body was found three weeks later. Robin Kerry's body never was found.

Cummins spoke to police early in the morning after the murders. He said the four men robbed him and his cousins, raped the girls and pushed the girls off the bridge and said he was forced to jump off the bridge. The police were suspicious of Cummins' story because he appeared dry, neatly combed and uninjured after supposedly jumping 80 feet to the river. The results of a lie detector test were recorded as "deceptive."

Cummins then confessed to the murders, saying he made a sexual advance toward Julie Kerry and, after an altercation, pushed her off the bridge. He said Robin Kerry either jumped to save her sister or was forced to jump. He was arrested but released when Richardson implicated himself, Clemons, Gray and Winfrey in the murders. The four men were arrested. A month later, charges against Cummins were dropped when he identified them in a lineup.

Cummins then accused Clemons, Gray, Richardson and Winfrey of the murders. To receive a lesser charge, Winfrey corroborated the story.

Clemons, Gray and Richardson were given death sentences for the murders. Gray and Clemons were sentenced by the state under the law of "accomplice liability." There has been no physical evidence, fingerprints, DNA or hair samples linking Clemons to the crime. 

Richardson's sentence was reduced to life in prison. Gray was executed in 2005. Winfrey, the lone white defendant, was paroled in 2007. Clemons, originally scheduled for execution in June 2009, received a stay from the U.S. Court of Appeals. The Missouri Supreme Court appointed Judge Michael Manners to review the case. The review, rescheduled several times, is set for March 5.

Manners can give Clemons a new trial, set a new execution date or recommend immediate release. Manners has been asked to consider evidence in cold storage at the police department's crime lab. Apparently, "the state has discovered three laboratory reports and certain physical evidence, including what is commonly referred to as a rape kit. The evidence had not been previously disclosed as part of the state's case against Mr. Clemons."

Clemons, Gray and Cummins independently lodged complaints of police brutality against the officers who interrogated them. Clemons said his head was slammed repeatedly against the walls of the interrogation room.  Officers denied the claims. Clemons says his request for a lawyer was denied and he repeatedly was beaten. He says he confessed because of the beatings. He denied any involvement in the Kerry sisters' fall from the bridge but admitted to participating in the rape of the sisters. That admission also may have been coerced.

A lawyer, counselor and Clemons' sister all said his face was swollen when they visited him after the confession; Clemons' family also noticed his face was swollen at arraignment. When the judge ordered Clemons to be examined in an emergency room, he was diagnosed with muscle pain, muscle inflammation and a swollen right cheek. 

The prosecutor's conduct at the trial was unprofessional, over-aggressive and abusive. The trial judge admonished the prosecutor several times for "improper questions, objections and comments."

Clemons' parents hired two lawyers: One was a bankruptcy and civil litigation attorney; the other was indefinitely suspended from the bar in 1999. Upon finding the legal team was not making the necessary preparations, a third lawyer was hired. This attorney confirmed "they had collected no evidence and had done no investigation with respect to possible mitigation" and that one of the lawyers "admitted to me he had not even read the police reports."

Under Missouri law, Clemons could be convicted as an accomplice to first-degree murder only if he "coolly deliberated" on the murder beforehand. When jurors were asked if they could consider the death penalty for Clemons, the prosecutor failed to mention the premeditation requirement.

Later reviews found at least one juror (and perhaps six) improperly excluded because the premeditation requirement was not mentioned. The Supreme Court has ruled that if even one juror has been improperly excluded from a death penalty case, the death sentence must be reversed. 

One possible juror had assisted the prosecutor in investigating the case, and his admitted feelings about Clemons' guilt may have tainted other jurors. Finally, six of the jurors heard other possible jurors (who were later dismissed) state they already had decided Clemons was guilty. These statements may have tainted some of the jurors.

Despite Cummins' confession and Winfrey's involvement the night of the murders, neither was sentenced as harshly as the three African-American men involved. The trial judge noted a disproportionate number of African-Americans were disqualified during jury selection. All but two of the jurors were white.

Last year, Georgia executed Troy Davis, a man many believed to be innocent of the crimes for which he was sentenced to death. Supporters proclaimed "I am Troy Davis." Who is Troy Davis? I am Troy Davis. The next Troy Davis? That man may well be sitting on Missouri's death row.

I also am Reggie Clemons.

Richard Stack, a native St. Louisan and Missouri Bar member since 1978, has served on the faculty of American University's School of Communication 21 years. Publication of his fourth book, "Grave Injustice: Unearthing Wrongful Executions," is scheduled later this year. Amnesty International provided information for this commentary.

Copycats and Reporters

Missourinet: The Blog
Posted on February 22, 2012 by Bob Priddy 

A guy sent an email to Senate leader Rob Mayer this week warning that “s–t may hit the fan. Hey! How is GIFFORDS?”  The email also named fellow Republican Jack Goodman and three Democrats — Robin Wright Jones, Jolie Justus, and minority leader Victor Callahan.

A month ago some other character pasted what were taken to be gun sight stickers on the office doorway nameplates of a half dozen senators and a state representative.  Wright-Jones, Justus, and Callahan were among that group.

Police tracked the email back to the guy who sent it.  When the guy was confronted by police, he decided to apologize. “No harm intended,” he wrote.

There are a lot of things that can be said about the climate our political system has created with its own bomb-throwing rhetoric that has replaced passionate but respectful debate, and the narrow, polarizing proposals that seek to divide more than to serve the general population — things that might kindle this kind of scary public action.

But we want to talk about this kind of story from a reporter’s viewpoint for a minute or two because we sometimes have to ask if reporting incidents like this leads more people to think it’s okay to act this way and might eventually lead somebody to think it’s okay to cross the thin line between unthinking anger and frustration and into violence.   Is it better to tell the public this stuff is going on and risk encouraging copycat behavior or is it better to avoid reporting it so others will not be encouraged to emulate it?

We’ve faced that question several times in various ways.  In the 60s, the press was blamed for ongoing civil rights demonstrations because we reported on them.  As we moved into the 70s,the press was accused of encouraging anti-Vietnam war demonstrations because we reported on them.  Of late, some of us have been criticized for reporting on the Occupy Movement, thus encouraging more people to pitch their tents in public places to criticize whatever it is they’re criticizing.

Reporting on terrorism is ticklish stuff.  Terrorists want us to report on what they do because they want the public to be scared and therefore easier to influence.  Others don’t want us to encourage their behavior by reporting on it.

There is an aphorism that seems to fit in this circumstance and it is often in the background of a reporter’s thinking when dealing with this kind of issue: “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t know.”

A free people deserve to know about those who think by threat or intimidation that they can alter or control that freedom.  Exposure of the terrorist, whether it is one who tries to blow up airliners and buildings or one who decides emails and stickers will frighten public servants into acting differently, has a preferable position in this reporter’s mind.

Should we report his name so you and his neighbors know that he’s done?  Generally we don’t unless charges are filed.  But sometimes it’s a close call.

Are there times when reporters should exercise discretion in passing along incidents like the email to Senator Mayer?  Yes, there are, especially when reporting too much at the wrong time can hurt an investigation.  But threats to public figures and to public order are almost always too despicable to be kept secret.

The public needs to know when the public welfare is threatened.

No harm intended, he said.

But only after police showed up.
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Obama qualified leader

Some are saying that President Barack Obama is incompetent.

Is it said by the automobile workers?

Is it said by those folks who have not lost their health insurance due to “pre-existing conditions?” 

Is it said by those unemployment insurance recipients still not able to find work?

Is it said by those soldiers back from Iraq or coming home from Afghanistan?

Is it said by those state and city workers whose jobs were saved by federal funds, at least until Republican governors started chopping them off the rolls?

Is it said by those gay soldiers who no longer have to lie about themselves?

Is it said by Osama bin Laden or Moammar Gadhafi?

Oh, right. Those two can’t say anything.

You may disagree with Mr. Obama on any or all of these issues, but incompetent? Not on your life.

Richard L. Strickland
Mission

Whitney Houston

To all the people who have complained about the Whitney Houston funeral service, it says a lot about their mentality (2-19, A2, “Fond farewell to Whitney”). 

They must be pretty stupid to keep listening and watching if they thought the service was so distasteful. 

Why didn’t they turn the service off, or maybe they should have found a program of the “Three Stooges.”

That would be something the complainers could relate to. 

The service was beautiful and a wonderful tribute to Whitney Houston.

Nancy Norman
Prairie Village

Ending youth violence

In modern day society, it’s not hard to see that violence is a problem in Kansas City. Frankly there’s violence everywhere, but it would appear that the violence is occurring more frequently in the younger population.

One of my main concerns is that the violence will simply continue to run rampant. It’s not the police officers’ fault.

But I think it may be a question of involvement, whether it be involvement from the community or parental involvement.

I also think that it could be a question of education.

What better way to eliminate violence than to educate people about the destructive effect that violence has? 

Although personal experience may be a harsh teacher, it can also fuel a violent confrontation even more.

So, can education and more community involvement be a solution to the youth violence in Kansas City?

Jaylon Verser
Kansas City

Church, state separation

The controversy about insurance coverage for contraceptives spotlights the dangers of religion encroaching on government policy. If one’s religious conscience tells a person not to use contraceptives, don’t use them.

In our country, government has no business forcing anyone to use contraceptives. Government and religion are constitutionally separated, with good reason.

Americans readily agree that government should be prohibited from meddling in religion. However, the reverse is not true.

Some religious institutions seek to impose religious beliefs on everyone, regardless of whether others share those beliefs. Issues involving women’s health and privacy are especially susceptible to manipulation in the guise of religious freedom.

Women who choose to use contraceptives shouldn’t be penalized because of the religious beliefs of others. The MainStream Coalition educates Americans about the critical importance of keeping religion and government separate, not only to maintain our secular constitutional democracy but to protect individuals’ religious convictions.

The only way to ensure religious liberty is to make sure government and religion stay separate, in both directions. We look forward to the day when each person has the right to protect her health as her conscience dictates, without the interference of politics and religion. 

Micheline Burger, President, MainStream Coalition
Olathe

Odd news in America

Three things really caught my attention in the news recently.

• The pipeline from Canada to the southern coast of the United States. What would keep the oil, and its products, from being shipped overseas if it were piped to existing refineries in the South?

Let’s build a refinery in North Dakota. They need jobs there. The energy would alleviate the artificial shortages and price increases by keeping the products in the United States and Canada.

• The big flap over contraception/insurance plans/religious organizations. Why not put the burden on the drug companies to distribute their pills and other products directly to women who need (want) them.

Free of course. This would bring the issue back where it belongs — with the women who choose to use them.

• Some Marines got into trouble for taking a picture in front of what looks like a Nazi SS symbol. Not a big deal, I say.

The Marines say they “believed the SS symbol was meant to represent sniper scouts.” The sad part here is it’s another failure of our education system.

Did not any of them get any schooling in world history?

Gary West
Independence

Raise low cigarette tax

Missouri ranks 50th in the amount of its tax on cigarettes, fourth in the rate of adult smokers and fifth in the rate of new lung cancer cases.

A St. Louis newspaper editorialized that every Missouri household pays $565 a year to combat smoking-related costs (mostly through Medicaid).

Most people see the connection between cheap smokes and poor health.

Missouri got an “F” grade from the American Lung Association.

Missouri ranks 45th in funding for higher education, yet the governor’s initial budget contained additional cuts of 12.5 percent.

Could we possibly correct two problems at once?

Rep. Mary Still of Columbia introduced a bill (H.B. 1478) proposing that cigarette taxes be raised (still well below the national average), with $300 million to $400 million a year in new revenue designated for higher education.

There are other proposals floating around from both parties, but where is the leadership on this issue as the legislative clock ticks away? 

Let’s urge our representatives in Jefferson City to take action quickly, rather than considering severe cuts to higher education throughout the state.

A higher cigarette tax would decrease smoking, increase revenue and improve the state’s overall health.

Carol Rothwell
Lee’s Summit

Justice bypasses some

The other day we all witnessed a teacher, who was accused of molesting students, being hauled off to jail in cuffs and surrounded by a police escort. Now he had apparently made some mistakes along the way, but the biggest mistake was not being a Catholic priest.

For if he had been a priest, he would not have experienced the following:

A. Being handcuffed.

B. Being arrested.

C. Being shown on TV.

D. Being pictured in The Star. 

However, he would have had to face his bishop, who would have told him, “Whatever you were doing, don’t do it anymore.”

Then he would be transferred to a far-off parish. His old parish would pay out lots of settlement money and things would get back to normal. The old “Don’t go to jail card” would have performed its magic once again.

I just keep wishing there was an attorney, a prosecutor, an attorney general, somebody, who would step forward and explain why Catholic priests are not held to the same letter of the law that everyone else is. 

But they aren’t, and no one in the legislature, law enforcement or the courts seem to have a problem with it.

Warren Thomas
Overland Park

To Mayor Sly James

As mayor, and an attorney as well, please abide by the law as outlined in the city’s charter and let the people be heard on their light rail initiative. The city’s charter clearly provides a legal remedy to the city for dealing with voter-approved initiatives the city deems unconstitutional or unworkable. The city can amend or repeal them.

Au contraire, the city’s charter (just as clearly) does not provide the city, for any reason, the illegal remedy you have thus far chosen of denying the people a vote on their valid initiative. Mayor James, with gas prices projected to soar and Kansas City in desperate need of economic, neighborhood and infrastructure revitalization, we should stop fighting in court and instead put our minds together to get our city going on the back of a new world-class public transit system.

Mayor James, let the voters decide. And if the voters decide they want a new modern comprehensive transit system built around a light rail spine from Waldo to a new Kansas City International Airport single terminal and a Union Station hub, then we should work together to build it for Kansas City.

Clay Chastain
Bedford, Va.

