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REDISTRICTING CONCERNS BLOCK CANDIDATE FILING BILL 
By CHRIS BLANK - Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Newly proposed state Senate districts endorsed by a bipartisan commission landed with a thud Thursday in the Senate, where lawmakers affected by the map denounced it as an "atrocity" and "travesty."

Frustration over the new Senate boundaries was so intense that several Republican senators blocked a vote on a bill delaying next week's scheduled start of candidacy filling, adding to the legal uncertainties of Missouri's 2012 election cycle. The bill to delay candidacy filing was intended to allow enough time for new districts to be established before people file for office.

Filing starts Tuesday and ends March 27. The newly proposed Senate map - agreed upon early Thursday morning - cannot take effect by next week, because the state constitution first requires a 15-day public comment period.

Opposition was strongest to the proposed Senate districts from St. Louis-area Republicans.

The new Senate districts crafted by the redistricting commission places Republican Sens. Jane Cunningham and Brian Nieves into the 26th District that covers Franklin County and part of St. Louis County, and it leaves limited opportunities for Cunningham to find a new Senate district. Cunningham, who faces re-election this year, called the map a "travesty." She said she is not ruling out any option, which could include running in a state Senate primary or seeking statewide or federal office. She also did not reject the possibility of a legal challenge.

Republican Sen. Jim Lembke said the redistricting plan left the St. Louis region with six seats favorable to Democrats and just a single GOP-leaning district. He said the redistricting plan is unacceptable and urged the redistricting commission to reconsider its decision.

The map "is an atrocity for the people that we represent," he said.

Republican Sen. Eric Schmitt also said the proposed map had wrongly stripped the St. Louis area of a district.

A 10-member state redistricting commission reached a deal over new boundaries for Missouri's 34 Senate districts after a 13-hour marathon session that concluded around 12:30 a.m. Thursday. Most of the discussions were held behind closed doors. Ultimately, the commission approved its tentative plan 8-2 with one Republican and one Democrat voting against it. The tentative map now will be submitted to the secretary of state's office and, after the public comment period, must come before the redistricting commission for final approval, which requires seven votes.

Keeping the current candidate filing period could increase chances for a lawsuit. 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.

Lawmakers adjourned for the weekend. Sen. Mike Parson, who sponsored the candidate filing measure, said he agreed to delay action on the bill Thursday because more time is needed. Parson, R-Bolivar, said it still is possible to delay candidate filing by passing a bill Monday, but he said that without changes to the proposed Senate districts, "it's going to be a tough scenario on that."

The Senate map released Thursday was the second attempt by a bipartisan redistricting commission to draw districts following the 2010 census.

Last year, a redistricting panel 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 the map in January, and the process restarted from scratch.

The Senate districts are not the only legislative districts in flux. The Supreme Court twice has considered lawsuits challenging new congressional districts enacted by the Republican-controlled Legislature, and the high court has scheduled arguments Monday in a lawsuit challenging the new districts for the 163-member Missouri House.

Speaking before criticism blew in from the Legislature, members of the redistricting commission said their plan had required significant compromise.

Former Democratic lawmaker Doug Harpool, the chairman of the redistricting commission, said that 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.

"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.
SENATE PANEL ADOPTS NEW BOUNDARIES WITH DRAMATIC CHANGES FOR ST. LOUIS AREA

IN BACKROOM

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

The St. Louis area’s state Senate delegation is in for a significant shakeup under a new statewide boundary map adopted early Thursday morning.

A commission tasked with redrawing the state’s Senate districts agreed to a tentative map by an 8-2 vote, a margin that satisfies the constitutional requirement.

The agreement came after hours of closed-doors deliberations and counter-proposals between the five Democrats and five Republicans on the commission. The governor had recently appointed the panel after the state Supreme Court rejected an earlier map.

The new map now is subject to a 15-day public-comment period before its boundaries become final.

One aspect of the new map: Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, is now in the same district as Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington. And the 7th District – which Cunningham currently represents – is relocated to the Kansas City area.

The 10th District, currently represented by Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City, now encompasses Lincoln, Warren, Audrain, Monroe, Callaway and Montgomery Counties.  Currently, nobody in the Missouri Senate lives in any of those counties.

Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, said in a telephone interview on Thursday morning that he was "extremely disappointed for Cunningham."

"She's represented that part of St. Louis County for a very long time; I think she fits her district very well," said Lamping, who represents the 24th District. "Frankly, I'm shocked that she doesn't have a race to run in in 2012. ... She's so good at what she does. She'll find a way to represent the people. I never thought this would happen and I'm really disappointed."

He also said that the new map is a blow to St. Louis area as it results in fewer senators representing the region.

"It's a dramatic thing," Lamping said. "To get down to a point where we're now represented by seven state senators for the next decade, our ability to be represented and to have our voices heard -- and most importantly to have a sheer a number of votes - that's a disappointing thing."

The good news for Lamping: The earlier version of the map had moved his district outstate. This version keeps the 24th in St. Louis County.

Start of update: Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, echoed Lamping in criticizing the map for shifting a senator out of St. Louis County.

"When you a lose a Senate seat, that matters around here," Schmitt said. "One senator means a lot. And when you're advocating with a group of people that feel the same way, that can be an incredibly powerful voice. Moving a Senate district out of St. Louis just doesn't make any sense to me. And it doesn't have anything do with -- in my opinion -- individual people. We are a regionally a community of interest of shared values and goals. And that was moved away." End update.

SOME OTHER TAKEAWAYS FROM THE NEW MAP:

 •The 1st District, currently represented by Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lema, now takes in parts of Webster Groves, Maplewood and Brentwood. The district may be more Democratic-leaning than Lembke’s current district. (For his part, Lembke is now floating a possible bid for governor on Facebook.)

•The 14th District, represented by Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, now includes parts of Clayton, Hazelwood and Bridgeton. The 24th District, represented by Lamping, appears to become more Republican with the addition of Town & Country and part of Manchester.

•Jefferson County is split roughly the same, with the northern part in the 22nd District represented by Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Crystal City, and the southern part in the 3rd District represented by Sen. Kevin  Engler, R-Farmington.

•Elsewhere, Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, now resides in a district that includes Boone and Cooper counties. Since Cooper is Republican-leaning, it may boost the Senate Appropriations chairman’s re-election chances against state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia.

•The 4th District, now represented by Sen. Joe Keaveny, D-St. Louis, will go west and take in part of central St. Louis County. The result is that the 4th's racial makeup would be over 50 percent white. An earlier version had made the 4th predominantly African American.  Instead, the 13th District in north St. Louis County would become more African American, with a minority population of about 55 percent.

The commissioners seemed to have resolved a disagreement over Clay County in suburban Kansas City by putting one part into the 17th District now represented by Sen. Luann Ridgeway, D-Smithville, and the rest in Sen. Brad Lager’s 12th District.

An initial Democratic map split the county into three districts, which prompted pushback from Republicans who claimed such a division was unconstitutional.

Start of update: Both Lembke and Cunningham spent part of Thursday afternoon condemning the map, urging the commissioners to “go back to the drawing board” during the 15-day waiting period. Their criticism came during debate on legislation to move the candidate filing period to March.

“I don’t want to even call it a product,” said Cunningham, referring to the map. “It doesn’t reach to the level. It is a travesty. A travesty – not a product.”

Cunningham said it was inappropriate that most of western St. Louis County -- typically considered suburban -- was paired with Franklin County, which is more rural. She said the move was akin to taking "a knife and [stabbing] it right into the economic engine of the state."

Added Lembke: "It was a stab in the heart for us to lose one of those seats and for it to be shifted to Kansas City." End of update.

CHAIRMAN 'OK,' NOT THRILLED, WITH MAP
The commission chairman, Doug Harpool of Springfield, a Democrat, says that he's not thrilled with some of the changes in the final version, compared to the draft map he filed last weekend.

" 'OK' is a good word," said Harpool in an interview. "I'm not thrilled with it.  I feel remorse over the things we (Democrats) gave up to get it."

He singled out the changes in the 19th District, which Harpool says makes the Boone County seat less favorable for a Democrat, such as Still.

Negotiations over that district were a key reason the talks lasted until early Thursday morning, he said. And also why one Democratic commissioner, Todd Patterson, voted against the map.

The other "no" vote was cast by a Republican commissioner, St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann.

Harpool said negotiations also were testy over the 24th and 7th districts, both now held by Republicans. The GOP commissioners were willing to allow the 7th to move outstate -- but refused to move the 24th --  because the 7th will be on this fall's ballot. The 24th, now held by Lamping, won't be up until 2014.

He believes the new 24th District is more Republican, which could be a boon for Lamping. The 24th now is predominantly Democratic, even if a Republican holds the seat.

During the 15-day comment period, the map could be killed if more than one supportive commissioner switches to a "no" vote.

Harpool said the commission won't try to come up with another map, because he could not envision any way the commissioners on either side would be willing to compromise further.

A lawyer, Harpool said that research into the state constitution indicates that a rejected map this time around would not be tossed to state judges.

Rather, the current district lines would remain and a lawsuit would be filed, shifting the map-drawing to federal court, he said.

Harpool added that he hopes that this map, for all its flaws, stands. "It's not perfect," he said. "But it's fair."

PANEL ANGERS ST. LOUIS AREA REPUBLICANS WITH SENATE MAP 

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG —STLtoday.com 

JEFFERSON CITY — Two of the Missouri Senate's most ardent conservatives — St. Louis County Republicans Jane Cunningham and Jim Lembke — emerged as the biggest losers Thursday under a new redistricting map that won tentative approval from a bipartisan commission.

Cunningham's West County district would vanish, and Lembke's South County district would become Democrat-dominated under the plan, which needs another vote to become law. Cunningham called the map a "travesty," and Lembke called it an "atrocity."

Overall, St. Louis and St. Louis County would go from having eight Senate districts, plus a slice of another one, to having seven districts and a portion of another one.

"I think they threw St. Louis County under the bus," Lembke said.

The Senate Apportionment Commission, made up of five Democrats and five Republicans, backed the map on a vote of 8-2, with one Republican and one Democrat opposing it. The commission will accept written comments on the plan for 15 days before putting it to a final vote.

In an interview, one Republican commissioner, lawyer Jean Paul Bradshaw of Kansas City, said that while the panel knew some GOP incumbents would be upset, the map was driven by population shifts.

"The problem is that the St. Louis area — both the city and the county — have lost population since the last census. So you were going to end up losing a Senate seat there," Bradshaw said.

Combined, St. Louis and St. Louis County lost about 46,256 people between 1990 and 2010.

Reapportionment is required every 10 years to make the districts as equal in population as possible. The new map aims to divide the state so that each of the 34 Senate districts encompasses about 176,145 people.

But the process has been fraught with partisan disagreements and legal disputes at all levels, involving maps for districts in Congress and the state House and Senate.

Gov. Jay Nixon appointed the bipartisan Senate redistricting commission from slates of nominees picked by the state parties after a map drawn by appellate judges was tossed out as unconstitutional.

The commission worked on an expedited schedule, holding hearings for three days this week and then the marathon negotiating session that stretched into the early hours of Thursday morning and produced the new map.

Even with the rush, the map won't be final when filing for the August primary election opens Tuesday. Legislators left town Thursday without agreeing on a bill to delay the filing period.

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, the state's chief elections official, said Thursday that filing will open as scheduled. However, because the Senate map is tentative, Senate candidates "may consider waiting until after the final map is filed with our office."

She added that Senate candidates who want to file on opening day despite the uncertainty could later withdraw, pay another filing fee and file in another district until filing closes on March 27.

Cunningham and Lembke urged the reapportionment commission to use the weekend to go back to the drawing board.

Under the commission's plan, Cunninghan's 7th District in west St. Louis County would be transplanted to the Kansas City area.

Cunningham's home in Chesterfield would become part of the 26th District, represented by Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington. However, only odd-numbered districts in the Senate are up for election this year. The 26th District seat would not be on the ballot until 2014.

So to remain in the Senate next year, Cunningham would have to challenge another Republican — Sen. Eric Schmitt of Glendale in the 15th District. Or she could wait two years and run against Nieves in the 26th or Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, in the 24th District.

"Obviously, what they've done is make us all look at primaries," Cunningham said.

Other alternatives would include running for Congress or a statewide office. Cunningham would say only that "all the options are out there." She also did not rule out a legal challenge to the map.

Cunningham has championed many conservative causes during her 12 years in the Legislature. This year, she is at the center of the battle over school choice. Lembke, meanwhile, is known for attacking sacrosanct programs and advocating for limited government.

Under the new map, Lembke's 1st District in south St. Louis County would be transformed from a tossup seat to a district with a majority of Democrats, picking up areas such as Webster Groves and Maplewood.

Lembke said his district would go from having 49 percent Republican voters to being a 44 percent Republican district. He said he would not seek re-election in the 1st District if those boundary lines are the final ones.

He said he, too, would be forced to consider running in Schmitt's 15th District, the only solidly Republican Senate district in St. Louis County.

Lembke said he couldn't understand why Republican members of the redistricting commission supported the map, which he said would give Democrats six of the seven St. Louis area Senate seats.

"It looks like the (Republican) party sold out some of its own," Lembke said.

The finger-pointing included a tweet from a staffer for Lembke, who blamed a top aide to Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia. Lembke's aide later apologized.

Lembke and Cunningham said the commission should have accepted a bipartisan map agreed to by the eight St. Louis and St. Louis County senators and Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Jefferson County.

The incumbents' map would have preserved districts for all the incumbents by adding part of Jefferson County to Cunningham's district and moving McKenna's district farther south, to include Ste. Genevieve County

Bradshaw, the Republican commissioner from Kansas City, said commissioners considered that map, but it was a "nonstarter from the Democrats' standpoint."

"If this were the Republican Senate Redistricting Commission, I'm sure we could've drawn a map that made all the Republicans a lot happier," Bradshaw said. "But that's just it. It's a bipartisan process. In the end, you negotiate the best deal you can."

One Republican commissioner — St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann — voted against the plan. Ehlmann said in an interview that he "would rather continue to try to get a better map."

The map was supported by the other four Republican members — Bradshaw, Marc Ellinger of Jefferson City, Nick Myers of Joplin and Lowell Pearson of Columbia — as well as four of the Democratic members. Democrat Todd Patterson of Kansas City voted no.

At least seven of the 10 commissioners must vote for a map for it to become final.

KANSAS CITY SENATOR MAY REPRESENT CALLAWAY COUNTY

By Bob Watson – Jefferson City News Tribune

Unless there’s a change in the next couple of weeks, Callaway County’s state senator could be a Kansas City-based Democrat for the next two years.

The new state Senate districts proposed early Thursday morning by a citizen’s commission are not official until after the commission holds more public hearings, and the commissioners can change the proposal during the next two weeks based on any comments they receive.

But, based on the district lines released early Thursday, perhaps the biggest change in Mid-Missouri is a numbering difference between the new commission’s map and the one drawn late last year by appeals court judges, that later was overturned by the state Supreme Court.

The judges’ map had moved the 7th District from St. Louis County to central and northeastern Missouri, ranging from Callaway and Audrain counties on the west to Lincoln County on the Mississippi River.
FILING DATE TUESDAY ... OR IS IT?

County clerks, candidates await Jeff City action

Ken Newton - St. Joseph News-Press

Pat Conway served as Buchanan County’s chief election authority for 27 years before taking a seat in the Missouri House of Representatives, going through two reapportionment processes during that time.

But the former county clerk never saw anything like the confusion leading to next week’s statutory beginning (maybe) of candidate filing.

“There is a very good likelihood they’re still going to file Tuesday,” Mr. Conway said Thursday afternoon.

The words “good likelihood,” he indicated, have little utility in the making of laws.

Here’s the maybe-yes, maybe-no filing situation for Missourians considering a run for public office.

The dates for submitting candidacy papers for the August Missouri primary have been long-established as Feb. 28 through March 27. The Missouri secretary of state and clerks in 114 counties have geared their filing mechanisms for the Tuesday opening date.

But redistricting required in the aftermath of the 2010 census produced state legislative maps that failed to pass political or constitutional muster. Most recently, in the early hours of Thursday morning, a redistricting commission approved a new Senate map, and senators passed a bill establishing a revised filing period, March 27 to April 24.

However, members of the House passed an emergency measure Thursday afternoon changing the filing period to a compact two weeks, March 19 through March 30.

If the House and Senate can’t reconcile their differences, and get their agreement to Gov. Jay Nixon for his signature in ample time, the established filing period, beginning Tuesday, will be the law.

After the Thursday vote, the House adjourned until Monday at 4 p.m. In the Senate, two members took to the floor to object to the newly drawn map that they said did injustice to their St. Louis-area constituents.

“This is an atrocity to the people we represent,” said Republican Sen. Jim Lembke of Lemay, Mo.

Sen. Jane Cunningham, a Chesterfield Republican, saw her District 7 reassigned to an area on the other side of the state, in Jackson County.

“Go back to what makes sense,” she said, advocating on the Senate floor for an earlier map.

While the new Senate map has no changes for Northwest Missouri, county clerks in the region have to sort through the confusion.

Candidates for national and statewide offices, state legislative seats and various judgeships must file at the secretary of state’s office in Jefferson City.

Office seekers who want to become associate circuit judges, commissioners, sheriffs, collectors, assessors, treasurers, public administrators, coroners and party committee officials file at county courthouses.

Mary Baack-Garvey, Buchanan County clerk, said she can watch the workings in Jefferson City but can only control her own actions.

“As far as I’m concerned, I’m considering it as filing starting Feb. 28, and it ends March 27,” she said Thursday. “We don’t know if that’s set in stone until Monday.”

DeKalb County’s clerk, Melissa Meek, said she spent some time Thursday listening to representatives debate on the House website.

“I am ready for Tuesday,” she said from her Maysville office. “It really puts us in a bad situation when we don’t know. I have people calling, and I can’t tell them anything.”

Mr. Conway voiced disappointment at the lack of certainty.

“I did the 1990 and the 2000 redistricting, but it seems like each decade it gets more complicated,” the representative said. “It never got to the point where it interfered this late in the election cycle.”
MO. SENATE BACKS NEW LIMITS ON 'ROBOCALLS' 

By WES DUPLANTIER - Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missourians on the state's do-not-call list could see fewer automated calls under legislation passed Thursday in the state Senate.

The measure, backed by senators in a 32-0 vote, generally would forbid automated calls unless a person has consented to receiving them, but still would allow the calls, known as "robocalls" to be made on behalf of political campaigns or candidates. Groups that make political robocalls would have to register with the Missouri Ethics Commission.

Sponsoring Sen. Scott Rupp said automated political calls can't be banned because that would interfere with a candidate's First Amendment right to free speech. Under his legislation, those calls would have to include a statement saying who paid for the calls, similar to the statement at the end of political television ads.

Rupp, R-Wentzville, said that type of statement is important because some campaigns can use robocalls to deceive voters rather than promote a candidate. He said his he's received complaints in the past about robocalls made in support of his candidacy that he did not actually endorse. And he said some campaigns will make robocalls in support of their rival at inconvenient times - such as during dinner hour or the middle of the night - in hopes of ginning up voter anger directed at the rival candidate.

"A lot of people just can't stand them," he said. "The calls could be eating up their (phone) minutes."

Rupp's legislation passed the Senate about a week after the Federal Communications Commission issued rules requiring telemarketers to obtain written consent from people before placing a robocall. Telemarketers now also have to provide an automated way for people to request that the robocalls be stopped.

Thursday's Senate vote sends the robocalls legislation to Missouri House. Rupp said he was unsure whether the bill will get traction in that chamber, but he said he is pushing the legislation this year to bring attention to the issue. The bill also would expand the state's no-call list to include cellphone numbers. It currently applies only to residential landline phones.

Under Rupp's bill, telemarketers that make automated calls without the recipient's permission could face a fine of up $5,000 for each violation.

Robocall measures similar to Rupp's have been filed in the Senate each year since 2007, and proposals to expand the do-not-call list to include cellphones have been introduced in the House in each of the past six years, but none has received a vote by the full House chamber.

The Senate passed separate legislation last week that would also add cellphone numbers to the state's no-call list. The sponsor of that bill, Sen. Will Kraus, R-Lee's Summit, said he intentionally left provisions dealing with robocalls out of his legislation to improve its chance of passing the House.

"I think that there are political consultants that want to have that ability to do robocalls and therefore they could stop the bill from ever getting a vote in the House," Kraus said then.

But Rep. Darrell Pollock, chairman of the House Utilities Committee, said he had never opposed more rules to curb robocalls in his two years as committee chairman. He said the Senate proposals would likely get a hearing before his committee.

Pollock, R-Lebanon, said he would also be supportive of legislation to expand the no-call list.

"The more that I'm getting these calls on my cellphone, the more that I agree with them," he said of the Senate proposals.

PANEL APPROVES NEW MISSOURI SENATE MAP
February 23, 2012 | Missouri New Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Progress was made early Thursday morning in the ongoing fight to redefine Missouri’s Senate district map.

By a vote of 8-2, a reapportionment panel appointed by the governor gave preliminary approval to revised boundaries for the state’s 34 Senate districts. The vote came in the early morning hours Thursday after a marathon meeting on Wednesday.

The committee’s proposal will now be submitted to the Secretary of State’s office for a 15-day public comment period before the committee casts a final vote. At least seven committee members have to support the map in order for it to pass.

This is the first time that a citizen apportionment panel has approved a redistricting map for one of the state legislative chambers in several decades. In recent decades, committees for both the House and Senate have deadlocked along party lines and the courts have decided the issue.

This is the second citizen panel to take up Senate redistricting. The original apportionment commission deadlocked in August and a provisional Senate map drawn by a judicial panel was tossed out by the state Supreme Court.

The map approved on Thursday is largely similar throughout the state, except in suburban St. Louis where a number of Republican Senators may be forced to run against each other after one of the districts was moved over to Kansas City.

During a debate on the Senate floor Thursday afternoon, several of the impacted lawmakers railed against the committee’s decision. Sen. Jim Lembke, R-St. Louis, called the plan “unacceptable,” while Chesterfield Republican Sen. Jane Cunningham said the new map “stabbed the heart” of Missouri’s economy.

Frustrations over redistricting are currently magnified by the rapidly approaching start of candidate filing for the August primary. Under current law, filing is set to begin on Tuesday and last a month.

On Thursday, Cunningham and Lembke were successful in blocking a bill that would have delayed the start of candidate filing until March 19 and shortened the overall filing period to 12 days. The Senate will have one more chance to adopt the bill, with changes from the House, on Monday afternoon when they come back into session.

“It can still be passed on Monday,” said Sen. Mike Parson, R-Bolivar, who is sponsoring the legislation to delay the filing period. “The governor can still sign it on Monday. It’ll be confusing, but that’s the only choice we’ve got.”

PUMP PRICES, POLITICAL RANCOR ARE SIGNS OF EARLY SPRING

BY JEFFREY TOMICH • STLtoday.com 

Crocuses sprouting in front yards are just one indicator that spring has arrived early. Another, less welcome sign is rising prices at the pump, and the political rancor that accompanies an angry electorate in an election year.

Regular gasoline averaged $3.45 a gallon in St. Louis and surrounding Missouri suburbs early Thursday. That’s up 20 cents over the past month and 40 cents from the same time last year, according to the AAA’s Daily Fuel Gauge Report. In the Metro East, where taxes are higher, the average was $3.65.

Patrick DeHaan, a Chicago-based analyst for GasBuddy.com, a website that tracks gasoline prices, said retail prices had risen another nickel a gallon during the day on Thursday and could go as much as 15 cents higher by the end of the weekend.

DeHaan said wholesale prices in the Great Lakes region have soared by 61 cents in the past week, and the increase has yet to be fully reflected in retail prices.

While local prices are still far short of the records seen here last May, gasoline is the most expensive it’s ever been at this time of year. And prices typically rise in spring as people drive more and oil refiners drain inventories and switch to producing cleaner-burning summer gasoline.

The overwhelming reason for the recent jump is higher oil prices paid by refiners.

Oil futures rose $1.55 a barrel Thursday on the New York Mercantile Exchange to $107.23 — the highest level since early May. Prices are up about $10 in just the past two weeks, mostly on fears of instability in Iran and the possibility it could affect oil shipments from the Middle East.

“The market has to discount the worst case outcome (in Iran) and the probability of that worst case outcome,” said Bill O’Grady, chief market strategist at Confluence Investment Management in Webster Groves.

By itself, a $10 increase in oil prices equates to a 25 cent a gallon jump in gasoline prices.

Refinery outages and closures on the coasts are also affecting Midwest gasoline prices, though to a lesser extent, analysts said.

The largest refinery in the state of Washington, with capacity to process 230,000 barrels of oil a day, remains idled following a fire on Friday. On the East Coast, two refineries near Philadelphia have shut down in recent months.

The loss of refining capacity on the coasts “does not affect out market directly, but it causes tighter markets in other parts of the country,” O’Grady said. And if the difference between gasoline prices in different regions of the country is great enough, it justifies the cost of transporting fuel and selling to those markets.

In past years, gasoline price increases were frequently blamed on rising fuel consumption and dwindling domestic oil production. But the opposite is true today.

The U.S. is pumping more oil than it has at anytime since 1994 and gasoline demand is at an 11-year low.

Nonetheless, motorists remain vulnerable to geopolitics and a volatile global energy markets that push up the price of crude oil.

Just a few years ago, the price of oil used to account for a little more than half of the cost of gasoline, with refining, distribution and marketing and taxes making up the rest. Today, oil represents 75 percent of the retail price, according to the Energy Information Administration.

Government forecasters predict nationwide gasoline prices will average $3.55 a gallon in 2012, or 2 cents a gallon more than last year. The current nationwide average is $3.61 a gallon.

The run-up in crude oil and gasoline prices has generated plenty of consumer angst and given rise to criticism of President Barack Obama and his administration’s energy policy — including the rejection of the Keystone XL pipeline from Canada’s tar sands.

Thursday, Obama took on those critics, including Republican presidential candidates, during a speech in Miami, where he stopped to raise cash for his re-election bid.

“Only in politics do people greet bad news so enthusiastically. You pay more, and they’re licking their chops?” Obama asked rhetorically. “And you can bet that since it’s an election year, they’re already dusting off their three-point plans for $2 gas.”

Among the most vocal critics is Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., who last week introduced an amendment to give federal regulators more leeway to waive requirements for anti-pollution “boutique fuels.” The measure would also direct the government to study the effect such fuels have on gasoline markets.

Meanwhile, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., urged the president to release oil from the Strategic Petroleum Reserve to provide relief for consumers. U.S. presidents have ordered releases from the strategic reserve three times since 1991 and in each case lowered fuel prices, she said.
KANSAS, MISSOURI UNLIKELY TO MEET DEADLINE ON HEALTH CARE

By DAVE HELLING - The Kansas City Star

Kansas and Missouri are almost certain to miss an end-of-the-year deadline for establishing a key component of the nation’s health care law — health insurance “exchanges” where individuals and businesses can compare and purchase coverage.

The health law requires states to establish the framework for their exchanges by the end of this year, or tell the federal government they aren’t interested. For months, experts in both states have been working quietly to figure out how to meet that Dec. 31 deadline.

But conservative Republican lawmakers — concerned that the exchanges are an implicit endorsement of President Barack Obama’s Affordable Care Act — have blocked further implementation of the exchanges. Those delays, experts said, mean Kansas and Missouri won’t have their exchanges ready for federal government review by January 2013.

“It’s very, very questionable that we would have the necessary pieces in place,” said Sandy Praeger, Kansas insurance commissioner and a Republican. “We can’t set up a governance structure without the legislature.”

The lack of a health insurance exchange won’t be noticeable for most individuals who get their coverage at work, even if the law goes into effect — their coverage probably will continue. Instead, the exchanges are designed to provide a price-comparison place for individuals and small businesses who often can’t afford coverage on their own.

But the exchanges will play a critical role in providing subsidized health care coverage for poor and middle-income individuals, supporters of the law said. Federal insurance subsidies will be exercised through the exchanges.

And if the exchanges work as supporters hope, they could eventually drive down premium costs for everyone by introducing transparency and competition to the insurance marketplace.

If Kansas or Missouri fails to certify its plan by year’s end, the federal government is required to step in and create one. Praeger and others said a federal health exchange might be less flexible than one created closer to home, leading potentially to higher costs for individuals and businesses.

But opponents of the health care law maintain that the delay won’t hurt because the law could eventually die, making work on the exchanges a waste of time and money.

“We’ve got the Supreme Court ruling coming down probably in June,” said Beverly Gossage, a health-benefits consultant and strong opponent of the law. “There’s an election coming in November … why would we help the government along?”

This week Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, supported that argument when asked if he would push for an exchange in his state this year.

“I don’t have any plan now to more forward,” he told The Star’s editorial board. “You’ve got a five-and-a-half-hour Supreme Court argument coming up.”

Other states, however, have taken a different approach. 

California, Colorado and 11 other states already have established their exchange mechanisms, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation. This week the Department of Health and Human Services awarded $229 million to 10 states to pay for implementing the second phase of their health exchange planning.

Two states, Louisiana and Arkansas, have explicitly rejected the exchanges. 

And even some states getting exchange grants remain bitterly divided over setting up the state-based marketplace for coverage. Minnesota was awarded $26 million this week, but has so far failed to pass legislation establishing its exchange.

Last year, Kansas declined a $31.5 million “early innovator” grant for an exchange. Critics said that decision, and the slow movement on the exchanges in Kansas and Missouri, mean the states won’t be ready to implement the law if the Supreme Court upholds it.

But Gossage said the federal government will have the final say no matter what a state does with its exchange, so the delay won’t be a problem. The law requires Health and Human Services to determine what standards insurers must meet in order to be a part of any exchange.

There also is some concern that the federal government lacks the money to establish the exchanges in states that don’t offer them, further disrupting implementation of the law critics call “Obamacare.”

But Missouri and Kansas might still have some flexibility if the act is upheld, Praeger said, even if they miss the deadline this year. She said work should continue to see if the states’ plans can be attached to whatever the federal government implements — if the law remains on the books.

While the law requires the states to certify their exchanges by the end of 2012, they aren’t required to be fully operational until January 2014. And federal officials said this week they’ll be as flexible as possible to provide money for states later this year if the law is upheld.

Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius, a former Kansas governor, told reporters in Kansas City last week that her department is prepared to move forward if Kansas and Missouri fall behind.

“If indeed they choose not to do it, we will make sure Kansans and Missourians have the benefits of the Affordable Care Act,” Sebelius said.

SPRINGFIELD BUSINESSES WORRY ABOUT POSTAL SERVICE CLOSING MAIL PROCESSING CENTER

Written by Jonathan Shorman – Springfield News-Leader
David Pitts needs the mail to be on time.

Pitts, who owns two businesses, sends at least 30 letters a week. He’s concerned about the United States Postal Service’s plan to move its mail processing operations in Springfield to Kansas City will result in less timely delivery.

“I could understand if its coming from the other side of the world to here, but when it’s Springfield, it’s rough,” Pitts said.

Consolidation into the Kansas City center will take place later this year during the second of two consolidation phases, said American Postal Workers Union local president Bruce Lincoln. The postal service said a specific date for the transition had not been set.

“Consolidating operations is necessary if the Postal Service is to remain viable to provide mail service to the nation,” Megan Brennan, chief operating officer, said in a release.

Consolidation would affect local postal employees faced with job losses or transferring to Kansas City or other facilities. A December feasibility study on the Springfield facilities projected a net decrease of 57 positions and, in all, some believe as many as 200 jobs could be affected.

“Yes, there will be transfer opportunities to Kansas City,” Richard Watkins, postal service spokesperson, said.

Watkins said the exact number of employees who would either lose their jobs or transfer will not be known for some time.

When asked about relations between employees and the postal service because of the plan, Watkins said “change is difficult.” He also said workers have done a great job.

Chris Bentley, Springfield president of the National Postal Mail Handlers Union, said the decision had been anticipated for a long time but was far from a done deal.

“This is just the first hand in a card game that has several more shuffles and deals to go,” Bentley said.

Congress may yet block the plans, Bentley said. It doesn’t make sense to stop mail processing in Springfield, he said, adding that people still expect their mail to be delivered the next day.

“A lot of people thought this is not a serious plan, that it was a lot of saber rattling to get the public’s attention,” Bentley said.

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 on the consolidation plan held in Springfield earlier this year.

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

A transcript of a video message from Postmaster General Pat Donahoe to all USPS employees was posted on the American Postal Workers Union national website. The transcript indicates that first-class mail standards will go from 1-3 days to 2-3 days.

Jeff Schrag is the publisher of The Daily Events, a newspaper in Springfield. The paper relies heavily on mail delivery.

“It’s going to be very bad for us,” Schrag said.

Currently, the paper must be in the mail by 4:30 p.m. to be delivered the next day, Schrag said. If processing and distribution facilities close in Springfield, Schrag said it’s possible that an accommodation could be reached where the paper would be delivered the next day if in the mail by noon.

The News-Leader could also be impacted. In a statement, Linda Ramey-Greiwe, publisher, said the change would affect mail subscribers, many of whom currently receive same-day delivery because of the paper’s printing schedule.

“As we learn of the details and timing we will contact our mail subscribers with alternatives that will allow them to continue receiving the timely content they expect from us,” Ramey-Greiwe said in a statement.

Not everyone is worried, however.

Sean Richardson at Estes Hatchery, 805 North Meteor Avenue in Springfield, said the business, which mails hatchling chickens, turkeys and other birds, uses about $200,000 in postage a year and had investigated the possible effects of any change.

“Nothing’s going to really change for us,” Richardson said.

In a release, the postal service said it has experienced a 25 percent decline in first-class mail volume since 2006, and does not receive tax money for its operations.

Watkins said the postal service had experienced a double-whammy affecting volume, because of the impact of the Internet. Bills are not only sent out online but also paid that way. Not only are bills more likely to be paid online, Watkins said, they’re also more likely to be sent electronically.

Pitts said he doesn’t use online billing or payment for any of his businesses. He prefers doing it the old-fashioned way.

“I like to see everything in my hand,” Pitts said.
POST OFFICE CUTS AFFECT SPRINGFIELD AND CAPE GIRARDEAU

February 23, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Regional distribution centers in Springfield and Cape Girardeau are on the list of facilities to be shut down in the latest U.S. Postal Service reorganization plans released Thursday.

The shutdown in Cape Girardeau would affect 65 people, and 71 people in Springfield would lose their jobs. The centers’ duties would be consolidated with other larger facilities. Mail that now flows through the Cape Girardeau facility would go through a facility in downtown St. Louis, and Springfield mail would be routed through the Kansas City regional distribution facility.

No date has been set for the closings. Some workers at the centers will be offered transfer opportunities.

The regional distribution center closures are part of a nationwide effort by the postal service to eliminate about 252 of its 461 distribution centers. The move will eliminate about 28,000 jobs. USPS is looking to reverse a trend of losing money that reached a level of $3 billion a quarter in 2011.

ENTERPRISE RELENTS ON ALLOWING MORE OVERSIGHT OF RENTAL COMPANIES
BY BILL LAMBRECHT • STLtoday.com 
WASHINGTON • Enterprise Rent-a-Car abruptly reversed course Thursday by announcing it would support government oversight of policies for renting or selling vehicles under recall for safety reasons.

As recently as Wednesday afternoon, the Clayton-based car rental giant responded to a Post-Dispatch inquiry by saying that legislation to extend government authority over rental car agencies was "unnecessary and based on inaccurate, obsolete data."

But an online protest by consumer groups aimed at the company was picking up steam and had drawn more than 130,000 signatures on Change.org by Thursday afternoon.

The protest cited Enterprise's opposition to legislation in Congress and harked back to the death eight years ago of California sisters Raechel Houck, 24, and Jacqueline Houck, 20, in a fiery crash while driving a PT Cruiser rented from Enterprise. The vehicle had a power steering fluid problem that had yet to be repaired.

Two years ago, a jury awarded the Houck family $15 million. Since then, Carol Houck, the girls' mother, pressed the company to support legislation in Congress that gives the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration authority over rental company practices.

Enterprise said Thursday that it learned from the tragedy and today would not rent a recalled vehicle under similar circumstances until repaired.

"The tragedy of the Houck sisters' deaths can never be undone and all of us at Enterprise are profoundly sorry," the company said in a statement.

Regarding legislation, the statement added: "In the past, we believed that this step was unnecessary, but a growing number of people, including our customers and business partners, clearly want more assurance on this critical issue. We hear them and what we've heard has caused us to rethink our stance."

After the Enterprise announcement, Houck said she was pleased but not entirely convinced the company would drop its opposition to the bill.

"It sounds like we've won a battle, but I'm sitting back and waiting, not jumping up and down," she said in an interview. "This will be a test of their sincerity; they're not going to rewrite the map on this. We have the parameters of what we want."

In addition to being the target of an Internet protest, Enterprise watched as a competitor, Hertz, this week agreed to support legislation that could receive an initial vote in the Senate as early as next week.

Two Democratic senators, Charles Schumer of New York and Barbara Boxer of California, are leading the drive to expand government authority.

In a statement Thursday, Enterprise said it was formally announcing support for legislation "to oversee the way car rental companies manage the safety recall process for vehicles in their fleets."

The company said later in an email that it had endorsed no specific bill or amendment up to now.

A lack of specificity raised suspicions of safety advocates, among them Pamela Gilbert, a lawyer in Washington who negotiated with Hertz on behalf of Consumers for Auto Reliability and Safety, a national nonprofit based in California.

"The question is whether this is just a PR move by Enterprise to stop the public campaign that's pounding on them," she said.

She added: "The goal here is very simple and straightforward: When a rental car company gets an official notice from the government or NHTSA, they ground those vehicles until they have them fixed. Much of the public thinks that's the law already."

According to the NHTSA, 15.5 million vehicles were subject to recall last year for various safety issues and 20 million in 2010.

While the NHTSA has authority over auto manufacturers, the safety agency has no say over rental car companies' leasing policies. The safety agency said in a statement Thursday that it is seeking that authority and that rental companies 'should explicitly disclose to their customers if they are supplying a recalled vehicle that has not been remedied."

The statement added that it is investigating the practices of the nation's four largest rental companies — Enterprise, Hertz, Avis and Dollar — "to better understand the problem and will share its findings with consumers and the driving public upon completion of its analysis."

SKELTON PORTRAIT WILL HANG ON CAPITOL HILL

By David Goldstein - The Kansas City Star 

Even in these current days of uber-partisanship, Congress still takes pains to honor its own.

So one of its past statesmen will get his due on Monday when the official portrait of former House Armed Services Committee Chairman Ike Skelton, who represented Missouri in Congress for 34 years, will be unveiled.

Skelton lost his re-election bid in 2010 to Republican Rep. Vicky Hartzler. He led the Armed Services panel for just four years, from 2007-2011. But his service on the committee went back many years, and his time in Congress began during the Carter administration, in 1977.

MISSOURINET
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.




Representative Tom Flanigan presents part of his Appropriations Committee's budget to the full Budget Committee.

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.”

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.
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
 Download 
  :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

BLOG ZONE
MISSOURINET: THE BLOG 
Game Summary

By Bob Priddy
Let’s see where we are now, four days before filing begins for statewide offices and the legislature. It sometimes helps reporters and news consumers to compile a list of statements that tries to add order to what otherwise is, well, chaos at some level.  In sports press boxes, this might be called the game summary so far.

If you want to file for a state senate seat next Tuesday morning, you will not know whether your filing is legal or in what district you will live.  The citizen’s commission that drew the new lines has to wait 15 days, well past the opening of filing, to take public comment before it can confirm its 8-2 vote establishing the map.

If you want to file for a seat in the Missouri House you will not know if your filing will be legal and what district you will live in. The Supreme Court will hold a hearing on Monday, the day before filing starts, to consider whether House districts drawn by a panel of judges should go into effect.

If you want to run for Congress, you won’t know if your filing will be legal or what Congressional district to file in because the Supreme Court has not ruled on whether a map drawn by another panel of judges is constitutional.

Why doesn’t somebody do the sensible thing and delay the date for filing to start?

Senator Mike Parson introduced a bill to do just that and it passed the senate.  The House changed the date for opening and sent the bill back to the senate.  Parson recommended the senate approve that change.

Problem solved!!!   Accept the House change and Tuesday Chaos won’t happen.
Didn’t happen.

A few Senators who have developed considerable knots in their knickers because they don’t like the way the citizens commission redrew senatorial districts in the St. Louis area convinced Parsons to pull his bill from the floor until the commission returns to Jefferson City this weekend to redraw the St. Louis districts, preferably in a way the St. Louis Senators (of both parties) suggested they be drawn.   And when the commission does that, then the senate can approve the bill delaying filing.  The Senate returns Monday afternoon when the senate comes back at 4 p.m., all of 16 hours before hundreds of people could show up at the Secretary of State’s office to file for districts that would not be in effect even if the commission does redraw the lines this weekend.  For the senate districts.  And the commission isn’t going to do that.

Further, only God and the Supreme Court know whether there will be congressional and Missouri House districts by Tuesday.

Somehow Parson’s apple has wound up in a bag of oranges being swung around by some upset St. Louis senators.

The chairman of the citizen’s commission told us minutes after the Senate adjourned Thursday that the commission absolutely would not re-convene. He says the map the St. Louis senators want the commission to endorse is illegal and doesn’t work with the rest of the state. He says sitting senators are not constitutionally permitted to be members of the citizen’s commission and that it would be a violation of the commission’s constitutional responsibility to draw the maps if it let the St. Louis group dictate how their districts should look.

One senator says the St. Louis area is the economic engine of the state and cannot lose representation in the Senate.   But, says the chairman of the commission, the “economic engine” has lost a lot of people in the last decade and its census numbers that determine representation in the Senate. And the census numbers indicate the St. Louis area is going to lose one seat.

The fun might continue if the senate returns on Monday and does not pass the Parson bill.  Secretary of State Robin Carnahan says she will have no choice but to let people file for office Tuesday morning in the existing House, Senate, and Congressional districts (assuming the Supreme Court doesn’t burst forth with some rulings upholding new district lines).

If she does, look for a federal lawsuit to be filed almost immediately.  Population shifts in the ten years since those districts were drawn leave them badly out of balance, violating the one-person, one-vote federal standard.  And of course that means that those who have filed in those districts are not seeking office in a constitutional district.

As nearly as we can tell, the legislature has not yet affected the filing for U. S. Senate, Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Secretary of State, Attorney General, and Treasurer.
INSIDE MISSOURI POLITICS BLOG COMMISSION AGREES UPON NEW SENATE DISTRICT MAP

By Josh Nelson – Springfield News Leader

Commission agrees upon new Senate district mapPosted on February 23, 2012 by Josh Nelson A 10-member citizens’ commission reached an agreement early Thursday morning on a tentative map of new Senate districts more than 12 hours after they began their work.

The commission approved the tentative plan around 1 a.m., on an 8-2 vote. One Democrat and one Republican were the dissenting votes.

“I feel like we have actually designed a Mustang in this case and not an Edsel,” said Commissioner Nick Myers of Joplin.

The agreement marks the first time in 30 years that a 10-member citizens’ commission has been able agree upon a new map. The duty has often fallen to the appellate court once a commission deadlocked.

This is the second commission since the 2010 Census to be formed in order to draw new maps. The first commission deadlocked last year on a proposal. The job was then given to a six-member judicial panel, which produced two maps in late November and early December.

The Missouri Supreme Court tossed both those maps in January.

The commission hurried to reach an agreement on the map Tuesday. That was partly due to the fact that commissioners knew they were under a lot of pressure from Senate leaders to act quickly, Chairman Doug Harpool, of Springfield.

Harpool noted there were a few issues that caused the negotiations to drag on.

One was whether certain districts would be up for re-election during presidential years, since that can affect how those races turn out. A second issue was population shifts out of St. Louis.

The map will be given to the Secretary of State’s Office and put out for a 15-day public comment period. After that time, the commission will reconvene to vote again on final approval.

A map for House districts, which was also drawn by the same appellate commission, is also facing a legal challenge. The Supreme Court is scheduled to hear arguments on that map Monday.
SENATOR JIM LEMBKE’S VERY BAD AWFUL ROTTEN WEEK 

 February 23, 2012 12:57 pm | Author: Jerry Berger 
It’s a rotten week for Republican State Senator Jim Lembke. First, his Senate District 1 gets re-drawn to take in Democratic-voting areas such as Rock Hill, Webster Groves and Maplewood. As his viability for re-election slips away, Lembke and his allies begin floating his name as a possible GOP candidate for governor, including setting up a new Twitter feed. Word is, Lembke, who parties in Jefferson City while exuding worshipful piety back home, figures he can appeal to the religious right wing that helped Rick Santorum win the Missouri GOP presidential primary this month. Such talk infuriates Republicans who are lining up behind wealthy businessman Dave Spence’s campaign for governor. 

Now, KSDK NewsChannel 5 is promoting tonight’s (Thursday) 10 p.m. investigation by reporter Leisa Zigman that nails Lembke for accepting lobbyist freebies. The promo airing today shows Lembke twitching like a kid with his hand still in the cookie jar as Zigman confronts him. “Lembke is being hit by a loser’s trifecta –bad Senate district, bad move trying to start buzz about him running for governor, and now he’s the media’s bad boy of mooching freebies from lobbyists,”says one political insider. “All the lobbyists know Lembke is a serial mooch, and now the voters in his district will know he’s piling up gifts on someone else’s dime while they struggle back home. Many Republicans don’t trust him anyway and didn’t mind that he got the short end of the stick in redistricting. Couldn’t happen to a more deserving guy.”

No place for innocence in Chain of Rocks case 

Bill McClellan  - STLtoday.com 

Richard Stack is the kind of liberal professor who gives liberals and professors a bad name.

I say that after reading a column he wrote that was published in this newspaper's opinion page Thursday. It was either dishonest, disingenuous or both. The column was about Reggie Clemons, who was convicted almost 20 years ago of the rape and murders of Julie and Robin Kerry.

Clemons was one of three young men sentenced to death for the crimes.

"He has been sentenced to die for a crime he may not have committed," wrote Stack, a professor in the School of Communication at American University in Washington.

I sure don't remember seeing the professor at any of Clemons' trials. I was at all three of them. I also talked to the cops, the prosecutor, the defense attorneys and the families of the victims and the defendants.

So I was more than a little taken aback when I read Stack's allegation that Clemons might be innocent.

Here is how Stack began his essay: "A teen-age, African-American suspect. White murder victims. No physical evidence. Recanted eyewitness testimony. A guilty verdict, a death sentence and much doubt."

Clemons was a teenage African-American, and the Kerry sisters were white, but no physical evidence? That's not true.

It was a bizarre case. Thomas Cummins climbed out of the Mississippi River on an April morning in 1991 and claimed that four men — three black guys and a white guy — had attacked him and his two cousins the night before on the Chain of Rocks Bridge. He said the attackers robbed them, raped the sisters and then pushed them off the bridge.

The cops didn't believe him. Maybe they remembered the Charles Stuart case from Boston, in which Stuart killed his wife and made up a story about a black assailant. So the cops interrogated Cummins. He was traumatized and exhausted, and after 15 hours, he gave in and said he had been the attacker. Then he quickly recanted.

The cops discovered a flashlight on the bridge. They traced it to Antonio Richardson. He confessed and implicated Marlin Gray, Daniel Winfrey and Clemons. All three confessed. I remember watching Richardson's videotaped re-enactment of the crime.

Police also recovered Cummins' watch. Gray had it. Gray's girlfriend testified he had boasted that he had taken it from a guy on the Chain of Rocks Bridge.

Winfrey was 15. He confessed in the presence of his parents. From jail, he wrote a letter to his girlfriend in which he told her what had happened. She turned that letter over to police.

Gray was the first defendant to go to trial and took the stand. He admitted participating in the rape of the sisters but said he left the bridge before Clemons and the others threw the sisters into the river.

So where is the doubt about Clemons' guilt?

Gray, Richardson and Clemons all claimed police had coerced them into confessing. Those claims could well be true, but police misconduct is not an argument for innocence.

Likewise, prosecutor Nels Moss was found in contempt of court and fined $500 for comparing Clemons to Charles Manson. Overzealousness on the part of the prosecutor is not an argument for innocence.

In the same vein, I thought Clemons' attorney, Robert Costantinou, was awful. In his closing argument, he pointed out that the body of one of the sisters had not been recovered. She might not be dead, he said. It was a terribly insensitive thing to say, but incompetence of counsel is not an argument for innocence.

Frankly, I was never enthused about the death penalty for Clemons. I thought he was the least likely murderer of the group. Gray seemed to be the alpha male. I thought he was the most culpable.

In fact, a couple of years ago, I revisited the Clemons case in a column and suggested that if I were governor, I'd commute his sentence to life. I think you can make a strong argument in that regard. But to pretend he might be innocent?

It turns out Stack has written a book about the death penalty. His biography on American University's website states that in his book, he "applies theories of public relations to influence opinion about capital punishment."

Oh, I get it. His column was part of a PR campaign. Reader, beware.

As I read his column Thursday, I thought he was guilty of distorting some facts and misrepresenting others. Then I read his dramatic ending: "I also am Reggie Clemons."

If so, the professor is guilty of more than just sophistry.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
EDITORIAL: LESSON FROM GIFFORDS SHOOTING STILL SEEMS LOST IN MISSOURI 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch

When somebody emails an angry missive to a state lawmaker that includes the phrase, "Hey, how is GIFFORDS?" it can be taken only one way: as a threat. A serious one.

On Jan. 8, 2011, U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, a Democrat from Tucson, Ariz., was shot in the head at a public event with constituents at a supermarket. Six people were killed that day; 13 others were injured. For a few days, maybe more, after the horrific event, the temperature was turned down on our national political conversation. Good people of all political persuasions realized that angry rhetoric has consequences.

The peace didn't last long.

Ms. Giffords has survived and become an inspiration to her colleagues on both sides of the aisle. She resigned her seat in Congress last month to focus on her recovery.

Unfortunately, too many folks in and around the political system have yet to truly learn the lessons from that tragedy.

Last month, some sick individual placed cross-hair stickers on the nameplates of several Missouri lawmakers, most of them female senators who are Democrats. On Tuesday, somebody emailed Sen. Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, the president pro tem of the Senate. The message included the reference to Ms. Giffords and menacing language directed at four senators, three Democrats and one Republican.

This is truly despicable behavior.

Capitol police traced the email and contacted the man who allegedly sent the email. He apologized, saying he was angry about rising gas prices. He didn't explain why he thought the Missouri Legislature would have influence over the international crude oil market, so perhaps world economics isn't his strong suit.

Police and prosecutors should consider bringing charges against him to deliver a message. This sort of provocatively violent language and behavior should have serious consequences. It cannot be tolerated in a free, democratic society. Being sorry later isn't good enough.

It is easy today, among emails and various social media, to sit behind an anonymous screen name and launch potshots at those who disagree with you on various sides of the political spectrum. But the real danger is that a hurtful, hateful, racist and violent climate might provoke someone unable to control his impulses. Someone could become unhinged.

It doesn't matter whether it's gas prices, contraception rules, economics, abortion, war or religious freedom, there is plenty of room in American society for reasoned, passionate political debate without demonizing opponents and without the slightest hint of violence.

There are days when we in the news media industry must share some of the blame for the rising public anger in our political discourse. To increase use of the Internet for readers, we created commenting systems that allow anonymous comments and lead to things that most people would not say in public. Now that the news media have fed the beast, they must work on ways to make online discussions more fruitful and less divisive.

Many a politician involved in a testy campaign has uttered the phrase, "politics ain't beanbag." It's not, but it need not elicit viciousness, much less violence — not in a country founded on the free exchange of ideas.

We all — elected officials, the media and citizens who participate in the process — must take more seriously the task of discussing divergent ideas with the hope of reaching solutions, not using every tool in our arsenal to destroy our opponents.
Missouri laws on workers' compensation need changing
Springfield News-Leader

We urge Missouri House members to support a bill Sen. Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, has proposed to bring several needed changes to the 2005 revamping of the workers’ compensation laws.

The 2005 effort came about as Republicans took control of Missouri government for the first time in 80 years. There was a major push for business-friendly legislation under Gov. Matt Blunt and the GOP-dominated General Assembly. Part of that push was a rewriting of the workers’ compensation laws. Among its shortcomings was no coverage for occupational diseases and an unrealistic capping of the amount businesses paid to cover the state’s Second Injury Fund.

The system at the time was not in great shape. During the early 1990s, some business owners were seeing a steady climb in the cost of workers’ compensation. Litigation was far too common and too costly for all dealing with this issue.

And, the issue of worker injuries is a major one. Figures from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 2007 show Missouri among the top tier of 10 states for fatal occupational injuries. The state’s numbers for nonfatal occupational injuries were in the mid-range with 14 other states. Also, a San Jose State University economics study released in 1997 showed that work-related deaths and injuries cost the nation $65 billion in 1992.

Now, several bills are seeking changes. Dempsey’s bill has passed the state Senate. It protects co-workers from lawsuits resulting from on-the-job accidents except where purposeful negligence can be demonstrated. It also requires administrative remedies to be exhausted before civil action can be taken.

Importantly, Dempsey’s bill (SB 572) deals with occupational diseases in a more realistic manner. As reported by News-Leader stafferJosh Nelson, this bill is similar to one proposed last session by Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, that failed. Goodman’s bill gave workers the right to sue for some diseases caused by toxic chemicals. The House bill last session treated all diseases the same.

Making the state’s laws more friendly to business is a positive, but the effort should not result in inadequate worker coverage or more court fights. We need to make these costs predictable for Missouri companies or those looking to move here.

For nearly seven years the shortcomings of the 2005 legislation have been with workers and businesses in the state. That is far too long. Legislators should straighten out this situation this session.
Our Opinion: Legislators move to expand 'Move Over' law

By Jefferson City News Tribune

If you’ve ever suffered a vehicle breakdown on a busy highway, you have some idea of the peril associated with standing only a few feet from speeding traffic.

That danger is experienced on a daily basis by some law enforcement officers, emergency responders and highway workers.

A proposal being considered by lawmakers would expand the state’s “Move Over” law to include Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT) vehicles with flashing amber or white lights.

The existing law is designed to enhance safety for personnel when their emergency vehicles are stopped on a roadway shoulder and displaying flashing lights.

Motorists approaching those vehicles are required to move over by changing lanes, when safe to do so. If they cannot change lanes, drivers must reduce speed and exercise caution.

In addition to adding MoDOT vehicles to the law, the bill sponsored by Sen. Mike Parson, R-Bolivar, would prohibit passing another vehicle in an area when emergency personnel clearly can be seen working.

Move Over legislation is not a capricious reaction to a conceptual problem.

Instead, it is a response to accidents that have injured or killed personnel involved in highway safety efforts.

Improving our roads, enforcing our laws and responding to emergencies all are jobs that involve risk.

Those efforts are not designed to frustrate and inconvenience motorists; the work is being done to improve conditions on our behalf.

As motorists, our responsibility is to respect their work and minimize their risk.
KCP&L suspends innovative conservation plan for part of region

The Star’s editorial | A blow to energy efficiency

Kansas City Power & Light has pulled the plug — for now — on a significant part of its worthwhile plans to promote more energy efficiency. This is a setback for conservation efforts in this region.

The utility says it can’t justify asking for a 4 percent rate increase to carry through on a program that could have cost $25 million a year for the 270,000 customers in its Kansas City service area. The program’s admirable goals were to help customers use less electricity and reduce the need for KCP&L to build costly power plants in the future.

But the utility says it has enough power right now and doesn’t want to raise rates to afford incentives for conservation in the Kansas City service area.

KCP&L is thus suspending in the Kansas City area a program that has given out free programmable thermostats to help some customers reduce their bills. And the utility won’t be offering $800 to those customers to buy more energy-efficient air conditioners.

The development has understandably upset some environmental groups. They had hoped KCP&L would be able to aggressively pursue its strategy to show customers how they could use less electricity. Of course, consumers can continue to conserve by buying their own programmable thermostats and energy-efficient appliances and by shutting off unnecessary lights.

The utility’s goal of helping people find ways to use less power might still move ahead for its 309,000 customers who live in St. Joseph and other cities outside the Kansas City service area. The utility wants to spend about $20 million a year pursuing the energy strategy for those customers; preliminary estimates show that could raise rates by 3 percent.

This is not a done deal, though. Missouri regulators need to make sure the KCP&L program is financially sound. It must invest enough money in energy-efficiency programs to make a real difference but also be cost-effective for customers. The Public Service Commission must closely examine criticisms by consumer groups of the utility’s proposal.

On Thursday, KCP&L official Chuck Caisley emphasized that the utility is “still very committed to greater energy efficiency,” saying it’s a clean and low-cost way of serving customers. That’s somewhat encouraging.

If KCP&L, regulators and others can work out an effective conservation plan for the 309,000 customers outside the Kansas City service area, that could create a good road map for putting in place a similar program for the Kansas City area customers.

