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Possible law change threatens Ozarks farms

Child labor proposals would restrict type of work youths could do

OZARK — Agriculture students at Ozark High School work with and study livestock, learn about managing all types of farms, and use some of the most advanced technological devices available.

Proposed changes to federal child labor laws could interfere with that. The changes would place heavy restrictions on the type of work that kids can do on farms — even family farms.

The U.S. Department of Labor opted to revisit its proposed regulations, so kids under 16 may not be able to work on their grandparents’ or other relatives farms in the future, if those family farms have been incorporated. The 51-page document up for debate offers restrictions on kids working in livestock pens, operating farm machinery, using power tools, climbing ladders, and working specified hours.

Some farmers see the tightening of labor laws as a threat to their way of doing business, while educators see the proposal as a threat to the core of their curriculum.

“It’s going to make a huge impact on agriculture programs everywhere. We have several kids that are employed in that part of the industry. It’s going to hurt,” Ozark High School agriculture teacher and Future Farmers of America adviser Heath Wright said.

Students in the Ozark agriculture program learn hands-on in the school’s welding shop and greenhouse. They also gain hands-on experience working for farmers, but the school wants to take the hands-on experience further.

“We are actually in the process of building a school farm right now. It’s a huge asset for a kid to go out and try something for themselves,” Wright said.

The educators plan to have animals on the Ozark school farm. While some of his students live and work on family farms, Wright says the stereotype of the agriculture class being for farm kids only is far from the truth.

“Here in Ozark the farm kids are getting to be less and less. We’ve got so many that live in town. We have a lot of girls that are wanting to go into veterinary science — a lot of kids that want to be vets. With that in mind, it’s our job to make sure they are halfway prepared, at least, to go to college,” Wright said.

Safe Routes to School hits budget roadblock

House nixes program, Senate revives some funding within new bill

WASHINGTON — Sidewalks, speed bumps, and school zone signs. How cities like Springfield pay for these traffic measures — a small but significant part of getting kids to school safely — is at issue this month as Congress wrangles over a sweeping transportation bill.

Jim Blaine, a family physician in Springfield, says the outcome of the debate in Washington could have a major impact on the lives of local kids.

Blaine flew to Washington last week to lobby area lawmakers to support the Safe Routes to School program, a federal initiative first launched in 2005. The goal of the program is to make it easier and safer for kids to walk or bike to school, by giving cash-strapped local districts federal money for everything from crosswalks and speed-zone signs to bike paths and speed bumps.

The fate of the Safe Routes to School program likely will be determined in the coming weeks as lawmakers put the finishing touches on a new multi-billion transportation bill. Initially, neither the House nor the Senate version of that legislation included any funding specifically dedicated for the program.

Last week the Senate reversed that, adopting an amendment that would require state transportation agencies to award some federal transportation dollars, through competitive grant programs, to local governments and school districts for school-route safety improvements. The path forward in the House is murkier, although Blaine and other proponents are hopeful the program will be revived there, too.

“We’re a society now that is designing our neighborhoods primarily around the automobile, and that’s understandable,” said Blaine. “But as a result we’ve really done a disservice to our children’s well-being.”

Blaine made the case to Missouri lawmakers that the program is a win-win — it encourages a healthier lifestyle at a time when childhood obesity is at epidemic levels, and it can trim transportation costs for both schools and families.

Margo Pedroso, deputy director of the Safe Routes to School National Partnership, said the program has already sparked significant improvements across the country since its inception in 2005.

Despite the closing of numerous regional U.S. Postal Service centers - including the one in Quincy, Ill., where Hannibal, Mo., mail goes - local mail delivery could possibly be delayed only one day.
This is because local mail will go first to Quincy, then to a regional center in Columbia, Mo., according to Valerie Welsch, spokesperson for the Gateway District of the Postal Service. The Gateway District, with offices in St. Louis, Mo., serves Central and Northeast Missouri, along with most of Central Illinois and all of Southern Illinois.
All the services provided at the Hannibal Post Office will continue on the same schedule.
Although the services provided by the Postal Service are evolving, Welsch explained, “the Postal Service has told Congress it won’t do any moves prior to May 15. Everything is flexible,” as the Postal Service continues to make decisions about when and where to change its services.
In late February the Postal Service announced it would consolidate service centers to reduce operating costs by $20 billion by 2015 and return to profitability.
The consolidation will be done in stages, Welsch reported. “It will be done across the country in time phases, and we don’t know how soon Quincy will be phased out.”
No date has been set for the move from Quincy to Columbia, she said.
When the Quincy Post Office eventually is no longer a service center, the mail handling also will be done in phases, she added. “First the outgoing mail will be moved, and on down the road the incoming mail will go to Columbia.”
Although no promises can be made at this time about how much time local mail delivery will require when it first goes to Quincy, then Columbia, it could be only one day, she said. The Postal Service “is working on transportation times. It depends on transportation times.”
Also, she added, “we have faster equipment in Columbia.”
The consolidations are needed to operate with fewer employees, Welsch continued. “People are 80 percent of our expenses.”
In announcing its plans, the Postal Service explained the changes are necessary to ensure the future of the mail system, addressing a financial crises due to the combined effects of the economic recession, increased use of electronic communication and an obligation to prefund retiree health benefits.
It reported the reduction in First-Class Mail volume that began in 2006 not only reduced Postal Service income, it also created an opportunity for consolidation.
Prior to reporting the consolidation of service centers that is now scheduled, the Postal Service had been reported to be considering ending mail delivery on Saturday. That is not part of the current changes planned, Welsch said. Ending mail delivery on Saturday “requires an act of Congress,” she reported.
Additional information is available on usps.com.
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Romney to contest Missouri

 March 11 Steve Kraske The Kansas City Star 

Mitt Romney's campaign announced today that he'll make a Missouri swing on Tuesday, including a stop in Liberty.

The local stop Tuesday will be at 5 p.m. in The Quad at William Jewell College in Liberty. The Romney camp said this is one of the voting locations for Saturday's Missouri's caucuses.

The Romney campaign provided no more information on the event, including how, and if, the public can attend.

The St. Louis event will be a "Grassroots Event on Jobs and the Economy."

That Romney has decided to campaign in Missouri is a sign that he's not willing to concede the state to Rick Santorum, who swept every county in winning the state's non-binding Feb. 7 primary.

"Non-binding" means the event didn't count when it comes to picking convention delegates. The Saturday caucuses is the start of that process. Missouri offers 52 delegates.

Both Santorum and Ron Paul campaigned in Missouri on Saturday.

Sharpton to headline voter rights conference 
ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Three Democratic members of Congress and the Rev. Al Sharpton are scheduled to participate in a St. Louis conference on concerns about voter disenfranchisement.

Sharpton is the keynote speaker at the Forum on Voting Rights scheduled for Friday at Harris-Stowe State University.

The forum was convened by U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay of St. Louis and will also include two other Democratic House members - Emmanuel Cleaver of Kansas City, Mo., and Gwen Moore of Wisconsin. NAACP general counsel Kim Keenan is also among the participants.

Clay's office says 38 states have passed laws such as voter identification measures that some critics say could keep as many as 5 million Americans from voting.

Rancher announces run for U.S. House seat

Monday, March 12, 2012
Southeast Missourian 

A Raymondville, Mo., rancher is throwing his hat into the 8th Congressional District race. 

Bob Parker, who has raised beef cattle for 35 years, announced Saturday that he will run for the 8th Congressional District. The district is Missouri's largest. 

Parker previously ran in the 2010 Republican primary against 16-year incumbent Rep. Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau. 

"We are tired of being tired here in southern Missouri," Parker said in the release. "We have seen our good jobs go overseas, our rural economy devastated." 

Parker spoke at Lincoln Day events all across the district Saturday, according to the release. 

"The time for compromising on principles and saying one thing while voting another way are responsible for getting us into the mess we are in now," he said in the release. "It's time for the conservative pro-life principles of the 8th District to be responsibly represented in D.C. I will not compromise our values, freedom or integrity." 

Neal E. Boyd announces run for Mo. House seat

Monday, March 12, 2012
Southeast Missourian




Neal E. Boyd

A Sikeston, Mo., man best known for his opera singing has announced for the second time this election cycle that he's seeking a seat in the Missouri House. 

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder announced at Saturday night's Cape Girardeau County Lincoln Day event that Neal E. Boyd has decided to seek election as a Republican to the newly drawn 149th District. Boyd is the first Republican so far to announce his intent to seek the seat. Democratic state Rep. Steve Hodges is the only other person to announce a run for the seat. 

Hodges' current district is split into parts of three districts under the new House district map drawn up after the 2010 census. Part of the district falls in the new 149th. 

Boyd has long been active in local politics and is familiar with many prominent local Republicans. Kinder called Boyd a "friend" when introducing him. 

Boyd is probably best known for winning the NBC show "America's Got Talent" and its $1 million prize in 2008. Since then he's become a familiar face to many around Southeast Missouri. He announced a run for the state House previously last fall, but decided against the run after about two months. 

Boyd and Hodges were not available for comment when called late Sunday. 

Missouri bill would change school funding formula, eliminate new teacher tenure

Sunday, March 11, 2012 | 4:15 p.m. CDT 

BY Stephanie Ebbs 

JEFFERSON CITY — In the coming weeks the Missouri General Assembly will be discussing a bill encompassing several education reform measures. The bill would eliminate teacher tenure in favor of multi-year contracts, revise the school funding formula and allow students to transfer from unaccredited districts.

While some legislators have voiced concerns about the unintended consequences of the legislation, there seems to be a consensus that items dealing with underfunded and unaccredited school districts need to be addressed.

"I’ve been in the legislature a little over 12 years and I’ve seen very little true education reform," said Senate Republican Floor Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles County. "I think what you have bringing it to a head this year is you’ve got the school funding formula issue and you’ve got Turner v. the Clayton School District. And I think those two issues are being used to kind of try to drive some additional education issues."

Dempsey said legislators in favor of education reform didn't have the numbers to pass reform before, but are using these benchmark issues to push forward reforms like teacher evaluations.

"I think what they're looking at is leveraging the school funding formula changes and this Clayton School District case as an opportunity to get people to the table," Dempsey said.

The main portion of the bill is focused on dealing with the unaccredited metropolitan districts in St. Louis and Kansas City, but some legislators think the changes would affect schools throughout Missouri.

“This bill touches every school throughout the state," Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield, said. "If you want to fix what you say you want to fix it needs to be specific to those districts.”

Other lawmakers in the House are more supportive of packaging the legislation. House Republican Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-St. Louis County, said there will always be disagreement when "taking down the status quo." Jones said the last major education reform he knew of was in the '90s when there was a Democratic majority and a Democratic governor.

"We have a comprehensive education crisis in this state on all sorts of levels and I think it would be inappropriate for us to address all the issues in any way other than a comprehensive bill," Jones said.

The comprehensive bill Jones refers to is a combination of several pieces of legislation, all dealing with education. Measures in the bill would:

· Provide scholarships, in the form of tax credits, so students from unaccredited city districts could transfer to county, private or parochial schools.

· Allow charter schools to expand to unaccredited districts and impose greater accountability and transparency standards on the non-traditional public schools.

· Change the way school funding is calculated in an attempt to distribute funds more equally among urban and rural districts.

· Eliminate the possibility of tenure for new teachers in favor of multi-year contracts and create a new system of evaluating teacher performance.

The bill was passed out of committee several weeks ago and waits in the Rules Committee before it can be debated on the floor.

When the legislature returns after it's break, House and Senate leaders said they will begin discussion on issues where there is more ideological disagreement, such as education.

“Those pieces of legislation have been discussed now for quite a while, as time has elapsed we find it more and more difficult to find a consensus on some of those issues,” said Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter.

A representative from the Missouri National Education Association echoed the concerns of lawmakers like Lampe and Dempsey. The organization's legislative director, Otto Fajen, said it is counterproductive to discuss issues where there is a strong consensus, such as the funding formula and transfers from unaccredited districts, alongside issues that could face strong disagreement.

"From the National Education Association perspective, we have enough concerns as it is that we would not like to see it move through the House," Fajen said.

In the current session, the legislature has sent two business bills to the governor for his signature. Speaker of the House Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, said he planned for the House to take up issues requiring more discussion after legislative spring break. The General Assembly took a week off beginning last Thursday.

Bill targets cell phone tracking in emergencies

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Legislation passed by the Missouri House would require wireless phone companies to help law enforcement agencies locate subscribers in emergencies. 

The bill's requirements could be used either to help find a 911 caller who is using a cell phone, or to ping the phone's location when there is the danger of death or serious physical injury. 

Sponsoring Rep. Jeanie Lauer, a Republican from Blue Springs, said the legislation was prompted by the killing of 18-year-old Kelsey Smith, who was abducted in 2007 outside a shopping center in Overland Park, Kan. Her body was found four days later. 

Lauer said Smith might have been found faster if authorities had been better able to track her cell phone signals. 

The bill now goes to the Senate.
Missouri retirement program praised in report

Aging Americans and bursting economic bubbles made pension management tricky in recent years. Horror stories exist of state retirement systems that fared poorly in adapting to changing times. 

Not so in Missouri, said Gary Findlay, chief executive of the Missouri States Employees’ Retirement System. But he cites a reason other than a downturn or demographics. 

“It has nothing to do with any kind of egregious benefit levels,” Mr. Findlay said. “It’s simply that (the states) didn’t fund their retirement plans. ... (Missouri) has consistently done that.” 

In fact, the system Mr. Findlay oversees stands as a case study in a report issued this month by the U.S. Government Accountability Office. The federal report focused on budget challenges faced by state pension plans amid fiscal pressures following the market downturn in 2008. 

The GAO document spelled out how state programs have made adjustments, including changed benefits and eligibilities, in order to address costs and sustainability. 

For example, new members of MOSERS, hired from 2011 forward, saw their retirement age raised from 62 years to 67 years. In addition, the vesting period lengthened from five to 10 years. 

The retirement age squares with that of Social Security, under which state employees are also covered. “I think there clearly is an understanding that people are living longer, and people are healthier and probably able to work longer,” the executive director said. 

New hires also are required to contribute 4 percent of their pay to the retirement fund, a return to a policy that had been in place until 1972. According to the report, Virginia was another state to require new member contributions. 

Mr. Findlay said economic duress made for only one factor in the changes. 

“The extent to which it was prompted by the decline in asset values that occurred, I’m certain that it was prompted by it,” he said. “There certainly could have been a policy decision independent of that.” 

As of last June, MOSERS had 51,660 members and 35,315 beneficiaries. According to the system’s annual report, net assets at that time exceeded $7.8 billion, a nearly 16 percent increase over the previous June. Benefits amounted to about $623 million. 

Other states have plans that have struggled. The Pennsylvania State Employees’ Retirement System, for example, has labeled itself a “mature plan,” paying out $2.4 billion in 2010 while taking in $622 million in contributions. 

In Kansas, Gov. Sam Brownback on Friday called on state legislators to send him reform measures for the Kansas Public Employees Retirement System, which at the end of 2010 had $8.3 billion in unfunded liabilities stretching into the future. 

“Without taking action, KPERS will continue to be one of the least funded public pension plans in America,” Mr. Brownback said. “That’s embarrassing and hurts our state’s credit rating.” 

The GAO report said state and local pension plans cover 27 million employees and beneficiaries nationwide. 

Some St. Louis-area officials want to rein in way TIF is used 

Officials from St. Louis and St. Charles counties are pushing for changes in state law that would give more control to voters and less to municipalities over the issuance of lucrative tax increment financing benefits.

Bills pending in Jefferson City could curtail city council authority to pass TIF plans for Walmarts and other projects by giving the public a vote on the proposals. The votes could involve school, fire and other districts and sometimes the entire county.

The county leaders contend that the otherwise estimable theory behind TIFs — that they bring development and jobs to troubled neighborhoods — has been hijacked in favor of an every-municipality-for-itself pursuit of tax revenue.

They cite a Walmart project under way in Bridgeton and expected overrides by city councils in Ellisville and Maplewood in favor of TIFs for retail developments as evidence that the law needs to be changed.

Four years ago, the Legislature changed the makeup of the local commissions that rule on TIF proposals. The law requires county executives in St. Louis, St. Charles and Jefferson counties to appoint six members of the 12-member commissions.

The change in 2008 was intended to prevent municipalities from grabbing private retail developments from one another, thereby simply shifting the tax revenue around the county.

But if those commissions reject a proposed TIF, a city council can override that decision.

Last week, a House committee endorsed a bill to change that. Its backers say they are hopeful for its passage this year. According to that bill, a TIF commission's rejection could be overridden only by two-thirds of the voters in the taxing districts.

St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann, long an opponent of the way some TIFs have been used, testified last week in the Legislature on behalf of changing current law.

"We think we're winning in the court of public opinion," he said. "We think people are finally realizing what's going on (and that) government shouldn't be picking winners and losers."

In Bridgeton, a Walmart is under construction even though the Bridgeton TIF commission recommended against giving a $7.2 million tax subsidy to the developer. The City Council voted 6-1 to overturn the commission's recommendation.

The Ellisville City Council is poised to vote March 21 to overturn a TIF commission recommendation against an $11 million TIF request by Sansone Group to build a $49 million Walmart at Manchester and Clarkson-Kiefer Creek roads. Sansone also has requested $4 million in other tax-supported financing mechanisms. Mayor Matt Pirrello, a strong supporter of the TIF project, said there are enough votes on the City Council to support the TIF.

In Maplewood, the City Council is expected to proceed with TIF incentives to help the developer of the languishing Deer Creek Center. A TIF commission opposed it.

Currently, each TIF commission has six members appointed by a county executive, three municipal appointees, two from school districts and one from a taxing jurisdiction such as a fire or library district.

A municipality can overturn a negative recommendation with a 'super majority" of council members or aldermen. For example, in Ellisville, five of seven council members would need to vote yes on the Walmart TIF request for it to pass.

TIF incentives allow developers to divert part of the new local tax revenue that a development generates to pay for development-related costs. Local governments and schools receive the same base taxes as before, but forgo part of the revenue generated by the development for up to 23 years.

Supporters say the long-term benefits are great.

In some cases, TIF commissions and city councils or boards have been on the same page.

Thomas Curran, director of intergovernmental affairs for St. Louis County, emphasized that the intent of the new state legislation is not to stop TIFs altogether. In some blighted areas, a TIF may be needed, Curran said.

"I don't want people to think this would be the end of TIFs," Curran said. "Hopefully, people would view it as the greater community being truly involved in the TIF decision-making process."

MUNICIPAL OPPOSITION
The St. Louis County and state municipal leagues oppose any bill to take away municipal control.

Ellisville Mayor Pirrello said the proposed Walmart Super Center is expected to bring in $600,000 a year in tax money to Ellisville, money that he said the city needed to pay for services.

Bridgeton Mayor Conrad Bowers says city governments should have the final say. "Cities have a legitimate right to do what they think is in the best interest of their community and it certainly was in our best interest to keep Walmart in the city of Bridgeton," Bowers said.

The TIF-assisted Walmart set to open this summer will replace a Walmart that lies primarily in Bridgeton but is partly in St. Ann. If that store had closed and re-opened elsewhere, Bowers said, "We would have taken a real hit."

He noted that the site of the new Walmart was a building that had been vacant for years.

Tim Fischesser, executive director of the County Municipal League, has testified against the bills in the Legislature, saying that the TIF money helps to revitalize once-occupied properties that are abandoned.

In most cases, "the cities wouldn't be trying to do these incentives if they weren't dealing with abandoned properties and trying to get something back on the tax rolls," he said. "I'm frustrated that critics won't come forward with constructive suggestions for renewal that needs to be done."

He said a bill requiring countywide elections on TIFs would kill the projects.

"The cities couldn't afford to pay for countywide elections," Fischesser said.

He pointed to a regional study that found that TIFs and other incentives have produced 5,400 net new regional jobs.

However, that study, conducted by East-West Gateway Council of Governments in 2009 and expanded on in 2011, was sharply critical of the way TIF is generally used. The study found that TIFs create only one retail job for every $370,000 in taxpayer subsidies.

All three pending state bills, which are almost the same, were introduced by St. Charles County legislators.

St. Charles County has had only one TIF Commission since the 2008 law. It recommended against a request by DESCO Group for a $9.6 million TIF for a Schnucks-anchored commercial complex near Lindenwood University.

The St. Charles City Council has not yet voted on overturning that recommendation, but the mayor has indicated the required two-thirds majority is there.

Since the 2008 law took effect,  TIFs granted in St. Louis County have included the Bridgeton Walmart, a local small business in Valley Park and a mixed-use planned development known as Kingsland Walk in a poorer area of University City.

In University City and Valley Park, the TIF commission and local government both supported the projects.

Glenn Powers, planning director for St. Louis County, said that even if the 2008 law has not been perfect, "it has given us the bully pulpit to raise the issue of whether we're just using taxpayer dollars to subsidize moving around sales tax revenue from one municipality to another, or whether we are creating developments that bring in new tax revenue."

Mark Schlinkmann of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

Paul hopes enthusiastic crowds will net him Missouri delegates

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 6:54 pm on Sat, 03.10.12

Republican presidential candidate Ron Paul went barnstorming this weekend through the Show Me State, hoping to harness the dynamism of his supporters for a win in Missouri’s upcoming caucuses.

Paul, a GOP congressman from Texas, spent Saturday afternoon speaking to an overflow crowd, estimated at 2,500 by his supporters, at Lindenwood University in St. Charles. (Click here to watch a video of Paul's appearance.) That's a larger crowd than what greeted Sen. Rick Santorum at his appearance in St. Charles. (Paul was also scheduled to speak at an event Saturday evening in Springfield.)

Speaking to a crowd jammed into the university's Hyland Arena, Paul railed against what he deemed to be an ever-expansive government.

“Government has nothing,” Paul said. “Government never created a thing. They don’t have productive jobs. They’re destructive and they take money from the productive class with spending. So we have to challenge the entitlement system. It sounds very good. Because somebody needs something or wants something or demands something, they don’t have a right to something.”

“What we have a right to – we have a right to our life, we have a right to our liberty, we have a right to own our property and we have a right to get the government off of our backs,” he added.

Paul, the Libertarian Party’s nominee for president in 1988, also touched on issues that have set him apart from the other presidential candidates. He railed against the Federal Reserve, an entity he said was responsible for “runaway spending. 

He also spoke out against the “runaway war on drugs in this country,” something Paul said amounted to an infringement on civil liberties.

“This is always an excuse to be able to bust in houses with no search warrants,” Paul said. “And it boils down to what should the role of government be. Should the role of government be to be an instrument to protect us against ourselves and our own bad habits? That’s what they have assumed.”

Paul also touted a non-interventionist foreign policy, especially in the Middle East and Iran. That’s in contrast to former Pennsylvania Sen. Rick Santorum – who also spent the day campaigning in Missouri. Santorum, who won the state's non-binding Republican primary in February, has often tussled with Paul during debates over Iran.
“Israel has 300 nuclear weapons, Iran has none,” Paul said. “I mean, what’s the reason to lose sleep over that? .… I think Israel should have their independence and their sovereignty. We shouldn’t tell them what to do on the defense of their borders.”

High hopes for caucuses

Paul’s visit comes a week before Missouri’s Republican caucuses are set to begin in most of the state. Despite Santorum's overwhelming victory in February, the caucuses will decide how Missouri's 52 delegates are allocated. 

When Paul ran for president in 2008, he was known more for raising surprising amounts of money and drawing enthusiastic crowds than winning. For instance, he placed a distant fourth in Missouri’s 2008 primary.
This time around, Paul has come within striking distance of winning some contests. He’s also managed to win some delegates, which could be important if one of the remaining presidential contenders fails to round up enough by the Republican National Convention.
But despite the gains from four years ago, Paul’s campaign still hasn’t won a primary or caucus during this year’s presidential election cycle. That’s the case even though his campaign hoped to have a strong finish in Idaho, Alaska and North Dakota.
In an interview with reporters after the speech, Paul said he hoped that the enthusiasm of his supporters could net him some delegates in Missouri.

“All I know is, there’s a fertile field here,” Paul said. “And when I go and get crowds like this, I know that there’s enthusiasm’s there. My job is to deliver a message and energize the people.”

Brent Stafford, a Paul supporter from St. Charles, urged attendees to show up early to next week’s caucuses. He also encouraged them to go with friends, which he said would help Paul’s chances.

“The only way for Ron Paul to win Missouri delegates is for every one of you to go to your caucuses,” Stafford said. “The best way for that to happen is to not only for everyone here to go to their caucuses, but to take someone with you. Do not go to your caucuses alone.”

Andrea Berghold of Festus said people “underestimate how people are willing to go the extra step to be a delegate for him, as opposed to some of the support that other candidates are getting.”

“He wants to follow the Constitution,” Berghold said. “The reason we’re in the situation that we’re in right now is because there because there have been too many people ahead of him who’ve ignored it. So it’s a rulebook. We have to play by the rules. We’re a republic, we’re not a democracy.”

Jeff Allison of Herculaneum said Paul’s performance in the caucuses will “depend on how much research people have done on the candidates instead of listening to the biased, controlled media.”

“Ron Paul has been true to his word ever since he’s been in there,” Allison said.

Paul is not running for re-election to Congress. And if Republicans fail to win the presidential race this year, some speculate that his son – U.S. Sen. Rand Paul, R-Kentucky – could take up the mantle.
Asked whether his 2012 campaign could boost his son’s chances in the future, Paul said, “Well, I sure hope I don’t hurt him.”

“He’s his own person, he does what he needs to do,” Paul said. “We don’t even talk much about politics. When he ran for the Senate, I think I went in one time for him. So he does it on his own and we don’t talk about what I’m doing and how that’s going to affect him. I think he’ll take care of himself pretty well.” 

Santorum: 'I have different visions' for U.S. than Obama

Sunday, March 11, 2012 By Scott Moyers and Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian 

Fresh off his win in Kansas, Republican presidential candidate Rick Santorum brought his staunch conservative message to Cape Girardeau on Saturday in hopes of parlaying some time spent in Missouri into its 52 delegates that are up for grabs in less than a week. 

After speaking in Springfield, Mo., earlier in the day, the former Pennsylvania senator delivered the keynote address Saturday night at the Cape Girardeau County Republican Women's Lincoln Day event, touching on his positions on national security, foreign policy, health care and energy. 

He spoke to more than 700 attendees at the dinner, several times questioning GOP front-runner Mitt Romney's stances and providing a "clear contrast" on those issues between him and President Barack Obama. 

"I have different visions for our country," Santorum said. 

He criticized Obama's policies toward Iran and Israel, claiming that the president ignores U.N. sanctions and displays weakness on those issues. On health care, Santorum touted his experience with legislation on health savings accounts and said Massachusetts, where a version of government-run health insurance is used, is a good example of why Obama's health care plan won't work for the country. Santorum also used his stance on health care to attack Romney, former governor of Massachusetts. 

"He actually implemented it there, and it's a failure," Santorum said. 

Santorum made Cape Girardeau a campaign stop at the invitation of U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Cape Girardeau Republican. Earlier Saturday, Santorum won the Kansas caucus, picking up 33 of the state's 40 delegates. Santorum hopes to continue momentum with GOP caucuses and primaries toward the 1,144 delegates needed to capture the Republican nomination. 

The audience responded with loud approval when Santorum said he opposed the president's stance on energy and oil and voiced support of the Keystone Pipeline. He used the last one-third of his approximately 25-minute speech to tie the issues to his views on the rights of citizens and beliefs. 

"This election has to be about big things," he said. "It has to be about who we are." 

Santorum said in his opinion, right now there is too much government control that limit a free market and "a group of people in Washington who want you to give up confidence in yourself to provide." 

Santorum won February's "beauty contest" primary in Missouri. 

"Some people say that election didn't count for anything, but I think it says something about Rick, and about us," Emerson said during her introduction. 

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder acted as master of ceremonies for the event. Other speakers included Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, and Cape Girardeau County Auditor Pete Frazier, who presented several awards to local Republican officeholders. 

Janey Foust of Jackson was first in line to buy a ticket for the event several weeks ago when she heard Santorum was coming here. She said after the address that she wasn't aware of all his positions on issues, but her mind hadn't changed about whether to support him. 

"Actually, now I know he feels exactly how I do," she said. "His stance on oil and energy was a big one. I liked what he had to say on it and I didn't know his views until tonight." 

After his remarks at the Lincoln Day event, Santorum appeared briefly before a lighter-than-expected crowd of less than 100 at a hangar at the Cape Girardeau Regional Airport. Organizers said previously that they had hoped to see at least 200. 

"This is my first trip to Cape Girardeau," Santorum told the crowd. "Jo Ann's been bragging on you a long time. It's good to be in the hometown of Rush Limbaugh, which some people see as a trip to Mecca." 

Appearing on a stage alongside Emerson and his wife, Santorum thanked the people of Missouri for helping to reinvigorate his campaign. In February, with his campaign stalling, more than 55 percent of Missourians voted for Santorum in its presidential preference primary. 

"Without the people of Missouri, I would not be standing here today," he said. "It got their attention and knocked their socks off." 

Santorum asked for help as he approaches Missouri's caucuses Saturday, which will take place for Cape Girardeau County at 10 a.m. at the University of Missouri Extension office in Jackson. 

"I need your help next week to help get the word out," he said. "I'm going to take pictures with whoever wants one, and I want you to replace your Facebook picture with that one." 

With U.S. Secret Service agents standing guard, Santorum made good on his promise and shook hands with everyone who wanted to, taking time to chat and have his picture taken. 

While the crowd at the airport was thin, some sat in their cars for two hours before the event waiting for a glimpse of the man some hope will replace President Barack Obama. 

"I've liked him all along," said Dianne Maclin of Hayti, Mo. "He's conservative. He's a Christian. His values are more in line with mine." 

But a Cape Girardeau couple who showed up for the rally were on opposite sides of the GOP contest. Dr. Michael Wulfers is a firm Santorum supporter, while his wife Mary prefers his Republican rival, Rep. Ron Paul of Texas. 

"There is nothing I like about Rick Santorum," Mary Wulfers said. 

While Santorum has seen a strong showing from the Republican base, Democrats have lambasted the candidate for his hard-line views on issues like health care, homosexuality and the environment. At Lincoln Day, for example, Santorum called global warming a hoax. 

Michael Wulfers called Santorum a "true conservative" -- a good man and a man of faith. Mary Wulfers said she believes that more accurately describes her candidate. 

"It's made for some interesting conversations at home," Michael Wulfers said. 

At the end of the night, Santorum said he had to catch a flight to Tupelo, Miss. He had an early day Sunday, he said, saying he was scheduled to be on the television show "Face the Nation." 

Several of those who attended the airport event said they were glad they were there to see Santorum. 

"I've got a lot of respect for the guy," said Darrell Tilley of Du Quoin, Ill. "He's got conservative values. He's a religious man. He's very respectable." 
Missouri's GOP caucuses are coming, ready or not 

BY JAKE WAGMAN jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Sunday, March 11, 2012 12:10 am
ST. LOUIS • If the usual presidential primary election in Missouri is a game of checkers, then the strategy involved in the state's upcoming Republican caucuses may be a chess match.

Unlike a standard primary, where a sustained television and mailing effort can go a long way toward victory, caucuses will test the mettle, preparation and devotion of the campaigns left standing.

Republicans over the next two weeks will host 142 local caucuses in Missouri, including 28 in St. Louis County.

Each caucus is run like a mini convention, where proxies for the candidates wrangle for control, negotiate differences and, ultimately, do whatever it takes to send loyal delegates to the next step.

Resource deployment and knowledge of procedure are essential; money and bold-name endorsements matter much less.

That formula would appear to favor rivals of front-runner Mitt Romney, two of whom were scheduled to speak in Missouri on Saturday.

It may not be until next month — perhaps even after the Republican contest is decided — before Missouri's results are official, potentially sapping the state's already diminished influence in this year's nominating contest.

While political insiders may revel in the intricacies, Missouri's particular brand of caucuses will look foreign to voters who are used to simply pulling a lever and walking away — not spending most of their day in a process that may or may not give them a direct say in the presidential primary.

"They've heard about Iowa. They say, 'Oh, I'm going to caucus,'" said Rich Magee, chairman of the St. Louis County GOP. "That's not the way these caucuses are."

Getting voters to spend a few minutes at the polls in a spring election is difficult enough. In Missouri's caucuses, campaigns need supporters who can devote most of their Saturday to a potentially tedious process that can take several hours or more.

"You have to have people that are willing to give all day to something they believe in," said Rep. Kathie Conway, R-St. Charles County, a Romney supporter.

process differs

Some Missouri Republicans are accustomed to attending caucus meetings every four years. But party leaders did not originally intend to give this year's version the added heft of helping allocate the party's presidential nominating delegates.

That hasn't happened since 1996, when Pat Buchanan and Bob Dole battled to sit atop the Republican ticket. (Buchanan won the caucuses but lost the national primary fight to Dole, who was defeated by Democrat Bill Clinton in the general election.)

Since then, Missouri voters in both parties have used a traditional primary election. But after 2008, national Republican leaders, fearing a top-heavy calendar, passed a measure aimed at discouraging all but a handful of states from holding a primary election before March 6, "Super Tuesday."

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

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

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

How will the process work?

Most caucuses will be held at 10 a.m. on March 17, but St. Louis city and Jackson County, which includes Kansas City, received special permission to hold their caucuses a week later, March 24, so as not to interfere with St. Patrick's Day.

Two caucuses are early. Barry County, in southwest Missouri, will hold its caucus Tuesday, and Chariton County, in the west-central part of the state, will meet Thursday.

Because Missouri does not require voters to affiliate with a party, any eligible voter that says they are a Republican can caucus. Only elected Democratic officials and committee members of other parties will be turned away.

What those who do attend will find is unlike caucuses in any other state.

No 'straw poll" will be held to determine the preference of those in the room. Participants will not be asked to run to a corner of the gymnasium to indicate their favorite candidate. There may be few, if any, soapbox speeches.

The premise of the caucus is actually as mundane as it gets — an organizational meeting.

"It's a regular meeting that takes place pursuant to Robert's Rules," said state GOP spokesman Jonathon Prouty. "The only business that is meant to take place is the election of delegates and the review of the platform."

One of the first items on the agenda is electing a caucus chair, a vital step that could instantly reveal which candidate has the most the supporters present. The chair appoints members to the caucus rules committee, which helps decide whether delegates are selected individually or in a slate, and whether they are bound to a particular candidate or uncommitted.

Effective campaigns will head into the caucuses with a chairman and slate of delegates already prepared. Compromise can play a role, if, say, no candidate has a majority in the room, and two camps collaborate to split delegates and shut out a third contender.

However, superior numbers — and at least a modicum of organization — will likely equal success at any individual caucus.

"This is the beauty and the root of American politics," said Valley Park Republican James Gwinner. "Passionate supporters of any candidate can shine."

caucus training

That passion has some Missouri Republicans concerned that caucuses will be overrun by supporters of Ron Paul, who, despite cultivating a loyal and devoted following, has little chance of winning the GOP nomination.

Even so, Paul has targeted caucus states as his best chance of collecting delegates, which could give him a greater share of the spotlight at the party's national convention in August.

In 2008, Paul supporters overwhelmed Republicans at county caucuses around Missouri — and that was a year when the caucus meetings were only a formality in assigning the state's convention delegates.

This year, local Paul supporters are preparing just as diligently — many have become experts in the parliamentary rules that govern the gatherings — but chafe at any talk of a caucus takeover.

"Takeover? You can't take over somewhere when you are doing it by the book," said Jay Zvirgzdins, 32, a Paul supporter who was at the campaign's local headquarters in Brentwood as Super Tuesday results were announced.

Paul's is not the only campaign actively preparing for the Missouri caucuses. Romney's supporters have been undergoing caucus training as well and expect their candidate to make an appearance in Missouri sometime this week.

Romney has plenty of institutional support in Missouri — his endorsements include U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt and three of Blunt's Republican predecessors in the Senate — but it remains to be seen whether Romney can leverage those big names to generate grass-roots enthusiasm.

In the nonbinding Feb. 7 vote, which turned into, essentially, a taxpayer-funded popularity contest, former Sen. Rick Santorum won handily and Romney scored only 25 percent of the vote.

Former U.S. House Speaker Newt Gingrich, who did not sign up for the Feb. 7 ballot, does not appear to have a significant presence in Missouri. Gingrich recently has focused on a handful of Southern states.

But Santorum is hoping to build on his primary win in the caucuses. He has enlisted a coordinator from his Iowa campaign, Karen Fesler, to help run his Missouri effort.

Fesler says she is counting on a "patchwork" of supporters to gain a foothold in counties across the state.

"Talk to everyone you know and ask people to give up time to do this," Fesler said. "That's the big thing."

Yet the importance of word of mouth belies a more complex calculus that will be used to determine caucus priorities.

The number of delegates from each caucus is decided by a formula derived from the number of Republican voters the county had in the last presidential election. Many of the state's 142 caucus meetings, especially those in rural areas, will forward just a handful of delegates to the next round in the nominating process

Santorum's campaign is targeting St. Charles County, which will elect more delegates than any other single caucus held on March 17.

While he was scheduled to visit Cape Girardeau and Springfield on Saturday, Santorum has already demonstrated his commitment to St. Charles County, appearing there twice in February. Last week, his campaign opened their state headquarters at a strip mall in O'Fallon.

increased interest

While caucuses draw fewer voters than even the most lightly patronized primary election, the increased stakes have led to more interest in the caucuses than party officials have seen in years.

"I've never had this many calls," said Janet Engelbach, who is organizing the caucus in Jefferson County.

The heightened interest also increases the chances of complications. Because it's been so long since Missouri Republicans last used caucuses to pick a presidential favorite, some might be a little rusty.

In St. Louis County, Republicans will hold caucuses in each of their 28 townships, political divisions used to organize party committees. However, the township boundaries have recently shifted to comply with new population figures, meaning Republicans can expect some caucus participants to show up at the wrong location.

Even if the process goes flawlessly for the state GOP, results will not be officially known until the congressional district meetings in April.

This year, Missouri Republicans will not attempt to predict a winner. The state party's executive director, Lloyd Smith, said those who are paying attention — close attention, perhaps — should be able to predict which candidate does the best.

"You're going to start to see pretty quickly who has the numbers, and who has the ground game," Smith said. "That will ultimately make the difference."

Local debate scheduled for Republican candidates vying for U.S. Senate seat

From staff reports 
news@joplinglobe.com 

— A debate set for Monday will give area residents a look at the three Republican candidates who want to unseat U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.

Sarah Steelman, former Missouri treasurer; U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Mo.; and St. Louis businessman John Brunner will face off in an event set for 7 p.m. at Corley Auditorium on the campus of Missouri Southern State University.

The debate has been organized by the MSSU College Republicans and the Southwest Pachyderms, with the support of TAMKO, KZRG radio, The Joplin Globe and KGCS-TV, the college television station.

Judy Stiles, KGCS station manager, will moderate the debate, which will be broadcast live via the college station. Questioners will include representatives of the two Republican groups, the Globe and KZRG.

Akin has served since 2001 as a U.S. congressman from Missouri’s 2nd District. He is on the House Budget Committee and is a ranking member of the House Armed Services Committee, where he chairs the subcommittee on seapower and protection forces. He previously served 10 years in the Missouri House of Representatives.

Steelman served from 2004 to 2008 as Missouri state treasurer, where she was responsible for managing state revenue and investments. As treasurer, she chaired the state’s Higher Education Savings Board and the Missouri Housing Development Commission. She also served eight years in the Missouri Senate.

Until 2009, Brunner was the chief executive officer of Vi-Jon, a personal care products company founded by his grandparents. He previously was an infantry officer in the U.S. Marine Corps. He completed his service as a captain and also served as a platoon commander, executive officer and adjutant.

The primary will be held Aug. 7.

Caucus complexity makes outcomes unclear
Missouri Republicans have another opportunity Saturday to weigh in on their party’s presidential nomination through the caucus system.

This is the first time since 1996 that Republicans have relied on the caucuses to pick a presidential candidate. Missouri GOP officials opted to switch to caucuses after lawmakers failed to push back the primary election date last year. For many Republicans showing up this weekend, this is their first brush with the complicated caucus process.

“It’s all kind of brand new,” said John Lilly, president of YOUNG Conservatives of America, a group based in Springfield.

And unlike the primary election in February, official results from those caucus meetings might not be released until April. That means Missouri’s impact on the nomination race could be reduced this year.

All 114 counties and the city of St. Louis will hold caucuses, where attendees express their preferences for presidential nominees, pick delegates for district and state conventions and set the party platform. Most of the events will also occur March 17, but a few counties set their meetings for a different day.

The caucus operates much like a political party meeting. Attendees elect a chairman, agree on rules of conduct for the meeting and decide how to pick delegates. Attendees often make speeches on behalf of candidates if the caucus is taking a preference vote for a particular election, such as president.

The flexible rules governing the county caucuses are part of the reason for a delay in announcing results. States like Iowa and Kansas require some type of vote to be taken on the local caucus level as a way to gauge support for candidates. The results are then reported back to the state party. The Missouri GOP is letting each county decide whether to hold a vote, the results of which do not have to be immediately sent in.

Additionally, an official tally of how the candidates fared will not be released on Saturday, because some counties in the state are holding their caucuses on March 24.

Savings limited in corrections bills
JEFFERSON CITY, MO. — The Missouri House and Senate have both passed plans this past week to overhaul the state’s probation and parole systems, but those plans may not end up saving the state as much money as originally thought.
The plans, approved by wide margins in both chambers this past week, would give non-violent parolees or probationers an additional 30 days of credit toward their sentence for every month they go without a violation.
The measures also would allow for 120-day “shock” jail sentences for some felons who violate probation or parole for the first time.
The proposed changes stem from a report last summer by a state working group charged with finding ways to reduce corrections spending, which now totals about $660 million each year.
In a December report, the working group unveiled several policy suggestions, mostly aimed at cutting spending on probation and parole violators. The report group found that 71 percent of admissions to the state’s prisons in 2010 were people charged with violating probation or parole.
It also found the average probation term is four-and-half years— longer than the national average of three years and two months, according to the U.S. Department of Justice.
“If you can have (convicts) get through a period of two years, they are dramatically less likely to re-offend, and more likely to become productive citizens, hopefully paying taxes rather than consuming them,” said Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon. Goodman sponsored the Senate overhaul legislation and was co-chairman of the working group.
The bills approved by the Legislature require that offenders complete at least two years of their probation or parole before they become eligible for the good behavior credits. And lawmakers say only people convicted of certain non-violent offenses would be allowed in the program.
In addition, the bills would require the state to pay counties more money for holding prisoners for parole and probation violations.
The state reimburses counties $19.58 per day for holding inmates; these plans would increase that figure to $30 per day for inmates jailed under the bills’ provisions.

The increased reimbursement rate would end up costing the state about $4 million by 2017, nearly canceling out the $5 million in gross savings projected from the good behavior credits and shorter jail sentences.

Missouri senators supporting request for disaster declaration

U.S. Senators Claire McCaskill and Roy Blunt sent a letter to President Obama today supporting Gov. Jay Nixon’s request for a disaster declaration for 18 counties in Missouri.

Twelve tornadoes across southern Missouri and part of northern Missouri in late February caused three deaths and nearly 100 injuries, according to the National Weather Service. The weather also caused 22,000 power outages statewide.

“It is our sincere hope that you will grant Governor Nixon’s request in a prompt manner, to help in the recovery of residents and communities affected by this disaster,” the senators wrote.

Nixon asked for individual assistance for the counties of Adair, Barry, Barton, Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Cedar, Dallas, Daviess, Laclede, Linn, Madison, Phelps, Polk, Pulaski, Scott, Stoddard, Stone, and Taney and hazard mitigation for the entire state.

KRASKE: Stalwart Missouri GOPers want auditor Schweich to run for U.S. Senate

The undertow of dissatisfaction that haunts the GOP presidential field appears to extend to the Republican lineup for Missouri’s U.S. Senate seat.

This week, one of the patron saints of the state GOP, former U.S. Sen. Jack Danforth, was one of the lead signatories on a letter urging state Auditor Tom Schweich to run for the office now held by Democrat Claire McCaskill.

Never mind that three Republicans — former State Treasurer Sarah Steelman, businessman John Brunner and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin — have been running for months.

“There is no doubt that you are the candidate best qualified to represent Missouri in the U.S. Senate,” the letter said of Schweich.

Besides Danforth, 17 others signed the letter, including Sam Fox, one of the most prolific fund-raisers in the state; Bert Walker, the first cousin of the first President Bush; former Missouri GOP chair Tom Fowler; major GOP donor David Humphreys, and Annie Presley of Kansas City, former deputy finance chair of Bush for President.

Schweich, who was just elected auditor in 2010 and pledged to serve a full term, said Friday that he is “quite serious” about running, but wants to weigh things before making a decision prior to the March 27 deadline. He said he’s calling dozens of key Republicans, but won’t run unless he can see a path to victory.

He’s a man who’s had long titles in his career and now seeks shorter ones. Here’s one of the longer ones: “principal deputy assistant secretary of state and acting assistant secretary of state at the Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs in the State Department.”

He served as chief of staff to three United Nations ambassadors, including Danforth. Schweich said he had “nothing negative” to say about any of the current candidates. Neither did Danforth.

“It’s nothing against anybody else,” Danforth said. “I do know Tom Schweich very well, and I know his ability to make the case, and that’s what I think he needs to do.”

Danforth can say what he wants. But the letter’s message is clear: The current field is weak. 

But can Schweich, who is not all that well-known despite his election as auditor, win the GOP primary? He would be the third St. Louis-area male in the race. A lot of insiders think his entry would boost Steelman’s chances.

Besides being a woman and a former state-wide official, she’s the lone out-state candidate.

And there’s this: If Schweich jumps in, raising the candidate total to four, what would keep others — namely members of Congress — from entering and turning the race into a pitched regional battle and creating unholy party turmoil?

Like so much involving the GOP these days, a golden opportunity appears to be getting gummed up.
Missouri Senate redistricting map headed for Monday's final vote -- and likely approval

In Backroom
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

3:14 pm on Fri, 03.09.12

The Democratic and Republican leaders of the 10-member bipartisan committee indicate that the latest redistricting map for the 34-member Missouri Senate may be headed for final approval Monday, despite vocal opposition.

Chairman Doug Harpool, a Democrat from Springfield, said Friday, “The map continues to have broad support" -- and likely has the votes to overcome what he called “a narrow and vocal group of opponents.”

Vice chairman Marc Ellinger, a Republican from Jefferson City, said he would support some last-minute changes. But if they are not approved by the commission, Ellinger said he may vote in favor of the map anyway.

The map needs seven votes – and at least two from each political party – to pass under the state’s constitutional requirements. The initial approval was by eight votes: four Democrats and four Republicans.

If approved Monday, the map would be put in place almost two weeks after candidate filing began Feb. 28. Many state Senate candidates have held off filing until a map is final.

The map sets up new boundaries for the state’s 34 state Senate districts, as required after the 2010 census.

The map replaces an earlier one tossed out by the state Supreme Court on procedural grounds. That map had been drawn up by a judicial panel after an earlier bipartisan commission, also headed by Harpool, had failed to reach the required agreement last summer.

Ellinger said that Thursday’s public hearing, in which commissioners listened at length to critics of the latest map, may have hardened some support in favor of it.

In particular, he cited the testimony from lawyer Edward Greim, who repeatedly asserted that the map favors urban over rural areas. Greim told the panel that he was appearing on behalf on clients that he declined repeatedly to identify.

Said Ellinger: “It’s pretty clear his case is frivolous at best.”

Ellinger said he was more impressed with the testimony from state Sens. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, and Jim Lembke, R-Lemay.  The latter is particularly upset with the map because it makes his 1st District much more Democratic.

Schmitt, meanwhile, is among the St. Louis Republicans who contend that the map unfairly reduces the representation of the St. Louis area.  The 7th district represented by state Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, is moved across the state.
The new map also is the subject of a federal lawsuit recently filed by firms that include two prominent Missouri Republicans – former U.S. attorneys Todd Graves of Kansas City and Catherine Hanaway of St. Louis.

Among other things, that lawsuit calls on the court to reinstate the Senate map  tossed out by the state Supreme Court, saying that the map was superior to the latest one and should not be tainted by the procedural snafus that prompted the high court's action.

Harpool, a lawyer, appeared unconcerned about the suit, although he said that the commission will discuss the matter with lawyers before Monday’s vote.

Harpool and Ellinger emphasized that each disliked parts of the new map, but that it may well be the best compromise that can be reached – without tossing the matter once again to the courts.

House approves early retirement option for state workers to save taxpayer dollars

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — State Rep. Chuck Gatschenberger, R-Lake St. Louis, is seeking to save the state some money without losing any more state employees.

Gatschenberger is sponsor a bill that would give a cash incentive up to $20,000 to state employees who take early retirement during a three month period at the beginning of 2013. Under Gatschenberger’s bill, employees will have to be at least 48 years old and be eligible to retire under the state pension system’s “80-and-out” provision of age plus time worked for the state. Employees must have worked for the state ten years.

Gatschenberger said a conservative estimate shows his plan would save the state $36 million in salaries over a three-year period.

A similar plan instituted in Iowa was estimated to save the state $57 million. In Michigan, where more than 17,000 state employees took the state up on its early retirement offer, the state realized a savings of $515 million.

According to the fiscal note filed with Gatschenberger’s bill, the state’s legislative research division used numbers calculated that between 26 and 33 percent of about 7,000 state workers eligible for the program would take the incentive.

Though the bill passed the House by a comfortable 110-38 final margin, there are still some lawmakers who have concerns about the drain on veteran state workers in areas such as the Department of Mental Health and the Department of Corrections.

“(The bill) is going to either result in a reduction of force, or a reduction in pay,” said Rep. Genise Montecillo, D-St. Louis.

The bill came to the floor on the same day that the House debated a bill that would prohibit state employees at maximum or medium security mental health facilities from working more than 12 hours in any 24 hour period, except as directed by the governor during a time of emergency.

Rep. Jeanie Riddle, R-Mokane, who represents a district that contains the Fulton State Hospital, said the limit is necessary to protect staff that work there. She said staffers routinely work back-to-back eight-hour shifts.

“The consistent lack of sleep and constant exposure to a violent and stressful work place leaves (staff members) susceptible to poor decision making, slower reaction times and overall poorer health,” said Riddle. “It makes an already naturally unsafe working environment even more unsafe.”

Montecillo said she fears too many workers in Mental Health and Corrections will take the state up on its early retirement incentive.

“My concern is that we’re not going to be able to replace and have adequate staffing in places like Fulton and corrections,” said Montecillo. “I think this (bill) causes some long term risks and concerns.”

Gatschenberger’s bill is now in the state Senate, where it has been referred to a committee, but it has not been taken up yet.

Missouri state government already faces a challenge when it comes to attracting and maintaining a skilled workforce. In recent years, Missouri government employees have been either the second worst or worst paid state government workers in the country on average.

Missouri legislators take note of KC fire cuts

 March 9 Lynn Horsley The Kansas City Star 

The great 2012 debate over proposed cuts to the Kansas City fire department has caught the eye of Missouri legislators.

House Bill 1921, just introduced, would require Kansas City and St. Louis to study the safety implications before adopting any measure that assigns fewer than four firefighters or first responders to each fire apparatus pump operation.

The measure was co-sponsored by KC Rep. John Rizzo, who said legislators don't want KC's fire cuts to jeopardize public safety.

It's true that reducing firefighters on pumpers is a possibility in Kansas City, but it doesn't appear likely this year.

In his budget proposal earlier this year, City Manager Troy Schulte said the fire department could eliminate 105 firefighting positions, and cut $7.6 million, by dropping from four to three firefighters on every pumper. He said this should not jeopardize public safety because the number of actual fires has dropped dramatically in the last 10 years.

Fire Chief Smokey Dyer vehemently objected to that proposal and said it would violate federal fire protection standards and OSHA regulations. KC specifically beefed up staff to meet those standards in 2001. But Dyer acknowledged there are no financial penalties for violation those standards, and some other big cities don't have four firefighters per pumper.

Dyer said there are other ways to cut the fire budget, although he said any cut of this magnitude would hurt the department's mission.

There doesn't appear to be much appetite on the City Council to reduce pumper staffing. The Council and city staff are still trying to craft a balanced budget that includes fire department cuts but that minimizes the negative impact on public safety. It could involve some "give-backs" by the firefighters union on hefty raises, but those negotiations with the union are just getting underway.

The council had planned to adopt a new budget March 22 but now may take until March 29 to reach a decision. 

ACLU loses in suit over St. Louis police local-control ballot language

ST. LOUIS • A Cole County judge has rejected an ACLU challenge of ballot language in a referendum that seeks to return local control of the St. Louis Police Department to the city.

The American Civil Liberies Union argued that a summary voters would see unfairly masks some of the proposal's more controversial aspects.

The ballot petition, funded by retired investor and philanthropist Rex Sinquefield, differs from failed state legislation in two ways: It would give the city's civil service commission sole authority over department disciplinary matters and seal those records from the public.

The ACLU suit argued the ballot summary should highlight those aspects.

But Cole County Circuit Judge Patricia Joyce ruled Thursday that the ACLU failed to meet its burden of proving the language is "insufficient or unfair" or deceives the voters on the purpose of the measure. She wrote that wanting different or more specific language was not enough.

None of the underlying controversy about city versus state control was addressed in the ruling.

Still, Jeff Roorda, business manager of the St. Louis Police Officers' Association, contended Friday that the decision shows that the ACLU was misrepresenting the initiative.

The ACLU, and some aldermen, have argued that giving sole authority to civil service would thwart any attempt to have a civilian review board oversee — or at least review — officer discipline, something that is allowed by state statute.

Roorda said a review board could still be set up; it just wouldn't be able to decide anything.

The ACLU also protested that the ballot measure would close off all disciplinary records from the public, even though prior court rulings on Missouri's "Sunshine Law" have said that complaints of criminal misconduct by officers are open.

"This closes a Guyer loophole, yes," Roorda said, referring to the 2001 Missouri Supreme Court case, Guyer v. City of Kirkwood, that established the precedent.

He elaborated, "The courts overly broadened the law to allow those records to fall into the hands of anybody."

John Chasnoff of the ACLU said the police union essentially wants to operate under a different set of laws then the rest of the state. "If an officer's accused of violating the law, that's an issue citizens should have access to," he said.

Chasnoff said the ACLU is contemplating an appeal of Thursday's ruling and plans a public information campaign aimed at voters.
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 Corps deals with levees, victims (AUDIO)

March 11, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The mild winter has let the Corps of Engineers make progress on repairs to facilities damaged by last year’s floods.  But the Corps knows many victims find it hard to wait for the work to be done.

The Kansas City district office of the Corps expects to let 30 contracts for levee repairs before the work is finished. It’s up; to levee districts to resolve real estate issues that will let repairs be made–and to come up with the 20 percent share of repair costs, not an easy thing for some of the smaller districts.

 The Corps says it’s sometimes hard to convince people they need to be patient while all of the issues are worked out before work can begin. Emergency Operations Manager Jud Kneuvean says the psychology of recovery is a consideration. He likens it to a grieving process.  He says victims need to get beyond the mourning process before they can move on. Kneuvean says that’s a challenge for many victims.

District commander Tony Hoffman says it’s a challenging process to restore normal conditions. He says the Corps is working with levee sponsors to move things along as quickly as possible to get life in the disaster area back to normal.  But he admits it’s difficult to counsel victims to be patient. 

 
AUDIO: Interview with Hoffman, Kneuvean 24:00
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House budget makers propose replacing $1 billion in estimates

March 12, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Some lawmakers responsible for crafting the state budget have set out to remove the letter E from as much of it as possible, but the effort has nothing to do with spelling.

The House Budget Committee took 444 Es out of the 13 bills that make up the FY 2013 budget.

These Es are a budgeting tool that is not defined anywhere in statute.  As House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey (R-Kansas City) explains, “For lack of a better definition, it’s been a gentlemen’s agreement between the legislature and the governor on how to appropriate certain line items. If a line item had an E, physically the letter ‘E’ at the end of the appropriation, it stood for “estimated,” and it meant that you could spend more through than line than what was actually reflected in the number.”

There were 695 of those estimates before Silvey’s Committee eliminated 444 of them in its proposal, totaling nearly $957 million. That raised the total of the budget to $24 billion dollars, which Silvey says is more accurate as well as more accountable and transparent.

Silvey told the Committee in some instances, far more was being spent than what was reflected in the budget. “I think it was to allow flexibility so that (some agencies) wouldn’t have to come back and ask the legislature for more authority … This may not be accurate but my impression is in some instances it was probably to keep numbers artificially low.”

Asked why any agencies would want to keep numbers artificially low, Silvey says, “I think some people in this state like to pretend they’re fiscal conservatives when they might not actually be.”

Among supporters of the idea is Representative Chris Kelly (D-Columbia), a member and one time chairman of the budget committee. He says Es have been used for a long time. “The downside of Es is it allows the government to overspend in that area without much control. Over time they’ve gotten out of control … I’m a huge supporter of doing this. The government ought to tell you, and when we make decisions we ought to know how much we’re actually appropriating.”

Kelly says he doesn’t believe anyone is arguing against the change, including the Governor’s office.

Silvey also believes the use of Es has gotten out of control over time. “I doubt the very first time we put an E in the budget we put 800 of them in.” As their use became more frequent, he says, “I believe that the administrations, and not this administration in particular, but just the administration in general, have used it to usurp more and more power from the legislature and I think it’s really eroded the separation of powers in the budgeting process.”

Kelly says it is important for taxpayers to understand that if an E is replaced with a dollar amount, that does not mean the effected agency’s or program’s budget increased by that amount. “It’s often more reflective of what we’re actually spending.”

Silvey offers the example of Community Development Block Grants. “Every appropriation for the last several years has been $28 million with an E … I believe that’s correct. If you look at the actual expenditures in those lines for the last three years, we haven’t been anywhere near $28 million. Last year it was almost $60 million, the year before that was about $54 million and the year before that was slightly under that. So by removing the E and putting in an accurate number it shows the taxpayer exactly what their government is spending.”

He told his Committee if taken to the extreme, “We could have $1E in each of the bills and we could have a $13 budget. But, nobody buys that.”

The full house is anticipated to take up the proposal when it returns from spring break next week.
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BLOG ZONE 
LT. GOV. PETER KINDER & HIS FANS 

[image: image2.png]


March 10, 2012 11:38 am | Author: Jerry Berger 

The digertati are blogging, tweeting, tumbling and even writing letters about the March 29 fundraiser for Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder’s reelection campaign at the uppitty Log Cabin Club.  
The event is helmed by Doug Albrecht and is “co-hosted” by Ginny and August Busch, III, Bucky and Patty Bush, Cindy and Tim Drury,  Jane and Dave Peacock, Birch Mullins, Chris McKee and a cast of about 24 others.

Kevin Horrigan: Why not Jesse James?
The furor over Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley's decision to honor Rush Limbaugh with a place in the state Capitol's "Hall of Famous Missourians," has done one good thing: It's gotten many people who normally ignore the weird things that go in the Legislature to sit up and take notice.

Worse things go on there every day. The Limbaugh thing isn't a big deal. This is not Cooperstown, for crying out loud. This is a low-rent honor bestowed since 1982 by whoever happens to be speaker of the Missouri House. This one is only 10 grand, paid for by the politicians and lobbyists who show up at the speaker's annual golf tournament. It usually costs way more than 10 grand to get a favor from the speaker.

Can we have a show of hands from those who'd heard of the Hall of Famous Missourians before last week? Thank you both.

Of the 39 people enshrined so far (Limbaugh and Dred Scott, an odd a couple as ever was, will be 40 and 41), 16 were selected by former Speaker Bob Griffin, D-Cameron, who, in pre-term limits days, served as speaker for 15 years. There might have been more had he not gone to prison for bribery and mail fraud.

Most of the early nominees were not controversial. Griffin, for example, went with the likes of Mark Twain, George Washington Carver, Harry Truman and Walt Disney. Who could argue with those?

But Griffin also selected Josephine Baker, the Lady Gaga of her day, and Charlie "Yardbird" Parker, the great jazz saxophonist. Try to nominate a heroin addict these days and see what happens.

Many of the famous Missourians got out of Missouri as fast as they could, earning their fame elsewhere. Sacajawea, Lewis and Clark's guide, spent only a couple of years here. Betty Grable's "million-dollar" legs trotted off to Hollywood when they were 13. Ginger Rogers left at 9. Lamar Hunt, the owner of the Dallas Texans/Kansas City Chiefs, lived in Dallas.

Let's face it: Missouri is a lousy place for celebrities. By any standard, Rush Limbaugh is a big deal. And if you're Steve Tilley and you grew up to be a young Republican optometrist in Perryville, just up the road from Rush's hometown of Cape Girardeau, he's a very big deal indeed.

Sure he's an intellectually devious blowhard, but he's our intellectually devious blowhard. Speaking as one who has tried it, you have no idea how hard it is to sit in front of a microphone, no sidekicks, and talk for three hours every day. I don't care what you're preaching about or how much Kool-Aid the choir has imbibed.

Usually he has no guests, often he doesn't take any phone calls. He just sits there and talks. In complete sentences and paragraphs. Even if you think he's wrong about almost everything, and I do, you have to admire his chops as a broadcaster.

I'm with Speaker Tilley: "It's not the Hall of Universally Loved Missourians, it's the Hall of Famous Missourians."

Of course, by this standard, Jesse James should be in.

Limbaugh's nomination now has set the bar. From now on, whoever gets nominated will have to pass the Rush test: Regardless of whether you like him or not, is he/she, or was he/she, at least as famous/infamous as Rush Limbaugh?

So Joseph Pulitzer, who founded this newspaper (and once even served in the Legislature) ought to be in, even though many legislators can't stand the Post-Dispatch.

And why not Charles Lindbergh, who was living here when he became the most famous man in the world? Sure, he didn't cover himself with glory before World War II. But that Lindbergh's not in the Hall of Famous Missourians shows how bogus the whole thing is.

The Hill's Yogi Berra ought to be in. Crystal City's Bill Bradley ought to be in. Wal-Mart's Sam Walton ought to be in. Stan Musial is in, but not the Kansas City Royals' George Brett. I could make a case for wrestling's Handsome Harley Race and boxing's Henry Armstrong and Sonny Liston.

Kansas City's Fritz Freleng helped invent Bugs Bunny and Sylvester the Cat and directed many of the great Looney Tunes cartoons. Thufferin' thuccotash, he's got to be in.

There's Kevin Kline and John Goodman. Steve McQueen and Dennis Hopper passed through the state as boys. But if you're going to go for an actor, it has to be Brad Pitt, the pride of Springfield Kickapoo High. Brad Pitt is way more famous than Rush Limbaugh, plus he once played Jesse James, so he's like a two-fer.

Clearly what's needed here is an open nomination and ballot. It might even get people to pay attention to the Legislature. This, of course, is the last thing any speaker wants.



Guns and Poses: Missouri Republicans Invent An Oppressed Minority

There are unfortunate moments in the life of a job creator in which one has to play the role of firing an employee. Some of us job creators—say, Mitt Romney—“like being able to fire people.” 

Most of us hate it.

Whatever we job creators think of firing people, we are all well-aware that the law rightly protects employees from being fired for reasons of race, gender, age, or religion. You cannot discriminate for these reasons, and employees who might be able to claim that you did so fall under what are known as “protected classes.”

Now comes the Missouri General Assembly with a novel idea of expanding the ranks of the protected classes by adding a new oppressed minority: gun owners.

Yes, gun owners.

A bill advanced yesterday in the House that would making firing someone because they owned a gun as illegal as, say, firing them because they’re black or for being too old or for refusing to have sex with you. Such a firing, the logic goes, would violate the employee’s Second Amendment rights.

Funny thing. In 35 years as a job creator, dating back to when I founded The Riverfront Times in 1977, I’ve never even heard of someone being fired because they owned a gun. I’ve certainly never thought of it.

And I’m a big supporter of gun control. I opposed concealed carry in Missouri, and I don’t share the National Rifle Association (NRA) view that the more guns we have in America, the safer America will be. I think just the opposite.

But I truly never contemplated the notion of firing someone because they own a gun. And now that I am—for the first time—here’s what I think of that idea:

You’d have to be really stupid to fire someone for owning a gun. In fact, I think you’d have to have a death wish.

That might explain why no one ever gets fired for owning a gun. Even if you wanted to fire someone for owning a gun—a bizarre premise, at best—common sense would seem to dictate that this is a very dangerous employment move.

It would be a lot safer, say, to fire someone for public display of a peace symbol—about the worst that could happen is you’d get a peace protest outside your office door. That’s a lot less menacing than a gun protest at your office by someone you know owns a gun since you fired him for owning that gun.

I’m not sure why Missouri Republicans have decided to make an issue out of protecting a class of people who have never been menaced. Maybe they just want to pass the bill so Democrat Gov. Jay Nixon is forced to veto it on grounds of common sense, thus energizing an NRA campaign claiming that he wants all gun owners to lose their jobs.

Or maybe the legislators are just bored.

The Democrats in the House actually made the mistake of arguing against the bill on grounds of common sense, rather than rolling their eyes and saying they wouldn’t dignify the nonsense with a comment. But seeing as how the bill might indeed be a top priority of the Republican leadership, I have a suggestion for the Democrats: Amend it to prohibit firing someone for displaying a peace symbol.

I like that. Missouri would go on record as the first state to prohibit firing someone for owning a gun or displaying a peace symbol.

At the very least, Republicans in opposition would have to make the argument that the Second Amendment is more important than the First Amendment, and they’d have to express their reasons as to why it’s OK for employers to fire someone for publicly displaying a peace symbol.

It would make for an interesting debate. And, apparently, the legislators have nothing better to do.

Jackson County Legislator Williams Launches State Senate Bid

First term Jackson County Legislator wants to move up after less than two years in elected office.
As expected Williams announced her campaign for the new 6th State Senate district that will include much of south Kansas City; Raytown; Grandview and portions of Lee’s Sumitt.
Williams, a Democrat, made it clear she us unhappy with the Republicans who dominate the Senate.
“Republican attacks on families, women’s health care and public schools do not help the families of Senate District 7 improve their economic outlook or quality of their lives."
Williams defeated the then-Chairman of the Legislature, veteran Henry Rizzo in a rough 2010 primary to get on the County Legislature.
The 7th Senate District may sound unfamiliar to some Kansas City voters. It is being moved by the redistricting process, if approved, from the St. Louis area to the Kansas City metro.

Ridgeway Endorses Silvey for State Senate

With the legislature at on it’s Spring Break, Missouri House Budget Chairman, Rep Ryan Silvey stated campaigning for the fall.
At a Liberty fundraiser, Silvey was endorsed by Clay County State Senator Luann Ridgeway. Silvey is the only announced candidate in the Notthland State Senate race.
Ridgeway is termed out and said she was considering a run for the GOP nomination for Lt Gov.
Silvey’s budget committee completed it’s work on the state’s $24 billion dollar budget before lawmakers left for their break.
The House Budget Committee, led by Ryan, restored some, but not all,of the money that was cut from the state support of the blind. Sent from my iPhone

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: U. City shenanigans highlight the need for improved Sunshine Laws

Over the last 18 months alone, public access to public records through Missouri's Sunshine Law has figured in all of the following issues, disputes and controversies:

• Improper spending by members of the Ferguson-Florissant school board.

• Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder billing taxpayers for campaign expenditures.

• Payments to firefighters in Brentwood for overtime shifts they had not worked.

• Looming expiration dates on drugs used by the Missouri Department of Corrections to execute prisoners.

• Dubious provisions of an important proposal to transfer control of the St. Louis Police Department from the state back to the city.

• Construction of an iron ore smelter in Crystal City in Jefferson County.

• What Missouri Auditor Thomas Schweich called "blatant disregard" of open government requirements by board members of the Monarch Fire Protection District in west St. Louis County.

Just last week, the Sunshine Law flared again in new developments in the ongoing controversy involving University City and the hiring of its city manager, Lehman Walker.

The Post-Dispatch's Paul Hampel reported that the International City/County Management Association recently banned Mr. Walker from its ranks for life for several violations of its code of ethics. The violations were exposed in emails released in connection with legal action alleging numerous Sunshine Law breaches by city officials in the months prior to Mr. Walker's hiring in July 2010.

The residents who brought the lawsuit subsequently withdrew it but say they may refile it after the municipal election on April 3.

It's not that public bodies can't ever hold closed meetings or close some records. There are exemptions to Sunshine Law requirements — too many, in fact. Among the processes and records that should be public, but aren't, are documents concerning financial conduct by officials at Missouri Employers Mutual, the state-chartered workers' compensation insurance company; the selection of a new president for the University of Missouri system; and a judicial panel's drawing of new boundary lines for state legislative districts.

 

March 11-17 is Sunshine Week 2012, an annual reminder of the crucial importance of openness — "transparency" is the current buzzword — in a democracy.

News organizations comprise most of the sponsors of the Sunshine Week initiative, but it's not journalists who do most of the work of ensuring government openness; it's citizens and residents, business people and activists, retirees and relentlessly vigilant taxpayers.

They understand that in a republic, the people of a community delegate their collective authority to elected and appointed officials who act in the people's name to protect and further the public interest. Those officials must fulfill their public trust with fairness and equity. In the great majority of instances, Sunshine Laws are the only tool that citizens have to make sure their officials act the public's interest.

 

Citizens should call out their leaders when they betray the public trust, whether out of ignorance, for self-enrichment or for nothing more than the petty abuse of power. If you have any doubts that ordinary people do this work every day all over the country, take a look at the Local Heroes section of the Sunshine Week website.

Making sure the people's public business takes place in public is more difficult in Missouri than it is in, say, Florida and Texas, where open government laws are more demanding and enforcement is more vigorous.

To its credit, the website of the Missouri Attorney General's office includes an extensive section on the Sunshine Law, including the text of the statute, forms to use in requesting information and answers to frequently asked questions.

 

But Attorney General Chris Koster has not made enforcement a high priority, at least partly because of the law's abundant exemptions and relatively minor penalties. And municipal officials and state residents who seek Sunshine Law guidance from the attorney general's office may well find themselves dealing with an associate who is not a lawyer.

The backdoor shenanigans in University City revealed in the Sunshine Law emails are particularly disappointing. Not so long ago, University City was justly regarded as a regional beacon of enlightened, open governance that shone as brightly as the spotlight atop its historic City Hall building.

That spotlight has since gone dark, leaving ordinary citizens, armed with determination and Missouri's Sunshine Law, to push the workings of city government back into the light.

Accreditation isn’t out of reach for KC schools

By LEWIS DIUGUID

The Kansas City Star

Accreditation isn’t out of reach for KC schools Tighten rules for the Supreme Court A bull’s-eye for Democrats, a black eye for the GOP If they can do this, what can they not do? As government grows, it becomes more lawless How to fix our ineffectual schools Soon the Kansas City area will have two aquariums An Israeli attack on Iran would be a disastrous idea Romney’s class problem won’t fade, must be fixed Limbaugh in the Hall of Famous Missourians? Moderates in Kansas must ‘change the wind’ Why the wealthy should pay higher college tuition Romney must now pray for a solid run of luck A realm where logic is banned Nation’s racial disparities are steadily worsening Wiggle room in placing corrections Limbaugh goes overboard, hands ammo to opponents This plan is a ‘reverse enterprise zone’ GOP should stay focused on a long-term strategy Midwest Voices | A Chinese mother’s gift to a son Parents have great expectations that their children will get a good education and live better lives than their generation did.

Those hopes won’t change regardless of what happens to Kansas City Public Schools. But the parents and children have been left to wait and hope the schools improve.

The state legislature needs to keep the waiting parents and children in mind as it decides the Kansas City school district’s future.

Lawmakers usually get lost in “grown-up” wrangling over money, contracts and other resources governing Kansas City schools. Some of the proposals being debated:

• The state takes over the Kansas City schools. The district lost its accreditation in January. It normally would have two years to regain accreditation, however, the Kansas City district has been a magnet for political ire dating back to the desegregation ruling of the 1980s.

Keep in mind that the state takeover in St. Louis hasn’t gone as well as hoped. Also consider whether state appointees to a new board will have the best interests of the students, parents and community in mind.

• Dissolve the school district altogether. It could be parceled out so that surrounding districts such as Raytown, North Kansas City, Center and Independence would take over the operation of Kansas City schools. The other districts are accredited, which is an improvement.

But consider the politics. The patrons in the Kansas City district might have no vote in the matter. The dissolution of the district could be great for the real estate industry. No longer would Realtors have to fret over trying to sell property in Kansas City because of its poor performing school district.

Home sellers could tout the district that gobbled up the attendance area in which the home sits. The downside could involve the parents and the children.

My daughters’ Grandview School District classmates who transferred to middle schools in the Shawnee Mission and Blue Valley school districts found that they were treated badly, regardless of race. They went from being like any other kid to being labeled “the poor kids” or the “slow kids” from a lesser district. Parents need to be aware of what could happen so they can intervene in the best possible way if Kansas City schools are parted out. Parents must always ensure that their children get a good education regardless of what happens to the long-troubled Kansas City district.

• Mayor Sly James takes over the district. It is admirable that the mayor wants to get involved. But the legislature doesn’t appear to have the stomach for turning over the schools to him. The General Assembly hasn’t been willing to give local control of the Police Department to the city. It doesn’t appear willing to risk building up the mayor’s power with the schools and its millions of dollars in jobs and contracts.

Meanwhile, the Kansas City district is showing some progress, acquiring five of 14 total accreditation criteria. That soon could become six, after falling to just three last year.

At six, the district could be provisionally accredited. It would need at least nine to merit full accreditation.

It can be done. School board elections are April 3, and though the January filing deadline passed with only one of the four races attracting candidates, it now appears that there will be at least two contenders for each of the open seats.

They will be write-in candidates. That complicates matters for voters, but at least there will be a choice in who might best govern the district.

In addition, current school board president Airick Leonard West revived what he has called “school board school” to help interested candidates understand how best to run the district without meddling in the day-to-day operation.

What the legislature should keep in mind is that Kansas City schools do produce stellar students. Two examples are Ma’Kese Wesley and Iris Thompson. The sixth-graders got to show off their invention of a UVC light sanitizing lunchbox to President Barack Obama in the White House.

What they’ve created will be patented so that it might be mass produced. The improving Kansas City schools need to mass produce more academically outstanding students, for the sake of the waiting parents, children and this community.

The Star’s editorial | Get ‘dark money’ out of campaign spending
Hiding campaign contributions from the public has become job number one for special-interest groups in America. Unfortunately, weak federal and state laws make it easy work.

In Kansas, Missouri and elsewhere, corporations and wealthy individuals are pouring millions of dollars into secretive political groups that support or oppose presidential candidates, key state officials and ballot issues.

“We’re now in the Wild, Wild West,” said longtime Kansas City political consultant Steve Glorioso. “We don’t have any rules.”

The situation got worse in Missouri last month when the state Supreme Court struck down a campaign finance reform law that the legislature had drafted improperly. 

More work is needed to support open government and the public’s right to know. That effort deserves special attention as the annual Sunshine Week starts today, backed by media, libraries and many other groups.

Much tougher financial disclosure laws are needed. For starters, all political candidates and all committees should be required to fully disclose on a regular basis who is giving them money before an election so voters have solid information when they go to the polls.

Knowing who is trying to influence public officials and ballot issues is critical information for the health of our democracy. 

In 2004, Enterprise Rent-A-Car openly tried to defeat a rental fee proposed to help finance a new downtown arena. Pro-arena strategists effectively used that opposition to rally voters against allowing a St. Louis-based company to control Kansas City’s future. The plan passed.

But the story was much different in early 2011 when an opponent of Kansas City’s earnings tax — Freedom PAC — got much of its money from nonprofit corporations that weren’t required to publicly disclose their donors. So Kansas Citians didn’t know who was paying to defeat the tax, which fortunately survived.

This year, anonymous donors already are giving enormous amounts of money to committees set up to promote or defeat issues that may appear on Missouri’s statewide ballot in November.

Crossroads GPS, a Karl Rove entity created specifically to take secret money, has been running attack ads against Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill for months.

In Kansas, politicians and others are bracing for an expected onslaught of anonymous money spent to influence hotly contested legislative races. 

The Kansas Legislature has failed to require disclosure of groups that try to influence elections without specifically advocating for or against a particular candidate. That opens the door for deceptive mailings, robocalls and media spots. 

Action is needed at many levels to prevent the voices of ordinary people from being submerged in waves of “dark” money from special interests.

The U.S. Supreme Court’s Citizens United ruling in 2010 — that campaign donations are a form of speech — has allowed corporations and other organizations to flood campaigns with cash.

To fight back, Congress should pass the DISCLOSE 2012 Act, which would require corporations and other outside groups attempting to influence elections to publicly reveal their names, leaders and top financial contributors.

Congress should also pass legislation making it harder for groups to influence elections under the guise of acting as a “social welfare” nonprofit. 

The Missouri legislature should approve meaningful campaign finance reform that will pass constitutional muster. That should start with reinstating limits on campaign contributions and a ban on transferring donations among campaign committees to hide the original source.

And the Kansas Legislature must catch up with other states and crack down on anonymous “issue advocacy” intended to influence campaigns.

Citizens can play a role, too. 

Look closely at the large number of ads you’ll see in the 2012 campaign season. If you can’t immediately tell who’s paying for them, you should wonder who’s hiding behind them, and why.

The Star’s editorial | Veto bait in Missouri, happy hour in Kansas
Spring break, at last
So far this session, the Missouri legislature has passed two bills guaranteed to harm workers. A House committee has proposed taking health care money from blind people. Urgently needed fixes on school issues are bogged down in ideological agendas. 
Before leaving for a weeklong “spring break,” House Speaker Steven Tilley, a Republican from Perryville, told reporters the House’s agenda was “70 percent complete.”

That portion has included passage of a bill requiring photo identification to vote and another bill designating gun owners as protected citizens. We shudder to think of what the remaining 30 percent might entail.

The Republican-led General Assembly passed a bill that will make it harder for workers to sue for discrimination, cap the amount of damages juries can award if discrimination is proven and limit protections for whistleblowers. Another bill sent to Gov. Jay Nixon requires that claims from workers who are sickened through exposure to toxic chemicals at work be handled through the worker’s compensation system rather than civil court, where payments could be higher.

Both of these bills would make Missouri a more hostile and dangerous place to work. Nixon should veto them both.

The governor is already up in arms about the budget from the House Appropriations Committee, which cuts funding for medical care for about 2,800 blind Missourians.

“Slashing health care from more than 2,000 needy blind Missourians simply isn’t an option,” Nixon said this week. 

The recommended cut is a gambit meant to embarrass Nixon. House Republican leaders say it’s necessary to make up for deep cuts the governor has recommended for the state’s colleges and universities. 

We don’t like the higher education cuts either, and the fact that the state is now weighing college educations vs. health care for blind people speaks to the need for elected leaders to show some courage and find new revenue sources.

But the House committee’s recommended budget is petty and vindictive. Its chairman, Ryan Silvey of Kansas City, North, has proposed that $6 million of the $30 million cut to the blind be restored by eliminating a sales tax exemption on products purchased to produce the state’s newspapers. Sales tax is charged on the finished product. That move is clearly meant to be retaliation for editorials critical of the cuts to the blind and cannot be considered any kind of true or fair tax reform.

For good measure, Silvey added one dollar to the amount that Nixon had recommended budgeting for elementary and secondary education, saying he wanted the House, not the governor, to be able to claim it had funded education at the highest level ever. 

These juvenile stunts would only be embarrassing if they didn’t affect real people, including some of Missouri’s most vulnerable citizens.

Opinion

Better to save services than postal building

Our opinion

The U.S. Post Office and Courthouse at Eighth and Edmond streets in Downtown St. Joseph hardly is “old” or “historic” by local standards. 

Still, this imposing structure has stood for something enduring in a community that was the birthplace of the Pony Express and the first rapid-transit mail service across our still-young country. 

The federal building was constructed in 1939 at a cost of about $775,000. It was seen at the time as one of the finest examples of modern architecture — an achievement that made the community and region proud. 

We are told today this same building is an albatross for the Postal Service, of little need to the court system and one item in the public works inventory that is ready to go to market to the highest bidder. 

We have bemoaned this fate in the past, but as the day approaches we see with greater clarity what should be the concern of everyone: It’s not the building but the provision of affordable and accessible postal service that we long to retain. 

This crisis is most clearly understood in America’s rural heartland. For every St. Joseph there are dozens of smaller communities — from Grant City to Agency to Everest — who depend on postal services. The difference is these smaller communities lack the clout to retain them. 

Our rural neighbors may be able to withstand reduced hours of service, but widespread closures of offices must be resisted forcefully. Similarly, here in St. Joseph, we will get by if the lobby services currently provided at the Downtown office are offered somewhere nearby, but not if the lobby services go away entirely. 

Even the notion of trimming six-day delivery is potentially palatable, but only if provisions are made for those who truly need access to postal services on that sixth day. This problem is magnified in smaller towns with limited options. 

Throughout all of these decisions, city folk must stand arm-in-arm with those who call our rural communities home. We must speak with one voice. 

It is not acceptable for the Postal Service or those in Congress with a say in these matters to simply walk away from the obligation to provide universal mail services. 

Content © 2012. NPG Newspapers Inc, St. Joseph News-Press & News-Press 3 NOW. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission. 

Redistricting Uncertainty

Posted: Saturday, March 10, 2012 5:32 pm 
How chaotic has the Missouri legislative redistricting process been this year?

The Associated Press summed it up this way: There has been just one week since the beginning of the year without at least one new redistricting lawsuit, court hearing or redistricting commission meeting.

Another lawsuit was filed last week in federal court challenging the most recent state Senate redistricting plan. The lawsuit alleges that the newest Senate redistricting plan gives greater weight to urban voters at the expense of rural residents. It’s hard to predict whether the federal lawsuit will force another redrawing of the Senate district boundaries but some pundits and lawmakers say the suit has merit.

The lawsuit does add more intrigue to a very convoluted and muddled process.

Meanwhile, the Missouri Supreme Court is expected to rule soon on legal challenges to new districts for U.S. House and state House districts. The conventional wisdom is that the court will leave those redrawn districts alone.

Redistricting occurs every 10 years following the census in an effort to accommodate population shifts. The goal of redistricting is to try and make the districts as even as possible in terms of population.

It’s not uncommon for the new redistricting maps to wind up in court. It is impossible to please everyone. Some politician or some political party is going to be unhappy. It’s a given.

But this redistricting process is unusual for the amount and intensity of the derision. And the new district boundaries — no matter how they are finally drawn — have local implications that will shape how Franklin County is represented in Jefferson City for years to come.

Take the current version of the Senate map for instance. Under a tentative plan drafted by a bipartisan commission last week, Franklin County would only be paired with a much bigger slice of St. Louis County — mainly encompassing more of Chesterfield.

Currently, the 26th District consists of Franklin County, Warren County and a relatively small portion of western St. Louis County.

Some of the loudest criticism regarding the new Senate boundaries is coming from one of the biggest losers under the plan Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield. Under the commission’s plan, Cunningham’s 7th District would be moved across the state to the Kansas City area. Her home would be in the newly reconfigured 26th District currently represented by Sen. Brian Nieves of Washington. Because only odd-numbered districts in the Senate are up for election this year, Cunningham is in a political pickle.

She is, however, not without options. She could run in the 7th or take on another Republican senator in an adjoining district in St. Louis County or she could hold off and run against Nieves in two years — an option she says she hasn’t ruled out.

That would be an interesting race pitting two ideological soulmates against each other as Nieves and Cunningham, both ultraconservatives, are usually aligned on most issues.

As you might expect, Cunningham has sharply criticized the Senate plan. She has called the map a “travesty” and hurtful to the St. Louis region. Nieves, on the other hand, said he is “pleased” with the new district.

But a better question is whether the new Senate map benefits Franklin County? Cunningham’s arguments are not all sour grapes. We agree with Cunnigham’s assessment that pairing a larger chunk of St. Louis County with Franklin County is not a “community of interest.” Chesterfield doesn’t have a lot in common with rural Franklin County. The issues in St. Louis County are different than those in Franklin County. It’s more than just a rural versus urban dichotomy. The social and economic interests are just not as closely aligned.

Could one senator effectively represent both regions? Without question.

But whoever represents the 26th District in the future is going to have to devote a lot more time learning the art of playing St. Louis politics.

It’s a Distraction

Posted: Saturday, March 10, 2012 5:32 pm 
There are so many distractions today that take time from our minds that it diverts attention from the really important issues. Case in point is the controversy over placing radio show commentator Rush Limbaugh in the Hall of Famous Missourians in the state Capitol.

The House minority caucus, Democrats, in other words, have requested the nomination of Limbaugh, of a conservative bent in politics, not to be among the famous Missourians to receive this unofficial honor. Speaker of the House Steve Tilley, a Republican, has nominated Limbaugh, part entertainer and part serious political pundit, to be honored. The speaker traditionally makes the selection for an honor that has no official blessing. Usually, the nominations are not controversial and range from former presidents to sports heroes.

As for displaying the busts, there is no law that requires them to be placed in the rotunda of the Capitol. The busts are paid for by private contributions. No tax dollars are involved. The speaker has no legal authority to mandate that a bust be in the Capitol.

Democrats don’t like Limbaugh because he is critical of their liberal positioning, and there are few programs in which he doesn’t rake President Obama over the hot issue coals. In considering Limbaugh, the timing is curious because the Cape Girardeau native has been the target of warranted criticism lately because of what he called a female law student who testified for her need for contraception means to be included in health insurance. The names he used should not have been aired on his radio show and demonstrated a crudeness unusual even for an entertainer.

We don’t hear his broadcasts that often. When we do, the belief is that he is an entertainer first, trying to gain listeners so he can get advertisers and pad his billfold. He can make you smile. Why honor him now when he is the target of mountains of criticism for his extremely poor taste in using gutter words toward the student?

The minority caucus has requested the agency that controls public areas of the Capitol to not permit the bust of Limbaugh to be displayed “because Limbaugh’s greatest distinction during his controversial career has been his penchant for divisiveness and offensive behavior.” A number of Democratic House members signed the letter with the request.

It must be noted that the other famous members who have received this honor have been recognized for positive accomplishments. We don’t believe there is a bust of Jesse James in the rotunda. No question, he is a famous Missourian. Surely, Speaker Tilley could have come up with a better nomination.

Letters to the Editor

State can find balanced solutions to make Missouri stronger
"Mo. House plan would fund higher ed, cut blind aid" (Feb. 29) lays out some lawmakers' willingness to cut a health care program for about 3,000 blind individuals, justified in part by their rationale that the blind will be on a "level playing field" with other disability groups. I think many people with disabilities on Medicaid might describe their situation as being at the rocky bottom rather than a level playing field.

At Paraquad, we work every day with individuals with disabilities who try to make it at 85 percent of the poverty level — $1,071 per month for a couple — so that they can get the health care and personal attendant services they need to live in their own homes with their families. In most cases, individuals worked and paid into the system. Now, when they need some assistance, they are forced into deep poverty and many have to pay monthly deductibles that can range up to $800 and higher just to qualify.

People we talk to are forced to choose between food, utilities and health care and to borrow and build-up debt just to survive. We do not need to be throwing more people with disabilities off of health care. Our communities will be better off if people with disabilities have the health care and support they need to stay independent and keep their families together.

Missouri can do better and find balanced solutions that create the education, health care and employment opportunities that make us a strong state.

Kirsten Dunham • St. Louis
Director of Policy and Advocacy, Paraquad Inc.

Smaller government, more value
Regarding "Political signs vs. subdivisions" (March 3): Some subdivision rules prohibit homeowners from putting up political signs. Rep. Kurt Bahr, R-O'Fallon, is proposing statewide legislation prohibiting such rules by subdivisions.

With all the economic and employment problems facing this country and the state of Missouri, it is incredible that our Legislature would use its time to consider such legislation. Once builders leave a subdivision, the homeowners are free to vote on changes to the rules. Yes, it's the way things should work in a democracy, not having some lawmaker force his will upon the citizens. Last time I checked, the Republicans were for less government.

If Mr. Bahr wishes to add value for his constituents and the people of Missouri, he should introduce legislation to include politicians on the "Do No Call" list. Legislators conveniently exempted themselves from this most annoying intrusion into my home — as if the airwaves aren't bad enough!

Charlie Meyer • St. Louis County
Domestic violence is not a dispute
Again, murder and mayhem in the home are described as a "dispute" ("Domestic dispute ends with husband wounding wife, fatally shooting himself," March 9). The dictionary defines a dispute as a "debate" or "quarrel." I contend, as I have for 33 years, that murder is not a debate or a quarrel. Domestic violence is violence. People do not get maimed or killed during a debate. To be killed as the result of a quarrel, the quarrel must have escalated into violence.

No one who understands the systemic abuse and murder of women and children in their own homes can imagine why the press insists on continuing to refer to this atrocity as a "dispute." It shows a lack of understanding about the issue, is a discount to the lives which are ruined by domestic violence and continues to place this issue in a non-critical light. After all, who can get upset about another couple's "dispute"?

Geri Redden • Maplewood
Reveal their riches
Benjamin Disraeli stated, "The greatest good you can do for another is not just share your riches but reveal to them their own." Jesse Bogan's "Missouri lawmakers rethinking food stamp ban for drug felons" (March 6) explains a controversial debate. The Food Freedom Organization stated that 44.7 million people are on food stamps as of 2011. That number would be much larger if we opened the doors to those who have been convicted of drug crimes.

Aren't we taught to give people second chances? There are no exceptions to this rule. By giving drug users drug therapy and rehab, as well as additional drug testing, our economy could thrive.

Suzanne Stumpf • Des Peres
Teach discipline
Regarding "Keeping a hand in cursive" (March 3): I keep reading about how we are trying to improve our educational standards, and those standards are measured by certain tests, the scores of which have become more important than attaining an education. Yet we are having difficulty meeting those test standards even after having kicked into the ditch the importance of basic skills like writing.

Dear Teachers: Please study the photo accompanying the story and realize that education calls for discipline. And one of the basic disciplines of good writing is to sit up straight. Many other disciplines were imposed on your elders as we truly learned our lessons, and not just how to write. Teachers would achieve those goals they claim to espouse by keeping it simple. Teach discipline: Don't leave home without it.

Pat Payne • High Ridge
A little help from baseball
Recent letters about Rush Limbaugh are indicative of the people who drove Howard Stern to satellite radio. Mr. Stern can be offensive and rude, but, under the Constitution's guarantee of free speech, he can be those things and also be very entertaining. But now he's not on free radio because people don't know how to change a station. Those who do not like Mr. Limbaugh should turn their dials away from 1120 AM from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. Central.

And soon, the Cardinals will begin defending their World Series champtionship. Any afternoon games from Monday through Friday will preempt The Rush Limbaugh Show on KMOX. So the conservative, rich men who own the Cardinals are helping the liberals who want to dump Rush.

Victor Lee Turner • Maryland Heights
Get what's owed
I would posit that we have a national consensus that our budget deficit is a major problem. The debate therefore rages over what are supposed to be our two options: cutting services or raising taxes. What about the $385 billion that Internal Revenue Service data show went uncollected from individuals and companies in 2006?

I suspect that revenue would make quite a dent in the deficit. Can't anybody figure out a way to make this happen? Our leaders fiddling with politics as our country moves toward the cliff.

Bob Sontag • St. Louis County
Poaching aid to blind is no way to fund education
The Missouri House of Representatives is considering whether to cut $28 million in Medicaid to people who are blind ("New idea for blind pension," March 8). This cut would be extended to those who currently make too much to qualify for Medicaid and receive the state's blind pension.

Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, argued that it is unfair that people who are blind get this benefit of supplemental support while people who have a different disability are not eligible. It is unfair, but it is more unfair that the unemployment rate among the working blind is 70 percent and that those who are employed typically are underemployed. The underemployed are those whom this will hurt the most. Abolishing this aid may even deter those who make "too much" from working, taxing the Social Security system even more.

Higher education is important, and it is the path to getting more people into good jobs that cover insurance and provide a living wage. Poaching aid to the blind is not the way to pay for it.

Marjorie Williams • Belleville
Executive Director, Minds Eye Information Service, St. Louis's reading service for the blind

Culture changes affect math, science education
Regarding "Schools are aiming to boost interest in science and math" (March 4): There are two additional reasons why our colleges and universities are not producing enough STEM graduates with the critical skills needed by today's employers. First, research shows that the childhood of many of today's scientists — particularly the large number retiring in the next decade — included discussing the space program around the dinner table, visiting national parks and museums on family vacations, collecting bugs, tinkering with machines on the farm or playing with the erector set or the "dangerous" chemistry kit that they received for Christmas. Virtual reality and video games are poor substitutes. It is no wonder that robotics and other hands-on experiences now are critical components of the pre-college curriculum.

Second, also indicative of the changes in our culture over the last several decades, is the demise of the work ethic that made this nation great. A major in science or engineering is hard work and must begin well before college, as indicated by the sad fact that about half of all students who enter college intent on majoring in a STEM field quickly drop out. Nothing can take the place of a rigorous regimen of well-crafted science and math courses and the encouraging, ongoing support of teachers, family and friends.

Our scientific and engineering prowess is integral to our national defense and prosperity. These, in turn, are necessary for a free society to create and enjoy everything that makes a culture worth preserving.

Andrew D. Shaw • Chesterfield
Director, STEM Education, Westminster Christian Academy

Time to play hardball
I remain puzzled over the ruling that provides for the transfer of students from unaccredited school districts to schools in accredited school districts ("High court overturns ruling vs. Webster," March 7). This ruling is tantamount to saying that the students are not at least a part of the problem with the loss of district accreditation.

The ruling essentially says that the problem and the fix are the responsibility of the school district at issue. It also says that the cost to absorb the transfers effectively will be borne, at least in part, by the districts receiving the transfers.

If, as indicated, the problem belongs solely to the unaccredited school districts, there should be a plan for these districts to become reaccredited or to hire new teachers and administrators who can get the job accomplished in a defined period of time.

This is the way it is with business. You either cut it or you're gone! It is about time that the public holds city and county governments accountable to start playing hardball with the unaccredited school districts and to work aggressively to make education effective across the entire St. Louis and St. Louis County area.

Michael W. Sei Sr. • Maryland Heights
End the death penalty
Serious questions remain about death penalty system's fairness, cost and effectiveness ("Justice for all," March 7). A recent study of Missouri's death penalty cited the need for Missouri to establish a state entity to investigate misconduct by prosecutors and defense attorneys. The report recommended a ban on the inhumane act of putting to death people with dementia, traumatic brain injuries or mental illnesses that significantly impair their ability to act rationally or appreciate the consequences of their actions.

Reginald Clemons is one of more than 3,200 prisoners on death row in America. Amnesty International found a number of reasons why the state should commute Clemons' death sentence, including alleged police misconduct and actual prosecutorial misconduct and an unfair jury-selection process.

The only defendant allowed to plead guilty in exchange for a prison sentence and testimony was white. The prosecutor for the case was no angel; his criminal cases have been the subject of repeated criticism by state and federal courts. A study in 2003 found that his misconduct led to the defendant's conviction being overturned in seven cases; in another 17 cases, the courts found that he had engaged in improper conduct.

Missouri is in a budget crunch and is exploring ways to cut costs. Eliminating the death penalty should be on the table. Costs include the tremendous amount of attorney's fees ( both for the prosecution and defense through the whole process), the cost of having a separate death row, the costs of expert witnesses at various hearings and trials, the costs of appeals, the costs of preparing and implementing the death protocols and the costs of the execution team, ad infinitum.

It is time for Missouri to end the death penalty.

Adolphus M. Pruitt II • St. Louis
President, St. Louis NAACP

Problem in health care
"Bidder cries foul in state's awarding of care contracts" (March 8), about a contractor that complained of action by Missouri officials that hindered its application to become a Medicaid provider, highlighted the problem in health care: money and profit.

Other recent articles (about the Centene Corporation before it was selected and about Centene's selection as one of three provider) also drove home the problem in health care: money and profit.

The cost of administering Medicare by the U.S. government is close to 5 percent. The cost of administering private insurance is about 20 percent. Private companies seek contracts to administer medical insurance for the poor because they make a lot of money. Common sense tells you that public funds realized as profit contribute to budget deficits and reduce the available care. Medicare for all, a single-payer system, is the solution.

Suzanne Reinhold • Des Peres
Defining standards
The article "Limbaugh slated for state honor" (March 6) was shocking. How can the Missouri Legislature honor a preacher of hate and division as a member of the Missouri Hall of Fame, joining a list of distinguished people in politics, science, sports, entertainment and literature who have made contributions to the health and welfare of our state and nation?

Rush Limbaugh has done more than other person to undermine the quality of our civic discourse, making it impossible to solve the challenging problems facing the citizens of Missouri and the United States.

As a retired teacher and education consultant, I can't help but call attention to the incredible hypocrisy of the same Missouri legislators who want to define standards for Missouri teachers and schools.

Dennis Lubeck • St. Louis
Infamous Limbaugh

It is wrong to induct Rush Limbaugh into our state Capitol’s Hall of Famous Missourians. House Speaker Steve Tilley asks us to look at Limbaugh’s body of work. I have: He lacks wit, charm, grace and kindness. 

He demanded a young woman to create pornography. He wanted to view the pornographic images online. 

How can we celebrate his un-Christian act of trying to lead others astray? How can we celebrate Limbaugh trying to bully a young woman?

He avoided prison for illegally possessing Oxycontin. We can celebrate his drug rehabilitation. Print his visage on drug awareness posters, but do not place it in our Hall of Famous Missourians.

Jesse James was a folk hero and falls under your current criteria for “famous” despite his villainy. Being famous is not and never should be the only criteria for the honor of being in the Hall of Famous Missourians. 

Tilley should set aside his plans.

Susan Ramirez

Kansas City
Bigger issues to debate

China and Japan have agreed to begin direct trading of their currencies, avoiding converting into U.S. dollars. It is a first step in dropping our dollar as the standard reserve currency.

Our president blocks public companies in the United States and Canada from building a pipeline offering much needed jobs and oil supplies. These companies were going to use their money (not tax dollars) to build this needed project.

Media and public intellectuals engage in a heated debate over the socialistic government of America telling us we are to get free birth control. Can we get any blinder to the loss of freedom in America?

Please vote, America — but carefully this time

Reith R. Busby

Kansas City
GOP protects wealthy

The constant braying from the likes of George Will and Republican congressmen about President Obama’s plan to turn our nation into one giant welfare state intent on confiscating and distributing the wealthiest Americans’ millions to the indolent poor is a farce. As reported in The Wall Street Journal, the nation’s 400 top earners are now paying an average tax rate of 18.1 percent, down from 26.4 percent in 1992.

Combine that with the fact that former President George W. Bush and his fellow Republicans created the largest unfunded entitlement program in our nation’s history (his budget-busting prescription drug plan), and it makes one wonder who really are the socialists in our society. 

What the Republicans don’t want to tell you is they have their own redistribution plan. Because it is their aim to preserve the Bush tax cuts for the wealthy, cut corporate tax rates and defend our enormous spending for defense, who do you think is going to pick up the tab for our decades-long profligate spending? Hint: The middle class. 

Those who have suffered the most during this “Great Recession” should get ready for more compassionate conservatism from our Republican friends in Congress.

Jeff Bushman

Kansas City
Fearing government

I have reached a point where, like my oppressed Irish and Polish ancestors, I am frightened by my government. 

I am frightened by my president. The last few have created positions of power answerable only to themselves without the approval of Congress mandated by the Constitution. 

I am frightened by my Congress. They pass laws that they have not bothered to read and from which they exempt themselves. They seem only concerned with being re-elected and the power they can amass.

I am frightened by my judiciary. They claim corporations are people, and my property rights are subject to being coveted by big business and tax-hungry local governments.

Unlike my ancestors, come November, I plan to do something about it. The time has come to vote the rascals and those who appoint them out.

Donna Godding

Independence

