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Michelle Obama raises funds in KC, St. Louis 

 KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- First lady Michelle Obama traveled to Kansas City and St. Louis on Monday to raise funds and support for her husband's re-election campaign.

During a luncheon at the American Jazz Museum in Kansas City's 18th and Vine District, she extended her thoughts and prayers to the victims of the recent spate of deadly storms before delivering an endorsement of Barack Obama's presidency. The predominantly female crowd of about 300 people paid $200 and up for tickets.

"Your president has worked very hard to dig us out of this mess," she said. "We have a long way to go. We have work to do."

Michelle Obama's speech touched on immigration, health care, education and the president's nomination of two women to the Supreme Court. She also praised the auto bailout and said the president has the backs of American workers.

Some of the biggest applause came when she mentioned the killing of Osama bin Laden during last year's raid in Pakistan.

Afterward she met one-on-one with some guests. Jillian McCallister, 11, of Kansas City, asked what it was like to meet pop sensation Justin Bieber, who has performed at the White House.

Her father, attorney Brian McCallister, said the photographer hired to take pictures of the first lady with guests was giving Obama "the evil eye to move it along."

"She says to him, `We are talking about important things here, Justin Bieber. I'm not talking about health care right now. I'm talking about Justin Bieber.'"

Obama sounded the same rallying points later in the afternoon in St. Louis, where she was greeted by several hundred people who had paid a minimum $150 each to hear her speak in a ballroom at the Peabody Opera House.

Her half-hour speech followed a private meeting with donors in another room at the opera house.
At KC fundraiser, Michelle Obama praises president

By DAVE HELLING The Kansas City Star

First lady Michelle Obama was a third of the way through her speech at a Kansas City fundraiser Monday when the whoop- whoop-whoop of a tripped security alarm echoed through the museum complex at 18th and Vine.

“This is the truth talking,” she said to laughter and applause as officials scrambled to turn off the bell. “You’ve got alarms going off. You know I’m speaking the truth.” 

It didn’t take much to convince the audience of 300 ticket holders that they were hearing the truth — at least the truth as they and the Democratic Party understand it.

During her 30-minute address, the first lady praised President Barack Obama for, among other things, the auto company bailout, health care reform, education improvements, equal pay for women, the killing of Osama bin Laden and the economic rescue.

“Your president has worked very hard to dig us out of this mess,” she told the audience.

Obama delivered her prepared remarks in the foyer between the American Jazz Museum and the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum on a slightly raised stage, using a teleprompter. The hall appeared to be half full, with more women than men. News cameras were not allowed.

Tickets cost between $200 and $10,000, with the highest donors meeting the first lady and getting a picture taken before her remarks. Donations went to the Obama Victory Fund, a combined effort of the Obama for America campaign and the Democratic National Committee.

Final fundraising totals were not available Monday. The campaign is expected to pay at least part of the cost of the visit.

Michelle Obama did not refer to any specific Republican presidential candidates during her speech, or the Republican Party. 

But she made it clear her husband’s campaign still needs help despite recent improvements in public opinion polls.

“Are you ready to make it happen?” she asked to loud applause. 

After the speech, Janice Nunnelly of Kansas City said, “For once we’ve got a president and first lady that are for everybody, and I am so proud.”

Before visiting 18th and Vine, the first lady met with several veterans at Kansas City International Airport.

She planned a visit later in the day to St. Louis for another fundraising event.

Several reports have suggested the president won’t make much of an effort this year in Missouri, a one-time bellwether state that has grown more Republican. In 2008, Sen. John McCain narrowly won Missouri despite the Obama campaign’s investment of time and personnel in the state.

But Missouri may be getting a second look. A White House official said Monday that the president will speak at Joplin High School’s commencement ceremony on May 21, almost a year after a deadly tornado devastated the southwest Missouri community.
Michelle Obama's visit aims to aid husband's re-election effort

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

During an appearance before several hundred donors at the newly refurbished Peabody Opera House, Obama spent about a half-hour laying out what she viewed as her husband's achievements and the voters' crucial "choices that will affect our lives for decades to come."

This fall's election, she said, could well determine "who we are" and "who we want to be."

"You’re here because you know that choice won’t just affect all of us, but it's going to affect our children, it's going to affect our grandchildren, and it's going to affect the world that we leave behind

for them long after we are gone," she said. "And believe me, that’s why I’m here today as well.  And that's why I will be traveling around the country, working so very hard, because I know what’s at stake."

During her travels, Obama said she often hears about the "challenges and struggles'' facing many Americans even before the economic downturn hit in 2008, before her husband took office.

"I hear how they are taking that extra shift, working that extra job,'' she said. "For decades now, middle-class folks have been squeezed from all sides.  The cost of things like gas, groceries, tuition, have continued to rise, but people’s paychecks just have not kept up.  So when the economic crisis hit, for far too many families the bottom completely fell out -- completely fell out."

The crowd cheered as she emphasized how "your president has worked very hard to dig us out of this mess," and cited "23 straight months of private sector job growth."

"Your president has been working so very hard to rebuild our economy based on a vision that we all share -- the belief, as my husband says, that hard work should pay off, that responsibility should be rewarded, and that everyone should get a fair shot and do their fair share and play by the same rules," she said, touching off applause. "And truly, these are basic American values."

Highlights economy, health care

Obama added that what was most important was that her husband cares about what people are going through. She cited times when her husband has told of reading a letter from an American in trouble, and telling her, "This is not right, and we've got to fix it."

The first lady was introduced Monday by one such American: Dr. Naga Yalla, a St. Louis physician who talked movingly about her family's own medical issues that she said has helped make her a strong supporter of Obama and the federal Affordable Health Care Act.

Four years ago, said Yalla, she gave birth to a son who suffered a fractured skull and brain damage during delivery. As a result, Janak has required ongoing medical care and continues to suffer from seizures.

Her son's first few weeks in intensive care cost $150,000, Nalla said.  But there also are longstanding challenges beyond the obvious medical ones.

"Would he be able to get health insurance? Or would this pre-existing condition preclude him from coverage?" his mother said. "Would he exceed some arbitrary lifetime limit on spending that our insurer had imposed him?"

Nalla said that the Affordable Care Act offered the best hope for her son's future -- and other children like him.  Obama, she said, "made sure Janak could get health insurance and not be unfairly discriminated against because of a pre-existing condition that wasn’t his fault. The president believes that nobody -- whether it's my son or someone else's parent or child -- should be treated unfairly."

The decision to use Nalla to introduce the first lady indicated that the Obama campaign has decided to take on directly the barrage of Republican attacks over health insurance since the law was approved in 2010.

Uses jokes to make a point

The supporters at the Peabody had paid at least $150 apiece, with some larger donors paying $2,500 or more to have a private meeting with the first lady, and get their picture taken with her before she took the stage.

The event will benefit the Obama Victory Fund, a joint fundraising committee authorized by Obama for America and the Democratic National Committee.

The crowd was a mix of rank-and-file Democratic activists, prominent Democratic donors, and public officials, such as Mayor Francis Slay, who also briefly addressed the crowd.

Obama arrived a few minutes late on stage because, aides said, she took photos with the local police officers providing security at the Peabody.

She began her remarks by offering sympathy and concern for the latest Missouri victims of a deadly storm, which killed several people in southern Missouri and neighboring states.

But amid the serious message, Mrs. Obama also sprinkled her campaign pitch with bits of humor aimed at humanizing the president, who often has been characterized by his critics as cold.

"When it comes to the people he meets, Barack has a memory like a steel trap," Mrs. Obama said, touching off chuckles when she added, "Kind of gets on your nerves a bit. But it's a good thing....He will never forget your story. It will be imprinted on his heart."

As a result, she said, "Barack Obama never loses sight of the end goal'' -- which is fairness for all.

"Barack had the backs of American workers,'' she said, citing the resurrection of the nation's auto industry.

She also pointed to the administration's work to help veterans, young people "drowning in debt'' from college, and Americans "tricked into loans they couldn't afford, and probably didn't understand."

Now, she said, supporters need to help the president win re-election so he can continue to press for changes that will help all Americans and take the nation in the right direction. Barack Obama, she said, "can't do it alone."

The campaign "never has been about one extraordinary man, although I will admit my husband is awesome,'' Obama said, touching off laughter.

Meets with veterans at Lambert

The first lady arrived Monday afternoon at Lambert Field where she mingled briefly with members of the Mission Continues. The St. Louis-based group describes itself as a "a national nonprofit organization that enlists returning service members to utilize their skills and leadership to continue serving at home."

Omar Garcia, a former Marine, and his family met the first lady soon after she stepped off the plane.

“I think our kids took control of the situation pretty much, and they got all the attention,” he said. “She was thankful for what we had done. And it was pretty touching to me that she was thankful.”

Obama spent about 10 minutes with members of the group before being whisked away to the fund-raiser at the Peabody Opera House.

Earlier Monday, Michelle Obama had been in Kansas City for a fundraising reception at the American Jazz Museum. 

According to the pool report, she spoke to 300 people for just under 30 minutes from a raised platform in the facility’s foyer between the American Jazz Museum and the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum in front of a large American flag.

She opened her remarks there by saying her thoughts and prayers are with the victims of recent storms in the Midwest. She then went on to praise her husband’s work during the first term on a number of issues, including the automobile bailout, education and health care.

“Your president has worked very hard to dig us out of this mess,” she said.  “We have a long way to go.  We have work to do.”

At one point, a security alarm sounded, and the first lady made a quip. 

"This is the truth talking,” she said to laughter and applause over the alarm's "whoop-whoop-whoop."

“You’ve got alarms going off," she joked. " You know I’m speaking the truth.”

Obama set to speak at Joplin High 

By JULIE PACE • Associated Press 
WASHINGTON • President Barack Obama will speak at the high school graduation ceremony in Joplin, the Missouri city slowly recovering after being struck by a devastating tornado a year ago.

The White House said Obama will deliver remarks at the May 21 commencement.

Obama last visited Joplin in May 2011, just days after the massive tornado hit. More than 160 people were killed, including seven students and one staff member at the high school, making it the worst tornado to strike the United States in decades. Joplin High School was among the thousands of homes and buildings destroyed.

Speaking at a memorial service in Joplin last year, Obama pledged to residents that "your country will be there with you every single step of the way."

The tornado struck the city of 50,000 less than an hour after the high school wrapped up its 2011 graduation ceremonies. Will Norton, one of the students receiving a diploma that day, was killed in the storm.

With Joplin High leveled by the tornado, this year's seniors have been attending classes at a nearby mall. Other schools in the area have moved to temporary locations in abandoned warehouses and industrial buildings.

Despite the immense challenges, school officials pride themselves on having started the school year on schedule. While they expected a steep decline in enrollment, officials say about 95 percent of students returned to attend classes in Joplin this year.

Student government leaders and a handpicked group of seniors learned of the presidential visit first thing Monday morning, Superintendent C.J. Huff said.

Huff's office worked out the details with the White House last week.

"The kids were genuinely excited," Huff said.

Limbaugh chosen for Hall of Famous Missourians 
By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- While advertisers flee his radio show, conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh is poised to be added to the Hall of Famous Missourians in the state Capitol.

Missouri House Speaker Steven Tilley said Monday that he decided to honor Limbaugh about three months ago. He is defending his choice, saying Limbaugh is among the world's best-known radio personalities.

Limbaugh's show has lost nine advertisers since he referred last week to a female law student involved in the national debate about insurance for contraception as a "slut" and "prostitute." Limbaugh has since apologized.

Tilley, a Republican who like Limbaugh is from southeastern Missouri, noted that other Missourians selected for the hall have made controversial statements, including writer Mark Twain who was the first inductee nearly three decades ago.

"It's not the hall of universally loved Missourians. It's the Hall of Famous Missourians," said Tilley, who's from Perryville. Limbaugh is a Cape Girardeau native.

One group, called Progress Missouri, has started an online petition against Limbaugh's induction, and several Missouri Democrats objected Monday to the choice. Some said it could be particularly divisive and might cheapen and degrade the honor for the others who have been selected.

"I'd like to think when we walk a group of schoolchildren through (the hall) that we're proud of who's out there, and I don't see that being the case here," said Rep. Sara Lampe, a Democrat from Springfield.

Others selected this year are late Negro Leagues baseball player Buck O'Neil and Dred Scott, a slave who sued unsuccessfully for his freedom in a famous court case.

Tilley said he is proud of Limbaugh's accomplishments and that a radio talk show host is "going to say things that are provocative or controversial."

Controversy has swirled around Limbaugh since his comments last week about 30-year-old Georgetown law student Sandra Fluke, who was involved in the national debate about insurance for contraception. Fluke testified in favor of health care policy that would compel her Jesuit college's health plan to cover birth control.

She was invited to testify before a U.S. House committee, but Republican lawmakers barred her from testifying. She spoke to the Democratic lawmakers at an unofficial session.

Limbaugh said Fluke was seeking to be "paid to have sex." A day later he said: "If we're going to have to pay for this, then we want something in return, Ms. Fluke. And that would be the videos of all this sex posted online so we can see what we're getting for our money."

Despite an apology from Limbaugh, his radio show has lost nine advertisers and at least one radio station has dropped the program.

There is no timeline for when Limbaugh will be inducted. Scott also is yet to be enshrined. A ceremony for O'Neil was held last week in the Missouri House Chamber.

Inductees into the Hall of Famous Missourians have their busts displayed in the state Capitol. Several dozen people have been chosen by Missouri House speakers through the years. They include President Harry Truman, Walt Disney, George Washington Carver, St. Louis Cardinals baseball player Stan Musial and journalist Walter Cronkite.

Busts are funded through donations, and Tilley estimated each costs about $10,000.

Tilley confirmed his selection of Limbaugh and Scott after the liberal-leaning blog "Fired Up! Missouri" published a post on Monday, noting the website of a Kansas City sculptor preparing busts for Limbaugh and Scott.
Mo. lawmakers push to prevent Mamtek-like failures
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri House committee has endorsed several new mandates for state and local government after the planned construction of a sweetener plant in Moberly failed last year.

The legislation would require local governments to hold public hearings before issuing bonds. State and local officials would also have to share information they have about companies seeking development incentives.

The state would also be allowed to conduct criminal and financial background checks on executives of start-up companies that ask for government aid.

The legislation now goes to the full House.

The new mandates come in response to the failed Mamtek U.S. Inc. project in Moberly. Factory construction stopped last fall after the company missed a payment on $39 million in city bonds.

Mo. bill would widen exemption on jobless benefits

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri House member is seeking to expand a law that exempts businesses from being charged for the unemployment benefits of some short-term employees.

Existing law says businesses cannot be charged for the unemployment benefits of people who earned less than $400 - a threshold that was set long before the current minimum wage.

Rep. Mike McGhee says that threshold is so low that a business could be held responsible for unemployment benefits for a worker who spent less than two weeks on the job. The Republican from Odessa is sponsoring legislation that would nearly quadruple that threshold.

His measure would require a worker to have earned at least $1,500 from a business before the employer could be held responsible for the person's unemployment benefits.

Mo. Democratic leader no longer working for party

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri Democratic Party leader is no longer working for the state party.

Matt Teter last month was placed on unpaid leave as the party's executive director while St. Louis police were investigating allegations of a domestic assault. The Missouri Democratic Party said Monday that Teter stopped working for the party this past Friday. It is looking for a new executive director.

A spokeswoman declined to say if Teter's departure is related to the allegations raised last month.

Teter was hired by the Missouri Democratic Party last March after directing a nonprofit group that provides housing to people with AIDS.

House Budget Committee to vote on new state budget revisions Wednesday 

BY Zach Murdock – Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — The Missouri House Budget Committee will mark up a new state budget for the next fiscal year Wednesday.
Last week, committee chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, announced a new budget proposal that would end a state program providing support for the blind to help restore Gov. Jay Nixon's proposed cuts to higher education.

At its hearing Wednesday, committee members will discuss changes to the proposed bill and can vote to send it to the House floor for approval.

Silvey's proposed budget would allocate $379 million — $31 million more than under Nixon's proposal — to the University of Missouri System.

"We are going to value higher education — we are going to make it a priority — and we're going to balance the budget," Silvey told the Associated Press last week.

But President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Monday that the Senate disagrees with Silvey's proposed cuts to funding for the blind and is unlikely to compromise when it reviews the budget.

UM System spokeswoman Jennifer Hollingshead said no matter what happens in the legislature, the UM System makes its plans based on the governor's recommended budget and will only make revisions to the plan after Nixon signs a final state budget in June.

"As always, the University of Missouri System appreciates the governor's and legislature's recognition that funding for public higher education should be a top priority," said Hollingshead, according to a statement issued last week.

Over the past two months, system administrators have made several trips to testify in front of the committee and make the case for adding funds to the higher education budget. Hollingshead said Monday that there are no plans for system administrators to testify in Jefferson City this week.

In February, the UM System Board of Curators voted at a special meeting to limit tuition increases for in-state undergraduate students to the rate of inflation, 3 percent, while increasing tuition for out-of-state undergraduate students at three of its campuses by more than 7.5 percent.

MU spokesman Christian Basi said it's too soon for the university's budget office to have any definite answers in response to a possible change in the higher education budget but that MU will continue to watch the process closely.

Nixon had originally proposed cuts of $106 million to higher education but added $40 million back into the budget after Missouri joined a settlement with the nation's five largest mortgage companies.

"We face many challenges in ensuring that our state's budget is balanced, and we've had to make difficult decisions," Nixon said in a statement Thursday. "This proposal is just plain wrong."

The new budget plan takes into account $10 million more in lottery sales than what the governor initially projected and a $5 million cut in local school district funding that Silvey said would have only been worth $5 per pupil.

It also makes changes to the governor's proposal for a pay raise for state employees. Nixon originally called for the raises to take effect in January instead of July. Silvey's plan pushes the start date for the raise to July, but only for employees earning less than $70,000 a year.
Mo. Senate leaders opposed cut to blind aid

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Republican Senate leaders say they won't go along with a Missouri House plan to eliminate a state aid program for the blind.

The House Budget Committee opened hearings Monday on a proposed budget that would get rid of a $28 million blind aid program to help avoid cuts that Gov. Jay Nixon had proposed for public colleges and universities.

But Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Monday that he and other Republican leaders are opposed to cutting aid to the blind. Nixon also has voiced opposition to the proposed House cut.

House Budget Chairman Ryan Silvey has said cutting the blind program would be fair, because people with other disabilities who earn similar amounts of money do not receive any similar state benefit.

MISSOURINET
Liberty becomes issue in prescription drug debate (AUDIO)

March 6, 2012 - By Bob Priddy 

Two sides arguing whether Missouri should move to control prescription drug abuse have gotten into “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death” fight. But the phrase has a little different context in this case.

Farmington Senator Kevin Engler wants doctors’ prescriptions entered into a database so doctors will know if patients are getting prescriptions for drugs from several doctors. Pharmacists also would note on the database the names of people getting the prescriptions so it could quickly be determined somebody is more interested in dealing than it healing.

But Senator Rob Schaaf, a St. Joseph doctor, calls the list “a terrible infringement on liberty.”   He denies Engler’s claim that the absence of a prescription medicine database is leading to dozens of deaths every year and contributes to criminal actions. 

Engler calls the growth of prescription drug crime an “epidemic”  He recalls one woman in his area who got 108 prescriptions by doctor shopping, who then filled all those prescriptions  for street sales. 

Schaaf and allies are ready to launch an extensive delaying effort when the bill comes back up after the legislature’s spring break.




AUDIO: debate 23:20
Obama to speak at Joplin High School graduation

March 5, 2012 - By Jessica Machetta 

President Obama will deliver three commencement addresses this spring — one of them in Missouri. The White House announced today that Obama will speak at the Joplin High School graduation on May 21st … the night before the anniversary of the deadly tornado that devastated that town. Several high school students lost their lives in that storm.

Obama is also delivering commencement speeches at Barnard College in New York City and the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs.
Download 
 Download 
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A dog of a bill

Posted on March 5, 2012 by Bob Priddy 
Gee, a state legislator wants to create a new state symbol.  The official state historical dog.

Good grief.

Rep. Joe Aull of Marshall says Jim the Wonder Dog should have that title.  Jim purportedly was smarter than Lassie and Rin Tin Tin together.  His owner refused to make him a movie star or, more appropriately, make himself rich by letting others make Jim a movie star.   Jim died in 1939, so much a local celebrity that he had a special burial place and today a Friends of Jim the Wonder Dog Organization is promoting his elevation into the pantheon of great symbols of our state.

Many years ago, Clyde Lear — the founder of our company — and I conducted a long interview with a man who was the Speaker of the House when Jim the Wonder Dog made an appearance before a joint session of the House and the Senate.  He told us some pretty interesting stories about how Jim dazzled the lawmakers.  We know where the interview is and one of these days we’ll have it transferred from reel-to-reel to a modern media.

Usually this official state symbol silliness is the product of some fourth grade class project in which a teacher decides the best way to teach the kiddos about the way government operates is to embarrass a local representative or senator into introducing a bill designating something as an official state symbol. At one time the legislature had so many bills designating state symbols as learning experiences that Senator Kevin Engler of Farmington suggested that learning experience should include a couple of words: filibuster and defeat.

We already have 26 official state symbols.  The first one was created in 1822, a state seal.  We didn’t get another one until we got an official state flag in 1913.  An official day was created in 1915 and we’re supposed to celebrate Missouri Day every year (bet you don’t.).   Our official “floral emblem” arrived in 1923–the blossom of the Hawthorne bush (my back yard is overrun with these darned bushes and later this year I plan to assassinate a large number of state floral emblems).  The Bluebird became our official state bird in ’27.   Then we went 22 years before getting one of the most absurd of our absurd state emblems.

Our official state song is the Missouri Waltz, a song that has almost nothing to do with Missouri.  It’s a song about a song that somebody learned while sitting on their mammy’s knee in Missouri.  And on top of that, it’s boring.

It took us six more years before we got our official “arboreal emblem,” the blossom of the flowering dogwood tree, a circumstance that has led to the observation that Missouri has a state tree that is a flower and a state flower that is a bush.

The legislature showed ambition in 1967 by giving us a state “lithologic emblem” with Mozarkite.  You and I refer to it as the state rock regardless of the pretentious language in the bill.  It also gave us the state mineral–Galena, or lead ore.

We waited 18 years before the current craziness began.

The legislature declared in 1985 that we had to have a state insect. Two years later we got a musical instrument.  Two years after that the legislature—ignoring some of its own members, several of us in the press corps thought at the time—declared the crinoid as the official state fossil.

1990 brought us the official state tree nut.  It was five years before the state symbol-making machine really cranked up with the square dance (or the American Folk Dance) declared our official state dance.  That same year we got an official state animal, the mule of course.  Two years after we got an aquatic animal and a fish (both animals are fish–paddle and cat).  There was a five-year break before we got an official state horse. The next year the state grape was defined.  The year after that, a dinosaur and the following year was the amphibian, the bullfrog.

The year of 2007 was the year the legislature went overboard by giving us a state grass, a state invertebrate (the crayfish), a state game bird (a state symbol that we are encouraged kill, how nice), and a state reptile.

I got into an argument with a fifth-grader in 2008 when she convinced the legislature to pass a bill designating the ice cream cone as our official state dessert.  I wrote a news story that the legislature had just passed a bill saying our official state dessert is a dry, tasteless, crumbly, air-filled piece of dough as the state dessert.   The young lady sent me an e-mail protesting my unfairness, noting that an ice cream cone included ice cream.  I wrote back to her that her bill did not mention ice cream as part of the dessert, just the cone the ice cream comes in.  In fact, some group or other was serving ice cream cones in the rotunda and I went out and had one then messaged her that I had just enjoyed the state dessert, with ice cream.   It was a reminder that state laws have specific words lest they be misunderstood.

I still believe her bill would have been much more effective if it said the state dessert is an ice cream cone with Central Dairy ice cream in it.  But it doesn’t say that.

So to recap:  We have a state song that has almost nothing to do with Missouri; a state flower that is a tree and a state tree that is a bush, a generally tasteless and crumbly state dessert, two fish and a bullfrog representing our waters, two kinds of rock, a symbol we are supposed to shoot at, an invertebrate that more likely belongs to Louisiana, two fossilized things, a grass that two other state symbols can eat but you and I probably wouldn’t like, and assorted other things that are supposed to tell people what Missouri is like.

And now, Rep. Aull thinks we need a historical dog.  Of course there’s competition from the Warrensburg area where Old Drum was shot to death and lionized (well, maybe that’s a poor choice for  word) in a speech about dogs generally by George Graham Vest.  And then there’s the famous Houn’ Dog that was part of the Houn’ Dawg Regiment in the Spanish-American War and subsequent wars and even was part of a presidential campaign song, “You Gotta Quit Kickin’ My Dog Around.”  One thing about Jim, though, is that he was a setter.  He can point the state game bird so we can shoot at it.

So far we have not fallen to Oklahoma’s level. Oklahoma has an official state dirt.

There is an irony in all of this sate symbol creating fervor.  It is done inside our greatest state symbol, the capitol.   While all of this great effort has been put forth in the last 17 years, the capitol has developed significant problems.  Sidewalks and steps are crumbling.  The basement leaks.  Hallways are so dark it’s hard to see the great paintings.  Paint on the walls is peeling.  Governor’s portraits are deteriorating.  It’s a long list.  But designating another official symbol of the state is more important than taking care of our greatest symbol.
University City fourth-grader is political junkie 

BY DOUG MOORE •  STLtoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, March 6, 

UNIVERSITY CITY • It's clear a few minutes into meeting Gabe Fleisher that he is not your typical 10-year-old.

For one, he offers a business card, printed to promote his daily email blast on what is happening on the national political stage. He talks of Super Tuesday as if it is the Super Bowl.

He gets up at 6 a.m. each weekday morning. After playing with the family dog, Tipper, in the backyard, he grabs the family laptop and begins scouring political websites. Then he encapsulates his findings into an email newsletter known as The Daily Rundown. With his 140 followers updated, Gabe grabs breakfast and walks to Flynn Park School two blocks away.

"I love doing it," Gabe said of his morning routine. "I love informing people. I think it's important they know about their public officials and of the election coming up."

The fourth-grader began sending the emails last April after his mother, Amy, who works in sales at Brown Shoe, suggested Gabe send her updates of what he was learning online. Before that, he would write news articles but didn't publish them.

Soon, his father was getting the emails. Then his parents' friends.

"It snowballed from there," Gabe said.

But Gabe has done some pushing as well, promoting his newsletter to the highest positions of power.

In October, he shook hands with President Barack Obama during a visit here. Moments later, Gabe slipped a copy of The Daily Rundown to one of the president's assistants, along with a note with his name and email address. He did not hear back.

A month later he met David Axelrod, Obama's chief strategist, at a political event in St. Louis. Gabe now sends the Rundown not only to an Axelrod assistant, but — thanks to a family connection — to three White House staffers and Obama re-election headquarters in Chicago.

Gabe's father, Rabbi Randy Fleisher, said his son's political fever heated up after he took Gabe and his sister, Zoey, to Obama's inauguration in January 2009, when Gabe was 7.

"We climbed the steps off the subway stop and you could see the Capitol and the Washington Monument, and the first thing Gabe said was: 'Dad, I feel like I'm inside one of my books.' To see the places he had read about, I think that ramped up his interest."

Gabe called the experience "mind-boggling." He specifically recalls the flubbing of the oath of office by Chief Justice John Roberts. Then he quickly quotes the oath. No bungling.

Gabe sent copies of an essay he wrote about the inauguration to Obama and U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, Gabe's congressman. Clay sent Gabe a photo of the congressman alongside Obama.

"Thank you for your wonderful essay," Clay wrote on the framed photo that now hangs in Gabe's bedroom. "The President and I really enjoyed it."

When Gabe sent his newsletter on the day of the Michigan and Arizona primaries last week, he encouraged readers to "get a big bowl of popcorn and watch results tonight." Following the primaries, he had plenty of fodder for his newsletter.

"Romney won a landslide victory in the Grand Canyon State," wrote Gabe. "In the Great Lakes State meanwhile, the results were a LOT closer, with Romney winning by 32,393 votes."

The newsletter also includes Obama's daily schedule. It was not very exciting that day.

"Today the biggest item on President Obama's agenda is a lunch with Vice President Biden and congressional leaders from both sides of the aisle," wrote Gabe. "Sadly, I cannot tell you what the meeting will be about."

Gabe thinks Romney will eventually land the Republican nomination. But not quickly.

"I don't think Super Tuesday will decide it," he said.

Gabe on occasion adds an editorial to his newsletter. He has come out in support of same-sex marriage.

And he's taken a stand on lowering the voting age to 12.

Gabe understands why so many people don't share his passion for politics.

"I don't think the majority of the public is informed," Gabe said. "All the fights in Washington lower the interest so much."

An email blast may seem a bit old-fashioned in a world where social media provides instant access to the latest headlines.

"I've been pressed to start a Facebook page, but I declined," Gabe said, a bit coyly, then explaining that he's too young to have one anyway (the minimum age is 13).

Besides, his goal for growth is humble: an email list of 150 by April, his one-year anniversary.

"I want to keep going as long as I can. If I've got too much schoolwork, I'll drop it. But in the near future, I don't see that happening."

His favorite subjects are reading and social studies, although he says the latter is boring "because I know it or a lot of it."

Gabe is not a showoff but, with some coaxing, he is happy to share what he knows.

"Go ahead. Give me a number between one and 44," he says, referring to the number of U.S. presidents.

Seventeen.

"Andrew Johnson."

Twenty-six.

"Theodore Roosevelt. He took over from McKinley."

And so it went.

He's a fan of Obama. But he also admires Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was "always inspiring and strong." Gabe saw actor Ed Asner's portrayal of FDR in a one-man show in St. Charles last year. He's also been to FDR's presidential library as well as those of Clinton, Truman and Lincoln..

On his business card, Gabe refers to himself as "Editor, Writer and Everything Else Imaginable." Not having a second set of eyes does have its disadvantages.

"I often have grammar mistakes and once wrote the numbers wrong for a primary (result). I'm trying to get better at that," Gabe said.

Despite his love for politics, Gabe does not have aspirations to run for elected office. He would rather be a historian, writing about politics or teaching it at the college level.

He's currently researching the history of his school and plans to write a book on his findings.

Tonight, Gabe will be in front of the TV, watching results come in from 10 states. On Wednesday, he'll be up before the sun, ready to share the final tallies with his 140 followers.
McCaskill Says Missourians Should Vote on If Limbaugh Bust Should be Placed in Missouri Capitol Hall of Fame

Mahoney

Missouri Democratic Senator Claire McCaskill says she’s running a poll on her campaign website, should a bust of conservative radio talk shot host Rush Limbaugh be placed in the state capitol’s hall of famous Missourians.

Limbaugh was raised in Cape Giradeau. He still has family there. He worked in Kansas City radio for KMBZ and for the Kansas City Royals baseball team.

In an interview with KMBC TV McCaskill said, “I really don’t think, in light of what Rush Limbaugh said last week, and what Limbaugh did in terms the criticism he made of Michael J. Fox in 2006–accusing him of acting when he was ill with Parkinson’s–I just think this is probably not the right decision. But I want to hear from everyone else and hear what they think.”

McCaskill has put the poll on her campaign website, ‘clairemccaskill.com’.

The reference to the actor Michael J Fox recalls a powerful campaign commercial Fox cut on McCaskill’s behalf when she was running against incumbent republican Jim Talent. The issue dealt with Talent’s opposition to embryonic stem cell research and it’s potential to research the causes of Parkinson’s disease.

Fox spoke directly to the camera, shaking badly because of his affliction. Limbaugh accused him of using his acting skills to exaggerate the problem.

Some of the famous Missourians in the capitol include Walt Disney; Omar Bradley; Harry Truman; Mark Twain and recently John ‘Buck’ O’Neil, the famous Negro League baseball player from Kansas City.

The same sculptor that created O’Neil’s bust, E. Spencer Schubert of Kansas City, is now working on the Limbaugh project.

“I just think that the people are currently represented in th hall of fame of Missouri in the state capitol represents the very best our state has to offer to this country and the world”, said McCaskill.

The decision to add a bust of Limbaugh was made by House Speaker Steve Tilley last fall.

Today he told reporters in Jefferson City, Limbaugh certainly qualifies for the honor. Tilley said with his millions of radio listeners, Limbaugh might be ‘the most famous Missourian’.

McCaskill also says the woman who started the latest controversy, Sandra Fluke, a Georgetown law school student, who Limbaugh called a “slut” and a “prostitute”, might be able to sue Limbaugh. She testified on Capitol Hill in favor of the Obama Administration position about contraception availability.

” I think she probably could,” said McCaskill speaking of Fluke, “She’s not a public figure.”

McCaskill is a former Jackson County Prosecutor.

McCaskill believes Limbaugh’s apology didn’t cover his sarcastic claim the broadcaster wanted to watch sex tapes of the woman.

“I thought that would be something a lot of juries would find actionable,” said McCaskill..
Bust of Rush Limbaugh to join Twain's, others in Missouri Capitol 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com 
ST. LOUIS • Rush Limbaugh's comments last week about a young law school student have caused some advertisers to flee his radio show. But if the leader of the Missouri House has his way, the broadcast icon soon will be in the company of Harry Truman, Walt Disney and Stan Musial.

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, intends to honor Limbaugh with a place in the Hall of Famous Missourians, a ring of busts in the Capitol rotunda recognizing prominent Missourians.

The unveiling is not expected until closer to the end of the legislative session in May. But word of the honor leaked Monday, just as the furor over Limbaugh's remarks continued to build.

Although the statues are commissioned with private funds, Democrats are already expressing anger at the decision to enshrine Limbaugh next to luminaries of science, culture and politics who have called Missouri home.

Tilley, who, like Limbaugh, hails from southeast Missouri, acknowledged that while not everyone may like the decision, it is difficult to deny the radio commentator's status as a titan of the communications field.

"It's not the Hall of Universally Loved Missourians," Tilley said. "It's the Hall of Famous Missourians."

The conservative radio personality has long courted controversy, but his latest comments have provoked sustained outrage.

On his radio show last week, Limbaugh turned his focus on Sandra Fluke, a Georgetown Law School student who had spoken before Congress in favor of including birth control in employer-covered health care plans. Limbaugh called her a 'slut" and suggested that "if we are going to pay for your contraceptives and thus pay for you to have sex," Fluke should post pictures of herself online.

Limbaugh has since apologized, but that has not stopped a handful of sponsors from leaving his radio show. Nine had dropped the show as of Monday evening, according to the Associated Press, including AOL Inc.

The decision to enshrine Limbaugh was made well before his comments, but the House speaker did not waver Monday.

"I'm not going to go through it and review every comment he's ever made," Tilley said. "Just like the people who inducted Mark Twain, Warren Hearnes or John Ashcroft didn't."

Hearnes and Ashcroft are former governors. Twain, who took his place in the Hall in 1982, was the first inductee. He has been followed by, among others, astronomer Edwin Hubble, game show host Bob Barker, journalist Walter Cronkite, Cardinals announcer Jack Buck and Native American guide Sacagawea.

On Monday, Tilley confirmed that he has also chosen to recognize Dred Scott, whose pivotal slavery case was heard at the Old Courthouse in St. Louis.

Limbaugh grew up in Cape Girardeau, where his family has deep roots in the political and legal community. The federal courthouse in Cape Girardeau is named after Limbaugh's grandfather; Limbaugh's uncle was a longtime federal judge in St. Louis. Limbaugh's cousin, a former state Supreme Court judge, is now on the federal bench.

Still, his Missouri pedigree is unlikely to quell Democrats in the Legislature, who circulated a letter Monday in protest.

"We are doing everything we can to stop this," said state Rep. Stacey Newman, D-Richmond Heights. "If it's something I have to lay down in front of, I will."

It's unclear what, if anything, Democrats can do to block the move. They are in the minority in both the House and the Senate. The ability to choose Missourians to induct into the Hall is an informal privilege passed down by House speakers on both sides of the aisle.

The money to build the busts, which cost $10,000 each, is generated by the speaker's annual golf tournament.

Kansas City artist E. Spencer Schubert, who was commissioned to create the busts for Limbaugh and Scott, could not be reached for comment. But in an entry on his website on Feb. 13, he posted a picture of Limbaugh alongside the famous ex-slave Scott.

"What do these two guys have in common, you ask?" Schubert wrote. "Well, turns out that they are both in the process of being sculpted by E. Spencer Schubert for the Hall of Famous Missourians."

After a Democratic-affiliated website reported the news Monday, it quickly became fodder for Limbaugh's critics.

Speaking on MSNBC Monday evening, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill — herself a target of Limbaugh's barbs — said he did not deserve to be enshrined.

"I supported naming the federal courthouse after his grandfather. I supported his first cousin to be a federal judge," McCaskill said. But, McCaskill said, "I draw the line" at putting Limbaugh's bust in the Capitol.

On his radio show, Limbaugh recently referred to McCaskill as a "commie babe liberal."

Bill Lambrecht and Virginia Young of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
Phill Brooks, columnist: Nixon not as obstinate as Holden 

By Phill Brooks Globe Columnist The Joplin Globe Mon Mar 05, 2012, 09:06 AM CST 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — An Albany reader of my earlier column about relations between the governor and the Legislature suggested that Gov. Jay Nixon’s reluctance to work with lawmakers might reflect a lesson from former Gov. Bob Holden’s experience.

Interesting point because there are some very close parallels in the challenges the two administrations encountered.

Democrat Bob Holden served as governor from 2001 to 2005. By the end of his administration, his relations with the Legislature had become horrid.

Holden came to office as Republicans were gaining control of the Legislature. Just weeks after he was sworn into office, a special election gave Republicans control of the Senate for the first time in 52 years. The House fell to Republicans less than two years later with the 2002 elections.

Holden did not help himself in how he responded to the Republican tide.

Rather than moderating his liberal philosophy, Holden seemed to go out of his way to pick a fight with the Legislature.

When revenue collections began falling short, he proposed a tax increase package that would have been one of the largest in state history. It was an obvious nonstarter for a Republican Legislature with members who had campaigned on holding down state spending.

Beyond proposing a tax increase, Holden refused to give lawmakers a budget that was balanced on existing revenues. Instead, his budget was based on the Legislature passing nearly $700 million in tax hikes.

On top of that, some of his leading administration and budget officials flatly refused to assist legislators in crafting a balanced budget. When the Legislature passed a budget based on existing revenues, Holden simply vetoed major parts of the budget, which forced the Legislature into an early-summer special session.

Holden again called for higher taxes. The Legislature again refused and passed a budget based on existing revenue. And, again, Holden vetoed the budget bills. Only after the Legislature refused to budge and passed its original bills with almost no debate did Holden give in and sign the bills.

The next year, 2004, started on the same path, with the governor again calling for massive tax increases.

Holden’s State of the State address to the Legislature was described in at least one news report as having “scolded” the Legislature for its refusal to raise funds. As I remember that speech and its tone, calling it a scolding was putting it mildly.

It was so confrontational that it provoked an outburst of heckling by House Speaker Pro Tem Rod Jetton.

It was the first and only time in my career I’d seen that kind of behavior during a governor’s address to a joint session of the Legislature.

There are some clear similarities between the Holden era and the situation Nixon now faces.

Like Holden, Nixon must deal with a Republican-controlled Legislature. And Nixon is grappling with problems similar to those Holden encountered with education funding because of the slow growth of state revenues.

Also like Holden, Nixon is facing harsh legislative criticism for withholding education appropriations to balance the budget.

There are, however, some significant differences.

Although Republicans still control the Legislature, in even greater strength than Holden faced, there is a less partisan tone. The Republican speaker named three Democrats to chair House committees, one of which is a powerful appropriations committee.

In the Senate, relations between the two parties are so cordial that the Republican leaders invited Democratic Floor Leader Victor Callahan to join them for the leadership news conference on the opening day of this year’s legislative session.

A while back, a former legislator told me that he thought Republicans had learned how to be a majority party while Democrats have learned how to be in the minority.

Another difference lies in ideology. Holden was a consistent, unapologetic liberal going back to his first years as a young state House member.

Nixon is significantly more moderate. Facing a budget crisis similar to that of Holden’s era, Nixon flatly has ruled out tax increases. Instead, he champions an idea supported by many Republicans: business tax breaks for economic development.

Although the financial crises the two men faced are similar, their approaches are substantially different.

Phill Brooks has been a Missouri Statehouse reporter since 1970, making him dean of the Statehouse press corps. He is the Statehouse correspondent for KMOX Radio, director of Missouri Digital News and a faculty member of the Missouri School of Journalism. He can be contacted at column@mdn.org.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial | Watching the big show from the sidelines

It bears saying one more time: The Missouri legislature thoroughly bollixed this year’s presidential delegate selection process.

Had the Senate gotten its act together during last fall’s not-so-special special session, Missourians could be voting in today’s Super Tuesday primary. The state would have experienced a meaningful campaign, and all registered voters would have the opportunity to state their presidential preferences.

All the legislature needed to do to make that happen was to pass a bill changing the date of this year’s primary from Feb. 7 to today. The House got it done. A couple of key senators missed the vote and the measure failed. 

If you follow politics in Missouri, you’re familiar with the upshot.

The state Republican Party, threatened with being stripped of half its delegates if they were selected in a February primary, announced it would select delegates in caucuses in March.

But Missouri was stuck with a statute requiring a Feb. 7 primary. So about 10 percent of the voters went to the polls that day, at a cost of about $7 million to the taxpayers, to cast a ballot in a primary that didn’t count. Only Rick Santorum, who received a small bounce from winning the Republican beauty contest, thought the farce was a good deal.

Missouri Republicans had expected to hold caucuses statewide on March 17. But then some folks remembered they already had a date that day with a fellow named St. Patrick. Republicans in Jackson County and St. Louis city rescheduled for a week later.

Kansas, meanwhile, will select delegates to the Republican National Convention in caucuses on Saturday. Caucuses will take place in 98 locations, including seven in Johnson County and one in Wyandotte County. All of the events will begin at 10 a.m.

Caucuses are inflexible in timing and geared to party insiders. Voters who aren’t free at the designated hour or who are disinclined to participate in a long-running speech fest really don’t have a role. Primaries are by far a more democratic way and better way to select delegates.

With caucuses ordained in both Kansas and Missouri for the still-contested Republican primary, however, we urge citizens to select delegates who will support Mitt Romney at the party’s national convention. 

The GOP primary started early, has gone on for what seems like too long and has featured too many gaffes by the candidates, including Romney. Still, he has a record of achievement in private and public life, and he seems more suited for the Oval Office than Santorum, Newt Gingrich or Ron Paul.

Romney is the best choice for the GOP nominee. Too bad the majority of voters in Missouri and Kansas weren’t given a meaningful way to express their preferences.

St. Louis Alderman Antonio French fined $38,000 for ethics violations

BY DAVID HUNN - STLtoday.com 

ST. LOUIS • The Missouri Ethics Commission has fined city Alderman Antonio French nearly $38,000 for a string of campaign finance violations, including using an improper bank account, commingling funds between his campaign account and his personal account, and using a personal PayPal account to raise campaign money.

"Frankly, a lot of people do it," French said of the PayPal problem. "A lot of people use PayPal to raise money."

The problem, said French, is that the Missouri Ethics Commission doesn't recognize PayPal as an official bank. Candidates are supposed to transfer PayPal money to their official campaign account within 24 or 48 hours.

"That was news to me," French said.

The ethics inquiry was generated by an anonymous complaint, French said. "We've been working with the commission, and provided detailed records of the campaign account and the two PayPal accounts."

"This is not a case of using campaign money for personal things," French said. "I used my personal money to purchase campaign things, and my campaign reimbursed me for $2,348."

And, he pointed out, he provided the commission with a dollar-by-dollar account of the expenses.

Still, the commission fined him $37,936 for five counts of violations.

French can alternatively pay $3,794 within the next 45 days, and fix all of the accounting problems over the next two years.

If the alderman has any more campaign violations within that period, however, the balance would be due immediately.

French signed his agreement to the terms of the commission’s ruling.
OPINION – St. Joseph News-Press  Now

Extend No-Call Phones

At one time, it cost a dime to use a pay phone and every house had a telephone mounted to the wall.

Now, the number of cell phones in the United States outnumbers the population. It is time Missouri legislation caught up.

The state’s popular no-call option — in which residents can request to be removed from telemarketer lists — applies only to landline telephones.

Missourians are not allowed to register their cell phones. Considering a person is now more likely to have a cell phone than a landline, the law approved in 2001 obviously is outdated.

A marketing call on a cell phone, which generally is carried on a person’s body, may be considered even more intrusive than a ring on a home phone. Unwanted telemarketing calls are the No. 1 consumer complaint logged by the Missouri Attorney General’s office.

So far, the attorney general has received 2.2 million requests to add cell phone numbers to the state’s no-call list. And each time, the office must decline because that is not allowed under existing state law.

Cell phone users can add their number to a federal registry, but enforcement is acknowledged to not be as successful as at the state level. Also, because the federal list is shared with Missouri, the state spends about $25,000 a year removing the cell phone numbers in order to comply with the law.

“It’s a real difficulty for Missourians, who are frustrated,” said Doug Ommen, head of the Consumer Protection Division for the attorney general’s office.

The state Senate already has voted unanimously to pass a bill extending the no-call list to personal cell phones. The proposal also would cover text messages and images sent to cell phones.

With broad support, House approval of the measure seems likely. To be sure, residents may want to call their representative and express their support. Or send them a text message.
Guest commentary: A model public servant 

By Joel K. Goldstein – STLToday.com

Thomas F. Eagleton knew, for the last 35 years of his life, that his obituary would feature the fact that he was dropped from the 1972 Democratic ticket after he revealed his prior hospitalizations for depression. He was right. The headlines, news ledes and stories following his death on March 4, 2007, trumpeted that fact to the exclusion of all else.

That common practice was unfair and unfortunate. Unfair, because it badly distorted Eagleton's career of public service (including his departure from the ticket); unfortunate, because this focus missed an opportunity to present him as the model of public service, which he was and which our times so demand.

Five years after Eagleton's death, scholars are beginning to recognize what close observers saw at the time. Eagleton was a towering figure who provided public service of high quality. A recent biography by James Giglio concludes that Eagleton ranks with Thomas Hart Benton and Harry S. Truman as the great senators in Missouri's nearly 200-year history. Ira Shapiro's new book, "The Last Great Senate," casts Eagleton as a central contributor to the Senate from 1977 to 1981 that merits that description.

Indeed, Eagleton left a substantial mark during his three terms in the Senate. He was a co-author of the War Powers Act, which passed the Senate and which would have curtailed presidential power to make war unilaterally. He wrote, on a yellow legal pad, the Eagleton Amendment that deprived Richard M. Nixon of the authority to continue bombing Cambodia after American troops had been removed from Vietnam in 1973. Eagleton insisted that the historic Clean Air Act of 1970 include deadlines for the reduction of pollution and made other important contributions to that seminal legislation. Eagleton later sponsored legislation that created the Inspector General system in executive departments to combat government fraud and waste.

Perhaps more striking than the legislation, Eagleton left behind were the qualities he brought to his work. Eagleton revered the Constitution. He ultimately opposed the War Powers Act, which he had introduced, after the conference committee changed it to increase presidential power beyond constitutional bounds.

A less principled legislator would have overlooked these defects to claim a seminal act for their resume. Not Eagleton. Even when Democratic leaders pressured him to vote to override Nixon's veto to damage Nixon politically, Eagleton, virtually alone among Senate liberals, refused. Louis Fisher, one of the nation's leading experts on separation of powers, called Eagleton a "model of integrity" for elevating constitutional principle over personal ambition or political expediency.

The War Powers debate was one of many instances in which Eagleton bucked partisan orthodoxy rather than abandon principle. In opposition to leading Democrats, Eagleton played the decisive role in forcing Senator Harrison Williams from the Senate after the New Jersey Democrat was caught in the FBI's Abscam sting operation accepting bribes for political influence. Williams had been a friend of Eagleton's, and they had collaborated on progressive legislation. His expulsion would cost the Democrats a seat since New Jersey's governor would appoint a fellow Republican.

If Williams' conduct did not render him unfit to serve, "then one must ask how fit is this body in which we serve?" Eagleton insisted. If any other senator empathized with Williams because he thought he, too, might have been caught in such a sting, he should "passively fade into deserved oblivion." The Senate should not disgrace itself by allowing Williams to remain. Eagleton's speech was recognized as the turning point in the Senate's deliberations. Williams resigned that very day. Senator Malcolm Wallop, a conservative Republican, praised Eagleton's "integrity" and conduct as "a choice of a very great and courageous man."

Yet Eagleton was not simply an idealist who insisted on the purity of his position. On the contrary, he was a very able politician who recognized politics as the link between democracy and government, and compromise as the necessary vehicle to accomplish the people's business.

When the Senate celebrated its bicentennial in 1989, it invited two former senators, one from each party, for the rare privilege of speaking to it. Former Senate Majority leader Howard Baker was the Republican designee. Eagleton was the Democrat. That selection said something about what those familiar with Tom Eagleton thought of his public service.

Tom Eagleton deserves to be remembered, five years after his death, as a skillful political leader who combined high ideals with a mastery of his craft, and who served America with the courage, excellence and integrity we should demand of our political leaders. He was a leader in his time, and a model for all times.

Joel K. Goldstein is a professor at the St. Louis University School of Law.
Your Letters – St. Joseph News-Press Now
Blunt should promote separation of church and state

I’m glad the Senate has a conscience. Which is a strange way to begin because it is contrary to the rest of this letter. Fifty-one members of the U.S. Senate, including one Republican, banded together to defeat Sen. Roy Blunt’s so-called “right of conscience” amendment that would have allowed employers and health plans regulated by the 2010 health care law to opt out of paying for contraceptive services for women.

According to the News-Press, the Missouri senator invoked the will of the Founding Fathers in attempting to deny women the right to use the insurance they pay for to protect their bodies, and called this action a “right of conscience”? Senator, you may have read the Constitution. It is possible that you have skimmed a history book or two. But it’s time you look at a dictionary. A conscience is an individual’s sense of right or wrong. By definition, a group does not have a conscience. Nor does a company or a church. And nearly everyone would agree most insurance companies lack a conscience.

If you want to follow the Constitution, Sen. Blunt, bring separation of church and state to the forefront. As in this case, any legislation that is obviously designed to facilitate a religious belief — and reap political support — should be left on the committee room floor. You may certainly vote your conscience, but don’t use the term to cloak obviously unconstitutional legislation.

Bob Lafferty St. Joseph

City Council needs to protect us

My grandfather was a millwright and my great-uncle was a stock dealer at the St. Joseph stockyards. As a kid I can remember them lamenting over the fact that St. Joseph seemed to be doomed to being a “one-horse town.” For years I heard the phrase, “Kansas City should have been our suburb!”

We have come a long way from those days. Various industries have located and are doing well. Our schools are working hard to challenge our children and make the environment inviting for new families moving here. We have progressed from a junior college to a university.

As a young married couple, if we wanted to have a really nice evening at a great restaurant, we traveled to Kansas City. We don’t do that now. We are most happy to stay here.

But, now we have hit a brick wall. Our citizens are not being protected as they must. For the sake of employees and patrons, our city must come out of the “one-horse town” days about smoking and the health risks to all from secondhand smoke.

City Council, I implore you, step up and do the right thing now. Every day you wait, you put people at risk. Make public health your priority. We put you in office to help us and watch out for our best interests. Please protect and serve as we deserve.

Valerie A. Wigton St. Joseph
Nixon's job ignored
Springfield News-Leader
Rita Baron - Springfield

I feel compelled to respond to Republican businessman Dave Spence’s recent attacks on Gov. Jay Nixon’s record. While Spence is able to identify problems facing the state he offers no solutions and ignores the considerable achievements under Nixon’s leadership.

Even with historic economic challenges, Nixon avoided the financial crisis that many states have experienced despite the largest drop in revenue collections. Many states are faced with huge deficits and reductions in their credit rating. Nixon balanced the budget without increasing taxes or making drastic cuts in basic services. Once again, I am proud that Standard and Poor’s has given Missouri an AAA credit rating. We are one of only 13 states in the country to maintain such a rating.

Nixon appreciates that manufacturing is the vital driver of Missouri’s economy and we have gained 10,900 manufacturing jobs in 2011 with a record $14.1 billion of goods and services. In addition, he closed a $4.4 billion export trade agreement to sell more farm goods to China.

Nixon reauthorized a prescription drug program for low-income senior citizens and disabled residents. Also, he has been working with health program providers and health care specialists to lower Medicaid costs.

By making state government more “transparent, accountable and responsive,” he has made the state more efficient and effective. He has eliminated obsolete boards and commissions and has enacted ethics reform for elected officials.

Letters to the editor, March 5 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Steering children from destructive courses and toward a better future

A teenager engaged in sociopathic behavior is rewarded by being elevated to "Knockout King" ("Knockout: The assault case that shocked St. Louis — and how it fell apart," March 4). It seems his boxing, a sport, has been perverted into behavior that is not a sport at all, just hurting people. Does anyone care enough to stop him? Is he in charge? That's a scary thought for him as well as the public. He might be told he is not so smart because he already is identified — as a sociopath destined for prison. His brain still is growing. Maybe someone can reach him and the other neglected children.

I admire those who are trying to show these lonely kids they can have a future and that they will be stopped from a destructive course.

Kaye Bock • St. Louis

Claims of innocence are invalid

Congratulations to Bill McClellan for his column "No place for innocence in Chain of Rocks case" (Feb. 24) dismantling suggestions by Richard Stack in a guest commentary "Reggie Clemons is Troy Davis" (Feb. 23) that death-row inmate Reggie Clemons may be innocent. Clemons was convicted of one of the most heinous crimes in area history: the rape and murder of sisters Julie and Robin Kerry at the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge nearly 20 years ago. Guilt has been confirmed in a trial closely followed by Mr. McClellan, but not, apparently, by Mr. Stack.

Mr. Stack's real concern is the death penalty itself, and he should so confine himself. Strong arguments can be made against it: It is not an effective deterrent; it is unbecoming of a civilized society; and we are loathe to impose it (witness the continuing debate over Clemons).

The best fate for Clemons, as noted by the Kerrys' cousin in a recent radio interview, would be life behind bars — with the key thrown from the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge. If so, the families of the victims would not be subject to torture 20 years after the fact by such columns as Mr. Stack's.

Jud Calkins • Richmond Heights

Radioactive concerns

Recent concern with radioactive material and north county's Coldwater Creek has not taken in a consideration of a geologic feature of part of the stream's course: It goes through Pleistocene (Ice Age) swamp deposits that contain beds bearing phosphate minerals (vivianite and collophane) ("Lawsuit links illnesses to Coldwater Creek," Feb. 29).

It's a geological fact that phosphates attract and accumulate uranium over geologic time. Many of the world's uranium occurrences are associated with such phosphate-bearing rock. The phosphate-bearing beds of Coldwater Creek also are a source of the bones of prehistoric animals like mastodons, giant ground sloths and giant beavers. It is possible that some of the phosphates are coming from them.

Sediments along Coldwater Creek do give a low reading of radioactivity detectable with a scintillator but not with a Geiger counter, for which they are too low. There is a very high probability that most of this low-level "nuclear radiation" is coming from these phosphate-bearing layers rather than from the former (and now remediated) waste sites at Latty Avenue and near the airport.

This geologic matter needs to be further addressed before large sums of public money and inconvenience are involved with litigation. The majority of low-level radioactive material present in the Coldwater Creek watershed is probably an act of God.

Bruce L. Stinchcomb • Ferguson

A wish to rise above

I am deeply saddened that Al Fischer lost jobs because he's gay ("Gay man now loses job at church," March 2, and "Catholic school fires gay teacher planning wedding," Feb. 29). That this rejection would come from a parish that he loved is especially painful.

Anybody who heard Al Fischer sit down and play piano will tell you the same thing. He is amazingly talented and shared that gift freely with his entire community. People literally flock to be in his presence. Singers line up for his musical direction and accompaniment. How could St. Ann and St. Rose be so short-sighted?

I wish Charlie Robin and Mr. Fischer very happy nuptials and hope they can find a way to rise above the cowardice, bigotry and betrayal of their church.

Philip Hitchcock • Marine Villa

A matter of justice

Regarding "Gay man now loses job at church" (March 2) and "Catholic school fires gay teacher planning wedding" (Feb. 29): I read these stories with great sadness for Al Fischer and the church he served faithfully with his talents. It was the church of my life journey until recently. Being the proud mother of a gay son and a grateful member of Parents and Friends of Lesbians, Gays and Transgendered, I no longer could be a member of a church whose hierarchy preaches respect for life when I am witness to their diminishment of the lives of gay people. I lift my voice with many others who see the injustice that has been done under the guise of religion.

With his encouragement to children to "not hide who you are or what you think," he might have given a closeted gay child a bit of self-respect and courage.

The article said the decision was made with "full respect to this individual's human dignity." To me, human dignity means includes the need to love and be loved (yes, for many, intimately), and for that union to be affirmed by society. Anything less is an insult to the dignity and humanity of that person. Does it really matter if that love is between two men or two women biologically called to this orientation?

I pray for my former church that it may dialogue about this matter of justice and put an end to the misinformation that negatively affects so many lives.

Nancy Heinze • Florissant

Much to do, but not alone

I am the man featured in the stories "Gay man now loses job at church" (March 2) and "Catholic school fires gay teacher planning wedding" (Feb. 29). I have been thinking a lot recently about the people with whom I work and have worked. Some children at St. Ann Catholic School are wondering where their music teacher is. I have encouraged their parents to tell them. I will miss them terribly. A group of colleagues who used to sing with me at 8 a.m. Mass at St. Rose Philippine Duchesne Catholic Church know exactly where I am because I called each one. They are frustrated, sad and disillusioned. I will miss them, too.

Meanwhile, I am learning more about a group of colleagues: fellow gay directors and musicians who have been fired from their work in the Catholic Church. I had a lovely long talk today with one man to whom the same thing happened not that many years ago. Other musicians have shared their own similar stories. The refrain is constant: It's not the people.

A community in a Catholic church can be a great place to find support and shared values. I never made a habit of hiding who I am, and it never has been a problem. It took an archdiocesan policy to make a problem.

My colleagues at my two remaining jobs remain a constant source of advice and encouragement. Thanks to my many colleagues in this city and around the country. There is much work to be done, but how awesome not to have to do it by ourselves!

Al Fischer • St. Louis

Job security

Regarding "Catholic school fires gay teacher planning wedding" (Feb. 29): OK, let me get this straight: A couple together for 20 years makes plans to sanctify that relationship and one of the partners is fired from his job with a Catholic school, and yet hundreds of priests abusing children for years have job security condoned by the Catholic Church. This makes sense?

Cindy Schnabel • St. Louis
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Vote for positive news

It seems that our many forms of news media always go negative on things when they should be positive. 

The news media kept telling us the last election wasn’t important. But it was, and people didn’t vote. 

When gas and crude started going down, the reporters started talking about how it is going to go up. It makes one wonder how journalists are paid. 

News reports are brainwashing the public to thinking negative. Let’s be positive for a change. That won’t make things any worse.

There are lots of good things out there, but then maybe that won’t sell. And gas can keep going up 14 cents a week, then down seven cents, and back up 14 more.

James Mullins - Kansas City

Raunchy awards

It appears the goal of the annual Academy Awards show is to see how awful they can make it.

Hollis Brazelton - Lathrop, Mo.

Obama’s apology

Thank you President Barack Obama for apologizing to the Afghan government for the Qur’an burning. Your sad example of American strength and respect reinforces why I won’t vote for you in November. 

I’m surprised you didn’t have FTD deliver flowers, too.

John Thomas - Overland Park

Saving America

Some articles and letters in The Star recently focused on the issue of Alzheimer’s disease. I have lost two wives — one to cancer and the second one three years ago to Alzheimer’s disease.

I grew up on a farm, where all our food was naturally fed and fertilized. I wonder whether our modern techniques of producing beef, pork and chicken could be contributing to these sorts of illnesses. China stopped taking our red meat several years ago, and a year ago there was an article in The Star about beef that was shipped to Mexico and that country sent it back saying it had too many chemicals in it.

Last month, Connor McCullough, a 6-foot, 7-inch senior basketball player at St. James Academy, died of brain cancer (2-20, B1, “A spiritual warrior”).

If these health issues are not changed soon, we need to step in politically and make changes needed to save America.

Gerald Yoesel – Olathe

Breitbart maligned

What The Star lacks in honesty, it makes up with audacity. I read with disbelief your March 2, backhanded tribute to Andrew Breitbart, as you concluded your comments with, “Those incidents were dishonest journalism.”

How can anyone who would print anything written by Barb Shelly, Lewis Diuguid, Mary Sanchez and others on your staff dare call someone else a dishonest journalist? One need only look at the editorial directly below the Blog Bit, “GOP misfires in gasoline price blame game,” to find plenty of evidence of the above charge.

There you carried the water for President Barack Obama’s energy policies as you offhandedly dismissed any suggestions by the GOP, attempting to influence the readers (voters) with incomplete information. Similarly, you ran a report of a teen who was set on fire by two assailants on his own front porch, as he tried to find refuge in his own home. There you left out the race of the perpetrators (which could be at least as helpful as the color of their clothing in identifying them) as well as the racist half of the actual quote you chose to carry. I no longer read anything in The Star without asking, “What significant part of the story did they chose to leave out?”

Glenn Duncan - Kansas City

Corporate greed

I read with disgust the article about the Kansas City Power & Light Co. wanting to raise its rates again (2-28, A1, “KCP&L seeks rate boost in Missouri”). This time the increase could be up to 15 percent or $180 a year per average residential customer.

Great Plains Energy had a profit of $172.8 million in 2011. That isn’t enough profit for one year? The company has to raise its rates again?

KCP&L has a history of raising rates with alarming regularity. When does the struggling middle class get to stop funding corporate greed?

Sandy Bahrenburg - Blue Springs

KCP&L rate increase

The Kansas City Power & Light Co.’s proposed rate boost is indeed a hardship during an already stressed financial time (2-28, A1, “KCP&L seeks rate boost in Missouri”). It must come in tandem with an expansion of the economic relief program.

Yet the larger economic landscape cannot detract from these much-needed innovations and transition away from coal-fired energy, which generates the greenhouse gas pollution contributing to climate change. We cannot move to an electric system more equipped for clean, renewable energies without upgrades that are, unfortunately, expensive.

We cannot forget that the danger of unmitigated climate change — to which burning coal is a key contributor — is no longer a distant threat. Science shows us that the pollution contributing to climate change already increases the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, jeopardizes food production worldwide and increases many public health risks.

Fifteen more dollars a month is certainly a hard pill to swallow. But it might be a pill that eases the transition to a more sustainable and healthy future for Missouri.

Debra Smithson - Lee’s Summit
Buy U.S. products

The news is full of the large negative economy and its effect on the average American. That includes the high unemployment rate and of course high taxes on income.

I totally believe that we should look at the effect of the billions of dollars that leave the U.S. because of the foreign cars we purchase here.

Also there are the purchases of all the foreign-made products, primarily Chinese, that we buy at most stores.

Lately we also hear some about the worry we have from China’s added military strength, which is part of what China’s added income is paying for. Also of concern are the tax breaks to all those companies for sending the manufacture of their products out of our country.

Buy American, and we will keep that income and jobs and even the additional taxes in our country.

Joe Kramps - Lee’s Summit

Gusewelle columns

We recently spent two weeks at the Tween Waters Inn on Captiva Island in Florida. After reading C.W. Gusewelle’s accounts of his many trips there, we felt it sounded like the perfect place.

We spent two weeks in the Ding Darling Cottage, facing the gulf and the beautiful sunsets each evening.

At the end of each day we’d sit on the screened-in porch in our rocking Adirondack chairs hoping to see the elusive green flash.

You hope you’ll be one of the lucky ones and get a glimpse of this rare occurrence. But even though we didn’t see the flash, we saw 14 of the most incredible sunsets imaginable.

Thank you, Mr. Gusewelle, for always being entertaining. Your wit, insight and humor always draw me into your stories and sometimes make me stop and think about life’s miracles.

I thank you for helping us find a wonderful piece of old Floridian charm. In your words: “Let’s go down where the sandpipers run and see what, if anything, we might find.”

We found a perfect vacation thanks to you.

Linda Smith – Olathe

Getting real on taxes

Come on folks. Let’s get real over this tax issue. This is not a tax increase. The tax rate isn’t being changed. 

No matter what happened, the tax you are responsible for at the end of the year remains the same. It only amounts to how much is taken from what you earn each payday.

Considering that about 47 percent of the wage earners in the United States pay no federal income tax, I feel it is safe to assume that if this issue is not renewed it will not affect the majority of the poor or those least able to afford the increase in withholding tax. Let’s do away with all tax breaks, incentives, whatever you want to call them, and everyone must pay what’s owed.

I see ads from those tax lawyers contending (I assume they are correct) that if you owe back taxes they can get you off owing only 15 percent of your bill. 

This is wrong.

You should have to pay what you owe with whatever interest and penalty are due.
Charles P. King - Kansas City

Free will in faith

If there is one thing I know about God, it is that he allows us to have a free will.

We either accept his commandments or not.

We are not forced to serve him but allowed to accept him of our own accord. 

Church doctrine is not to be forced upon one, but to teach us what his will for our lives are.

Ergo, we either choose his commandments or not. Simple.

As I understand it, the church is not to pass judgment on anyone but to teach as the disciples did.

Love is the key. Churches do not have a heaven or hell to put anyone into.

Deirdra Singleton - Kansas City
