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NY Mo. senators push feds' gas price fixing probe 
ALBANY, N.Y. (AP) -- Two senators are pushing for a quick resolution of a federal investigation into whether there is gas price fixing through oil refineries.

The Federal Trade Commission has been investigating since last year whether gas prices have been kept artificially high.

Now U.S. Sens. Charles Schumer of New York and Claire McCaskill of Missouri are pushing to wrap up the probe as gas prices rise steeply nationwide.

The Democrats say that action could be taken to reduce prices if there is evidence refineries are keeping gas prices high without reason other than profit.

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt's amendment on contraception defeated

WASHINGTON • Sen. Roy Blunt, who for weeks has been at the center of a national debate on contraceptives and religious freedom, said he intends to leave the issue to others after the Senate defeated his measure to let employers deny services out of moral conviction.

"My view is that we've probably done about as much as can be done in the Senate," he said after the vote Thursday. "Now it's up to the House, the administration and maybe, eventually, the courts to see who takes the next move."

Blunt's proposal was killed in a 51-48 vote after senators presented sharply contrasting views about potential threats to birth control and rights guaranteed by the Constitution. Blunt's proposal required 60 votes for passage, meaning that it probably can't succeed unless Republicans regain control of the Senate in November.

In the largely party-line vote, Claire McCaskill of Missouri and Dick Durbin of Illinois were among Democrats voting to table his amendment. Just three Democrats — Ben Nelson of Nebraska, Bob Casey of Pennsylvania and Joe Manchin of West Virginia — voted with Blunt and Republicans. Only one Republican, Olympia Snowe of Maine, voted with Democrats.

The controversial amendment, which raised Blunt's profile nationally, sought to give employers the right to deny health services in company-provided insurance coverage if they considered them a violation of religion or moral conviction.

Blunt introduced his Respect for Rights of Conscience Act last year as a means to challenge the health insurance overhaul enacted in 2010. He began pushing it earnestly after President Barack Obama's administration issued a mandate in late January requiring coverage of contraception services for employees of religious-affiliated institutions.

The White House revised the rule last month, shifting the cost to insurance companies. But the change did nothing to quell outrage from the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, the Kirkwood-based Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and many other churches and organizations affiliated with religion.

On the eve of the vote, the Catholic bishops' office issued a memorandum branding as "preposterous" Democrats' claims that millions of women could lose health care services.

Blunt and his allies appeared to struggle in recent days to portray the debate as one over religious liberty and nothing more.

"I believe what this does is protect First Amendment rights. The first freedom in the founding documents is freedom of religion," Blunt said on the Senate floor.

Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, said, "Obamacare is what brought us here today ... Our Bill of Rights has been subordinated to the president's desire to micromanage the nation's health care system."

Hatch added: "Those of you who vote against this amendment are playing with fire."

Democrats appeared to relish an opportunity to frame the amendment as an attack on women's health care. They argued that it would enable employers to deny coverage for a host of preventive care services, such as mental health therapy, childhood immunizations and HIV screening.

House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., reported Thursday that a fundraising appeal this week focusing on the threats to women earlier had raised $1.1 million for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Pelosi sent out yet another fund request after the vote that asserted: "The very day we kick off Women's History Month, Republicans held a vote on giving corporations the power to deny women access to basic health care."

In Senate debate, Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., argued that Blunt's amendment "allows any insurance company that doesn't want to provide a service, maybe an expensive service, to say 'Oh, I meant to tell you, I have a moral objection to this.'"

Speaking with reporters later, Blunt referred to "crazy things" being said about his proposal. He noted that his amendment would enable the government to require coverage of other health care services of equivalent cost if employers successfully challenged on religious grounds.

"There's no financial reason not to provide a benefit. The only reason left is a true religious belief or a moral equivalent," he said.

The amendment prompted confusion over a reporter's question to GOP hopeful Mitt Romney, who first told an interviewer in Ohio on Wednesday that he opposed Blunt's proposal. Romney added: "The idea of presidential candidates getting into questions about contraception within a relationship between a man and a woman, husband and wife, I'm not going there."

His campaign issued a release later saying that Romney had misunderstood the question and that he supported the amendment. Blunt serves as Romney's liaison with Congress.

In Missouri, caucus results will have to wait

ST. LOUIS • For Missouri voters perplexed by the Feb. 7 primary election that didn't count, the Republican caucuses that begin later this month could prove to be even more of a mystery.

Not only is the Byzantine process familiar only to a relative few party insiders, but how the candidates fare will not be officially known for weeks after the caucuses are held, a notion that might seem arcane to voters accustomed to instant results.

Every other state that has held caucuses this year to select its preference for a presidential nominee has had some type of reporting mechanism to give the public a grasp of who prevailed, even if it's just an informal straw poll.

But the Missouri Republican Party is giving organizers up to three days to turn in the names of delegates who are selected at the 142 local caucuses. And even then, those who submit the names will not necessarily list which candidate the delegates have pledged to support. In fact, the selected delegates may not declare support for anyone.

Most caucuses are countywide. But to make matters more complex, St. Louis County Republicans will conduct 28 separate caucus meetings, based on little-known township boundaries.

So the winner of Missouri's 52 electoral votes for the GOP presidential nomination will not be known until a round of meetings in April, weeks after most county-level caucuses are held on the designated date, March 17.

"There's not going to be a quote 'winner' at 6 p.m. on March 17," said Lloyd Smith, executive director of the state Republican Party.

The lack of immediate results threatens to add to the travails the state GOP has experienced this presidential primary season. Attempts by the state party to maintain its influence in the election have backfired, rendering Missouri less relevant in the presidential nominating contest.

The state has received just a smattering of attention from presidential hopefuls.

Missouri Republicans are accustomed to attending caucus meetings every four years. But party leaders did not originally intend to give this year's version the added heft of helping allocate the party's presidential nominating delegates. That hasn't happened since 1996, when Pat Buchanan and Bob Dole battled to sit atop the Republican ticket.

In each presidential election since, Missouri voters in both parties have used a traditional primary election to endorse a favored presidential candidate.

But after 2008, national Republican leaders, fearing a top-heavy calendar, passed a measure aimed at discouraging all but a handful of states from holding a primary election before March 6, "Super Tuesday."

Those who flouted party rules risked losing convention delegates, the party warned.

In an attempt to comply, Missouri's GOP-controlled state Legislature last year approved a bill pushing back the date of the Feb. 7 primary.

But the new date was in a larger election bill vetoed by Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, for unrelated reasons. When the effort to push back the election date died again in a special session, the state's Republican Party responded by declaring the primary vote nonbinding and tying the nominating process to the local caucuses.

On paper at least, the caucuses are suited for the task. Every presidential year, Republicans use local caucuses to review the party platform and select potential convention delegates. The delegates, whose allegiance in previous years was bound by the results of the primary election, are often party loyalists.

This year, however, delegates will not have to reveal their commitment to a candidate until April 21, when those selected at county caucuses meet with other delegates in the same congressional district, essentially repeating the caucus process to select 24 delegates to the national convention in Tampa, Fla.

In June, delegates selected at the local caucus will also meet at a state convention in Springfield and select another 25 delegates to the national convention. The party will also send three at-large delegates — the party's state chairman and Missouri's two representatives on the Republican National Committee — for a total of 52 convention delegates from Missouri.

As complicated as the process is, it is not dissimilar to nominating procedures in other states.

Missouri is among 15 states selecting delegates in GOP caucuses, along with several island nations. None is selecting more delegates than Missouri.

The key difference is that states accustomed to holding caucuses to pick a presidential nominee have some way of reporting the results early in the process.

In Colorado, where Rick Santorum pulled off a 40 percent to 35 percent victory over Mitt Romney on Feb. 7, state GOP chairman Ryan Call credited the work of 3,500 volunteers for his party's ability to report 99 percent of results by 10:30 p.m. The state's 36 delegates will be allocated later at county and state meetings.

In Iowa, which continued its tradition of opening the primary season, GOP officials preparing for precinct caucuses also conducted training sessions and produced manuals for caucus leaders. Leaders could report results to county chairman or phone them to party headquarters.

The well-oiled machine enabled the party to report 100 percent of the results within five hours (although a small but significant counting error deprived Santorum of an election night victory and the momentum that goes with it).

And in Missouri in 1996, the party took part in a tally the night of the caucuses that reported presidential preferences of nearly all the delegates chosen.

This year, Missouri's system perhaps most resembles Wyoming, whose county caucuses are spread out to accommodate the state's sprawling population. But even Wyoming had a straw poll that indicated how those who participated over the last few weeks thought about the race.

Not so in Missouri, where the best chance one would have of determining which candidate leads would be to check in with each of the caucus leaders.

"One hundred forty-two calls," said Richmond Heights Republican Dan O'Sullivan, citing the number of caucuses throughout the state. "One hundred forty-two calls to the right people will get you the answer."

And even that might prove ineffective. The caucus gatherings are run like meetings, replete with their own rules committee. Voters at a particular caucus site will be able to chose whether they want their delegates to be selected by a slate or individually, or if they want them to be bound to a particular candidate.

The caucuses will be driven by supporters of the four remaining GOP hopefuls, who will be vying for control of the meetings.

The campaigns may have an idea how well they do on caucus day by keeping in touch with their supporters in the field, but any concrete numbers won't be available for weeks.

"Is there any way to figure that out? No," said Rich Magee, chair of the St. Louis County GOP. "It would be pretty much a complete guess or speculation."

State Republican officials are talking with state and national media to make sure they are aware there won't be results to report on the day most Missouri Republicans gather to caucus.

"It is very organized in the sense that the guidelines are in place," Smith, the state party's executive director, said. "But it is unique to Missouri and it does not necessarily mirror any other state's way of handling caucuses."

The lack of quick results is not the only quirk in this year's Republican process. Several jurisdictions have received permission to hold their caucus at a special date or time as to not interfere with another March 17 event — St. Patrick's Day.

Republicans in St. Louis will hold their caucus on March 24 to avoid any conflicts. The result is that, if somehow campaigns have a sense the caucuses are close, the focus may shift to the city, a Democratic stronghold not used to GOP attention.

"It would be great if we could put a spotlight on what the city central committee is doing," said Jesse Irwin, a member of the city's GOP committee. "It makes it pretty interesting."

Bill Lambrecht, Post-Dispatch Washington bureau chief, contributed to this report.

Mo. AG issues new warning against tornado scams 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The latest round of tornadoes has brought fresh warnings from the Missouri attorney general to watch out for scams and scammers.

Attorney General Chris Koster says people should beware of fake disaster officials; watch out for brokers who promise "guaranteed" loans from the Federal Emergency Management Agency; and never pay for home repairs upfront.

He also says people should be alert for charity scams and potential price gouging.

Koster's warnings come after tornadoes raked several towns across southern Missouri this week.

Last year, the attorney general's office pursued various scams and unfair business practices after the May tornado that killed 161 people in Joplin.

National Weather Service assesses Southeast Missouri storm damage; Nixon tours area

Friday, March 2, 2012 - By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian
Gov. Jay Nixon spent Thursday touring areas of the state damaged by Wednesday's severe storms and promoting preparation for the next possible round of severe weather forecast for today. 

Nixon and representatives from the State Emergency Management Agency, the Missouri National Guard and the highway patrol visited the Oak Ridge School District in the afternoon after stopping in Puxico, Mo., and several other areas in the southwestern and central parts of the state. 

During his visit to Oak Ridge, Nixon urged residents to develop a plan or have one already in place for when severe weather enters their area. He also discussed methods in use for providing state backup to local emergency services, recovery and rebuilding efforts and encouraged looking back at response to previous natural disasters in the state to see if improvements are needed. 

In Missouri, murderers can get food stamps, but those with drug convictions can’t

 JEFFERSON CITY -- Get out of prison for murder, child molestation or just about any other felony in Missouri and you can still get food stamps. 

But if you have a felony drug conviction, forget it. You’re banned for life. 

To Johnny Waller, who had a drug conviction in his past, that just doesn’t seem fair. And that’s why the 34-year-old Kansas City resident traveled this week, as he has for years, to the state Capitol to speak out for legislation lifting the lifetime ban. 

“I just believe everyone should get a second chance,” he said. 

Missouri is one of only nine states where a felony drug conviction means a lifetime ban from ever qualifying for food stamps. Congress allows states to opt out of the ban, which was imposed in 1996 as part of welfare reform legislation. To date, 41 states and the District of Columbia have lifted or modified the ban, including Kansas in 2006. 

Waller believes he’s the poster child for why Missouri should change its ways, because he has. He was 18 when he was convicted of possession of narcotics with the intent to sell, a felony that landed him in prison for more than two years. 

But in the 13 years since completing his sentence, Waller said he’s stayed on the straight and narrow. He started a business and eventually went back to school. He’s currently attending Rockhurst University on an academic scholarship. 

He even received a pardon last year from the governor of Nebraska for his crime, which he committed in that state. 

Yet under current state law, he would still be permanently ineligible for food stamps. 

“That just isn’t right,” said Rep. Bob Nance, an Excelsior Springs Republican who is sponsoring a bill that would end the lifetime ban. 

Still, some have opposed ending the ban out of fear that it could result in federal food stamp dollars going to feed a drug addiction. Republican Rep. Rick Brattin of Harrisonville said that’s his main concern. He doesn’t want people selling food stamp cards on the black market for drug money, or trading them directly for drugs. 

“I just don’t want to see the food stamp program used to subsidize a drug habit,” Brattin said. “I’m not against helping anyone, but to say a murderer can get food stamps, well, a murderer can’t subsidize his crime with food stamps.” 

Brattin said he would be willing to support the bill if it included random drug testing. As it stands, Nance’s bill requires that a beneficiary successfully participate in or complete a substance abuse treatment program. Or, if it has been less than four years since their conviction, beneficiaries must prove sobriety through a drug test. 

Nance also makes a purely financial argument for the change: It would only cost $1,100 a year in federal funds to provide food stamps to drug felons, compared to $21,000 in state funds to incarcerate them if they re-offend. 

“This bill is about saving lives, saving families, but also about saving money,” Nance said. 

Ending the cycle of recidivism is a major selling point to the bill, said Rep. Jay Barnes, a Jefferson City Republican. 

“Let’s say you go to jail because you sold drugs,” Barnes said. “Now you’re out and you have no money, but you know you can make money right now by selling drugs. What are you going to do?” 

A study by the Missouri Association for Social Welfare estimates that the state could bring in $7 million in additional federally-funded food stamp dollars if it lifted the ban. Every dollar spent on food stamps results in $1.79 in economic activity, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

Lora McDonald, Second Chance Program director with the Kansas City Metropolitan Crime Commission, said her organization has worked on the issue for four years. 

A key barrier, McDonald said, has been term limits. 

“It takes awhile to get people to understand why this is important, and just about the time we get there we have to start over,” she said. 

Former Sen. Yvonne Wilson, a Kansas City Democrat, first sponsored the legislation in 2007. Last year, it made it out of a House committee but never came up before the full House for debate. 

McDonald is hopeful this could be the year. She said she’s gotten lots of positive feedback from lawmakers across the political spectrum, and the sponsors of the bill include three Republicans and a Democrat. 

Democratic Sen. Kiki Curls of Kansas City is sponsoring similar legislation in the Senate. 

Waller said the push to end the ban is not about him. He is no longer in need of public assistance. But there was a time in his life when he wasn’t so lucky. 

His son was diagnosed with cancer, and after a two-year struggle passed away in 2008. The stress from his son’s illness, along with the financial strain, eventually caused him to close a janitorial business he started when he got out of prison. 

“I ended up losing everything,” Waller said. “My car, my business, I lost everything during my son’s battle with cancer.” 

Money was tight, and he had no access to food stamps. 

“I had the intestinal fortitude to get through it,” he said. “I want to give everyone in that kind of position a chance. There’s no reason we should make it hard for someone trying to turn their life around to get food. That just feels crazy.” 

To reach Jason Hancock, call 573-634-3565 or send email to jhancock@kcstar.com.

Governor, lunkers, clear skies greet trout anglers 

By Andra Bryan Stefanoni news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Thu Mar 01, 2012, 11:03 PM CST 

CASSVILLE, Mo. — After having been to Southwest Missouri numerous times during the past nine months in the wake of the May 22 Joplin tornado and this week’s Branson tornado, Gov. Jay Nixon was finally able to enjoy the more beautiful side of the region Thursday at Roaring River.
He was chosen to fire the ceremonial shot at 6:30 a.m. that annually signifies the opening of the catch-and-keep trout season statewide. Although he also had the honor of receiving the first trout tag, marked 000001, Nixon said he would be unable to stay and enjoy the mild weather, blue skies and a day of fishing.
“We had significant storm damage and loss of life,” Nixon said of the tornadoes and straight-line winds that caused damage throughout the state overnight Tuesday. “We’re headed to Buffalo next, and across to the eastern side of the state, to ensure the response is going well and people are OK. We want to make sure there is temporary housing and needs are met.”
Nixon has fished at Roaring River before, and two years ago he brought his Cabinet to the state park for meetings. “It’s an outstanding park,” he said. “The fishing is great, and there is a lot of history to this park.”
He spent a moment visiting with park Superintendent Dusty Reid, a Joplin native, and complimented him for the restoration work at structures built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s.
Before heading out, Nixon walked the banks to visit with a few anglers, and stopped to rave over Chris Jasumvack’s two lunkers caught in the pool south of the bridge by the lodge.
The 22-year-old Pierce City resident said he has been to every opening day since age 12. Within 25 minutes, he had netted a 4.86-pound rainbow and a 3.26-pounder using a crappie jig on his girlfriend’s pink rod and reel.
“I had to bring hers; I break all mine,” Jasumvack said with a laugh.
As usual, Joplin’s Greer brothers — well known at Roaring River, especially on opening day — were vying for top honors at the weigh-in station.
Rob Greer showed up before 8 a.m. with a rainbow weighing 6.8 pounds. He caught it using a Marabou jig, and for a while at least, it held top honors.
Then his brother, Craig Greer, showed up with a rainbow that weighed in at 7.06 pounds.
“That’s the biggest one I’ve ever caught on opening day,” he said.
“I caught it on a brown and orange Marabou jig, my secret lure,” he said in an exaggerated whisper.
Not long after, both brothers’ hopes for bragging rights were shot down when Dyllan White showed up. A former California resident, he moved to Aurora just four weeks ago, and on his first cast on his first outing at Roaring River, he landed a 7.12-pound rainbow using an orange worm.
Cassville resident Don Bowen, who said he has volunteered to man the weigh-in station for “at least a couple of hundred years,” pinned a lunker pin on White’s coat as a reward. “Congratulations, man. You’re a lucky guy,” Bowen said.
Park store employee Jake Gannoway reported that by midmorning, 1,321 adult daily trout tags and 258 youth daily trout tags had been sold.
“It’s a wonderful opening day,” said Reid, the superintendent, who has fished at Roaring River since he was a toddler. “The weather has cooperated, there is a good crowd, and I predict they will stay much longer than normal to hike the trails, play on the playgrounds, enjoy the day after they’ve fished.”
Until 8 a.m., temperatures hovered in the upper 30s, but fishing lines remained free of any frost or ice, and not as many anglers as usual sought warmth at the fire barrels. The sky was clear, and by 10 a.m. the sun was shining strong above the valley, and the temperature had climbed into the low 60s. Hatchery manager Paul Spurgeon described the water as clear and strong.

Travis Stettnisch, of Cassville, was working with his family to land some trout using gray rooster tails before he had to report to work at 11 a.m. “I’ve pulled out several small ones so far, but I do catch and release unless they’re big enough to be worth cleaning to eat,” he said.
Jake Perry, 7, of Pierce City, was among the numerous young anglers to turn out for opening day.
“I come every year; I skipped school,” he said with a grin. “I caught three, so I only have to catch one more and then I’m done.”
“It’s a holiday in these parts,” said Dusty Bowman, 41, of Springdale, Ark., who fished nearby. “I’ve been coming here for 41 years, and this is the 15th year our family has come to the park for opening day. We also come all season long, maybe 50 or 60 days. It’s our No. 1 spot to come for the beauty of the area.”
Austin Alves, a sophomore at Webb City High School, said it was worth it to skip school for the day, something he does every year.
“I caught a 4- or 5-pounder,” he said. “My grades are good. I told my teachers I was going to skip to come fishing. I’ll be having trout for supper.”
He took second place for the biggest fish — a 7-pounder — a few years ago on opening day, and he was hoping to land a lunker of that size as the day wore on.
Aurora resident Margaret Hall, decked out in a pink rain suit, helped her grandson, Kannon Hall, 9, cast for trout using his Superman rod and reel while his brother, Brayden, 12, fished nearby. She is a longtime angler and camper at the park.
“Last year was the first year I brought them for opening day, and now they’re hooked,” she said. “Now we have to come every year. We’re making memories.”

Candidates file to represent Boone County in the Missouri House 

By Amy Willsey - March 1, 2012 | 9:48 p.m. CST

COLUMBIA — A total of eight candidates have filed for seats in the Missouri House that represent parts of Columbia or Boone County.

Filing for the positions opened on Tuesday and continues through March 27.

Thus far, there are four candidates in the 44th District, one each in the 45th and 46th districts and two in the 47th District. Here's a look at who's in the running.

44th District
With a record deal but no political background, Caleb Rowden is one of three Republican candidates running for state representative in the 44th District. 

Rowden, 29, attended MU for one year before signing with a recording company and becoming a well-known singer and songwriter. Rowden thinks his lack of experience in the political world will ultimately benefit him.

"I don't have a lot of political baggage," Rowden said. "I'm not interested in political party gain, and I'll make the decision on what's best." 

Rowden lives in the 44th District and wants to represent it because he believes its residents' values reflect those of Missouri as a whole. He hopes to find a balance between city and rural areas and put together laws that will help everybody. 

Rowden said he would like to figure out a way to get the economy going again. He said he would strive to create a sense of certainty among business owners that would allow them to have faith in their government again.

"I believe decisions and opportunities are in the hands of citizens, and we (the government) will create the stability for people of Missouri," Rowden said. 

Ken Jacob, 63, served seven terms in the Missouri House, from 1983 to 1996, before getting elected to the state Senate in 1996. In 2004, he was term-limited out of the Senate, and he hasn't held political office since. He did make an unsuccessful bid for the Democratic nomination for the 9th District congressional seat in 2008. He is a Columbia attorney.

On Tuesday, Jacob filed as a candidate for the 44th District House seat. He could not be reached for comment. 

A previous Boone County Libertarian Central Committee member, Chris Dwyer also filed his candidacy for the 44th District seat.

In 2008, Dwyer ran unsuccessfully as a Libertarian in the general election for 19th District state Senate seat now held by Republican Kurt Schaefer. 

Dwyer owns property in both Districts 44 and 47, but he chose to run for the district where he lives.

Dwyer, a livestock farmer, landlord and real estate investor, also works part time at three McDonald's restaurants. He said he is looking forward to bringing his life experiences into the House. 

"From being poor to somewhat wealthy, employee to small-business owner, living in county and the city, being a civilian to being in the military, I will draw on those experiences," Dwyer said. "I've been on both sides of several different coins." 

Mike Becker was a candidate for the House in 2010 for the 21st District. His top issues while running then were opposing higher taxes on businesses, plans to increase successful businesses and to raise the moral and ethical standards for government officials. Becker could not be reached for comment. 

45th District
Democrat Chris Kelly announced he would run for state representative in the 45th District on Dec. 10. He has represented the 24th District since 2008 and, before that,  he served in the House from 1983 to 1994. He also served as Boone County clerk, chairman of the Labor and Industrial Relations Board and as a Boone County associate circuit judge. 

46th District
Democrat Steven Webber filed for his third term representing Columbia in the House of Representatives on Tuesday. He currently represents the 23rd District but because of redistricting, he is running for state representative in the 46th District. Webber is a law student at MU and served two tours of duty in Iraq as a Marine infantryman. 

47th District
John Wright, a Columbia native, Yale graduate, small-business owner and MU professor, said he hopes to represent the 47th District. 

Wright says education is a priority. 

"I'm very passionate about education," Wright, 35, said. "Strong schools make for a strong community." 

Wright grew up in Columbia and graduated from Hickman High School. He will be teaching a course in the Trulaske College of Buiness at MU during the fall semester. 

Wright's platform addresses literacy in early childhood education, mainly funneling his efforts into Grant Elementary School. 

"If you can help kids gain confidence to read and comprehend material, there is a better chance to be successful later in life," Wright said. 

Sound economic policy to attract businesses to Columbia is another priority for Wright. He said he wants to push to create a level playing field for all businesses along with clear rules and regulations. 

Being a business owner himself, Wright said he learned a lot about different conditions that can create hurdles for business owners. He started Rollins Capital Partners, an investment firm, in New York but brought it to Rocheport a couple of years ago. 

Wright said the 47th District seat would be a good fit for him. "It's a great district because it's a cross section of Missouri. We will be able to push forward sound education policy for state as a whole." 

Democrat Nancy Copenhaver announced on Feb. 14 that she will seek the 47th District seat. A former state representative in the 22nd District, she also served on the Moberly City Council and the Moberly Planning and Zoning Commission. She previously said sound budgeting and education will be among her priorities if elected to the House again.

The primary election will be Aug. 7, and the general election will be Nov. 6.
Senate approves bills benefiting MSU

Measures stagger board terms, allow for leasing of property

JEFFERSON CITY — A Senate bill this week related to Missouri State University’s Board of Governors showed that the people’s business can sometimes have a tinge of humor.

The measure — which is sponsored by Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield — staggers the terms for the nine-member board so no more than three seats are up for appointment in a calendar year.

Dixon said his bill is cleaning up some “sloppiness” on lawmakers’ behalf when the law was passed after a long debate that involved compromises with supporters of the University of Missouri system.

Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, facetiously offered up a possible amendment Wednesday to also correct what he believes to be another mistake from “sloppiness.” His solution to the “sloppiness?” Adding the word ‘Southwest’ back to MSU’s name.

Removing “Southwest” from the MSU name in 2005 had created much debate and angst for state-level and university officials.

“Ultimately, I think that would fix what really happened,” Schaefer joked.

Schaefer did not actually file his proposed change. The bill passed without any opposition or amendments.

The bill stemmed from a problem that started in 2011. Then, six seats on the board had to be filled. That mass vacancy stemmed from the 2005 law that dropped “Southwest” from MSU’s name.

A new board of governors was appointed after the name change took place. Many of them had terms ending in the same year. State law allows for no more than three terms on the MSU board to expire in a year.

Gov. Jay Nixon has been trying to follow the law by limiting the number of people appointed annually to MSU’s board.

“This would clear up the conflict,” Dixon said.

Jordan Valley development

A second bill also backed by Dixon allowing universities to lease property generated controversy from some senators.

Last year, a measure approved in General Assembly allowed certain public schools to enter into a lease without getting state approval. MSU was initially included on that list, but removed before the bill’s passage.

Dixon said MSU officials want the exemption to help their efforts at developing the Jordan Valley Innovation Center.

However, Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, objected to having Southeast Missouri State University also included in the list of exempted schools. SEMO officials drafted a proposal last year to put a hotel on one of its campuses, which Crowell opposes.

Southeast Missouri was taken out after a debate on the floor. But Crowell also demanded Dixon kill the leasing bill if SEMO is added later by the House. Dixon initially refused.

“This is very important for economic development,” Dixon said. “I do not want to be the one to kill this out.”

Dixon later said he’d review his support for the measure if SEMO somehow makes it back into the bill. Both of Dixon’s measures now head to the House for debate.

New Senate bill introduction ends

Missouri state senators looking to push any new legislation had until Thursday to introduce their bills. 

Sen. Dr. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, and Brad Lager, R-Savannah, made last-minute filings. One of Mr. Lager’s was a procedural bill aimed at a Department of Natural Resources sunset regarding water permits and fees. The other deals with a more serious issue regarding broadband Internet in rural areas. 

Dr. Schaaf’s bill would require employers to post employee rights with respect to labor unions. The full bill text was not available Thursday, but the summary said the bill would require certain employers to post notices informing employees of the right to refuse to join or affiliate, or quit their membership to any labor union or employee organization of any kind. 

The notice also would inform employees that they have the right to refuse to pay certain dues, fees, assessments, or other charges to any labor union or organization. 

Mr. Lager’s bill regarding broadband allows telecommunications providers and rural electric cooperatives to attach equipment to others’ utility poles for smart grid or broadband purposes. As it stands now, rural electric cooperatives have various rights-of-way and easements regarding their utility poles, which were established with the original infrastructure. As these rural electrical cooperatives begin to deploy high-speed Internet, they’re taking fiber optics through the countryside and the law is unclear on what rights they have to use those existing utility poles. 

A court case a few years back, Mr. Lager said, helped cloud the issue further. His bill, SB891, seeks to bring clarification so there is no confusion when the telecommunication providers deploy their networks when they need additional approval from land owners and when they do not. 

“If the pole is in the public right of way, it’s probably not that big a deal,” Mr. Lager said. “Where this gets difficult and has the potential to keep broadband from occurring is when they have to cross private property.” 

Mr. Lager said the broadband networks that are stretching into the rural areas of Missouri are attaining network speeds not thought possible in these areas five years ago. He said the negotiations regarding the bill language included Missouri Farm Bureau, rural electricity cooperatives, cable companies and “all the interested parties.” 

Mr. Lager said his last-day filing occurred due to the ongoing negotiations. 

“If you wait until now to file a controversial bill,” he said, “the chances of it happening are pretty slim.” 

In other legislative action, Rep. Mike Lair, R-Chillicothe, passed an education bill out of the Missouri House of Representatives Thursday that avoided the omnibus education bill, which is likely to stall. 

HB1174, regarding school accreditation, allows the State Board of Education to intervene in and establish alternatives for a failing school district. Currently, the state board has to wait two years before it can intervene, and is limited in what it can do. This bill takes away that two-year waiting period and also gives the state board more power to help the unaccredited district. 

“Under this bill,” said Mr. Lair, who sits on House education committees, “they have all sorts of flexibility; they can do anything they want.” 

The bill also has built into it a component that puts civic input into the process. Currently only three of more than 500 school district in Missouri are unaccredited. 
Randles shows some leg in race for MO governor

March 1 Steve Kraske The Kansas City Star 

GOP gubernatorial candidate Bill Randles of KC today announced six endorsements from members of the Missouri House and Senate today.

"I'm deeply honored to receive endorsements from these outstanding conservative legislators who hail from all across the state of Missouri," Randles said.

Those endorsing Randles were: Sen. Brian Nieves, Rep. Ward Franz, Rep. Paul Curtman, Rep. Bill White, Rep. Barney Fisher, and Rep. Melissa Leach.

Senate rejects Blunt's 'conscience' amendment; battle over birth control issue moves to House

In Washington
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

1:09 pm on Thu, 03.01.12

WASHINGTON — Capping a divisive debate, the U.S. Senate voted 51-48 on Thursday to reject a “rights of conscience” amendment by Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., that opponents said would have allowed employers to opt out of providing no-cost coverage for contraceptives or other health care that violates their religious or moral beliefs.

Although his effort fell short, Blunt vowed afterward that “this fight is not over.” He said the battle is likely to move next to the Republican-controlled U.S. House and eventually to federal courts, where lawsuits already have been filed challenging President Barack Obama’s compromise on contraceptive coverage.

“I think eventually, if the legislature doesn’t clarify this and the administration doesn’t change its mind, the courts will” rule on the issue, Blunt told reporters. In a statement, he also decried what he called opponents’ “outlandish and divisive efforts to misinform and frighten Americans” about the amendment.

Liberal Democrats, led by Sens. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., and Patty Murray, D-Wash., hailed the Senate’s vote and pledged to fight what they viewed as efforts to restrict women’s access to birth control and other preventive health care. “The Senate will not allow women’s health-care choices to be taken away from them,” Murray said.

The vote to table Blunt’s amendment to a transportation bill followed more than a week of debate during which he and other supporters framed the amendment in terms of religious liberty while opponents presented it as a veiled attack on women’s rights that also could be used to weaken other mandates in the Affordable Care Act.

Three moderate Democrats backed Blunt’s amendment and one Republican — Sen. Olympia Snowe, R-Me. — opposed it. Sens. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Dick Durbin, D-Ill., voted to reject Blunt’s amendment. Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., is still recovering from a stroke and did not vote.

While she did not speak during the Senate debate, McCaskill had told reporters last week that she would oppose Blunt’s amendment because it 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.”

In his remarks, Durbin, D-Ill., the second ranking Senate Democrat, opposed Blunt’s amendment as “a step in the wrong direction for this country.” He contended that its “conscience” loopholes would have led to “a patchwork quilt of health-insurance coverage with many people in this country — men and women — denied basic health coverage in their health insurance because the employer believes ‘in conscience’ that it shouldn’t be offered. That is an impossible situation.”

Blunt rejected that interpretation, saying that “this provision would simply preserve the fundamental religious freedom that we enjoy today. For the first time in our history, the Obama administration’s health-care mandate is an egregious violation of our First Amendment rights.” 

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., condemned Blunt’s proposal as an “extreme ideological amendment,” but Republican leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., argued that it was a First Amendment issue because the Obama administration’s contraceptives-coverage rule would “make it impossible, for the first time, for religious institutions" to practice what they preach.

Reading letters from religious leaders supporting Blunt’s amendment, McConnell said: “If the ‘free exercise of religion’ clause of the First Amendment means anything at all, it means that it is not within the power of the federal government to tell anybody what to believe or to punish them for practicing those beliefs. And yet that is precisely what the Obama administration is trying to do through its health-care law.”

Condemning the Obama administration’s contraception rule as “discrimination masquerading as compassion,” Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, pledged that Republicans would continue fighting such health mandates under the Affordable Care Act. Blunt agreed that further efforts will be made to repeal parts of that “Obamacare” law.

The GOP rhetoric rankled most Senate liberals, including Sen. John Kerry, D-Mass., who said Obama’s revised contraceptives-coverage rule specifically exempts religious institutions and allows religious-affiliated employers to avoid direct coverage of contraceptive services, with insurers providing that option.

He and other critics said the wording of Blunt’s amendment was so vague that it would be a Pandora’s box, leading to many lawsuits related to employers’ claims of religious or moral objections to providing a wide range of preventive health procedures. “It is overly broad, vague and it violates the core principle of privacy,” argued Sen. Richard Blumenthal, D-Conn., who said it would “create jobs only for lawyers.”

Democratic women were especially critical, although McCaskill kept out of the limelight and avoided a Senate speech. At a Capitol press conference on Wednesday, Sen. Barbara Mikulski, D-Md., called Blunt’s amendment as “politics masquerading as morality” and Sen. Jeanne Shaheen, D-N.H., claimed it would “turn back the clock on women’s health care.” 

But Sen. Kelly Ayotte, R-N.H. criticized the “mischaracterizations and distortions” by opponents. “Many have tried to characterize this amendment as denying women access to contraception. That’s a red herring, and it's false,” said Ayotte in a Senate speech. “We are talking about government mandates that are interfering with conscience protections here that have long been engrained in our law.”

Future compromise possible?
Despite the Senate vote, it was clear that Blunt and other Republicans planned to pursue the “religious liberty” issue. After the vote, Blunt told reporters that “this is an issue that will be out there until the administration figures out how to accommodate the true religious beliefs and First Amendment rights” that religious institutions have.

“My view is that we’ve probably done about as much as can be done in the Senate,” Blunt said. “Now it’s up to the House, the [Obama] administration and maybe eventually the courts to see who makes the next move.” 

During the Senate debate, Sen. Susan Collins, R-Me., blamed both sides for “playing politics” on the issue, and said she hoped that the Blunt measure — which she said “has its flaws” — could be revised in a way that allay women’s concerns about contraceptive coverage and related issues.

Arguing that “a good compromise should have been worked out,” Collins said she stills hopes “that its scope will be further narrowed and refined” to clarify its impact. But Blunt said after the votes that he talked with Collins afterward and she seemed less convinced that compromise language would be needed. 

Durbin said a “religious liberty” amendment on health care is unnecessary because Obama’s revised plan on the contraceptives coverage issue “strikes the right balance between respecting the conscience and religious values of certain institutions while still protecting the freedom of individuals.”

The Illinois Democrat said the compromise “removes the church-sponsored institution from making the initial decision that might run counter to its values but gives the freedom to the individual employee to pursue health care under the law which they consider to be essential, such as family planning.”

But McConnell rejected that interpretation and said he and most other GOP senators disagreed with suggestions by some opponents of the Blunt amendment to work out compromise language.

“They want to be the ones to tell the religious institutions what their ‘core mission’ is,” said McConnell. “That isn’t a compromise; that’s another government takeover.”

Added McConnell: “Who do you think has a better grasp of the mission of the Catholic church — the Cardinal archbishop of New York or the president’s campaign manager?”

Several senators said that HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius and her staff are still working with religious institutions to adopt the final language on Obama's compromise on contraceptives coverage. In a statement, Sebelius opposed the Blunt amendment as "dangerous and wrong," asserting that it "would allow employers that have no religious affiliation to exclude coverage of any health service, no matter how important, in the health plan they offer to their workers.”

The debate over the Blunt amendment reached the GOP presidential campaign Wednesday, with front-runner Mitt Romney at first telling an Ohio News Network reporter that he did not back it but later clarifying on Boston radio show that "Of course I support the Blunt amendment. I thought [the Ohio reporter] was talking about some state law that prevented people from getting contraception so I was simply — misunderstood the question." Romney pointed out that Blunt is his point man in lining up support on Capitol Hill.

Meanwhile, both sides criticized Romney on the issue. On the right, Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum touted his support of such religious liberty initiatives during an appearance in Tennessee, and his campaign criticized Romney for having a "liberal record" on freedom of religion.

Obama's reelection campaign also went on the attack, with deputy campaign manager Stephanie Cutter writing to supporters: "For a brief moment this afternoon, it looked like Mitt Romney was showing some spine and opposing the [Blunt] proposal. But literally within minutes, his campaign walked it back . . . If the bill passes, you can thank Mitt Romney and Rick Santorum's support for helping to pave the way for this anti-contraception agenda.”

State committee wades in to St. Louis firefighter pension debate 

JEFFERSON CITY — Competing plans to overhaul the pension system for St. Louis firefighters could wind up in the Missouri Legislature's hands despite St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay's efforts to avoid that arena and make the decision closer to home.

The joint House-Senate Committee on Public Employee Retirement took the first step Thursday toward getting in the middle of the issue by hearing an overview of the dispute from Slay's office and firefighters.

Meanwhile, House Retirement Committee Chairman Mike Leara, R-south St. Louis County, filed a bill that would mirror a pension overhaul proposal backed by the firefighters union — an approach already branded inadequate by the mayor.

However, Thursday's meeting featured no political fireworks. Slay did not attend, nor did Aldermanic President Lewis Reed, who has sided with firefighters. Reed is considered a potential challenger to Slay for mayor. Reed and Slay are Democrats.

Sen. Jason Crowell, who chairs the joint committee, told the audience the meeting was "not an opportunity to try to score political points. If this gets down to the primary battle for the mayor's office, I'll end this meeting and you can take it outside," said Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau.

Instead, the 90-minute session served as a primer for legislators on what has gone wrong with the firefighters' pension system and possible ways to fix it.

The current system is unaffordable, with costs that have risen 280 percent over the past decade, according to information distributed by the city's budget director, Paul Payne.

About one third of the Fire Department's operating budget goes toward paying pension costs. Nearly half of retired firefighters are on disability pensions.

A Post-Dispatch analysis last month found that many disabled retirees continue collecting their pensions while they go back to work, some to jobs that involve physical labor.

Slay's plan would make no changes for current retirees and "minuscule changes" for firefighters nearing retirement, said Sam Dotson, the mayor's director of operations. Future firefighters, however, would see major reductions in benefits.

For example, firefighters working now and those hired in the future would pay 9 percent of their paychecks to the system, up from 8 percent. Future contributions would not be refunded at retirement, as they are now. The minimum age to draw full benefits would be set at 55; there is no minimum age now. Those on disability would get smaller checks, along with five years of college training for new jobs.

While Slay wants the Board of Aldermen to set up the new pension plan, the firefighters union wants to keep control in Jefferson City. That provides "checks and balances," said Kenny Mitchell, first vice president of the International Association of Fire Fighters Local 73.

Firefighters noted that, after the Legislature passes enabling legislation for pension changes, the city's aldermanic board has the option to adopt the proposed benefits — or not.

Retired firefighter Bruce Williams, a member of the pension board, said the firefighters union is receptive to cutting benefits for new hires, as Leara's bill would.

Whether Slay can cut promised benefits for existing employees was at issue, with Dan Tobben, an attorney for the Fireman's Retirement System of St. Louis, contending such changes would be illegal and Slay's lawyer, Patti Hageman, disagreeing.

"We are very confident … we are able to opt out of the current firefighter system," Hageman said.

Crowell said he would be glad to work on a bill to trim the system's costs. He noted that the Legislature scaled back benefits for future state employees in the Missouri State Employees Retirement System a few years ago.

From a practical standpoint, Crowell encouraged Slay's representatives to re-evaluate their strategy of opting out of the state system.

"Even if you can do it legally, you may not be successful in the Board of Aldermen," Crowell said. "I stand ready, willing and able to try to get something rather than nothing."

Leara's bill is HB1857. He plans a hearing on it March 12.

Missouri House OKs bill for immediate takeover of Kansas City Public Schools

JEFFERSON CITY Legislation giving the state authority to immediately replace the school board of the unaccredited Kansas City district with a new governing structure won unanimous approval Thursday in the Missouri House.

It now goes to the Senate, where a similar bill cleared the Education Committee last week.

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. 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.

Republican Rep. Mike Lair of Chillicothe is sponsoring the bill, which would do away with the two-year waiting period and allow the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to immediately intervene in a failing district.

The bill also includes an emergency clause, meaning it would go into effect immediately after being signed by the governor.

However, it faces an uncertain future in the Senate. Republican Sen. David Pearce of Warrensburg, who is sponsoring a similar bill, said his hope is that the idea can get an up or down vote without any other provisions being added.

But Sen. Jane Cunningham, a Chesterfield Repubican, has made it clear that any education bill should include other measures. She’s sponsoring her own legislation that also eliminates the two-year waiting period but includes a forced breakup 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.

Rep. Kevin McManus, a Kansas City Democrat, pointed to last year’s experience trying to pass an economic development bill as an example of what happens when several ideas get lumped together in one bill.

During a special legislative session last fall, divisions between Republicans in the House and Senate doomed a measure that created numerous business incentive programs and a reworked tax credit system.

Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, a Washington Republican, is sponsoring an education bill in the House that deals with charter schools, teacher tenure, the school foundation funding formula, scholarships to attend private schools and the two-year waiting period for state intervention.

To reach Jason Hancock, call 573-634-3565 or send email to jhancock@kcstar.com.
Missouri legislator seeks to make a point with measure that would bar most vasectomies for men

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

11:46 pm on Thu, 03.01.12

In response to the recent vote by the Missouri House against requiring insurance coverage for contraceptives, state Rep. Stacey Newman has filed a new bill that seeks to bar vasectomies for men in Missouri “unless needed to avert serious injury or death.”

Newman, D-Richmond Heights, said Thursday she doesn’t expect the state House’s GOP leadership to treat her bill seriously, even though she has eight co-sponsors – all women.

But Newman added that she introduced the bill anyway, to make a point.

“I was one of the ‘Silenced Seven,’ seven progressive Democratic women, who stood at the microphones for over three hours last Wednesday and were not allowed to speak on a topic unique to females,” said Newman, who chairs the House Progressive Caucus. 

“If we are going to seriously restrict access to birth control used by over 98% of Missouri women and widely used since 1960, then it’s only fair we legislate men’s access as well.”

Newman’s bill states, in part:   “In determining whether a vasectomy is necessary, no regard shall be made to the desire of a man to father children, his economic situation, his age, the number of children he is currently responsible for, or any danger to his wife or partner in the event a child is conceived.

The bill continues: “A vasectomy shall only be performed to avert the death of the man or avert serious risk of substantial and irreversible physical impairment of a major bodily function of the man. “

Newman said her bill is largely patterned after a similar measure introduced in the Georgia legislature by women lawmakers upset over the recent focus in Washington and in the states over allowing employers to avoid offering  insurance coverage for contraception.

Newman’s bill was aimed, in part, at highlighting that it has mainly been male legislators in Missouri and in Washington who have been pressing measures that curb abortion rights or allow employers or insurers to avoid offering coverage for contraceptives for women.

The backers of Missouri measures in the House and Senate addressing contraception, like their counterparts in Washington, say that their aim is to preserve religious freedom for employers and insurers, and that access to contraception is not the primary issue.

The Missouri House passed a resolution on Feb. 22, by a vote of 114-45, that objects to the proposed federal health care changes that would require most employers or insurance companies to provide coverage for birth control.

Newman said she intentionally declined to seek any male cosponsors for her bill dealing with vasectomies. She said she sought  to highlight the fact that the male GOP leaders in the House avoided allowing most women critics a chance to speak on the resolution that she believes targeted women’s contraception.

Newman acknowledged that some critics may view her anti-vasectomy bill as a joke.  “It doesn’t seem to be humorous when we are restricting women’s reproductive health decisions,’’ she said. “Why should ‘he’ not have to suffer government restrictions as well.”

She asserted that she and other like-minded legislators have been getting an earful from women voters over the past few weeks, as the contraceptive issue has been debated in Jefferson City and in Washington.

 “Women,’’ said Newman, “are done with this nonsense.”

Study: Mo. has too many grounds for death penalty 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri has too many reasons for which prosecutors can pursue the death penalty against murder suspects and needs to do a better job of preserving forensic evidence such as DNA samples, according to a report released Thursday.

The report is the result of a two-year study sponsored by the American Bar Association that was conducted by a panel of law professors, private-sector attorneys and federal judges nominated to the bench by Republican and Democratic presidents.

The study notes Missouri has 17 "aggravating circumstances" that give prosecutors wide discretion by which they can argue to jurors that someone should be sentenced to death. One justification, for example, is that the murder was "wantonly vile." The result is that the circumstances "are so broadly drafted as to qualify virtually any intentional homicide as a death penalty case," the report says.

The report recommends narrowing the law so only the most serious murder cases are eligible for the death penalty.

"If we're going to have a death penalty, we need to do it right - it needs to be fair, it needs to be consistent," said Douglas Copeland, a St. Louis attorney who was part of the eight-person study panel.

The American Bar Association applied for a grant from the European Union, which opposes the death penalty, to help finance its study in Missouri and other states. But the European Union had no influence over the study, said Sarah Turberville, director of the bar association's Death Penalty Moratorium Implementation Project.

Paring back Missouri's grounds for the death penalty would require legislative approval. The suggestion was praised by Cat Kelly, director of the Missouri State Public Defender System, who said prosecutors in some places pursue the death penalty more often than others because of the wide discretion.

Platte County Prosecutor Eric Zahnd, the president-elect of the Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys, rejected the assertion that almost any murder can qualify for the death penalty. In more than nine years in office, Zahnd said he has yet to pursue the death penalty in any of the roughly 15 murder cases he's handled.

The report also Missouri should do a better job of preserving biological evidence in death penalty cases for as long as the inmate remains behind bars. In some cases, biological evidence that does not lead to a conviction has been destroyed, leaving the inmate with little opportunity to pursue new tests if technology advances. Missouri also needs to boost funding for crime labs, study members said.

"Crime labs in many places, including Missouri, have large backlogs," said panel member Rodney Uphoff, a law professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia. "Sometimes evidence doesn't get collected properly, analyzed properly. And that's an issue not only that can lead to the conviction of the wrong person, but it limits the ability of the system to go after people who really have committed crimes."

Missouri law currently allows prisoners to seek DNA testing to try to prove their innocence, but only of materials secured at the time they were charged. The report recommends the law be changed to allow DNA testing of newly discovered evidence or of old evidence when testing procedures have improved.

The report is not entirely critical of Missouri's death penalty system. It praises the state for having a state-run public defender's system, crime labs that are accredited and for maintaining an independent judiciary. Judges on Missouri's appellate courts and urban trial courts are appointed by the governor after being nominated by special panels while circuit judges in other areas run under partisan labels.

Among other findings, the report says Missouri should increase training for law enforcement officers in handling eye-witness identification and establish a state entity to investigate misconduct by prosecutors and defense attorneys. It recommends Missouri ban the death penalty for people with dementia, traumatic brain injuries or mental illnesses that significantly impair their ability to act rationally or appreciate the consequences of their actions.

Although Missouri has curtailed the number of executions carried out in recent years, it ranks fifth nationally in executions since the U.S. Supreme Court reinstated capital punishment in 1976.

Missouri's panelists never discussed a moratorium on executions, preferring to focus on recommendations that might gain support from public officials, Copeland said. Bills proposing death penalty moratoriums have been filed in the Legislature for years without gaining any traction.

MISSOURINET
Legislature vetoes farmland tax increase (AUDIO)

March 1, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The state tax commission’s recommendation that the productive value of the four best qualities of Missouri farm land be increased by eight percent for the next two taxable years has been overridden by the Missouri legislature.

Missouri farmland, unlike residential and commercial property, is taxed on the basis of its productive value.  The state tax commission reviews the rate every two years.  The legislature has the power to override the recommendation and has refused to let any increases go into effect since the mid-90s.

The House rejected the proposal last week.  Today the senate followed suit although several urban senators questioned the fairness of the system. 

AUDIO: Senate debate 59:20
Download 
Bill would change law to let mothers relinquish newborns

March 1, 2012 By Mike Lear 

A House Committee has heard a bill aimed at making sure new mothers understand their option to give up a child, under Missouri’s Safe Haven law.





Child Abuse Roundtable Coordinator Debby Howland and Representative Kevin McManus discuss his bill proposing changes to the Safe Haven law.

That law was signed in 2002 by Governor Bob Holden. It allows a mother of a healthy and unharmed baby up to five days old to leave that child with staff at a fire, ambulance or police station or hospital without fear of prosecution, and to use the statute as an affirmative defense when relinquishing a child up to one year old.

See the Safe Haven law in Missouri Statute.
It is the language about an affirmative defense that Sponsor, Representative Kevin McManus (D-Kansas City) says has been confusing according to child advocates. “There is a general feeling that might provide a disincentive for someone to use or even understand the Safe Haven law.”

McManus says he has been told that the language about an affirmative defense creates a fear of prosecution. His bill attempts to simplify the statute by making the age in the law 45 days instead of 5.

“That is a date that folks can educate and increase awareness about the Safe Haven law so parents can understand it, but also it’s one that, from research and from talking to child advocates, is used in many other states including neighboring Kansas.”

See the language of McManus’ bill, HB 1568
McManus says the law was only used in Missouri in two cases in 2011. “I think the number each year has varied from 2 to 9. But, there are a handful of cases every year, and from my perspective, if we’re saving one child’s life it’s worth it.”

Advocates want to see the law used more often. The Coordinator of the Child Abuse Roundtable in Kansas City, Debby Howland, told lawmakers, “It’s hard to imagine a more heart wrenching story or decision that a mom has to make when she has a new baby and she realizes she can’t care for it. We hope those babies don’t end up in dumpsters or in dry creek beds, as some have.”
Bar Association: Missouri death penalty needs reform (VIDEO)

March 1, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

A Missouri law panel says crimes punishable by the death penalty are too broad in our state. The American Bar Association report calls for consistency and clarification in state law.

Missouri is the tenth state for which the American Bar Association has released an in-depth analysis — 400 pages worth — of the death penalty. St. Louis Attorney Douglas Copeland was on the panel that has examined the system for two years.

He makes one thing clear — it was not the panel’s function to decide whether there should be a death penalty, or that a moratorium should be implemented.

The Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys responded to that by issuing a statement that says, “Missouri’s prosecutors are pleased the ABA did not recommend a moratorium on the death penalty, as they have in many other states. They obviously realize that, while there is always room for improvement, Missouri’s criminal justice system is fundamentally sound.”

The group did identfiy several factors it says leads to possible inconsistencies in sentencing, including mental illness, preservation of DNA evidence and trial court instruction for jurors. Now, prosecutors can argue to a jury that someone should be sentenced to death, the report says. It lists 17 aggravating circumstances that give prosecutors a wide birth for recommending the death penalty.

Prosecutors responded by saying they “work hard every day to ensure that the guilty are punished and the innocent are protected.”

Still, MU law professor Rodney Uphoff says there is a lot of room for error, and he’s sure there are innocent people on death row throughout the United States.

Uphoff says the lack of a mandate to preserve physical evidence is one that lends to wrongful incarcerations and executions.

The panel says any changes would have to be legislated. He says the American Bar Association will work with legislators, law enforcement and the courts to work toward these reforms.


AUDIO: 
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Jessica Machetta reports (1:20)


Recidivism reduction bill nears senate approval (AUDIO)

March 1, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A plan to reduce the state’s prison population by not sending so many people back to prison is near passage by the state senate.

Mount Vernon Senator Jack Goodman says Missouri has not been getting better results for the increased funding for corrections in the last two decades, when prison population has doubled.  He says studies show about 75 percent of the inmates admitted in 20-10 were returning after violating probation and parole.  More than 80-percent of those inmates were on probation or parole for non-violent offenses.

His bill offers incentives for non-violent inmates to stay clean while on probation. Quick and guaranteed punishment is part of it–an immediate 48 hour period in the county jail if they stumble, and up to 30 days total for other violations.  

His bill says those under supervision can get 30 days off their probation for each 30 days they stay out of trouble–although they have to serve at least two years of probation. He hopes the incentive curtails violations during those two years–the time when people are most likely to get into trouble.  Goodman says a person is far less likely to ever re-offend if they make it through those two years.

One more favorable vote sends the bill to the House.

 
AUDIO: Senate debate 1:16:30
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House Budget Chairman’s proposal maintains cuts for blind, restores higher education cuts

March 1, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The House Budget Committee Chairman is proposing wiping out the Governor’s cut to higher education, in part with money that supports some of the state’s blind.




House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey; Photo courtesy, Jonathan Lorenz, Missouri House Communications

Chairman Ryan Silvey (R-Kansas City) proposes filling back in the $106 million dollar cut the Governor proposed to higher education. $28 million of that would come out of the Supplemental Aid to the Blind program. He says people need to understand what that program is and who it helps.

“There is the emotional argument which just labels people and groups them together … then there’s the argument where you actually look at the program and you see that we’re talking about 2,800 people who have income, and that their income is too much for Medicaid. That’s the population that we’re dealing with.”

The Governor blasted the elimination of that program. In a statement, he says in many cases, it provides services that “are the crucial elements that enable them to live in their own homes.” Nixon says, “We should not, and cannot, remove the funding for this program,” and calls the proposal, “just plain wrong.”

Another $5 million is what the Governor proposed putting into the K-12 foundation formula, which Silvey says was an election year stunt.

“For me it was a matter of where are you getting the best bang for your buck in the education dollar. Is it $5 a year per student, which is what his increase in elementary and secondary education would have been, or is it close to five percent of restoring the cut that he made to higher education.”

See the list of House appropriations bills here.
Silvey’s proposal does restore $889 thousand to sexual violence victim’s services, and he says some of the recommendations of the Appropriations Committee on Health, Mental Health and Social Services have not been followed after a working group reexamined those in the last week.

The House Budget Committee will meet several days next week. Republican leadership expects the budget to reach the floor the week after Spring Break.
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Petty nonsense resumes with Missouri governor's race
As the race for the Missouri governorship continues to heat up, it looks as though Missouri voters can expect to continue to be entertained by partisan bickering. Or perhaps a more accurate statement is that Missouri voters can expect to be subjected to the same pre-election nonsense that is found in similar campaigns on both state and national levels during an election year.

In recent headlines, Gov. Jay Nixon’s office was criticized for the billing of $117,000 worth of helicopter flights he and other administration officials took in order to get a glimpse of Missouri’s flood- and tornado-ravaged areas last year. In true election-year form, it was not the flights themselves that were scrutinized (who in their right mind could say they were unnecessary flights?); rather, there has been petty partisan grumbling over where the funding comes from for the flights and exactly who should or should not have been on the flights with the governor.

This circus in Missouri politics seems to mirror that of other political races when it comes to petty bickering. While most reasonable voters have been abundantly clear for the last several years that the issue is solely about economic recovery and job creation, there continues to be a fair percentage of fringe voters on the ideological left or right who are screaming about other things.

Republican hopeful Dave Spence began his campaign for the governorship seeming to have at least a basic understanding that has continued to elude many politicians over the last several years: Missourians need jobs. Whether Spence employs a clever marketing team, possesses a fair amount of actual business acumen, or a combination of both, it is clear from his advertising that he at least knows Missouri voters want to hear about job creation.

Meanwhile, Nixon’s re-election/PR team seems to be aware that he must walk the delicate balance beam between the many duties of running a state with the multiple appearances and speeches to discuss job creation for the unemployed and underemployed. As is the case with any recession-era president, the governor is in a bit of a quandary when it comes to his publicity in dealing with natural disasters like the one that hit southwest Missouri again this week. Don’t tour the disaster sites and promise relief money and you’re cold and uncaring. Tour them and pledge state funds to help and you’re an overreaching squanderer. It can be a lose-lose situation for anyone in office.

As opposing gubernatorial candidates, both Nixon and Spence seem to understand that Missourians are clearly focused on economic recovery far more than some of the minutiae that so often plagues the right or left. Barring any major public embarrassments to derail their campaigns, both seem to have a fair shot at victory. With both candidates seemingly able to focus on the need for Missourians to recover economically, let’s hope those wanting to play armchair governor can quit the circus sideshow of partisan bickering and do the same.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
AARP opposes bill that would weaken Missourians' civil rights
AARP works diligently on a variety of issues that affect the quality of life for seniors and all Missourians. Whether it is fighting to keep utility rates fair or addressing fraud and abuse in Medicare, our members know we're in their corner. An issue has been raised in the Missouri Legislature that now has AARP's attention, and we believe Missourians of all ages should take notice. There is legislation (Senate Bill 592 and House Bill 1219) designed to make it tougher for older workers to bring age-discrimination cases forward. In general, it weakens civil rights law that protects all Missourians from denials of equal opportunity in the workplace.

Missouri is fortunate that its current civil rights laws are strong. Under current law, Missouri workers have a decent right to fight age discrimination — and this is important because federal law for older workers is questionable. And, because the federal law is not as strong as it should be, Missouri should strive to strengthen age-discrimination laws, not weaken them. This is essential.

AARP is opposed to HB 219 and SB 592 because they would make it easier for companies to discriminate against older workers covered by the Missouri Human Rights Act. Passage of these bills will not create jobs; it just would make it easier for companies to discriminate with impunity.

Craig Eichelman • Kansas City
State Director, AARP Missouri State Office

Future viability threatened
I was disappointed to see St. Louis Board of Alderman President Lewis Reed's press conference last week in which he was surrounded by firefighters, as though they are the people for whom Mr. Reed is working ("Leaders compete over firefighter pension dilemma," Feb. 25). Last I checked, Mr. Reed and the firefighters surrounding him work for the taxpayers and citizens of St. Louis.

Why would he stand behind a system that is bankrupting the city? Why stand behind a system that allows firefighters to be declared disabled when they are in fact not so that they can receive a tax-free lifetime pension from the citizens of St. Louis? As a city taxpayer, I find this completely unacceptable. This mess threatens the future viability of our city.

Mr. Reed should be standing behind the taxpayers of St. Louis, not in front of the firefighters and their union. We deserve better!

Andy Krueger • St. Louis
Question about Callaway
On Dec. 19, Ameren Missouri submitted a license renewal application for Callaway Plant No. 1, the license for which will expire on Oct. 18, 2024. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission will hold public hearings on this subject on from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. and 7 p.m. to 9 p.m. March 14 at Fulton City Hall in Fulton, Mo.

Recent articles show that the spent fuel storage capacity of Callaway is about 60 percent, or 1,568 irradiated fuel assemblies of the total 2,642 fuel assemblies available. Ameren has said it will run out of storage space in the spent fuel pool somewhere between 2019 and 2021.

The NRC approved a reracking of spent fuel rods in 1998, from 1,344 to 2,642 fuel assemblies, a move the NRC basically was forced to make with plans stalled for the Department of Energy to dispose of spent fuel at the Yucca Mountain facility.

When space between spent fuel assemblies becomes denser, criticality, i.e., nuclear fission, increases.

If the spent fuel storage space in running low, how does Ameren expect to have enough storage to last an additional 20 years if the license is renewed? Does it plan yet another reracking of spent fuel rods?

The public deserves the answers to these questions before the fact, not after.

Anna Pick • Chesterfield
Enormously overstocked
I thank the Post-Dispatch for its recent editorial calling attention to our enormously overstocked nuclear arsenal ("Rethinking nukes," Feb. 21). Even if we modestly reduce the number of weapons in our arsenal, we still would have enough weapons to destroy the planet several times over.

The editorial rightly points out that many members of Congress who resist cuts to our arsenal have motivations beyond our national security. They want to protect jobs in their district. This is a high priority for me, too, but I do not believe that continuing to invest in Cold War weapons-building is the best way to build a strong economy that will remain robust for years.

For the amount of money Missouri contributes to our nuclear weapons activities every year ($331.2 million), we could award 38,956 university scholarships for one year. Furthermore, University of Massachusetts economists have shown that investments in non-military sectors, such as education, health care or clean energy, create more jobs than military spending.

As we engage in heated debates at the state and federal levels about how to spend our money, we need to invest our money in ways that create as many good jobs as possible that work toward building a lasting foundation for economic prosperity.

State Rep. Tracy McCreery • I-Olivette
End the second Gilded Age
Could Americans finally be waking up from the modern version of bread and circuses — the opiate of consumerism and social division created by such issues as gay marriage and abortion? Could we finally realize that what is really important is having a job with a living wage, health care that doesn't evaporate when one loses a job, an affordable education for one's children and a government that isn't for sale to the highest bidder?

Could we finally realize that the only way to get and maintain these things is to not expect honest, responsive government to run on autopilot because? Real democracy requires tending like a hothouse rose.

Ben Franklin said that the Founders had given us a republic, if we could keep it. He wasn't fooling. Democracy takes work and involvement and constant vigilance. The people of Wisconsin figured that out first, and taught the lesson to the people of Michigan, Ohio and Indiana.

If it took the Citizens United decision to finally reveal the chicanery going on in our plutocratic government, like pulling back the curtain on the Wizard of Oz, so be it.

What we need now is a 28th amendment that makes all elections publicly funded, overturns Citizens United, repeals corporate personhood, stops gerrymandering, eliminates the Electoral College and makes it easier for new parties to form and get on the ballot.

Let's oust the new robber barons and end the second Gilded Age!

Lydia Lewis • St. Louis County
