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Senate rejects Keystone XL pipeline despite backing from Blunt, McCaskill

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent
5:23 pm on Thu, 03.08.12

WASHINGTON – In a vote closely watched by industry and environmental groups, both of Missouri’s senators backed an unsuccessful amendment Thursday that would have allowed Congress to bypass the White House in approving construction of the Keystone XL pipeline from Canada’s oil sands to the U.S. Gulf Coast.

 “When it comes to the Keystone pipeline, it’s not a matter of if it’s going to be built, it’s a matter of when and where,” said Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who went counter to appeals from the White House to vote no. In a statement, she added that “moving forward with the pipeline means good jobs for American workers.”

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., said he backed the Keystone project because “more American energy means more American jobs. At a time when nearly 13 million people are out of work, gas prices are skyrocketing and the Middle East is in turmoil, it is incomprehensible that the president and Senate Democrats would continue to stand in the way of the largest shovel-ready project in our country today.”

The amendment to the surface transportation bill, sponsored by Sen. John Hoeven, R-N.D., would have allowed Congress to approve the pipeline without specific presidential approval. Obama, who had rejected the initial Keystone application in January, urged senators to oppose the amendment, which got 56 votes — only four short of the required supermajority. The 42 opponents included Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill. Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., did not vote; he is still recovering from a stroke.

Backers of the Keystone XL, which would be built by the Canada-based TransCanada Corp., include the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the American Petroleum Institute, along with several unions. Environmental groups have opposed the Keystone XL, warning of damage to the environment and greenhouse gas emissions from the oil sands.

Shortly before that vote, McCaskill and Durbin also supported — but Blunt opposed — another Keystone amendment offered by Sen. Ron Wyden, D-Ore., that failed by a margin of 64-34. The measure would have linked speedier review of the Keystone XL application to assurances that all the oil transported by the pipeline would stay in this country, rather than be exported. TransCanada has said most — but not all — of the oil would be refined here.

In yet another vote Thursday that was closely watched by industry and environmental groups, McCaskill and Blunt backed an amendment by Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine, that would have delayed and somewhat eased the Environmental Protection Agency’s regulations on industrial boilers and incinerators — the “Boiler MACT” rules — that aim to reduce harmful air pollutants, such as mercury and soot. The Collins effort failed 52-46, with Durbin voting no.

The amendment would have given the EPA an additional 15 months to propose new “achievable” rules that are the “least burdensome” on industry. Collins contended that the measure “simply gives the EPA more time to get these regulations right and our struggling manufacturers more time to comply with them.”

But Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., chairman of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, argued against the amendment, contending that the pollutants released by such boilers are harmful to the health of people who live near them. “We have studies that show ... we will have 8,100 premature deaths, and talk about jobs — 400,000 lost work days per year if this becomes law," Boxer said.

The Senate expects to complete work on its extension of the nation’s surface transportation programs next week.

McCaskill sides with pipeline backers

Written by Deirdre Shesgreen Gannett
12:06 AM, Mar. 9, 2012  

WASHINGTON — Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., was one of 10 Democrats to vote Thursday in favor of forcing the Obama administration to move ahead with the controversial Keystone XL Pipeline.

With gas prices inching up, the pipeline has become an increasingly contentious issue. Republicans, including Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., have hammered Obama over his decision to block the pipeline, saying it would create jobs and boost domestic oil production.

The GOP forced a vote in the Senate Thursday on an amendment that would have bypassed the White House’s authority over the project, giving Congress the ability to green light it instead. McCaskill and nine other Democrats joined Republicans in backing the provision, which still fell short of the 60 votes needed to pass.

Obama had personally waded into the fight, lobbying Senate Democrats to vote down the amendment. McCaskill, who is up for re-election, has been touting her independence from Obama, repeatedly saying even though she is friends with the president, she doesn’t always agree with him.

This vote gives her a little fresh fodder for that argument.

“When it comes to the Keystone pipeline, it’s not a matter of if it’s going to be built — it’s a matter of when, and where,” McCaskill said in a statement after the vote.

“Moving forward with the pipeline means good jobs for American workers. Missouri families getting squeezed by higher gas prices deserve to know that we’re doing everything possible to strengthen America’s energy security. That’s why I’m fighting to get this project back on track as soon as possible.”

Solar industry divided, threatened by Chinese imports

BY JEFFREY TOMICH 
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:15 am 

Presiding over a dispute that has fractured the renewable energy industry, federal trade officials could decide within days whether to levy steep tariffs on a flood of low-cost Chinese solar panels.

The outcome could have far-reaching consequences for installers and consumers of solar energy systems – who have benefited from plummeting prices – and U.S. solar manufacturers, who have seen their profits pummeled.

The issue: Should the government impose tariffs on Chinese-made solar panels to protect U.S. manufacturing jobs? Or would trade barriers backfire and stall the momentum of a small but fast-growing sector of the economy?

Whatever the outcome, the stakes are huge and the impact will ripple through the industry, from global players like O’Fallon, Mo.-based MEMC Electronic Materials Inc., to local solar installers with a handful of employees.

Debate over Chinese imports blew up last fall when the American arm of Germany's SolarWorld AG and six other companies filed a complaint with the Commerce Department and International Trade Commission seeking tariffs of 100 percent or more.

The filing claims Chinese rivals – propped up by tens of billions in government subsidies – are “dumping” solar panels in U.S. at below fair value to seize market share and drive out competitors. The Chinese government aid ranges from cash grants to preferential loans to deep discounts on land, water, power and raw materials, the complaint alleges.

“Chinese solar imports have targeted and completely overrun the U.S. market,” Timothy C. Brightbill, a lawyer representing SolarWorld said.

The data to support the complaint is compelling. China’s share of the U.S. solar panel market jumped from 8 percent in 2008 to 45 percent last year, and has risen further since. Chinese sales of solar cells and panels rose 135 percent, to $2.8 billion last year. And prices for solar panels in the United States have tumbled as much as 50 percent over the same span, to about $1 a watt.

As a result, domestic solar panel manufacturers have been forced to idle production and slash at least 1,700 jobs – pains that will be more deeply felt unless the federal government levels the playing field, the complaint says.

MEMC opposes tariffs

No one disputes the rapid penetration of Chinese solar goods. But other domestic solar companies and U.S.-based affiliates of Chinese manufacturers, say imposing duties on imported panels from China would do more harm than good.

The companies – including MEMC, which makes polysilicon used in solar panels and owns a large solar developer – argue the results would be a net job killer, slow the deployment of renewable energy and possibly help fuel a trade war with China. They further blamed SolarWorld’s woes on its own “poor supply chain management.”

Ken Hannah, president of MEMC’s solar materials unit, called the complaint an “ill-advised attack threatening the foundation of a U.S. industry.”

“If they succeed, prices go up, demand for solar energy in the United States will go down and the U.S. solar market will be significantly undermined,” he said last fall during testimony before the staff of the International Trade Commission.

MEMC has seen its business suffer over the past year as a worldwide glut of polysilicon caused prices to collapse. The company could also get hurt if domestic solar demand is slowed, affecting its Sun Edison solar development business.

"They want to be able to import cheap Chinese panels and put them into the SunEdsion pipeline," said Theodore O'Niell, an analyst at Wunderlich Securities in New York.

Dueling industry lobbies

As the government’s tariff decision nears, companies large and small in the $6 billion-a-year U.S. solar industry are choosing sides.

SolarWorld and other companies pressing the trade complaint founded the Coalition for American Solar Manufacturing, a group that claims 158 associate member companies that collectively employ almost 15,000 people. The group says its aim to “hold China accountable” to U.S. and international trade law.

Weeks later, opponents organized as the Coalition for Affordable Solar Energy, which claims to have 160 members including MEMC and U.S.-based affiliates of Chinese solar panel manufacturers.

Both groups argue the industry’s future and thousands of jobs are at stake.

But Shayle Kann, a solar industry analyst at Boston-based GTM Research, said the issue isn’t as clear cut as either group wants to portray.

“There’s a number of ways (Chinese manufacturers) can get around the tariff, ranging from setting up manufacturing facilities outside of China to tolling, or getting a contract manufacturer to make cells and panels someplace else, like Taiwan,” he said.

The past year has seen turbulence in the U.S. solar industry, capped by the politically charged bankruptcy of Solyndra. Nationwide, solar energy accounts for just a fraction of 1 percent of electricity generation. And the market share is even smaller in Missouri, which remains dominated by coal and nuclear power.

Even so, the solar industry has been a bright spot for job creation. Across the country, the industry added thousands of new jobs, many of them at "downstream" companies like distributors and installers.

Local impact

Locally, a handful of solar installers have sprung up in recent years, aided by falling solar equipment prices and incentives from utilities required by Missouri's 2008 renewable energy law.

"Our business grew ten-fold in 2011” as solar panel prices fell dramatically, said Susan Brown, a principal at Kansas City-based Brightergy. "The low price of panels is very important."

The company was founded in Webster Groves, but moved its headquarters to the other side of the state a few years ago. Today, it has about 30 employees, offices in both cities and plans to expand to Boston.

The trade dispute is a touchy subject for the industry, one that local solar installers are closely following. Some have signed on with competing campaigns run by pro- and anti-tariff groups. But they all acknowledge that tariffs on Chinese-made solar panels could hurt their business by making solar energy systems more expensive for consumers.

“The big question is uncertainty,” said Dane Glueck, head of the Missouri Solar Energy Industries Association and chief executive of StraightUp Solar, a St. Louis area solar installer. “If there is a tariff, how much is it? If it’s a small incremental increase, it probably doesn’t change a whole lot for the end user, because the panels, as they come down in price, are less a percentage of the total installed cost. But a significant tariff does make a big impact.”

StraightUp and some other local solar installers give customers a choice of buying less expensive Chinese-made panels or paying a small premium for American-made ones.

Customers who can afford U.S.-made products frequently choose them, the installers said. But budget constraints also force some other customers to choose less expensive Chinese-made panels. And it's those customers who could get priced out the market if import duties are imposed.

Global pushback

Industry analysts widely believe that the government will impose some level of duties on solar panels from China.

Under federal trade law, the Commerce Department investigates complaints about dumping and unfair subsidies for imported products. The International Trade Commission, an independent, quasi-judicial federal agency, studies the effects of those goods on U.S. industries.

The commission in December concluded that U.S. solar manufacturers may be “materially injured” by Chinese solar panel imports. And Commerce has already indicated that it may impose retroactive duties. Commerce is expected to make a preliminary decision by March 19 whether to impose countervailing duties on Chinese solar panels. A decision on anti-dumping duties could come later in the month.

The trade investigation generated a swift and negative response from the Chinese government and the country's solar industry, which said it has also been stung by rapid price declines.

The Chinese Ministry of Commerce called the International Trade Commission's preliminary finding as “inconsistent with the facts” and warned that “abuse of trade remedy measures” could strain the countries’ trade relationship.

At the request of Chinese industry groups, the commerce ministry subsequently began its own investigation of state-level subsidies in the U.S. for solar, wind and hydroelectric energy goods. And China’s solar industry was also reportedly preparing a complaint about U.S. dumping of polysilicon, according to the China Daily.

Said Wang Xiaokang, vice chairman of the Chinese Chamber of International Commerce: "If Chinese solar cells fail to enter the U.S. market due to taxation measures, U.S. exports to China will also be affected, resulting in a double-loss."

Former GOP senators from Missouri back Romney but disagree on his chances

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter, Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent
4:41 pm on Thu, 03.08.12

Three former Republican U.S.senators from Missouri support Mitt Romney for president and believe he’ll capture the GOP nomination.

But the three — Jim Talent, Christopher “Kit” Bond, and John C. Danforth — don’t exactly see eye to eye on his chances to win the White House.

Talent is enthusiastic about Romney’s qualifications as “the best candidate to deal with the nation’s problems” and upbeat about his chances to defeat President Barack Obama in November.

Bond came on board Thursday by endorsing Romney as “the only one who can defeat President Obama, restore conservative principles to the White House, and provide the leadership our country needs.”

But former Sen. John C. Danforth said in an interview Thursday that he’s become increasingly pessimistic about the chances of Romney or any Republican hopeful of ousting Obama. “Along with about 90 percent of Republicans I know, I’m in a real depression,” Danforth said. “I’m afraid in the presidential election, we’re blowing it.”

Danforth cited the national political focus on contraception, which he said has diverted the party and its candidates away from the bigger issues — which he believes are of more concern to the public — about the size and cost of government and the shape of the economy.

The assessments of Romney’s chances come as the former Massachusetts governor and his three remaining opponents — former Sen. Rick Santorum, former House Speaker Newt Gingrich and U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Tex. — gear up for the next round of primaries and caucuses. They include Missouri’s caucuses, most of which  begin on March 17.

In an interview Thursday, Talent — a senior adviser to Romney who has campaigned for him in several states — said he is “very much hopeful” that Romney will campaign in Missouri before the caucuses begin. Romney has been in Missouri to raise campaign money but has yet to hold a public campaign event in the state.

“A major effort is now underway in Missouri” by the Romney campaign, said Talent. “Now that Missouri is one of the next states choosing delegates, the Romney campaign is working aggressively” to recruit delegates, choose county coordinators and conduct training sessions to prepare for the Missouri GOP contest.

“We’ve lined up county coordinators in virtually every Missouri county,” he said.

While Romney lost badly to Santorum in the Feb. 7 non-binding Missouri primary, Talent dismissed that vote as “an exhibition game where only one team played” — a reference to the fact that Santorum made appearances in the state while Romney focused his attention on states actually choosing delegates.

“I don’t think anybody thought that vote really represented the true level of Mitt Romney’s support” in Missouri, he said.

Talent said that Bond's endorsement, announced Thursday, was another sign of the strength of Romney’s political support, which includes most major Republican elected officials in the Show Me state. “The range of his endorsements — in Missouri and nationwide — show the depth of his support as the right person to deal effectively with the nation’s problems,” Talent said.

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., who strongly backs Romney and is his point person for lining up endorsements in Congress, told reporters this week that Missouri’s caucuses have turned out to be “more important than most people thought” because Romney — although far ahead in the delegate count so far — hasn’t yet locked up the GOP nomination.

“They’re going to be more important than they would be if there was only one candidate left at this point or if it was absolutely clear that only one person could be the nominee,” Blunt said.

In endorsing Romney, Bond said in an interview Thursday that the former businessman and Massachusetts governor has what it takes to tackle the nation’s problems and defeat Obama.

For his part, Romney responded in a statement that he is proud of Bond’s backing because “Kit has been a distinguished public servant and voice for limited government for many years. In the coming months, I look forward to his counsel so that I may bring a message of a smaller, simpler and smarter federal government to all Missourians.”

In an interview, Bond said, “The challenge is: Who gets this country out of its economic mess? Mitt Romney has demonstrated in the private business sector, in the 1992 Olympics, and as a governor that he fits what this country really needs. He stands head and shoulders above everybody in the field."

Bond said he’s confident that the GOP nominee, presumably Romney, would have "a very good" shot at defeating Obama in November. He regards the recent debate over contraception as a side issue and said Romney and other Republicans would do best to focus on "the much broader issues of the economy and Obamacare, which is scaring small business across Missouri" because of the potential costs of its mandates.

"As the presidential campaign develops, I think you'll see more and more of a contrast between Obama's economic philosophy — which I believe is not the right one — and that of Mitt Romney, who wants to make this country work as it can work. I think continued unemployment and the slow economic growth have shown that we are no longer an opportunity society."

Danforth says he understands why Republicans objected to the provision in the new federal health-care law that initially required all employers — except churches and religious institutions — to provide insurance coverage, including access to contraception. The mandate now has been changed so that insurers must offer the coverage directly if employers have religious or moral objections.

But Danforth said that “the way it’s been portrayed publicly,’’ the issue has shifted from religious freedom to access to contraception. 

And in any case, Danforth said the debate has diverted the Republican Party and its candidates away from the bigger issues of “how much government do we want. How much do we want to pay for it? What percentage of GDP is government going to spend, and how much power is it going to have, and should it be investing in venture capital efforts like Solyndra, and is it too heavy on regulation?”

He also laments “the race to the right” by the presidential contenders, as each tries to “persuade the so-called Republican base that the other guys aren’t nearly conservative enough.”

The upshot, said Danforth, is: “I don’t know how to win an election unless you get more votes than the next guy. And I don’t know how you get more votes than the next guy if 20 percent of the population is extraordinarily enthusiastic, and the rest are being sick.”

Danforth acknowledges that Romney wasn’t his first choice. He preferred Indiana Gov. Mitch Daniels and noted that he lobbied Daniels vigorously -– even traveling to Indianapolis to talk to him face to face.

Does Danforth have any advice for Romney?  “He doesn’t ask my advice,” the former senator said.

Danforth emphasized that he heartily opposes Obama’s re-election and will support the Republican ticket. ”Obama is moving the nation exactly in the wrong direction,” Danforth said.

Kit Bond comes out for Romney

Written by Dierdre Shesgreen Gannett
12:38 AM, Mar. 9, 2012 

WASHINGTON — Mitt Romney won the endorsement of yet another prominent Missouri Republican today; former Sen. Christopher “Kit” Bond, R-Mo., announced his support for the Massachusetts governor in a news release Thursday morning.

“I’ve been listening intently to all the candidates in recent months and have come to the conclusion that there is only one who can defeat President Obama, restore conservative principles to the White House, and provide the leadership our country needs,” Bond said in a statement. “That candidate is Mitt Romney.”

Romney lost the Missouri primary — a non-binding contest held last month — to Rick Santorum. The state GOP will vote again later this month. But it’s unclear whether Bond’s backing will do much to sway delegates toward Romney when activists convene for the state’s caucuses.

Romney already has the backing of most of Missouri’s GOP establishment—including Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield, and Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo. Their endorsements didn’t sway too many folks in the primary, when Santorum swept to victory.

Last-minute work continues for Santorum's Cape visit

By Scott Moyers and Erin Ragan - Southeast Missourian
Friday, March 9, 2012

Secret Service agents are in town early to ensure his safety. Forty extra tables have been set up in the newly decorated conference hall to accommodate the 700 or so attendees who will dine on chicken, beef or pasta before he makes his remarks. And the airport hangar where he will speak afterward is being readied for the hundreds expected to cheer his arrival.

When Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum comes to Cape Girardeau on Saturday, it will take place only after weeks of preparation -- work that is continuing into the hours leading up to his campaign stop.

"The main thing about this event that has me awe-stricken is the amount of resources it takes to put something like this on," said Holly Lintner, president of the Cape Girardeau County Republican Women's Club that is hosting the annual Lincoln Day event.

The U.S. Secret Service met with event organizers Wednesday night, including representatives of U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, who offered Santorum the invitation. They met Thursday morning with Cape Girardeau Regional Airport manager Bruce Loy. They even delayed a business trip Sheriff John Jordan had scheduled for this weekend in Lake Ozark, Mo., where he was to attend a meeting of the Missouri Sheriffs' Association. Jordan is president of the association.

Now, Jordan will be at the Lincoln Day event, along with other department employees who will be on hand for security.

"If any dignitary comes in, whether they are Republican or Democrat, we are going to have involvement," Jordan said.

From his office, Loy said he has been forbidden from saying which hangar the airport rally will take place in, but he said signage will be posted by the time people arrive.

The federal protection service also quashed a plan to have Santorum work the crowd at Ray's Plaza Conference Center, where he will begin his address at 7 p.m.

"They put the kibosh on that," Linter said. "It was disappointing, but I guess we have to do everything we can to keep him safe."

The doors for the event at Ray's open at 5 p.m. for ticket holders.

Security looks to be tight. No one, for example, can be in the room he's going to come through for 45 minutes before his arrival, she said. Fire marshals have been on hand to make sure the room is safe for what apparently is the largest single gathering in the history of the conference center. They're also preparing for a potential crush of media.

"It's been a real eye-opening experience," Lintner said.

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, who is slated to serve as master of ceremonies, has told Linter he is battling the flu, making his participation "iffy." Some who bought tickets now say they can't use them and Lintner and others with the club are shuffling them to people who can.

"We've got all these people trying to coordinate, and it's just been crazy," Lintner said.

Still, excitement among local Republicans is building for a campaign stop involving the former Pennsylvania senator, who won three states on Super Tuesday and remains a credible threat to front-runner Mitt Romney.

Madalyn Enzmann, president of the College Republicans at Southeast Missouri State University, plans to be at Lincoln Day to hear Santorum speak, though she has yet to decide which candidate she supports. That's a pretty common theme among those in her group, she said.

"I think all of us are just keeping our eyes and ears open and waiting for the next couple of weeks to reveal who it's going to be," she said.

Emerson's office said Wednesday the response to Santorum's visit has been "overwhelming." In a release, Emerson encouraged those who were unable to get tickets to arrive at the airport between 6:30 and 7 p.m. for the overflow event that is expected to draw at least 200 people.

"I wanted to make sure everyone who wanted to see him was able to, so we scheduled an overflow event and the response to that has been tremendous," she said.

Not everybody is so keen on Santorum's visit. Mark Baker, the former chairman of the Cape Girardeau County Democrats, said the Republican candidates are all scrambling for an ultimate second-place finish to President Barack Obama in November.

"I think the president has a good strategy," Baker said. "Whether you like him or not, you have to concede that the man knows how to run a campaign and he knows how to get elected."

Santorum did see protests during previous stops in Missouri for his hard-line conservative stances on issues like health care, homosexuality and the environment. In Columbia, Mo., a University of Missouri student was arrested for throwing a "glitter bomb" at Santorum.

But Rick Althaus, a political science professor at Southeast and adviser of the College Democrats, said he doesn't expect that to happen here. The group, he said, is fairly inactive at this time of year and many students will be out of town after classes end today.

Santorum is behind Romney in delegates, and many respected Republican party members have thrown their weight behind Romney.

Still, Santorum recognizes the importance of Missouri and its 52 delegates. The Cape Girardeau event comes a week before Missouri holds its GOP caucuses March 17. Some think Santorum will make a good showing here and in other upcoming contests in more conservative states.

Karen Fesler, Santorum's Missouri campaign director, said Santorum has also scheduled a stop in Springfield, Mo., earlier in the day Saturday before he will fly into Cape Girardeau. Fesler, a Southeast graduate, noted Santorum has made other stops in Missouri leading up to the primary in February -- which he won.

"That was a commitment we made to the state," Fesler said. "The primary was a nonbinding primary, but we focused on it. We had a good day on Feb. 7 in Missouri, and we're hoping to have those results transfer into another good day on caucus day."

Tom Schweich urged to enter race for U.S. Senate

BY BILL LAMBRECHT 
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:05 am 

WASHINGTON • Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich said he'll be mulling his future with family and friends after former Sen. John Danforth and other influential Republicans sent an open letter urging him to enter the contest for Missouri's Republican nomination for the Senate.

Schweich has a reputation for being decisive, a trait he will need to deploy now with a March 27 filing deadline bearing down.

He said Thursday that he is honored for the encouragement from leading Republicans and campaign funders and that he is in the "evaluation and consultation" stage of his decision.

"Obviously it has to be done soon, but I'm an efficient and fast-moving person," said Schweich, who already has formed a committee to test the waters.

In an open letter to Schweich, Danforth, noted GOP fundraiser Sam Fox and 16 other prominent Republicans asked that he enter the race to "fill the void" in the debate about the nation's future this election year.

"There are no other candidates vying for the Republican nomination that can match your unique experiences and talents. There is no doubt that you are the candidate best qualified to represent Missouri in the U.S. Senate," the letter reads.

The letter evidenced concern about the potential of the three GOP contestants vying to take on Sen. Claire McCaskill, a seasoned campaigner but also an incumbent widely regarded as vulnerable this fall. Former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman of Rolla, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin of Wildwood and St. Louis businessman John Brunner already are in the race.

Schweich's success in the primary is by no means assured. Although he has won a statewide race, he could find himself short on name identification in such a high-profile contest and would be starting late in the game. His many years in the nation's capital prior to returning home to St. Louis could leave him open to charges of being a Washington insider in a campaign replete with anti-government themes.

In the short term, his entry would significantly alter the dynamic of the primary, perhaps benefiting Steelman. A Schweich candidacy would leave an outstate woman competing against three St. Louis-area men, rather than two.

Steelman did not address Schweich directly when asked about the letter urging him to run.

"As I said from the beginning, I am the candidate the status quo fears the most because I do what I say I'm going to do," she said in a statement.

Sam Steelman, her son and deputy campaign manager, remarked: "The more the merrier. A lot of people have talked about getting in and getting out, but she has been unwavering."

Brunner spokesman Todd Abrajano said in a prepared statement, "John Brunner's message continues to resonate across the state, which is why we see a very clear path to victory in the primary as well as the general election, regardless of who ultimately chooses to enter the race."

Akin's campaign did not respond to a request for comment.

Danforth said in an interview that the plea to Schweich stems from a growing sense of GOP failures in the presidential contest and the growing importance of reclaiming GOP control of Congress.

"There is concern that we're blowing the presidential election and, therefore, it's extremely important to elect more Republicans to Congress, and particularly to the Senate," he said, adding that he was speaking for himself on that point.

Danforth also said that he had grown concerned about the substance of Republican candidacies in general with their recent focus on matters such as contraception rather than the overriding issues of spending and debt.

Referring to candidates already running, Danforth said: "It's not like I'm dumping on anybody. It's just that I really think that this election is very, very consequential, and I think it would be healthy for the country to have a clear choice placed before us."

Schweich's potential Senate candidacy evolved after he put out feelers about running for governor but heard back repeatedly that the Senate race would be his best option. He has said little publicly other than he intends to remain in the job he started just 14 months ago. The letter makes an effort to relieve him of that obligation, saying "we strongly believe that during these trying times, serving the national interest trumps anything you have said regarding serving out your term as auditor."

The letter adds: "If you run, it will be a campaign fought on principles, not personalities, and you will defeat Sen. McCaskill. She has shown time and time again that she is too liberal for Missouri."

The entreaty to Schweich is striking both for its unspoken assessment of the other GOP candidates and for arriving so late in the game. Steelman has been running since December 2010, Akin since last May. Brunner entered the race in October amid expectations that his ability to tap his personal fortune could more than match the resources of McCaskill, an aggressive fundraiser who attracts donations nationally.

Between the lines lies assurance of financial backing. Fox, founder of Clayton-based Harbour Group, is a prolific fundraiser picked last summer to help restore the Republican National Committee's ailing fundraising operation.

Another prominent GOP donor, David Humphreys, CEO of TAMKO Building Products Inc. of Joplin, signed the letter, as did George H. Walker III, cousin to former President George Bush.

Among other signatories: Annie Presley, deputy finance chairman for George W. Bush's first presidential campaign; former state GOP Chairman W. Tom Fowler Jr.; Carl Vogel, president of the Coca-Cola Bottling Co. in Jefferson City; and Loren Cook II of the Loren Cook Co. in Springfield.

Before returning to Missouri, Schweich, 51, was a high-ranking official in George W. Bush's State Department, at one point overseeing a $2.5 billion budget and thousands of government employees globally involved in drug interdiction.

He was chief of staff during the special counsel investigation by Danforth into the FBI siege of the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, in 1993. He also served as chief of staff for three U.S. ambassadors to the United Nations, Danforth among them.

Prominent Republicans, including Danforth, call on Schweich to run for U.S. Senate

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter
1:28 am on Thu, 03.08.12, Updated at 1:06 pm on Thu, 03.08.12

Retired U.S. Sen. John C. Danforth, R-Mo., is leading a list of prominent Missouri Republicans who have sent a letter calling on state Auditor Tom Schweich to jump into the Republican contest for the U.S. Senate.

The letter goes public after months of behind-the-scenes talk that some prominent state Republicans weren't happy with the current crop of Republican candidates vying to challenge U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.

The three current contenders are: St. Louis businessman John Brunner,  former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood.

But Danforth said in an interview that his encouragement of Schweich was based on the auditor's strengths and talents and had nothing to do with the other Republican contenders.  Schweich has worked for and with Danforth in various capacities over the past 20 years.

"Due to the current circumstances, we urge you to reconsider your intention to serve your full term as Missouri state auditor and run for the U.S. Senate," the letter begins. "This will not be an easy decision because you take your commitments seriously. However, we strongly believe that during these trying times, serving the national interest trumps anything you have said regarding serving out your term as auditor."

Other signers include Harbour Group founder Sam Fox (also one of the national GOP's top donors), former Ambassador (and Bush relative) George H. Walker III, TAMKO executive David Humphreys and former state GOP chairman Tom Fowler.

(Click here to read the entire letter.)

Danforth said he spoke to Schweich on Wednesday, and at that time, the auditor had yet to receive or see the letter.

Danforth said that Schweich "has a rare capability to focus on big issues to present them with great clarity."

Danforth has promoted Schweich for the U.S. Senate before. In 2010, Danforth had initially promoted Schweich for the seat vacated by retiring Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond, R-Mo.  Some party leaders backed then-U.S. Rep. Roy Blunt instead, and Schweich chose to run for state auditor.

At the time, Schweich told reporters that if he was elected, he would serve out his full term as auditor and would not use it as a springboard to another office.

But in recent weeks, Schweich has declined to comment when asked repeatedly by reporters if he’s considering a 2012 bid for the U.S. Senate.

Actions by an ally may communicate more than the auditor’s silence. On Tuesday, Schweich’s campaign treasurer for his 2010 auditor bid, Joseph S. Passanise, filed papers with the Internal Revenue Service to form a “527” campaign organization to support Schweich for the U.S. Senate.

The filing, which was first reported by Bloomberg News, spurred the buzz about Schweich. He has until March 27, when candidate-filing ends, to make his decision.

A consultant close to Passanise said the aim was to use the committee as a standard candidate campaign committee, should Schweich run, and not to use it to form an independent campaign committee, also known as a Super PAC.  The same IRS form is used to register both types of campaign committees.

The open letter signed by Danforth and others doesn't mention the current GOP hopefuls by name. Rather, it cites Schweich's previous work in Washington.

"In the upcoming election, Sen. McCaskill will rightly be seen as a rubber stamp for President (Barack) Obama," the letter says. "If you run, it will be a campaign fought on principles, not personalities, and you will defeat Sen. McCaskill. She has shown time and time again that she is too liberal for Missouri."

McCaskill long has been nationally targeted by many conservative groups, 527s and so-called “Super PACs.”  She already has been the subject of several attack ads from such independent groups, as well as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

A new TV ad was launched Thursday by Crossroads GPS, an independent "527" with ties to former Bush adviser Karl Rove. That ad attacks McCaskill's votes for the federal health-care law and curbing tax breaks for wealthier Americans, especially those who make $1 million or more a year.

A “527’’ group, named for a provision of the IRS code, is not bound by the contribution limits for congressional and presidential candidates. However, such a group must operate independently of the favored candidate and cannot coordinate activities. Super PACs are similar.

Schweich promised '527' help

Some prominent Republicans have privately promised Schweich or his allies that they would donate to a 527 if he would jump into the U.S. Senate contest.  Otherwise, Schweich would be at a financial disadvantage.

Schweich's latest state campaign report showed him with about $43,000 in the bank -- but that money cannot be used for a U.S. Senate bid because of different fundraising rules and restrictions.

McCaskill’s latest Senate campaign report showed that she already has raised more than $5 million, with close to that amount still in the bank. Akin has raised closed to $1.5 million, and Steelman close to $1 million.

Brunner has reported raising close to $1.3 million, but virtually all of it has been his own money. Brunner also has said he’s prepared to pour in even more. For that reason, there have been rumors that his rivals – notably, Steelman – may be seeking help from a Super PAC.

Steelman recently acquired state House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, as her new campaign chairman – an apparent bid to tap into Tilley’s well-demonstrated fundraising skills.  He had raised close to $1.3 million for his  bid for lieutenant governor before dropping out because of family issues.

On the down side, Schweich’s entry would add another St. Louis area candidate to the mix – leaving Steelman as the only one from outstate and possibly giving her an edge if Schweich, Akin and Brunner split the St. Louis area vote.

Perhaps to counter the letter, Akin on Thursday rolled out the endorsements of 11 members of the Missouri General Assembly from the St. Louis area, including state Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, one of the state Senate's most outspoken conservatives.

Danforth said in the interview that the renewed focus by prominent Republicans on Missouri's U.S. Senate contest reflects, in part, concern that Republican chances of defeating Obama, a Democrat, have declined substantially.

The question then becomes, said Danforth, "are we going to re-elect (Obama) and arm him with majorities in Congress, or do we elect a 'counterbalance' " by gaining control of the U.S. Senate and retaining control of the U.S. House.

Commission nears decision on state Senate boundaries

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG 
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:05 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • The new map for Missouri's 34 Senate districts appears headed for final approval on Monday, with only minor revisions likely.

The bipartisan commission that drew the map spent two hours Thursday grilling a Kansas City attorney who has filed a lawsuit challenging the plan. One of their questions — who is paying his legal bills — went unanswered.

Afterward, several commissioners said that while they are open to fine-tuning the map, they are confident their plan would withstand a constitutional challenge.

"I didn't hear any evidence" to support the lawsuit's claims, said Republican Commissioner Marc Ellinger of Jefferson City. "The real question is, who's paying for the lawsuit?"

Attorney Ed Greim filed the suit on behalf of seven voters around the state but declined to say who was paying the tab. Two state senators who testified — Republicans Jim Lembke of Lemay and Eric Schmitt of Glendale — said they were not the ones.

Republican Sen. Jane Cunningham, who attended part of the hearing but did not testify, declined to comment. The map would move her 7th District to Kansas City, putting her Chesterfield home in a district with Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington. Nieves' district has an even number, meaning it is not up for election until 2014.

Greim's suit, filed in U.S. District Court in Kansas City, contends that the preliminary map "invidiously discriminates against rural interests in favor of urban districts" by overpopulating some of the rural districts and underpopulating some of the urban ones.

The constitution requires that the districts be "as compact and nearly equal in population as may be."

In the tentative map, the population deviation, from the smallest to the largest district, is 9.6 percent, which the suit calls "within a few millimeters of the 10 percent threshold" set by the U.S. Supreme Court.

The suit also takes aim at moving district numbers, saying that "violates every principle of traditional redistricting." A Kansas City district, the 10th, was moved to a new east-central district. The suit says the new district should have been called the 7th, so it could elect a senator this year.

Thursday's combative public hearing was a fitting closing chapter to an unusual redistricting process.

The original bipartisan commission failed to agree on a map, throwing the job to the appellate court. The judges produced two maps, which were tossed out by the Missouri Supreme Court, one on substantive grounds and the other on technical grounds.

That failure resulted in appointment of the second Senate Apportionment Commission, which produced the current map. The panel is made up of five Republicans and five Democrats appointed by Gov. Jay Nixon. By law, the commission was required to accept public comment on its map for 15 days, a period that ends today. The panel will meet Monday to take a final vote.

Five of the commissioners were present for Thursday's hearing, while four others listened in through a conference call.

All the commissioners in the room — four Republicans and one Democrat — are attorneys. They included a former U.S. attorney, a lawyer who worked for former Gov. Matt Blunt, two former legislators and Ellinger, who handles initiative petitions for retired investor Rex Sinquefield.

While none of the commissioners seemed receptive to his arguments, Greim said: "We still hope the commission changes its mind and adopts something that's constitutional."

Mo. redistricting panel considers testimony on map

Southeast Missourian - By CHRIS BLANK (Associated Press)
Mar 8, 9:19 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Opponents of proposed new Missouri Senate districts raised arguments similar to a recently filed lawsuit Thursday while urging a bipartisan state redistricting commission to reconsider the tentative plan it endorsed two weeks ago.

Attorney Eddie Greim said the tentative Senate map is unconstitutional because it violates federal equal protection rights. The federal lawsuit contends the new map favors urban voters at the expense of rural residents.

Greim's comments came as the 10-member redistricting commission heard public reaction to its tentative Senate map. Commissioners are scheduled to meet Monday and could give final approval to a map. The panel approved its tentative plan 8-2, and it takes seven votes to pass the final plan.

Boundaries for the 34-member Missouri Senate are being redrawn based upon the 2010 census.

Redistricting commissioners spent more than two hours directing sometimes pointed questions at Greim, including about what are considered urban, suburban and rural districts. Greim, who is among the lawyers challenging the tentative Senate districts in court, said he represented the same plaintiffs Thursday and was being paid to testify but declined to say by whom.

"We still hope that the commission changes its mind and changes the tentative plan and adopts something that's constitutional," Greim said

The federal lawsuit was filed last week by a pair of law firms whose attorneys include former U.S. Attorney Todd Graves, a Republican, and former Missouri House Speaker and U.S. Attorney Catherine Hanaway, a Republican. Earlier this week, U.S. District Judge Fernando Gaitan ruled the lawsuit was not obviously frivolous and granted a request for the appointment of a three-judge panel.

The bipartisan commission's map creates a new east-central Senate district and places Republican Sens. Jane Cunningham and Brian Nieves each into the 26th District covering Franklin County and part of St. Louis County. The map makes the new seat Senate District 10 and renumbers a little changed seat in Jackson County as District 7.

The lawsuit also objects to the assignment of particular district numbers. Numbering is important because odd numbered districts - such as the 7th District - appear on the ballot this year while even numbered districts, such as the 10th District, will next stand for election in two years.

St. Louis County Republican Sens. Jane Cunningham and Jim Lembke have condemned the redistricting plan. Both watched much of Thursday's public hearing along with fellow GOP Sen. Eric Schmitt, who said he does not think the St. Louis-region should lose a Senate district.

Shortly after the tentative redistrict map was approved last month, Lembke called it "an atrocity for the people that we represent" and added that it would give Democrats an edge in St. Louis County. Lembke asked the redistricting commission Thursday to consider restoring to the 1st District some areas he has represented while removing new territory. He said the change would better link more closely aligned St. Louis County communities.

Cunningham did not testify.

Marc Ellinger, a Republican and vice chairman of the redistricting commission, estimated he has received 200 emails and 30 phone calls about the tentative plan. He said some were identical and many asked for Cunningham and Lembke to be protected. Some emails also included allegations from the lawsuit Greim's filed.

Ellinger, who supported the tentative plan, said the commission might amend its proposal or might not. He said he plans to consider all the objections.

Missouri's redistricting process has run into several complications this year. The state Supreme Court in January rejected new Senate districts developed by a special panel of state appellate judges and ordered the process to start from scratch. Candidate filing started last week and continues through March 27.

---

Online:

Missouri Senate map: http://bit.ly/xr6VqX
Workers' rights bills go to Nixon's desk; Democrats urge veto

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon
11:08 am on Thu, 03.08.12

Gov. Jay Nixon may provide a gloomy reception to legislation that, among other things, changes how claims of occupational disease are treated.

It's a measure that some House Democrats are urging the governor to strike down.

According to a bill summary, Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey’s legislation would take occupational disease claims out of civil court and into the workers' compensation system.

The legislation would also release employees "from all liability" for workplace injuries or deaths where compensation is recoverable under workers' compensation. The bill makes an exception if an "employee engages in an affirmative negligent act that purposefully and dangerously caused or increased the risk of injury." (That means if a co-worker did something on purpose that contributes to an injury, he or she could still face a lawsuit.)

Dempsey’s bill passed the House Wednesday by an 87-68 margin -– far short of what’s needed to overcome Nixon’s veto. That could be crucial, since Nixon spokesman Sam Murphey said in an e-mail to the Beacon that the Democratic governor had misgivings about the bill.

“We’ll be giving each of the provisions of this legislation a thorough review, but the governor communicated during the legislative process that he had concerns about weakening protections for workers who suffer serious and deadly illnesses as a result of their employment,” Murphey said.  “We will carefully review this bill in its entirety.”

Supporters of the measure, including the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, pushed for the changes after courts ruled that the 2005 revisions to workers' compensation allowed for claims involving "co-employee liability" and occupational diseases to be heard in civil courts.

Chamber President and CEO Dan Mehan said that such a reality provided a hardship for businesses already "struggling under a weak economy."

Businesses "do not need the uncertainty and enormous legal defense costs and potential liability that these errors in our workers’ compensation statute have caused,” Mehan said in a statement.

State Rep. Todd Richardson, a Poplar Bluff Republican who handled Dempsey's bill in the Missouri House, said that the measure restores “balance” to the workers' compensation system. 

“Workers' comp has always been a balance between the interest of employers and employees," said Richardson. "And that balance is struck by having workplace injuries covered through workers’ comp.”

But state Rep. Jake Hummel, D-St. Louis, said the legislation curtails the ability of people who contract catastrophic diseases on the job from obtaining maximum restitution.

 “We are giving companies that have hurt people’s lives a way out of having to pay restitution for the lives they destroyed,” said Hummel.

Hummel provided an example of people who sued after contracting mesothelioma from asbestos, which was also mentioned in a statement from AFL-CIO Secretary-Treasurer Herb Johnson.

“When workers suffer fatal diseases from the job, this bill would prevent any real compensation for the worker or family,” Johnson said. “Life-threatening cases from toxic exposure will be denied access to civil court and reasonable compensation, inevitably further pushing hardships onto injured workers.”

Hummel said “that he was hopeful that the governor would veto the bill,” adding that there was “certainly enough to sustain a veto override attempt.” Both Richardson and Dempsey urged Nixon to sign the bill.

"Ending lawsuit abuses and relieving the need for additional insurance to cover honest accidents at work are important to making sure Missouri businesses can grow and hire more employees," said Dempsey, R-St. Charles, in a statement. "I hope the governor will join us in supporting these important reforms to Missouri’s workers’ compensation system.”

Another curb on workers' rights

Meanwhile, the Missouri Senate sent legislation to the governor changing the state's workplace discrimination law. State Rep. Kevin Elmer’s legislation would make it more difficult for employees to sue employers for discrimination, among other things.

Proponents, such as the state's Chamber of Commerce, have argued that court rulings over the past 10 years have skewed Missouri's law more toward workers. Mehan said in a statement that plaintiff attorneys are “targeting state courts to bring employment law cases because standards are lower and settlements and awards are potentially higher.”

But the measure ran into opposition from some Democratic senators, such as state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City. Chappelle-Nadal told the Beacon in late January that the bill would weaken the state’s Human Rights Act and “create more barriers that would benefit corporations.”

While opponents stood down from blocking the bill, it may be a moot point. Nixon vetoed a similar bill passed last year, even going so far as to hold a ceremony at the Old Courthouse in St. Louis.

From trash to electricity

Governor attends ribbon-cutting of power-producing landfill

Jimmy Myers - St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 3:27 pm CST March 8, 2012UPDATED: 10:07 pm CST March 8, 2012

St. Joseph’s trash is generating electricity.

Nearly 50 “wells” at the city’s landfill are siphoning off methane gas 32 to 96 feet underground. The gas is fed to an engine that produces about 1.6 megawatts of electricity, enough to power approximately 1,000 homes.

The $8 million project, which broke ground last year and was completed in December, drew a who’s who of St. Joseph and Jefferson City Thursday during a ribbon-cutting ceremony. The landfill is located south of town off Missouri Route O.

KCP&L, which paid for the project, has about 8.3 percent of its power output coming from renewable sources, said North District Manager Matt Dority.

Ray Kowalik, president of the energy division of Burns and McDonnell, the firm that engineered the project, said during the ceremony that methane from decomposing waste is flared off or left to enter the atmosphere. “Methane gas is 21 times worse for the environment as a greenhouse gas than C02,” he said.

Gov. Jay Nixon spoke at the event and took part in the ribbon-cutting. His administration, through the Department of Natural Resources, awarded KCP&L a $450,000 biogas grant to complete the project. He said that using Missouri-based renewable resources generates heat and electricity, creates jobs and boosts the local economy. It also reduces our dependence on foreign energy sources, he said.

“We think this is a very smart expenditure of dollars,” Mr. Nixon said. “Don’t you like it when someone calls trash Missouri-based renewable resources?”

Jimmy Myers can be reached at jimmy.myers@newspressnow.com. Follow him on Twitter: @SJNPMyers.

In school transfer case, judge must solve intricate puzzle

By Dale Singer, Beacon staff
3:10 pm on Thu, 03.08.12

School choice is a hot topic in education today, but as lawyers for all sides in the St. Louis school transfer case prepare their final arguments, they are faced with a range of choices that are difficult if not impossible to reconcile.

Over three days this week, in the court of St. Louis County Circuit Judge David Lee Vincent III, attorneys for the St. Louis and Clayton school districts as well as taxpayers in those districts, the state of Missouri and plaintiff Gina Breitenfeld argued over how to implement a law that on its face seems clear:

Students who live in an unaccredited school district have the right to transfer to an adjacent district that is accredited, with their home district paying the tuition and transportation and the receiving district having no discretion about how many students it must accept.

The Missouri Supreme Court upheld the law in 2010 but sent the case back to Vincent’s court for a trial on how it should be implemented. Here are the pieces of the puzzle he will have to try to put together:

If thousands of students transfer from the city to accredited suburban schools, as projected by a telephone survey, St. Louis Public Schools say they won’t have enough money to operate for the students left behind, and their progress toward regaining accreditation will stop.

And if those thousands of students flock to just a few choice districts, like Clayton, those districts say they will be overwhelmed by the influx and unable to offer the quality of education that attracted the transfers in the first place.

But if the law as written isn’t enforced, students living in St. Louis won’t have the choice to attend class in an accredited school district unless they pay for the privilege the state says they are entitled to for free.

And the law would give transfer rights not just to students who now attend St. Louis Public Schools but all students who live in the city, even those who attend private or parochial schools, charter schools or county schools under the voluntary desegregation program, which does not include all county districts.

Planning, possibilities

Two of the words heard most often as the nine lawyers questioned expert witnesses were planning and possible.

How possible would it be for county districts to plan for a sudden spurt in enrollment without having the time to plan in advance? And how possible would it be for the city schools to educate the students who chose not to transfer if its budget were wiped out by transportation and tuition?

Much of the debate came back to a telephone survey, commissioned by the Clayton School District and conducted by Terry Jones of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, that concluded that more than 15,000 students would leave the city for accredited county districts — 3,500 of them going to Clayton, which now has only 2,500 students.

For the districts trying to limit the scope of transfers, those figures show how impossible it would be to provide education without having some discretion over the number of students accepted.

Asked whether it would be possible to use trailers, or split schedules, or year-round school as tools to handle a suddenly larger student population, St. Louis School Superintendent Kelvin Adams — who worked in New Orleans when that district had to recover from Hurricane Katrina — had a quick opinion of those solutions:

“I think they’re criminal. I think it would be segregation again…. It would not be the best educational environment.”

He also rejected comparisons to Joplin after it was devastated by a tornado last May.

But attorneys seeking to limit the scope of the remedy, concentrating not on the thousands of possible transfers but on the solution being sought only for Savanna and Elle Breitenfeld, continually cast doubt on the results of the telephone survey and tried to get incremental answers:

Could a district survive if it had many additional students, or if it lost this much money in transportation and tuition costs?

Elkin Kistner, lawyer for the Breitenfelds, dismissed the survey entirely, saying:

“I don’t believe in the Jones report. It’s unreliable.”

PIN responders weigh in

While planning and possibilities were common topics in the trial, notably absent was the plaintiff. Gina Breitenfeld observed the proceedings on Monday but did not return, and no students, parents or others who would be most directly affected were called to testify.

To provide an additional perspective, sources in the Public Insight Network responded with their views of the so-called Turner case and the remedies it provided. Here is what some of them have told the Beacon. Responses have been edited for length and clarity.

Amy White, teacher:

Inclusion of students from (St. Louis Public Schools) would enhance the diversity of student populations in Clayton and Webster Groves, benefiting all students. This is an issue of class. As long as Missouri does not have an effective formula for equitable distribution of funds to school districts, SLPS will have a difficult time improving.

Stacy Washington, member of Ladue School Board:

This solution makes absolutely no sense. Neighborhood schools with high parental involvement and engaged teachers create good schools. To burden already cash-strapped county districts with providing classroom space and adequate teaching staff for students that may or may not return year after year is lunacy. There are so many variables involved. Will the funding follow? Will the students be successful in a new environment where they begin the day after an hour-long commute? How about the community aspect? Children bond over after-school activities and playdates. How can a child participate in his new community if he is shuttled off by bus for an hour-long ride home to his neighborhood. How will the county districts fund the new buildings that will be required in order to maintain DESE mandated class size requirements? These are just a few of the problems that this "solution" presents the districts involved.

Of course the best solution is the one that no one wants to discuss. Choice. Any unaccredited district should immediately be dissolved and vouchers issued for each student. Private schools educate children for far less than the $16,000 a pupil expenditure currently wasted in the city schools. Of course everyone will scream about the Blaine amendment to the Missouri Constitution. This is an excellent time to place the repeal of that amendment on the ballot and allow the voters to decide in favor of school children.

Joseph Higgs, teacher and father of five home-schooled children:

The St. Louis metropolitan area is already seen as a region, not just a collection of municipalities. Allowing a child from a failing school district to attend a neighboring and successful district is the most appropriate way to provide a quality education. As a region, one municipality cannot sit idly by and believe they will be immune to the educational failure of a nearby district.

Districts don't fail overnight. The overall failure of a district to maintain the proper standard of education is a cultural problem. In the case of St. Louis, it appears that fashion has a much higher cultural value than education. The only way to force quality education in the city would be to bring in private, for-profit group to run the district.

The company would then be paid based on student performance, not attendance.

Mary Diboll, retired SLPS teacher:

The St. Louis Public Schools will continue to fail if the motivated parents continue to take their children out of the system. The money available to the system will be reduced, and the students who remain will be high needs students.

The system as it is presently constituted pits one district against another. The only real solution to the problem is creation of a consolidated district across the entire metropolitan area. I am not holding my breath waiting for that to happen, considering past history.

Julia DiSalvo, writer and editor:

It may serve as a temporary solution, but city students should not expect to receive a permanent education in county districts. It fails to address the lack of quality education in the city, and it overwhelms county schools, lowering the quality of education for everyone.

Inform our coverage

This article contains information gathered with the help of the Public Insight Network.

The St. Louis Beacon, in partnership with the Nine Network of Public Media, uses this journalism tool to help us learn what learn about — and share — the news that matters to you.

Become a source or to learn more about the Public Insight Network.

Peggy Kornfein, retired teacher:

In the short term, allowing students to attend other schools is a solution. However, with tight budgets and limited space, districts in the county should be allowed to limit the number of students accepted.

The ideal solution is to improve city schools. If the fix were an easy one, it would have been done years ago.

Bill Henske, teacher:

This is fair to the children who are not offered a quality education but it does not fix the problem and aggravates the other systems tasked with taking on additional students. Many of the surrounding districts have been one size for 75 years. There is no growth and no room for new schools in cities like Maplewood, Brentwood, Webster. Adding a large amount of students to these districts will lessen their quality and further aggravate the problems of city schools with bright flight.

The best way to improve quality is to work with winning schools. The are similar districts around the country and in the area with similar demographics, winning students back from private and charter schools with higher quality, developmentally responsive and forward thinking curricula. St. Louis has massive inertia. Break it apart into small, manageable units with more autonomy from the bureaucratic history and problems the greater district has. Without any other change - increase transparency of all aspects of a district and see what happens.

Erik Olsen, parent:

I am split on this issue. I feel that if a school district lost accreditation it needs help to get it back. However, once it had failed so much that the state has taken over, such as is the case with St Louis and Riverview Gardens, it should be acceptable for state funds to be spent to allow students to enroll in a district where they are able to learn.

Petition Group Reacts to SPS Audit

BY MELANIE FOEHRWEISER
MARCH 8, 2012 - 3:15PM 

Members of the State Audit Petition Campaign Coalition, which campaigned for the audit of the Springfield Public Schools, held a press conference Thursday to give their reaction to the audit’s findings. KSMU’s Melanie Foehrweiser has details.

State auditor Tom Schweich found 14 areas that needed improvement in the school district, ranging from how it handled the sale of the old Hickory Hills School property to how it kept its personnel records.

Virgil Hill, a spokesman for the group that called for the audit, said that initially, the group’s reaction to the findings was a very positive one; the group acknowledged that the audit was only the first step toward establishing greater accountability for the district.

Now, Hill says he feels that Superintendent Norm Ridder and several school board members are not taking the audit’s recommendations seriously.  Hill says he feels several people within the district should be held responsible for the shortcomings addressed in the audit.

“We are calling for the resignations and replacement of Superintendent Ridder, Chief Finanacial Officer Chodes, and those Board members who have both consistently failed to perform their principal statutory obligation for fiduciary oversight and are now vigorously resisting implementation of the Auditor’s recommendationsm,” Hill said.

KSMU was unable to connect with Ridder for comment. 

After the state auditor released his findings, Springfield Public Schools issued a written response, saying the school district is considering hiring an internal auditor, which was one of the recommendations made in the state audit.

In a release from Springfield Public Schools, Ridder is quoted as saying the audit will result in improvements to the district. He said, in that release, that the school district will carefully weigh the potential benefits of each recommendation with the costs.  He said he wants to be careful not to draw resources away from the classroom just to beef up administrative staffing.  

For more information visit our website, www.KSMU.org.

For KSMU News, I’m Melanie Foehrweiser.

Fast-forward degrees get Nixon's seal of approval

BY TIM BARKER 
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:00 am  

Just as Gov. Jay Nixon was telling the state's colleges of his plans to slash their budgets, he took the time to offer an example of a project he says is on the right track to keeping college costs down.

Now, the governor is waving $10 million in front of the state's higher education community to encourage copycats.

During his annual State of the State address, Nixon first bragged about the University of Central Missouri and its planned Innovation Campus partnership with Kansas City-area high schools and businesses.

The program seeks to help students graduate faster and cheaper, with much of the work completed in high school and with degrees that will lead directly to jobs.

This, Nixon said then and repeatedly since, is what everyone else should be doing.

Just last week he offered new details on the $10 million carrot — in the form of grant money — to persuade other state schools to follow the example set by the Warrensburg-based college.

Nixon's push has drawn a range of reactions, with many schools still waiting for more details and direction before moving toward a May 15 deadline. But some are looking to the University of Central Missouri program as a solid starting point.

"You don't have to be a genius to figure out that's at least a model," said Jim Baker, vice president for research and economic development at Missouri State University, where he's coordinating grant efforts.

Even so, some wonder at the attention being showered upon the Innovation Campus, given that it hasn't even been launched. Nor is the concept — which is based on ideas many colleges and universities are already using — exactly turning the education world on its head.

But it is taking some existing ideas like dual credit courses further than they have gone in the past, some education experts say.

They want to put high school students squarely on the path to specific degrees in various applied sciences fields, including technology and engineering. One far-reaching goal has students graduating with a degree in engineering six years after entering the ninth grade.

It's the sort of thing that appeals to people at a time of rapidly rising college costs, said Charles M. Ambrose, president of the University of Central Missouri.

"It may be overstating it to say that higher education is broken," Ambrose said. "But with a trillion dollars in student loan debt, it's close."

The project will be a partnership that includes the university, Metropolitan Community College in Kansas City and the Lee's Summit School District, with support from private companies that will offer internships, job opportunities and guidance on the region's employment needs.

They hope to start this fall with 30 students. But that number is expected to grow into the hundreds or even thousands as they pull in students from 10 surrounding school districts. Soon, they'll have their own campus in Lee's Summit, with 150,000 square feet of teaching space, on land donated by the city.

other programs

The idea of getting high school students involved in college-level coursework is hardly new. Most, if not all, of the state's colleges offer some form of dual-credit system in which students gain college credits for work they are doing prior to graduating from high school.

Jobs for the Future, supported by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, has been operating a nationwide program for a decade, with an emphasis on exposing underserved populations to college. The organization's Early College High School Initiative has a network of 270 colleges, including several in Missouri, that have dual-credit relationships with local school districts. They generally target kids who might not be thinking beyond high school.

"They begin to see themselves as college students," said Cecilia Le, who develops publications for the organization.

But these types of dual-credit programs haven't necessarily helped students graduate any faster, or cheaper, said Kevin Corcoran, a program director with the Lumina Foundation, an education organization dedicated to increasing degree attainment.

"What the research has shown is that (students) still tend to stay the full four years," Corcoran said.

But where the Innovation Campus model may vary is in its more narrowly defined pathways. Students won't simply be earning college credits. They'll be earning credits with an eye on specific degrees and fields of study.

"There could be some real advantages to that," Corcoran said, noting that students often do better in college when given fewer choices.

Some, however, worry about the long-term implications of essentially melding the final years of high school with the early years of college.

"I'm a little concerned about saying the last year of high school doesn't count," said Linda Serra Hagedorn, a professor in Iowa State University's Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies.

She also questions the desire to rush students through college, instead of giving them time to explore their interests to find the right careers for themselves.

But others say there are plenty of students who are ready to get started on their professional careers as soon as possible. And that the state should do everything it can to help them do it.

Mike Nietzel, Nixon's senior adviser on education, agreed that college campuses are populated by many students who simply aren't ready to make career decisions. But many does not mean all.

"About half of your freshmen change their majors," Nietzel said. "The other half don't. They have a pretty clear path in mind."

deadline coming

The next step in the creation of additional Innovation Campuses is a March 21 grant workshop in Jefferson City, where most of the state's four-year schools are expected to show up to learn more about how the $10 million will be handed out.

One potential complication is the requirement that any proposal must actually be led by a local government or nonprofit economic development organization. The schools themselves can only be partners. That's because the money is coming from Missouri Community Development Block Grant funds — something universities are not eligible for.

This early in the process, it's unclear what form the eventual partnerships will take by the time applications are due in May.

Both the University of Missouri-Columbia and University of Missouri-St. Louis said they are still evaluating the grant process and have started exploring options. A spokesman for UMSL pointed out the school already has numerous partnerships involving high school students and area companies.

It's a sentiment echoed by other schools.

Kenneth Dobbins, president of Southeast Missouri State University, said his university works with more than 600 area high school students receiving dual credit through courses both on his campus and at their own schools.

Many already are getting a jump start on their college careers, arriving on campus with up to a full year's worth of college credits on their résumés.

But in the end, he said, much of the responsibility for graduating quickly falls on the students and the choices they make.

"The problem we all face is that students don't always know what they want to do," Dobbins said. "If you want to get done in three years, you better know where you want to be."

Board could name MSU president by Dec. 15

University will not use expensive consultant in search for new leader

Written by Sarah Okeson
5:39 AM, Mar. 9, 2012 

The next person to lead Missouri State University will help spread the word about what the institution offers, said Clif Smart, the school’s interim president and one of the people who wants that job.

He praised programs like MSU’s business school and its theater program.

“There are lots of good things here,” Smart said. “Yet many people don’t know about that.”

MSU’s Board of Governors announced Thursday that it hopes to have a new president named by Dec. 15. A 20-member search committee that will include six faculty members, two students and community leaders will be chosen soon, according to a news release. That committee will select three finalists. The Board of Governors will make the final decision after on-campus interviews.

This time around, MSU is including more faculty input and is not using an expensive consultant like R. William Funk & Associates, the highly-regarded Dallas firm that helped select MSU’s last president, James Cofer. Cofer stepped down in June after he said he realized the job was not a good fit for him.

Gordon Elliott, the chair of the Board of Governors, said the pace of the search is slow, but he thinks it will work.

“I’ve learned my lessons over the years that this is the way to get all the buy ins and all the input you can, and then it works better in the long run,” Elliott said.

Terrel Gallaway, chair of the Faculty Senate, said the faculty members are pleased they will be well-represented on the search committee.

“Faculty are eager to get the search started,” Gallaway said. “We’re happy a new board has come together and started a search for a new president promptly.”

Elliott said he encouraged Smart, formerly the university’s legal counsel, to apply for the top job.

“He’s a strong leader and well accepted by everybody I’ve talked to at the university,” Elliott said. “I’ve said he ought to apply for it, and everybody I’ve talked to is very supportive of him.”

Smart doesn’t have an academic background, but other universities have also tapped leaders who haven’t come up through the professorial ranks. The new president at the University of Missouri, Tim Wolfe, is a former software company executive.

University presidents have to be able to build consensus, raise money and be involved with the community in addition to overseeing academic programs.

“I think there’s cases where a nonacademic can be good too,” Elliott said.

Mo. Senate approves legislation to move billboards

Southeast Missourian - By WES DUPLANTIER (Associated Press)
Mar 8, 8:02 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- As the state looks at expanding its highways to accommodate rapidly growing traffic loads, billboard owners in Missouri could get help from the state in moving their signs out of the roadwork's path.

The Missouri Senate passed legislation that would allow billboards along the highway to be moved - rather than torn down - during road construction projects. The Senate passed the legislation by a 28-5 vote Thursday. The bill now goes to the state House.

Under the measure, billboard owners would be allowed to move their signs to places on the same property or an adjoining property.

Similar provisions were included in a larger transportation bill approved by the Legislature last year, but that bill was vetoed by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. Those provisions would have allowed billboard owners to digitalize the signs after rebuilding.

The measure approved Thursday does not allow billboards to be digitalized, but it does require the state to compensate billboard owners for the cost of relocating their signs. That provision would cover billboards that aren't in compliance with current state laws, something that could come into play if Missouri can find the funding to follow through on plans to rebuild Interstate 70 and Interstate 44.

Bill sponsor Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, said noncompliant billboards should be grandfathered into the rebuilding provisions because the state's laws were changed after those signs were built.

"We create a temporary class for them and yes, we pay for them," Stouffer said. "It would cost 75 percent less to move them than if we simply tore them down" and the state were to pay for a complete rebuilding.

In a financial estimate included with the bill, the state Department of Transportation said it has no data on the cost of moving a billboard because it has not done so. The estimate does include industry input, which said the cost of relocating a billboard is about 25 percent of its total value - the average billboard structure costs about $150,000. That means the potential cost of moving each billboard is about $37,500. The estimate also said that cost could be lowered if the state were to salvage materials from where the billboard had previously stood.

Proponents of digital billboards have said that one digital billboard can run the ads of several traditional billboards, meaning there potentially could be fewer signs along the state's roads.

Sen. Joseph Keaveny, D-St. Louis, said not allowing the digital signs means there will be more signs posing distractions to drivers.

---

Billboards legislation is SB607

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Grain company scheme stole more than $3 million from Missouri farmers

Kansas City Star - Matt Campbell
Posted on Thu, Mar. 08, 2012 08:02 PM

The owner of a Gallatin, Mo., grain company will spend six years in federal prison for a scheme that stole more than $3 million from 100 northwest Missouri farmers.

In his sentencing Thursday, Daniel F. Froman, 66, also was ordered to pay more than $2.8 million in restitution. According to federal investigators, Froman in 2009 emptied the storage space at his Gallatin Grain Co. of 1,200-1,300 bushels of soybeans and corn and took them to Falls City, Neb., where they and farm equipment and tractor trailers were all sold for $100,000. He defrauded the farmers by selling their grain to pay his debts.

Froman was charged with mail fraud because he mailed a fraudulent financial statement to the Missouri Department of Agriculture. His wife, Pauline K. Froman, 66, has pleaded guilty to conspiracy to commit mail fraud and will be sentenced April 17. The two were co-owners of the company.

The state collected $400,000 in assets from the Fromans, which has been distributed to the victim farmers.

Missouri's Senate approves measure giving leeway to nonviolent parole violators

Thursday, March 1, 2012 | 7:36 p.m. CST 

BY TYLER FINE/MISSOURI DIGITAL NEWS 

JEFFERSON CITY — The Missouri Senate gave initial  approval to a bill Wednesday that could reduce the prison population and taxpayer spending by changing the guidelines for probation and parole.

Without opposition, state senators voted to create alternatives to prison for nonviolent probation and parole violators. Bill sponsor Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mt. Vermont, said he hopes that by changing the parole and probation system, the state can reduce the number of inmates in prison, as well as deter offenders from returning to crime, thus saving taxpayers money.

The bill creates a new system in which offenders on parole and probation can earn credits for every month they do not violate the terms of their release. For every month of good behavior, an offender would be credited 30 days off of their original sentence. The bill does not remove those on probation and parole from punishment if they violate the terms of their release.

The bill provides that for the first violation, offenders will attend a mandatory 120-day correctional or rehabilitation program. Goodman said the goal of this program is to show offenders that violations will be taken seriously, while still allowing them the opportunity to return to parole or probation without returning them to prison for the full term of their sentence.

The legislation also states that the Division of Probation and Parole, a part of Missouri's Department of Corrections, may place offenders into jail for a short period of time if the division believes the offender has violated the terms of their release. The division would have to reimburse the counties in which the offenders are held for this period, which must be at least $30 per day, according to the bill. Some senators debated this section of the bill and said they were concerned that $30 may not be enough to cover the cost of housing the offenders.

Goodman said the primary goal of the bill is to not only reduce the number of offenders who return to prison but to ensure that those who violate the terms of their release receive immediate punishment.

"If they become accountable and can stay accountable for two years of supervision without a violation, they are much less likely to ever violate the law again, and if they're not breaking the law, our communities are safer," Goodman said.

Although several amendments to the bill were presented, only one, offered by Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, was added to the original bill. Crowell's amendment establishes a joint committee to review and potentially revise the state's criminal code. The amendment passed unanimously and comes among many recent discussions suggesting Missouri's sentencing standards may be flawed.

Before the Senate took up Goodman's proposal, Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City, introduced a bill that would revise the criminal code. Justus said the bill is a result of collaboration between Missouri prosecuting and criminal defense attorneys.

Goodman's bill still requires final passage by the Senate before it can move to the House.

Missouri Senate approves legislation to move billboards

KY3 - Wes Duplantier, The Associated Press 

8:44 p.m. CST, March 8, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- As the state looks at expanding its highways to accommodate rapidly growing traffic loads, billboard owners in Missouri could get help from the state in moving their signs out of the roadwork's path.

The Missouri Senate passed legislation that would allow billboards along the highway to be moved - rather than torn down - during road construction projects.  The Senate passed the legislation by a 28-5 vote Thursday. The bill now goes to the state House.

Under the measure, billboard owners would be allowed to move their signs to places on the same property or an adjoining property.

Similar provisions were included in a larger transportation bill approved by the Legislature last year, but that bill was vetoed by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.  Those provisions would have  allowed billboard owners to digitalize the signs after rebuilding.

The measure approved Thursday does not allow billboards to be digitalized, but it does require the state to compensate billboard owners for the cost of relocating their signs.  That provision would cover billboards that aren't in compliance with current state laws, something that could come into play if Missouri can find the funding to follow through on plans to rebuild Interstate 70 and Interstate 44.

Bill sponsor Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, said noncompliant billboards should be grandfathered into the rebuilding provisions because the state's laws were changed after those signs were built.

"We create a temporary class for them and yes, we pay for them," Stouffer said.  "It would cost 75 percent less to move them than if we simply tore them down" and the state were to pay for a
complete rebuilding.

In a financial estimate included with the bill, the state Department of Transportation said it has no data on the cost of moving a billboard because it has not done so.  The estimate does include industry input, which said the cost of relocating a billboard is about 25 percent of its total value - the average billboard structure costs about $150,000.  That means the potential cost of moving each billboard is about $37,500.  The estimate also said that cost could be lowered if the state were to salvage materials from where the billboard had previously stood.

Proponents of digital billboards have said that one digital billboard can run the ads of several traditional billboards, meaning there potentially could be fewer signs along the state's roads.

Sen. Joseph Keaveny, D-St. Louis, said not allowing the digital signs means there will be more signs posing distractions to drivers.

Mo. bill would put limits on primate ownership

KCTV-5
Posted: Mar 09, 2012 4:09 AM CST Updated: Mar 09, 2012 4:09 AM CST 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - Monkey owners in Missouri could soon have to follow several new rules to keep their exotic pets.

Part of a bill moving through the Missouri Senate would require people who own monkeys or other non-human primates to get the animals microchipped and obtain a state permit.

The measure also says the primates can't be mistreated or allowed to come into physical contact with a member of the public.

Monkey owners would need to have a plan for recapturing their animal if it escapes. Owners who intentionally release a monkey could face up to five years in prison with a possible $20,000 fine.

A Missouri Senate agriculture committee has endorsed the bill, and it could come up for debate later this month.

Monkey ownership bill is SB666

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Sue Schoemehl Files for First District with Uncertain Redistricting Maps 

Mehlville-Oakville Patch

There are still unresolved legal issues in the effort to draw new political lines. 

After more twists and turns than a Six Flags roller-coaster, redistricting has been nothing short of a harrowing experience. But is it possible that the state Senate redistricting could be reaching some sort of conclusion?

Maybe. Friday is the deadline for feedback for a tentative Senate map that was approved by a bipartisan commission a couple of weeks ago. The lines have to be redrawn every 10 years to conform with population shifts throughout the state.

The response, of course, hasn’t been universally favorable. While some lawmakers, such as Sen. Brian Nieves (R-Washington), have been content with their reconfigured districts, others, such as Mehlville and Oakville's Senator Jim Lembke (R-Lemay) and Jane Cunningham (R-Chesterfield), have not been as effusive. That’s especially the case for Cunningham, who was effectively drawn out of a district.

Lembke testified Thursday afternoon with the apportionment commission. The new district lines place South County in with Maplewood and Webster Groves. He said Oakville and Maplewood didn't have a lot in common.

Even though the commission could vote to finalize the maps, there’s yet another legal wrinkle in the Senate redistricting process. According to the Associated Press, a federal lawsuit was filed trying to get a judge to order the use of a Senate map that had been proposed by a judicial panel last year, but later discarded by the Missouri Supreme Court.
And even if there’s some finality to the state Senate lines, its worth repeating that the Missouri Supreme Court has yet to decide on separate cases challenging congressional and state house proposals. So this long-and-winding process may not be at an end.

Early risers

While filing continues through March 27, some state Senate races are beginning to formulate.

One contest that’s more unsettled is in 1st District in South County. Lembke has yet to file for re-election and has told various media outlets that he may not run in the reconstituted district.

In the meantime, two Democrats, former Reps. Sue Schoemehl (D-Oakville) and Michael Vogt (D-St. Louis), have signed up to run as Democrats.
Meanwhile, Sen. Eric Schmitt (R-Glendale) and Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey (R-St. Charles) filed to run for re-election in their respective districts. Schmitt’s new district includes a swath of southern and central St. Louis County, while Dempsey will continue to represent a portion of St. Charles County.

Ashcroft endorses Martin, Romney

When this column last mentioned former U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft, he had just announced his endorsement of Republican Ann Wagner’s U.S. Congressional bid in Missouri’s 2nd District.

At the time, Wagner was running against Ed Martin. And it was yet another showcase of Wagner’s ability to snag big-name endorsement to her tally.

Now that Martin is no longer running against Wagner, the St. Louis City attorney is receiving Ashcroft’s blessing. The former state auditor, attorney general, governor and U.S. Senator officially backed Martin’s bid against Democratic Attorney General Chris Koster.

"I have known Ed for years and seen firsthand his work for our state and his great love for his family and concern for their welfare," Ashcroft said in a statement. "Ed's commitment to the rule of law is important. His executive governmental responsibilities and his legal experience as a clerk of the federal district court together with his years as a private sector lawyer eminently qualify him for service as Attorney General of Missouri."

Martin is running against Livingston County Prosecutor Adam Warren to decide which Republican will face Koster. Unlike his previous race, in which Wagner soaked up most of the endorsements, Martin is receiving backing from dozens of elected officials and activists.

Ashcroft, by the way, also threw his support behind former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney’s presidential campaign. He said in a statement that “no other candidate stands out for his executive leadership experience or ability to accomplish difficult tasks as does Mitt Romney.”
About this column: Mehlville-Oakville Patch debuts our Patch Politics column, a look at some of the big stories in electoral politics impacting our community at the state and federal level. We'll put the big stories in perspective and offer up some nuggets about what's coming down the pike. 

MISSOURINET

McCaskill to probe suggested USAF cuts (AUDIOI)

March 9, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The Air Force has announced cuts in Missouri’s Air National Guard.  Missouri’s member of the senate armed services committee says the committee will take a close look at the Air Force budget recommendations behind them.

The proposed Air Force budget shows 40 jobs being cut at Whiteman Air Force Base. more than 200 jobs eliminated at the Air National Guard base at Jefferson Barracks in St. Louis.  27 Guard positions and eleven civilian technicians could ge4t the axe at Rosecrans Airport in St. Joseph, the home of one of the National Guard’s busiest airlift wings. 

Senator McCaskill says Whiteman will gain active duty people while losing the 40 civilian jobs.  Some places will replace Guard personnel with fulltime Air Force  positions. 

McCaskill knows the National Guard has been supplementing fulltime forces for years. She wants to learn if it is wise to cut the Guard under those circumstances.

                                            


AUDIO: McCaskill :29 

Download 

McCaskill says the committee will look at everything the Air Force recommends.  She says a right balance needs to be struck between active troops and National Guard and reserve troops. She thinks active personnel is the last thing to be cut but she wants to see what the rationale is for the cuts before she decides if she can support any of the reductions the Air Force proposes. 

At halftime, no education bill on the Missouri House floor (AUDIO)

March 8, 2012 By Mike Lear 

House Republicans say they have achieved most of their slate of legislative priorities for the session heading into Spring Break, but House Democrats say one top priority has been absent from floor debate. An education bill has yet to advance out of the committee process.

The House Republican Caucus, lead by House Speaker Steven Tilley, says it has reached most of its legislative goals so far.

House Speaker Steven Tilley (R-Perryville) says those bills are still being worked on but right now there is no consensus in his caucus on them. While leadership in both parties called education a “must pass” issue early on, Tilley now says, “If we can get it done we certainly well and if we can’t, we can’t, and we’ll come back next year and work on it.”

Several GOP leaders said from the outset that they want to package together education issues this year. That could put the issues both parties are concerned with, fixes for the foundation formula and the Turner decision, in a bill with things like tuition tax credits and tenure reform.

Tilley stands by that plan. “Part of the logic between the leadership team is to try and put parts of it together so it actually could cobble together coalitions to get us to 82 (votes in the House).”

Minority Leader Mike Talboy (D-Kansas City) has his own opinion of the Republicans’ motivation. “I realize that they have (St. Louis philanthropist) Rex Sinquefield to answer to, and if Daddy Rex says that something needs to be in there then Daddy Rex is going to get what he wants.”

Talboy has said since the beginning of the session that the education issues need to be separated out. “Education of children in this state is more important than creating jobs that we don’t necessarily have an educated workforce to fill if we don’t do something about the education system, and I think that it is offensive to sit there and say that the economic development bills should stand on their own, but that the education bills are not important enough to stand on their own and pass on their own merits.”

Tilley says if an education bill does not pass, the session can still be called a success. “I’m not gonna pin any specific thing on whether it’s a success or a failure. I think you have to look at the session in totality.”

He adds, “But, it certainly would be something I’d like to get done.”


AUDIO:
 

Download 

  Listen to the House Republicans media conference, 13:09


AUDIO:
 

Download 

  Listen to the House Democrats media conference, 8:24

Attorney General: phone bill ‘cramming’ practices cost unsuspecting Missourians hundreds of thousands each year (AUDIO)

March 8, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

Have you ever thought of your phone bill as a kind of credit card? Well, companies that charge for services you never ordered do, and the Attorney General is going after them. Attorney General Chris Koster says unauthorized charges crammed onto consumer telephone bills are costing Missourians hundreds of thousands of dollars, and many might not even know it. It’s called “cramming.”

Koster has filed suit against six telephone cramming companies targeting Missourians. He says commonly crammed products and services include things like toll-free voicemail, internet faxing, grocery coupons, identity theft protection, emergency contact calling or texting, streaming radio, and environmentally friendly business services.

The charges generally show up on the last page of a phone bill as “enhanced services, he says, and many consumers believe the charges are from their telephone service provider.

As Attorney General, cramming is one of the most maddening scams he tackles, Koster says. He says these companies often get access to consumer bills when people enter contests and sweepstakes online or at fairs and festivals, sign “bonus checks” they get in the mail, respond to prize solicitations by mail or give out their number online when it’s not necessary.

He’s urging everyone to look at their phone bill closely each month. He says extra charges are worth looking into.

This week is also National Consumer Protection Week.

He’s filed lawsuits for consumer fraud against the following companies:

Coast to Coast Voice of Concord, NH;

Green Certification of Miami, FL;

Family Contact 911 of Clearwater, FL in Jackson County;

SBO Online of Los Angeles, CA;

Odyssey Communications of Tenafly, NJ

ID Life Guards, Inc. of Glendale, CA in St. Louis County.

The lawsuits charge the companies have placed unauthorized charges on thousands of consumers’ telephone bills for products and services they did not purchase, want, or use.

“The charges generally appear on the last page of the consumer’s bill as ‘enhanced services’ or in the name of the billing aggregator, such as OAN, ILD, or ESBI,” Koster’s office reports.

The Attorney General is seeking restitution for consumers and a permanent injunction against the defendants to stop the unfair practices and return to Missouri consumers the money that was unlawfully charged. If you have been charged by any of these companies without your consent, contact the Attorney General’s Consumer Hotline at 1-800-392-8222 or online at www.ago.mo.gov and file a consumer complaint.

The Federal Communications Commission also tracks cramming complaints for possible future regulatory action. Report cramming to the FCC at: FCC, Common Carrier Bureau, Consumer Complaints, Mail Stop 1600A2, Washington, DC 20554; or call 888-225-5322.


AUDIO:
 

Download 

 Jessica Machetta reports (1:08)

House budget committee meets goal, passes budget bills ahead of Spring Break

March 8, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The House Budget Committee has completed its work on a $24 billion budget.  The 13 budget bills must now clear the Rules Committee in order to go to the full House.

The proposed budget replaces a portion of the money 0aken from the Supplemental Aid to the Blind Program. An appropriations committee had recommended that $28 million program be eliminated and Chairman Ryan Silvey (R-Kansas City) took up that recommendation in his proposed budget. He proposed using that money to help replaces $106 million that was cut from higher education in the Governor’s budget proposal.

An amendment proposed by Representative Chris Kelly (D-Columbia) was adopted that took about $2 million from the Department of Economic Development and put it back into Supplemental Aid to the Blind. Another $4 million depends on passage of HB 1835, which removes the sales tax exemption on the sales of newspaper supplies and equipment.

Silvey says the $6 million total would address concerns about providing a transitional benefit for those benefitting from the Supplemental program who make just barely too much money to benefit from Medicaid. He says the $6 million would help around 600 of the 2,800 people who benefitted from the original $28 million.

Silvey expressed confidence HB 1835 will pass to the Senate, and if it doesn’t reach the Governor he believes the disparity will be worked out in conference.

Silvey says tying the passage of that legislation to the budget is not the same as the Governor tying budget figures to the passage of other bills, which has been criticized as a budget “gimmick.” Silvey says the difference is the Governor can not passage legislation, and the general assembly can.

As for proposing an end to the tax credit, Silvey says, “The newspaper industry has been particularly vocal about the need to end corporate welfare or end corporate giveaways and I figured they should be the first in line.

The House’s budget also removes 444 estimated amounts, marked in the budget with an “E” next to some line items. Those were replaced with traditional amounts that total almost $957 million across the entire budget.

One of those that was removed was for the State Emergency Management Agency, under another amendment offered by Representative Kelly. He says he wants the Governor to have the flexibility to respond to a disaster, but wants increased communication between the Governor and the General Assembly before such decisions are made.

The Committee also adopted a “mega amendment,” addressing multiple issues. One of those was a decrease of the amount that various agencies were paying that went toward the salary of three employees of the Governor’s Office. Those positions, the Director of Boards and Appointments and two assistants, were last year transferred to the Department of Insurance but continued to work in the Governor’s office. The Department of Insurance was billing other departments for portions of that salary. The total budget reduction was $172,421.

House leadership plans to take the budget up after the legislature returns from spring break.

Employment discrimination bill nears final passager (AUDIO)

March 7, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A version of a change in employment discrimination laws could be sent to the governor today after surviving mini-filibuster in the state senate. 

Supporters of the bill say it rolls back civil rights laws to the original act of 1964 and changes made in 1991, correcting excesses created by court rulings since.  Critics say that’s a good reason to defeat the bill.  Opponents also say propsed changes to the whistleblower protection act leave whistleblowers with ltitle protection—a policy that minority leader Victor Callahan says is a big steaming pile of policy that reeks.  He says the proposals provisions would have kept a whistleblower from revealing the tobacco industries secrets or the business pracatice sof Enron. 

Sponsor Brad Lager expects the governor to veto the bill, as he vetoed the bill last year. He hopes the governor will then work with the legisalture on things agreeable to both sides, although he’s not really counting on it.

A second version of the bill is still alive and could produce more lengthy debate if it starts moving again.

BLOG ZONE
Tilley not backing down on Limbaugh bust

St. Louis Post-Dispatch Political Fix - BY ELIZABETH CRISP 
Posted: Thursday, March 8, 2012 6:00 pm 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. • House Speaker Steven Tilley’s plan to honor controversial talk radio host Rush Limbaugh sparked an outcry this week, but Tilley is standing his ground.

A bronze bust of Limbaugh is supposed to be added to the Capitol's Hall of Famous Missourians, where it will stand alongside Sacajawea, Mark Twain, Walt Disney and Bob Barker (famous faces still missing from the hall include Dick Van Dyke, Maya Angelou, Chuck Berry and T.S. Eliot).

Pointing to Limbaugh’s latest scandal in which he called a Georgetown law student who publicly advocated access to contraceptives a “slut” and a “prostitute,” Democratic leaders and other groups have said the Cape Girardeau-native should not be included among the honorees.

On Thursday, Tilley met with about a dozen University of Missouri students who are part of a group known as Students for a Better Missouri.

“This induction would turn our hall of fame into nothing but a hall of shame,” said Nicole Silvestri, president of the group. “We should be honoring people who better society, not people who outwardly and purposely offend the citizens of this country,”

But Tilley wasn’t swayed.

“I listened to what their concerns were,” he said. “I respect their opinions, and I hope they respect mine.”

Some have questioned whether Limbaugh meets the test of being a Missourian who has "made outstanding contributions to the state, the nation and the world." That’s the language used in a 2002 outline of the Famous Missourians program.

Tilley said he thinks Limbaugh is worthy of the honor because he is a notable entertainer. His radio show reaches more than 15 million listeners each week.

“Obviously, a lot of people enjoy and listen to him,” Tilley said. “I don’t necessarily agree with everything he says (but) achieving the success he’s had — I think it’s something that’s noteworthy.”

Critics of the plan are now looking for ways around the speaker, though.

House Democrats have urged the Office of Administration to refuse placement of the Limbaugh bust.

"There is no state law creating it and, therefore, no legal requirement that busts of inductees selected by the House speaker be granted space in the rotunda,” reads a letter signed by more than 40 Democrats.

Tilley said he does not think OA will be able to override his decision. The House speaker decides the inductees and control of the rotunda falls to the House leadership. The House even handles the reservation of the rotunda for special events.

On Thursday, House Minority Leader Mike Talboy of Kansas City said he thinks that honoring Limbaugh would set a bad precedent.

“With the way Mr. Limbaugh operates it’s very likely that he is going to say something demeaning and arrogant and hurtful in the next two weeks,” he said.

Assistant House Minority Leader Tishaura Jones of St. Louis said she finds Limbaugh’s views on race and gender offensive and she disagrees that he should be inducted strictly on notoriety.

“It’s not the Hall of Infamous Missourians,” she said.

Mo. legislative session reaches midpoint

St. Louis Post-Dispatch Political Fix - BY ELIZABETH CRISP 
Posted: Thursday, March 8, 2012 3:18 pm 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. • Missouri lawmakers have reached the halfway point of the session.

How are they doing so far? That depends on whom you ask.

The House Republican leaders gave themselves very high marks during a news conference at the Capitol today, boasting that they have two priority bills on the way to the governor and a budget proposal heading to the House floor.

“We’re proud to say at Spring Break that we’ve accomplished 70 percent of the agenda that we laid out,” said House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

Perhaps not too surprisingly, House Democrats had a different take on the session.

“This is probably the craziest 38 days that I’ve ever had at the start of session. We’ve had a myriad of bad things that have been proposed, passed (and) debated,” said House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City.

After passing several bills on the floor of each chamber, lawmakers left the Capitol today for Spring Break. They'll return March 19.

GOP leaders noted the Legislature’s passage of the workers' compensation bill (SB 572) and the employment discrimination legislation (HB 1219) among key successes so far. Both bills found overwhelming success (though, largely by party lines) in both chambers.

Senate President Pro Tempore Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, and Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said in a separate news conference that they think the two bills will encourage businesses to create more jobs in the state.

The workers' comp bill would require that all claims over chronic diseases caused by work duties go through the workers' compensation program, rather than civil court action. The discrimination bill modifies the laws so that the discrimination itself (i.e. bias of race, religion, gender, age, etc) has to be the “motivating factor” for the case rather than a “contributing factor.”

Talboy disagreed with Republican leaders’ claims that they have been working to create jobs this session. He also said education should be of a higher priority.

“For the third session in a row, job creation seems to be going nowhere in the Republican House,” he said.

The House leadership has yet to advance its education bill.

"They keep trying to put really bad ideas in a bill," Talboy said.

But Tilley said Republicans are trying to build a consensus within the party before moving forward.

"There's probably not a consensus on anything in the bill," he said.

Education was high on the party's list of priorities, but Tilley said he won't consider the session a bust if the bill doesn't make it this year.

"I'm not going to pin any one thing on (determining) whether (the session) is a success or not," he said.

Still, he said he's hopeful that issues within the party will be resolved in time.

"We're at half time and we have a long time left in the game," he said.

Trapped in the middle

Missourinet Blog
Posted on March 8, 2012 by Bob Priddy 

E. Spencer Schubert is a Kansas City sculptor who says he was “honored” when Speaker of the House Steve Tilley asked him to create bronze busts of Dred Scott and of Rush Limbaugh. He’s found himself within a fecal hurricane about the Limbaugh bust.  But he’s holding his course.

Almost 150 years ago there was a woman sculptor from Missouri named Vinnie Ream.  She was working in her office in the basement of the U.S. Capitol on a bust of Abraham Lincoln, the last likeness from life made of him.  She was close friends of Kansas Senator Edmund Ross who refused to make his preference known as the impeachment vote neared for President Andrew Johnson. Anti-Johnson forces descended on Vinne and demanded she deliver Ross’ vote. She refused and was thrown out of her studio in the capitol. Ross was one of the eight senators (including Missouri’s John Brooks Henderson) to vote against impeachment.

Schubert, whose bust of baseball legend Buck O’Neil was unveiled a few days ago in the Hall of Famous Missourians, might be feeling some heat from some people who want to get to Tilley through him. We don’t really know. We haven’t talked to him. His statement makes us believe some people have focused on him for some reason. They’re shooting at the wrong target.

Schubert is only the fourth sculptor chosen to put some of his works in the HOFM. It’s a pretty big deal to be asked to do work for the hall.  The controversy has motivated him to put out a statement  noting:

“As a sculptor, I decided long ago that criteria for accepting commissions would be whether or not they are artistically interesting.  I knew this would be an interesting project due to the fact that there are some strong opinions on either4 side about Rush. Those strong feelings challenge me to create a portrait that each viewer sees the way that they want to see it.”

To be chosen to have your art work placed permanently in a public building is a great distinction for any artist.  It is almost a form of immortality.  Art in private homes or commercial businesses often is transitory and sometimes becomes an unwelcome problem for descendants or future owners of the business. It can wind up in the back of a closet or in an attic or even in the trash depending on the arbitrary tastes of those who possess it next.  But public buildings are different. Art in public buildings is pretty close to permanent.  It is a great honor, a recognition of your talent and your achievements in the field when your art is added to a public building.

When the capitol was new, the original decoration commission approached England’s greatest muralist, Frank Brangwyn, to paint four giant murals. Although Brangwyn had never been to Missouri and never would come to Missouri and had trouble remembering where the state capitol was (he sometimes referred to his paintings as being done for “the parliament house in St. Louis”), he was excited about accepting the commission because it would be in a prominent public building.

When the artists of Taos, New Mexico were asked to provide lunettes for the Missouri Capitol, they jumped at the opportunity, knowing it would expose their works to large numbers of people who visit public buildings.

It’s been that way for the other sculptors who have done busts for the HOFM.  It’s a big honor. And to have your sculpture in a building that was decorated by some of the greatest sculptors and canvas artists of the first half of the twentieth century, well, that is a tremendous recognition.

Artists judge the topics of their commissions differently from the way the general public judge the topics. While some might see Rush Limbaugh as a creep and others might see him as a giant in broadcasting and politics, Schubert sees an interesting subject. Thomas Hart Benton  noted at the height of controversy about his great House Lounge mural that artists create images and the public decides how it wants to see the work. That’s what Schubert is saying when he says he wants to create a portrait “that each viewer sees the way they want to see it.”

See the work not the creator. You might not respect the person behind the image but the person behind the work of art does deserves respect.

Limbaugh in the Hall of Famous Missourians?

By Barb Shelly - The Kansas City Star 
Posted on Thu, Mar. 08, 2012 05:04 PM, Updated: 2012-03-08T23:05:17Z 

Before Rush Limbaugh popped off in an especially egregious way last week, I never realized Missouri claims so many famous citizens.

In fact, even though I’ve made many visits to the Missouri capitol, I never really checked out the Hall of Famous Missourians. You can bet that’s going to change. 

If you’ve been living under a rock and haven’t heard, the radio loudmouth outraged about 50 percent of our divided nation by calling a law student demeaning names because she spoke out in favor of contraception coverage in health insurance policies.

While others were tallying up the advertisers who were deserting Limbaugh, we in Missouri discovered that Rush is on tap to be inducted into the Hall of Famous Missourians. A Kansas City sculptor is at work on his bronze bust.

All week the hallways of the capitol and the reaches of the Internet have buzzed with the pros and cons of adding Limbaugh to the company of Harry Truman, Walter Cronkite, Walt Disney, John J. Pershing, Thomas Hart Benton, Scott Joplin, Ginger Rogers ... the list goes on. 

The conversation has broadened to include more disreputable famous Missourians. You don’t see boss Tom Pendergast in the hall, someone pointed out. You don’t even see Frank and Jesse James, the stuff of legend.

But why not? Missouri’s rogue characters are as much a part of its history as its saints. Should the Hall of Famous Missourians only hold the personalities vetted as acceptable for public view, or should it tell some of the state’s swathbuckling history?

I say the latter.

But that doesn’t mean Limbaugh should be inducted into the hall this year. Along with a multitude of other factors which make the selection problematic, Limbaugh is alive. I firmly believe famous Missourians should only be inducted posthumously.

The same goes for putting people’s names on streets and buildings. It’s just best to put a bit of distance between the person and the award.

It used to be an unofficial rule that no living politician, at least, could be inducted into the Hall of Famous Missourians, says Bob Priddy, a journalist, author and historian.

As Priddy explained in a blog post this week, the hall began 30 years ago as a fundraising project by some spouses of legislators. Their first buy was a commissioned bronze bust of Samuel Longhorne Clemens, aka Mark Twain.

In time the legislature created a commission to raise money for the hall and other projects for the impressive Missouri capitol and its art. 

It traditionally has been the prerogative of the speaker of the House to decide when to induct someone into the hall, and whom.

Rod Jetton, a controversial speaker from 2005 to 2009, broke the unofficial ban on live politicians when he commissioned a bust of former Missouri governor, U.S. senator and U.S. attorney general John Ashcroft.

Jetton also raised eyebrows by selecting TV host Bob Barker for the hall. Barker is a fine Missourian, all right, but when you have Langston Hughes, T.S. Eliot and Maya Angelou waiting in the wings, well ...

But perhaps that selection laid the groundwork for current Speaker Steve Tilley’s decision to induct a more polarizing living entertainer. Tilley commissioned a bust of Limbaugh some months ago. 

The Republican speaker is so far standing by his man. Limbaugh is definitely a famous Missourian, Tilley points out, and he and others consider that a point of pride.

In his blog post, Priddy notes that the Hall of Famous Missourians is not a hall of saints. Charlie Parker, for instance, was a drug addict as well as a jazz great.

“It’s a hall of Missourians whose fame was greater than their shortcomings,” Priddy wrote.

History might one day say the same of Limbaugh. He is undeniably a significant cultural and political figure. But if Tilley has any sense and respect for his state, he’ll leave it to a future speaker to make the determination.

To reach Barb Shelly, call 816-234-4594 or send email to bshelly@kcstar.com. Follow her on Twitter at bshelly.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Santorum events

Friday, March 9, 2012

Cape Girardeau has welcomed a number of presidents and presidential and vice presidential candidates to town over the years. In 1968 Robert Kennedy held a rally at the Town Plaza. Ronald Reagan appeared at the Show Me Center in 1988, as did Sarah Palin in 2008. Bill Clinton and Al Gore both visited in 1996. Going further back in history, Nixon, Truman and others also visited, often to campaign. Tomorrow another candidate will visit Cape Girardeau to speak with area voters. 

Former senator Rick Santorum will be the keynote speaker for the Cape Girardeau County Lincoln Day dinner at 6 p.m. Saturday at Ray's Plaza Conference Center. Tickets are sold out for this annual dinner. However, those interested in seeing Santorum can attend an overflow rally at the Cape Girardeau Regional Airport following his dinner speech. 

Officials with congresswoman Jo Ann Emerson's campaign said those interested in attending the airport rally are encouraged to arrive between 6:30 and 7 p.m. Though space is limited, tickets are not required. 

The Southeast Missourian will have full coverage of the Santorum events, including a live video stream of the dinner speech. Managing editor Matt Sanders will also be live blogging from the dinner. To follow our coverage, go to semissourian.com. You can also get the latest news on the events by following us on Twitter at @semissourian, @ErinERagan and @scottrmoyers. The Sunday Southeast Missourian will also have full coverage. 

Editorial: Nixon should warm up veto pen, kill anti-worker measures 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:05 am 

Workers in the Show-Me State can breathe a sigh of relief. On Thursday afternoon, the Missouri Legislature broke for spring vacation.

For the next week, there will be no attempts to diminish your rights, make it easy to fire you, reduce your pay or otherwise continue efforts to turn Missouri into a state where employers are holding all the cards in a game of poker.

The bad news is that before they left the Capitol, the Republicans who run the place sent two bills to the desk of Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat. One bill would make it easier to discriminate against workers; the other would make it harder for workers or their families to receive compensation for being exposed to toxic chemicals while at work.

Mr. Nixon should veto both Senate Bill 572 and House Bill 1219.

Sen. Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, the sponsor of the pro-discrimination bill, calls both bills "pro-jobs." He is right, if you believe that making it easier for unethical employers to fire people will magically entice corporations to come to Missouri so that they can poison and discriminate with few repercussions.

Mr. Dempsey's bill changes Missouri employment law to make it harder to prove discrimination. It caps damages juries can award if a worker sues for employment discrimination. The cap not only would limit employer costs, but it also might make it harder for a worker to find a lawyer to argue his case. The bill also makes it harder for whistleblowers to receive protection and caps awards in their cases.

The bill has been pushed for years by St. Louis-based Enterprise Rent-a-Car and other firms run by major Republican donors. Mr. Nixon vetoed it last year. He should not hesitate to do so again.

The shame of the other veto-worthy bill, a workers' compensation measure sponsored by Rep. Kevin Elmer, R-Nixa, is that there is a serious need for a good worker-protection bill. Both employers and employees need protection from mistakes the Legislature made in a 2005 bill that successfully lowered workers' compensation costs.

That law removed occupational diseases from the workers' compensation system and created a situation in which it is too easy to hold fellow employees legally responsible for errors that should be covered by their bosses.

There is widespread, bipartisan agreement on how to fix those problems. But pushed on by their corporate donors, including Joplin roofing magnate David Humphreys, most Republicans in the Legislature insist on punishing the grieving families of workers who die from mesothelioma as a result of inhaling asbestos. The survivors would get nothing but a paltry $10,000 death benefit.

When Mr. Nixon vetoes both bills, as he must, Republicans will accuse him of being in the pocket of his major donors, trial lawyers. That's what this years-long battle is really about. It's a proxy war between powerful special interests: the trial lawyers and the corporations who want to protect their bottom lines. No doubt, plenty of lawyers are making a killing in this area of law.

But guess what? They represent real injured people or the families of workers who have been killed, perhaps by the negligence of companies who now don't want to pay for their mistakes.

Lawmakers could have found a compromise to both bills, fixing broken elements of law while protecting workers at the same time. They chose politics over pragmatism.

Call their bluff, governor.

Guest commentary: A second chance for inmates 

St Louis Post-Dispatch - By Edna Harden 
 Posted: Thursday, March 8, 2012 12:00 am 

The many problems in the criminal justice system are evident. Despite plunging crime rates, imprisonment rates have skyrocketed. Between 1990 and 2005 Missouri's prison population doubled. The more than 30,700 prisoners now cost the state over $615 million every year.

We have too many people in prison for too many years, with too little hope. For parolees, there are too few jobs on the outside, and release is to the same sad streets full of poverty, racism and drugs.

In a recent public forum, Department of Corrections Director George Lombardi said that he has seen Missouri prisons become a de facto mental health system. Thousands of mentally ill people who had no help or treatment on the outside make prisons often seem like madhouses.

There's a big attitude problem in society. Besides the "us vs. them" of the haves vs. the have-nots, there's the attitude of those on the outside vs. those inside. Crime itself is viewed with skewed lenses. By far, the most expensive crimes are committed by white-collar criminals, especially the high rollers. Yet these high-class criminals rarely go to prison. If they do, it's for shorter periods and in less restrictive venues.

For the underclass, powerlessness often leads to crime. Being born into poverty, with poor education, with no expectation of living the "American dream," witnessing violence from a young age, too many precious young lives are lost. Children who grow up victims of drugs, gangs and violence too often spend their lives in cages isolated from society. The loss is tragic for these young people and their families. The loss to society is devastating. Instead of bright creative minds contributing to the progress of our communities and our world, we pay big bucks to build more cages and pay more people to guard those inside.

Extremely long sentences are unproductive. Those that require 85 percent of the time be served before eligibility for parole provide no incentive for prisoners to strive for improvement until they get close to that 85 percent mark. Many other prisoners are being treated as if they were "85 percenters." Once the 85 percent legislation was passed in 2004, judges began issuing shorter sentences, knowing that virtually all of the time would be served. But many who were already imprisoned with longer sentences now are being held to the same standards by the parole board.

We applaud the governor's task force which seeks to revamp the criminal justice system. But so far all we have seen are attempts to reform laws for those already on probation and parole. This could be a starting point, but there doesn't appear to be a desire to go any further.

There is a desperate need for reform of parole policies themselves. People who have languished in prison for decades deserve another chance for a life on the outside.

Recidivism rates are fed by those with short sentences, often for drugs or petty crimes, who keep returning.

On the other hand, a person who may have committed violent acts as a teenager is not the same person after 20 or more years in prison. With few exceptions, keeping them locked up longer will itself contribute to the problem, because when hope dies we lose a piece of our humanity.

What can be done to improve this situation? Two things are absolutely necessary.

First, society must get over the concept that "violent criminals" must be banished from society forever. If you stole something as a child, does that forever label you a thief? Violence is something that happens, not a state of mind. If someone gets in a fight, does that mean s/he is forever a violent person? A person convicted of a violent crime is still a person, one who is serving time as punishment for that act. Decades later s/he is a different person, not a "violent criminal" because of what happened in his/her youth. The parole board needs to start using its intelligence to do its job rather than kowtowing to this phony societal labeling.

Parole costs taxpayers a small fraction of what it costs to imprison. Some of that savings should be used to invest in jobs for parolees and more and better programs to help ex-offenders adjust to society.

Secondly, it is time to reverse the trend of sending the mentally ill to prison. Nearly all mentally ill persons can and should be treated on the outside, not in cages that exacerbate their problems. Community treatment, along with mental health courts, could save millions every year.

Common-sense solutions can save us money, restore human beings and bring Missouri to a higher moral ground.

Edna "Hedy" Harden is chair of Missouri Citizens United for Rehabilitation of Errants, a prison reform organization that advocates for prisoners and those who support them.

LETTER TO THE EDITOR: Initiative process is public and transparent lawmaking

Columbia Missourian - BY Dane Waters 
Thursday, March 8, 2012 | 1:21 p.m. CST 

This letter is in response to a letter from Mindy Patterson that was published on Feb. 28 in the Columbia Missourian.

Mindy Patterson suggests that our founding fathers would oppose the initiative process because of a fear of majority rule, based largely on a quote of dubious origins that she improperly attributed to Thomas Jefferson.  In fact, our founding fathers, including Jefferson, were very supportive of the concept of majority rule. "I know of no safer repository of the ultimate power of society," Jefferson wrote, "but the people."

The initiative process, which is available to the citizens in 24 states, has led to some of the most important and fundamental reforms we enjoy today, including helping women gain the right to vote. It was never envisioned as a replacement for representative government, but an enhancement to it. The U.S. Supreme Court and numerous state courts have ruled that the initiative process does not run contrary to a republican form of government, and is highly consistent with representative government.

Although Missourians have enjoyed the initiative option since 1907, 99.99 percent of all the laws ever adopted in the state have been through the traditional legislative process.  Of the laws that have come about via direct vote of the people in Missouri, more have been placed on the ballot by the legislature than by people using the initiative.

It is both disingenuous and preposterous to claim that the people make wise choices when voting for the individuals who will represent them and when they vote on laws placed on the ballot by these same elected representatives, but that somehow the people become ignorant when they vote on initiatives. But that is the premise of the position taken by Patterson and her allies.

In the end, the initiative process is a much more public and transparent lawmaking process than the lawmaking process in Jefferson City.

The Your Vote Counts campaign is simply an effort to make representative government still more representative, and it’s sad to discover people who are opposed to that.

Dane Waters is the campaign manager for Your Vote Counts.

Letters to the editor, March 9 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Friday, March 9, 2012 12:00 am 

Label genetically modified foods to remind us of the good they do

Regarding "Push to label genetically modified food gains steam" (March 3): I favor labeling foods that contain genetically modified food ingredients. Genetically modified food ingredients are much better and that should be trumpeted on the labels.

Food crops that are the products of the modern biotechnology industries require less herbicide, less fungicide, less pesticide, less fertilizer, less water and less tillage and, thus, cause less erosion of soil. Indeed, most of the time, less means none. In addition, these crops are much higher in yields, meaning the world can be fed on less acreage. Smaller farms mean more wetlands, more forests, more natural areas.

How about a label that says "Better for the world and people"? Any objections?

Gregg Bogosian • Clarkson Valley

Consumers should be aware

Regarding "Push to label genetically modified food gains steam" (March 3): I would like to know which food products I purchase contain genetically modified product. My interest began several years ago when bovine growth hormone began entering the market, and its presence in milk was the issue.

I do not agree with the industry statement that tracing GM products would be costly and complex. The food production chain starts in the field and farmyard. The farmer either uses a GM product or not. When the product enters the market chain, it should be identified as GM or non-GM. Whenever a GM product is added in the production of a food product, that new product should be labeled GM throughout its life.

It is not unlike cost accounting in which each new cost of production is added to the product being produced. It would mean separating GM from non-GM at its source and maintaining that identification throughout the food process. Don't start looking for GM in the final product; trace it from the initial production of that product.

If our food review process is able to trace a cow to its birthplace, we can trace GM products back to their introduction. Consumers should be aware of what is contained in the food they are consuming.

Karl Zickler • St. Louis County

Quality of life

I just read that, according to a Gallup Healthways Well-Being Index, Missouri ranks as the eighth most-miserable state to live in. This has to be at least partially attributable to the regular broadcasts by Missouri native Rush Limbaugh, who has been stunting the intellects of his "dittohead" followers ever since the Federal Communication Commission did away with the Fairness Doctrine for broadcast media.

If his bust appears in the Capitol rotunda as a "famous Missourian," it will be a monument to the state's downward spiral in terms of quality of life.

Charles J. Guenther Jr. • Ladue

Endorsement

Despite what House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said, putting Rush Limbaugh in the Hall of Famous Missourians would be an endorsement of what he stands for ("Limbaugh slated for state honor," March 6). Mr. Limbaugh has made it clear that he despises any woman who has ever used contraceptives for any reason.

If the bust is installed, perhaps all Missouri women who ever have used contraceptives should move out of the state. (This also would solve the school-funding problem; the birth rate would drop to near zero.)

Margaret Katranides • Webster Groves

Disrespectful

Regarding "Limbaugh slated for state honor" (March 6): House Speaker Steve Tilley should be ashamed to try to honor Rush Limbaugh to the Hall of Famous Missourians. I would think that many, possibly most, citizens of Missouri would be embarrassed by this action. To place him with the many fine citizens in the Hall of Famous Missourians would be disrespectful to those who deserve it.

I was happy to see that many of his advertisers have discontinued advertising on his program. I think he should be taken off the air.

Jim Scanlon • Maryland Heights

Jim, yes; Rush, no

I can go along with the recent proposal to make Jim the Wonder the '"official historical dog" of the state. But to put Rush Limbaugh in the Hall of Famous Missourians would make us the laughingstock of the nation ("Limbaugh slated for state honor," March 6). Has our Legislature slipped off the edge? Who next will they put forth? Jesse James?

Jim Pullen • St. Louis

What contribution?

Regarding "Limbaugh slated for state honor" (March 6): Honoring Rush Limbaugh with a bust in the Hall of Famous Missourians in the Capitol Rotunda would be a travesty and a great embarrassment to our state.

Mr. Limbaugh is well known, but infamous would better describe him. Recognition usually comes to people who have made a contribution to the public good and who stand as examples for us to follow. These criteria do not include Mr. Limbaugh, who does little but spew hate with vile and obscene language.

Phyllis C. McKenzie • St. Louis

Next up: Jesse James

I was appalled when I first read about the honor to be bestowed upon Rush Limbaugh in view of his most recent vulgarity and ignorant, hateful comments on air slandering Sandra Fluke; but as House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, explained, "It's not the Hall of Universally Loved Missourians; it's the Hall of Famous Missourians." Oh, that's a lot different.

I'd support Mr. Limbaugh's recognition if Mr. Tilley also would enshrine Jesse James, a legendary figure of the Wild West, and Carl Austin Hall and Bonnie Heady, expert kidnappers who acquired the largest ransom at that time in U.S. history.

DeAnne Brown • Maryland Heights

An insult to Missourians

I am appalled at the idea of "honoring" Rush Limbaugh, an infamous, not famous, person from Missouri. We honor people who have made Missourians proud (not ashamed) of their accomplishments.

Not only has Rush Limbaugh in the past been confronted about his drug addiction and lies concerning it and displayed bigotry and degradation toward women, especially women he determines are "feminists," but even to entertain the idea of putting a bust of him next to people from our home state who have given us a sense of pride — Mark Twain, Stan Musial or Walter Cronkite — is an insult to all Missourians.

The recent abuse of his power enabling him to broadcast across the entire nation degrading, humiliating and obnoxious comments in response to a law student who was speaking about the importance of women being allowed to (but not mandated to) receive birth control pills as part of their health care benefits through their employers, was at the very least despicable and even criminal in the sense of defamation of her character.

Missourians don't wish to have a "bust of his head" sculpted and kept at the State Capitol as a reminder of the kind of people we honor.

Sandra M. Vago • St. Louis County

The lowest rung

Rush Limbaugh represents the lowest rung of human decency and respect, and those Missouri legislators who support his "bust" placed alongside Stan Musial and Mark Twain have no respect for their state or the quality of people we admire.

W.E. Mueller • Chesterfield

Goal to be citizen legislator will guide

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Kevin AUSTIN
1:00 AM, Mar. 9, 2012  

I began this campaign out of fear that our country and our state were slipping to points of no return: a point where Missouri loses forever in the competition for quality jobs and quality of life; a point where today’s government spending robs the state’s newest and future generations of its freedoms and opportunities; a point where regulation, litigation and taxation kill the American entrepreneurial spirit; a point where workers and contributors are outnumbered and overruled by takers.

As I researched and worked to find solutions, I discovered that our path is not predetermined to failure. We are not in the sunset of our time in history. Indeed, we have the ability and opportunity to outshine not only our neighboring states, but also all states; and be a leader in job development, in job creation and in attracting quality, responsible corporate employers. The opportunity is there, but we must act.

To take advantage of this opportunity, we need to review and insure each regulation has more benefits than burdens — and that each one has a sunset clause. We need to bring merit-based solutions and opportunities to how our government functions, including there being rewards for high quality work as well as consequences for poor performance.

We need to amend employment discrimination laws so that neither party is given an unfair advantage. We need to insure that frivolous lawsuits does not result in an innocent person or company having to spend a life’s savings or an investor’s retirement to prove their case, while a frivolous plaintiff walks away only having lost the roll of the dice.

We need the ability to bring high quality jobs to Southwest Missouri to help not only the unemployed, but also the underemployed, despite objections of some in larger metropolitan areas – in other words, we need right to work.

And, finally, we need to protect our youth and the future generations. In this nation of a volunteer military, our youth still have the American ambition and the American spirit. But for them to continue to push this nation to greater heights, they cannot be burdened with the bills of today’s irresponsible government spending. That is why I am a fiscal hawk. In addition, we need to give them the tools they need: a quality, unbiased education at a price that will not mortgage their future.

If I am elected as your state representative, it will not be the first step of a new career for me. I believe in what the Founding Fathers wanted in a politician: a citizen legislator. Not carrying the burdens of a career politician, I can move forward the values held by the 136th District, and the solutions sought by the 136th District.

I am a lifelong Springfieldian, a product of the R-12 school system and a graduate of Missouri State.

My family and I are proud of our city and its people, and I will do my very best, so that you, in turn, will receive the very best in government.

Kevin Austin is a candidate for the Republican nomination to represent the state 136th District.

