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KCUR – By Steve Bell
Saturday, March 24, 2012

Filibuster Threatened Over MO Budget

Kansas legislators also made progress on next year's budget. But it was Missouri's House budget plan that was generating controversy by ending a program aiding blind Missourians to avoid the governor's proposed cuts to higher education. Senator Jason Crowell of Cape Girardeau threatened to filibuster when the bill reaches the Senate over its also relying on a one-time federal payment from the mortgage settlement. Some newspapers editorialized that the state should get needed revenue by ending some business tax breaks. Some GOP legislators responded with a bill that would end tax breaks for newspapers.

WHAT OTHERS SAY: Closing gap in two-party system creates complications

Saturday, March 24, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT 

BY Jefferson City News Tribune 

The two-party system is not a closed system.

In Missouri, primary elections — and, to a lesser extent, caucuses — are vulnerable to party crashers.

A state senator has offered legislation designed to plug gaps in the primary process. The proposal, if nothing else, shows the difficulties of securing the system.

In our two-party system, members of each major political party — Democrat and Republican — select the party’s nominee through a caucus or primary.

At caucuses, like those held last week by Republicans, attendees are asked to certify party allegiance. This honor system does not guard against deceitful intruders.

Primaries are even more porous.

Selection of a party’s nominee may be — and routinely is — influenced by voters not among the party faithful.

Primary voters are asked their party preference at the polling places.

Independents and unaffiliated voters may select the more interesting, contested races. These voters are identified by the refrain: “I vote for the person, not the party.”

In addition, members of one political party have been known to infiltrate the opposing party’s primary, in an effort to advance a weaker challenger to the general election.

State Sen. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa, has proposed legislation to tighten party affiliation requirements in primaries.

Under his bill, voters would be required to declare party affiliation when they register to vote. Voters would be permitted to change their affiliation, but would need to do so in advance of the election, not at the polling place on election day.

Under questioning, Wasson admitted the issue of independent voters “is one of the points I’m wrestling with now.”

And, asked whether all taxpayers should finance party-specific primaries, Wasson conceded “that’s not an unreasonable point.”

Further complicating the proposal is the estimated cost provided by the Legislative Research Committee’s Oversight Division, which attached a price tag of almost $2.4 million in the 2012-13 business year, and another $26,615 in each of the following two business years.

Although Wasson acknowledges his bill may not make much legislative progress, it raises issues worthy of discussion.

Those issues are at the core of how the people — partisans and independents — act, react and interact in selecting our representatives and leaders.

Lembke Running For Re-Election on Budget Priority 

The senator filed on Tuesday. He'd represent Maplewood. 

Maplewood-Brentwood Patch - By Sarah Flagg 
March 23, 2012 

The Missouri State Senate race is officially underway as Sen. Jim Lembke (R-Lemay) filed to run for re-election in the First District Tuesday morning.

A bipartisan committee finalized the new state senate districts earlier this month, placing Maplewood, Webster Groves, Mehlville, Oakville and Lemay in the same district.

The 50-year-old senator previously said he would not run in the newly-configured districts, but further analysis changed his decision.

“Originally, we were just more or less looking at the district not knowing the numbers and going with the very little information we had,” he said. “Now, after assessing the district, we believe that based on other races in the last couple of cycles that we can win.”

Lembke said he was looking forward to sitting down with business owners and community leaders in the new territory, naming the state’s budget as his main priority.

“My work has always been focused on the budget process—I think my biggest accomplishment is to make sure the government lives within its means and is a good steward of the peoples’ money so we don’t have to come back time and time again and ask for more of what’s theirs,” he said.

Lembke, who graduated from Mehlville High School in 1979, was elected to the Senate in 2008 after serving in the House of Representatives since 2002.

As of March 21, Lembke is running against Democratic prospects Sue Schoemehl and Michael Vogt. Filing ends for the race on March 27.

Mo. lawmakers contemplate overrides, compromises on business legislation vetoed by governor

The Republic - WES DUPLANTIER (Associated Press)
First Posted: March 24, 2012 - 1:29 pm
Last Updated: March 24, 2012 - 1:27 pm

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Republican lawmakers in Missouri are trying to decide what they will do next on two pieces of business legislation recently vetoed by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

One measure would require workers who bring wrongful termination lawsuits to prove discrimination was a "motivating factor" — not simply a contributing factor— in the employer's action. If an employer were to wrongfully discriminate, the legislation would cap the amount of punitive damages a plaintiff could recover at $300,000 or less, depending on the size of their former employer.

The other bill Nixon vetoed would include occupational diseases under the workers' compensation system, instead of allowing such claims to be decided in court. It would also prevent employees from suing each other for on-the-job injuries. Such claims would also be moved to the workers' compensation system.

Republicans have identified both bills as legislative priorities, saying they would make Missouri more business-friendly and spur job creation because entrepreneurs and companies looking to expand into the state would feel that they face less risk of being involved in costly, time-consuming litigation.

But Democrats, including Nixon, say the changes in both measures would be deeply unfair to workers and make it harder for them to seek legal redress. Further, Democrats contend that companies could end up viewing the limited settlements with workers who have been hurt or discriminated against as a simple cost of doing business and not an incentive to change their behavior.

House and Senate leaders now have a few different options for responding to the governor's rejections.

First, the chambers could try to override Nixon's vetoes. That would require a two-thirds majority vote in both the House and Senate on each bill.

Republicans hold a veto-proof 26-8 majority in the Senate and all 26 GOP senators voted in favor of both bills that Nixon ultimately vetoed. This past week, Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said that his chamber was considering override votes, especially on the workers' compensation bill.

But bringing up the wrongful discrimination legislation could be problematic. That's because state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis County, has already filibustered such legislation twice and has vowed to do so if it comes back up in the Senate.

The Senate has a procedure to cut off debate and bring bills to a quick vote, but such a move hasn't been used in the chamber since 2007 and Senate leaders aren't talking about using it now.

House Speaker Steven Tilley appears to have ruled out override votes in his chamber as a waste of time, as neither bill got a veto-proof majority in that chamber. The wrongful discrimination measure received 89 votes — just seven more than necessary to simply pass the first time.

Tilley said this week that he would rather try to reach compromises with Nixon. Lawmakers can't modify the specific bills that Nixon vetoed, but clones of each measure are still alive in the House and Senate. Those bills could be transformed into something that could get the governor's signature or that could garner enough votes to override a hypothetical veto.

But shaping those compromises could prove difficult. Nixon's veto messages on both bills took aim at their most significant provisions, and Nixon spokesman Sam Murphey reiterated Nixon's opposition earlier this week.

Republicans say the onus is on the governor to start negotiations on a potential compromise, even though Nixon appears to have achieved what he wanted by vetoing the bills.

Sen. Brad Lager, the sponsor of a pending workplace discrimination bill, has said repeatedly that the governor's office hasn't talked to him about ways to change his bill. Lager, who is running for lieutenant governor, said his only contact with the governor's office had been a voicemail notifying him of the governor's vetoes on the day they were announced.

"If we want to change the law in the current environment, we're going to have to have some communication from the governor about what he is willing to accept," said Lager, R-Savannah. "Don't send me a veto letter saying what you won't do. Send somebody up here saying, 'Hey, here's what we can live with.'"

Murphey said lawmakers should already know what the governor's positions are.

"Gov. Nixon has consistently held a very clear position on the discrimination and workplace injury bills, both of which have been debated in previous legislative sessions," he said. "These positions were known and communicated to members of the General Assembly."

____

Workplace discrimination bills are HB1219 (vetoed) and SB592

Workers' compensation bills are SB572 (vetoed) and HB1403

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Kraus attends Scout bridging ceremony

Lee’s Summit Journal
Tuesday, Mar. 20 2012 5:45PM

Senator Will Kraus attended the bridging ceremony of nine Lee’s Summit Webelos to Scouts of Pack 323 to Troop 323 on Feb. 25. All nine boys earned their arrow of light. They are from left: Zaniel Maldando, Willie Trafton, Josh Hannah, Janice Crance, Jonathan Crance, Jared Lutz, Senator Will Kraus, Alex Wilson, Melissa Smith, Cody Fordham, Jacob Rush, Lucas Suber. 
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Keystone battle continues as GOP hits Obama's pipeline stop

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 
7:58 am on Fri, 03.23.12

WASHINGTON — The controversy over approving the Keystone XL pipeline — a keystone in the political debate over high gasoline prices — took another turn Thursday when President Barack Obama flew to Oklahoma to proclaim that he had directed his administration to make the southern part of a project “a priority.”

Republicans, including U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., pounced on the president’s brief appearance at the Keystone’s current terminus in Cushing, Okla., as being a meaningless “political charade” because construction of that part of the project was due to start this summer anyway — and the real issue is approval of the northern segment of the pipeline, which would extend from western Canada’s oil sands to the U.S. Gulf Coast.

Accusing Obama of “trying to take credit for the one thing [related to Keystone XL] that he has no involvement in,” Blunt joined other GOP lawmakers Thursday at a Capitol news conference to charge that the president is still “standing in the way” of the approval of the Keystone XL’s northern segment into Canada.

House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, said the Cushing-to-the Gulf segment of the Keystone had “already gotten its approvals — and this idea that the president is going to expedite this will have no impact on the construction of this pipeline.”

Taking issue with the GOP criticism, White House spokesman Jay Carney said that “even the southern portion of this pipeline requires federal permitting.  The actions the president took today will ensure that that process . . . moves as quickly as possible.” While some federal agencies, including the Interior Department and the Army Corps of Engineers, are involved in approving aspects of domestic pipelines, that involvement is relatively small in comparison to pipelines that cross international borders.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who had voted with Blunt this month for an unsuccessful amendment that would have allowed Congress to bypass the White House in approving construction of the entire Keystone XL, said Wednesday that quick approval of the pipeline’s southern route represented a significant step.

“With speedy approval of Keystone’s southern route, we’re another step closer to more American jobs and stronger energy security,” McCaskill said in a statement. “I’m fighting for construction of the entire Keystone pipeline, because this is as much a national security issue as it is an energy issue.”

During his appearance in Oklahoma, Obama said his administration would “cut through the red tape, break through the bureaucratic hurdles, and make this project a priority” from Cushing to the Gulf. He criticized Republicans for making the issue so political and explained that government experts need “a certain amount of time” to review the environmental impact of the Keystone XL’s northern segment that could impact water supplies in Nebraska “to be extra careful that the construction of the pipeline in an area like that wouldn’t put the health and the safety of the American people at risk.”

Carney told reporters that when the Keystone’s company, TransCanada, sends in a revised route requests, “it would be absolutely viewed on the merits.  And the process should be allowed to work as it’s supposed to work and it should not be hijacked for ideological or other political reasons.”

Some labor organizations that back the entire Keystone XL applauded Obama’s partial approval. But environmental groups that oppose the project — in part because they fear that exploitation of Canada’s vast oil sands would worsen global climate change — urged Obama not to give in to “the power of the oil industry.”

Said Bill McKibben, founder of 350.org, which has led protests against the Keystone project: “No movie producer, 50 years from now, will be able to resist a scene that explains the depth of our addiction to oil: the president coming to the state that just recorded the hottest summer in American history, in the very week that the nation has seen the weirdest heat wave in its history, and promising not to slow down climate change but instead to speed up the building of pipelines.”

The intense debate over the Keystone XL — which would connect to the existing “Keystone 1” pipeline that already crosses Missouri and terminates in southern Illinois — is related in part to GOP complaints that the Obama administration’s energy policies have been a factor in the rising price of gasoline at the pump.

However, some energy analysts say it is unclear whether building the Keystone XL would have any impact on U.S. gasoline prices in the medium term, and certainly not in the short term. In fact, some analysis contend that opening the new pipeline might tend to push up gas prices in the Midwest because more oil would be diverted to the Gulf Coast.

Last year, Obama announced that he planned to put off a decision on Keystone XL until 2013, in part because of Nebraska’s objections and other environmental concerns. But congressional Republicans tried to make an end run around the White House by adding a Keystone provision to a bill that extended the payroll tax cut.

That provision led, in turn, to Obama provisionally rejecting the Keystone XL permit application January until the impact of a proposed alternate route through Nebraska was fully analyzed. Another GOP-led effort to expedite the process was rejected by the Senate earlier this month.

In the meantime, companies other than TransCanada already are working on a pipeline to relieve the current oil bottleneck in Cushing, a hub for crude oil storage and trade. And another pipeline already is carrying oil from Canada’s oil sands into the U.S.

At Cushing, Obama said “the fact is that my administration has approved dozens of new oil and gas pipelines over the last three years — including one from Canada.

“And as long as I’m president, we’re going to keep on encouraging oil development and infrastructure and we’re going to do it in a way that protects the health and safety of the American people.”

Union says Springfield mail processing center will close in February 2013

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Mike Penprase 

10:52 PM, Mar. 23, 2012 

Postal workers have been told the Springfield mail distribution and processing center will close on Feb 9, 2013, American Postal Workers Union local president Bruce Lincoln said Friday.

Lincoln said the formal announcement will come after a moratorium on plans to close around 250 processing centers around the United States ends on May 15.

The Postal Service is not commenting on possible closings, USPS regional spokesman Richard Watkins said Friday.

“I can’t confirm any dates,” Watkins said. “These are conversations our postal managers have with the unions.”

Asked about reports that a closing date for the facility has been set, Rep. Billy Long’s office issued a statement from the congressman.

“I am deeply disappointed with the decision by the United States Postal Service,” Long stated. “As I have said all along, I want to make sure the Springfield Processing and Distribution Center got a fair shake during the evaluation process. I do not believe it did.”

Long indicated he has a number of questions about the closing plan.

“I am not pleased with the Postal Service’s process and their apparent lack of care and concern,” Long commented. “I still have many questions left unanswered, such as why the Postal Service wants to close a facility in the fastest growing part of the state, and that is why I have asked the Postal Service Inspector General to conduct an investigation.”

Long was among a crowd of around 300 people who attended a Postal Service meeting earlier this year about the closing plan.

Postal Service officials said closing the Springfield facility is part of a plan to economize by consolidating it with the Kansas City processing center.

Consolidation would end next-day delivery of first-class mail and result in two- to three-day delivery, postal officials said.

Lincoln said postal workers are reacting to the closing plan affecting over 200 employees in a variety of ways.

Some center workers have shifted to other jobs, Lincoln said.

“Right now, we have some people that were allowed to go over to be city letter carriers,” Lincoln said. “Some people are scrambling right now. We’re trying to help them make a transition.”

Corps to hire private firms to complete Birds Point levee restoration

By Scott Moyers - Southeast Missourian
Sunday, March 25, 2012

With funding firmly in place, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is targeting mid-June to continue its efforts to restore the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway levee to what it was before three holes that totaled almost four miles long were blasted in it last May. 

But this time the government officials are bringing in the private sector to finish the job. 

In the next two weeks, the corps will be advertising for "companies capable of doing large earthworks projects," to create a pool of three qualified firms that can bid on individual projects that, when completed by year's end, will result in a levee that provides flood protection to a level of 62.5 feet on the Ohio River gage at Cairo, Ill. 

"There may be small pieces of work for us to do that we're capable of doing in-house before they get started," said project engineer Maj. Jon Korneliussen. "But our intent is to get the bulk of the work out to the private sector." 

Restoring the floodway will be a major point of discussion Monday, when the Mississippi River Commission conducts its annual high-water inspection trip in Tiptonville, Tenn. The meeting will be held aboard the Motor Vessel Mississippi and is open to the public. 

Overall, the corps' Memphis District will explain how it intends to spend $300 million it has been awarded by Congress to make repairs along the river that was caused by record-setting flooding that took place last spring. About $22 million of that will be spent near the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, which includes damage to Cairo, Fulton County, Ky., and in the floodway, said corps spokesman Jim Pogue. 

The "big ticket" items include repairing the floodway and restoring flood-fighting controls in place south of Tiptonville, where $27 million will be spent to ensure that the river doesn't carve a new course. Pogue said that would be "catastrophic" considering that the millions the corps has already spent to stabilize the river would be lost. Another $24.5 million will be spent at the Memphis Harbor, where the river also tried to change direction. 

The work looks to be intensive, Pogue said. 

"I think it's one of the biggest things we've done in decades," Pogue said. 

The agenda for the meeting Monday includes a summary report by Maj. Gen. John Peabody, commander of the corps Mississippi Valley Division and president of the commission. Peabody last year replaced Maj. Gen. Michael Walsh, who stood at the center of the controversy as the man who ultimately ordered the levee breached. Walsh has since been promoted to deputy commander for civil works and emergency operations. 

The decision decimated 130,000 acres of farms and homes in Mississippi and New Madrid counties after the water was unleashed. Walsh insisted he was following protocol and defended the decision as necessary to alleviate flooding elsewhere along the river that would have created a greater risk to human safety. 

Pogue promised the floodway restoration will be a "key component" of the presentation. 

The corps halted its floodway repairs in December after spending $20 million to that point to shore up the levee to a level of 55 feet of flood protection at each of the blasting spots. To get to 55 feet at the northernmost spot at Birds Point, the corps had to hurriedly erect a $550,000 temporary flood barrier known as a HESCO barrier -- large, collapsible wire mesh container with heavy-duty fabric liners filled with sand. 

After the pool of companies is selected, according to Korneliussen, they will bid basically to work on each crevasse, starting at getting the northernmost breach at Birds Point repaired to 55 feet of protection. Then, later in the summer, he said, work can begin on the other two breaches to get them restored to 62.5 feet. Construction will consist of moving dirt, culvert installation, installing the pipe and access wells. 

Private firms, he said, are being brought in because of the large number of projects the corps has to deal with here and in other spots, 

Korneliussen said. 

The goal is to have all of the work completed by the end of the calendar year, a target that Korneliussen called "aggressive, but doable," if weather cooperates. 

Mississippi County Presiding Commissioner Carlin Bennett said farmers and others who work in the floodway are hopeful, but skeptical. 

"I think that all sounds good, what they're saying," Bennett said. "But we have empirical data that says to be skeptical. It's not anecdotal after what happened last year. It's empirical." 

smoyers@semissourian.com 

388-3642 

Pertinent address: 

Wyatt, MO 

Tiptonville, TN 

Cairo, IL 

State GOP takes over; St. Charles County's rescheduled caucus is April 10

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
12:29 pm on Fri, 03.23.12

The Missouri Republican Party is making clear that it’s calling the shots for St. Charles County’s rescheduled Republican presidential caucus, now set for Tuesday, April 10 at the county’s convention center.

The session will begin at 7 p.m.

Last Saturday’s caucus was shut down soon after it began, when police were called to handle the heated disputes between partisan factions among the crowd of 2,500. Two people were arrested.

State GOP chairman David Cole told reporters during a conference call today that he will serve as the temporary chairman of the April 10 caucus when it gets underway, until participants elect a permanent chairman.

And he pointedly noted that he will allow recording devices – which last weekend’s Republican organizers had tried to bar, fueling some altercations.

 “We want to have a fair, open and transparent caucus,’’ Cole said repeatedly.

He also emphasized, “I’m not here to point fingers or place blame. We want to make sure this process works."

Such direct state party involvement – while allowed -- is rare for caucuses, which are set up to be locally run and under local Republican rules. But Cole minced no words as to why the Missouri Republican Party was stepping in this time.

“We held 136 caucuses last Saturday,’’ the chairman said. “But only one has dominated the headlines.”

Phase 2 of caucuses set for April 21

The caucuses last Saturday were the first phase in a three-meeting process to award Missouri's 52 Republican presidential delegates and decide who gets to be a delegate to the national Republican presidential convention in Tampa next August.

On Saturday, Republicans in St. Louis and Jackson County will hold their local caucuses, which were delayed with the approval of the state party because last Saturday also was St. Patrick’s Day, when both cities held parades.

St. Louis’ caucus will begin at 10 a.m. in the cafeteria at Forest Park Community College. Registration begins at 9:30 a.m.

Attendees must be residents of St. Louis.

The rescheduled St. Charles County caucus will select 147 local delegates to attend Round 2 on April 21, when Republicans gather in each of Missouri's nine congressional districts.  Most of the presidential delegates will be chosen and awarded at those caucuses.

The rest will be selected at the state GOP convention in Springfield on June 2.

Changes to be made by 2016

Cole pointed out that the state Republican Party would have preferred to use a statewide primary to allot delegates, which had been the case since 2000.

This year’s Feb. 7 presidential primary had to be moved to March, at the earliest, to comply with national party rules. The General Assembly passed a bill doing so last session, but Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed the measure because of other provisions. 

When a redo failed during last fall’s special session, the state GOP opted for a caucus and to make the Feb. 7 primary nonbinding.

The Democrats got national approval to allow their Feb. 7 primary results to be counted, so the state Democrats’ “mass meetings,’’ which get underway March 29, will focus solely on choosing the presidential delegates. All will be committed to President Barack Obama.

By the time the next presidential election rolls around in 2016, Cole said he expected that the Missouri Republican Party changes its processes -- regardless of whether 2016 features primaries or caucuses.

New St. Charles County Republican caucus set for April 10 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY MARK SCHLINKMANN 
Posted: Saturday, March 24, 2012 12:05 am 

ST. CHARLES • Holding another countywide caucus is the "only proper remedy" to ensure that St. Charles County has input in the Republican presidential nominating process, GOP state Chairman David Cole said Friday.

Cole will serve as temporary chairman of the replacement caucus, which he set for 7 p.m. April 10 at the St. Charles Convention Center.

The first caucus broke up with no delegates picked amid boisterous disputes over rules. Two people were arrested.

"I hope I am perceived by all parties as being independent and operating in a fair and open and transparent way," said Cole, who is from Cassville in southwestern Missouri and hasn't endorsed any candidate.

Cole said he will supervise the election of a caucus chairman and will allow recording devices. A ban on audio and video equipment by county party organizers was a major point of dispute at the initial session March 17 at Francis Howell North High School.

The state party's general counsel, Jefferson City attorney Harvey Tettlebaum, will be parliamentarian for the April caucus to handle any new rules disputes.

Supporters of presidential contenders Mitt Romney, Ron Paul, Rick Santorum and Newt Gingrich reacted positively to the plans for a do-over. So did county GOP chairman Eugene Dokes, whose actions as temporary chairman at the first caucus had been sharply criticized by backers of Paul and Romney.

But on Friday, county Councilman Joe Brazil blasted what he called the state party's "hostile takeover" of the county GOP committee's responsibility.

He said the county committee, of which he is a member, should be allowed to try again under different leadership. He called on Dokes to resign as chairman.

"We were elected to do this; this is our job," said Brazil, who like Dokes says he isn't committed to a candidate.

Dokes acknowledged on Friday making some mistakes at the first caucus, including allowing only one person to be nominated as chairman. But he said he wouldn't quit.

The caucuses pick delegates to attend congressional district conventions April 21 and the GOP state convention in Springfield in June. Those meetings will select most of the state's 52 national convention delegates.

Cole called the situation in St. Charles County "unique" and said the vast majority of the 136 other caucuses held March 17 were well-run. Two more will be today — including the St. Louis caucus at 10 a.m. at St. Louis Community College at Forest Park.

As for the ban on recording at last week's event, Cole said that every county caucus was free to establish its own rules and that some had allowed videotaping and some had banned it.

At the first caucus, Paul and Romney backers alleged that organizers and Santorum supporters shut down the caucus because the Paul and Romney groups were planning to pool their numbers to achieve a majority and split the county delegates 50-50.

Dokes and other organizers insisted they adjourned because of police concerns about the behavior of some in the crowd. Dokes said he and the caucus chairman wanted to divide the delegates proportionally according to the relative numbers of supporters.

Former County Executive Joe Ortwerth, a Santorum backer, said Cole's decision to preside at the start of the new caucus "will be reassuring to all camps."

Brent Stafford, a Paul activist who was one of those arrested last weekend, said "that's really the only thing that can make this thing right."

Mo. GOP reschedules St. Charles County caucus

Southeast Missourian - JIM SALTER (The Associated Press)
Friday, March 23, 2012

ST. LOUIS (AP) -- One of Missouri's largest Republican areas will try again to participate in the GOP presidential nomination process after a fracas forced the cancellation of the first caucus. 

The Missouri Republican Party announced Friday that the St. Charles County caucus has been rescheduled for 7 p.m. April 10 at the convention center in St. Charles. State Republican Party Chairman David Cole will serve as temporary chairman until participants choose a caucus chairman. 

The March 17 caucus at a high school gym in St. Peters turned chaotic and adjourned without selecting delegates for Missouri's congressional district conventions in April and the state GOP convention in June. Some of the crowd was upset by rules imposed by county Republican leaders, including a ban on audio and video equipment. 

Supporters of Ron Paul and Mitt Romney also were upset about county GOP chairman Eugene Dokes' decision to recognize only one nomination for caucus chairman. Two Paul supporters were arrested for trespassing when they were allegedly told to leave but refused to do so. One of them tried to reconvene the caucus outside. 

"Since Saturday, we have reviewed our options to determine the best way to move forward while ensuring that the voice of St Charles has been heard," Cole said. "We have concluded that the only proper remedy for this situation is to schedule a new St Charles County caucus." 

St. Charles, Missouri's third largest county, is heavily Republican. Rick Santorum celebrated there in February after winning Missouri's non-binding primary, which was little more than a straw poll. 

Cole said it is important that the county play a role in the selection process. He also said audio and video recording devices will be allowed at the April 10 caucus. 

"I want to make it clear to the people of St. Charles County that we will conduct this caucus in a fair, honest and transparent manner," he said. 

Dokes said the plan for the rescheduled caucus, including allowing recording equipment, is fine with him. 

"All I care about at this point is the county will get the representation it needs in the presidential selection process," Dokes said. 

Despite the problems in St. Charles County, Cole said most of the state's caucuses were well-run. St. Louis city and Jackson County will hold their caucuses Saturday. The rescheduled St. Charles County caucus will be the last of the state's local caucuses. 

The congressional district caucuses and statewide convention will select most of the 52 Missouri delegates to the Republican National Convention, and caucus-goers are free to make their own selections. 

Cole said he favors a return to a binding primary for 2016 and he anticipates that leaders of both parties will consider a primary. 

Jackson County GOP caucus is today

The Kansas City Star 
March 26

Jackson County Republicans get their say in the party's presidential nominating process this morning. 

The party will caucus, beginning at 10 a.m., at the Bernard Campbell Performing Arts Center, 400 S.E. Blue Parkway in Lee's Summit.

The caucus is expected to pick delegates to the party's congressional district conventions in April and the state convention in June. 

The delegates may -- or may not -- be pledged to any specific presidential candidate.

The caucus is open to any Jackson County registered voter who says he or she is a Republican. 

Last Saturday, there were disruptions at several caucuses.

The Jackson County caucus was delayed a week because of St. Patrick's Day.

Missouri US Sen. McCaskill files for re-election

Southeast Missourian - The Associated Press
Friday, March 23, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Sen. Claire McCaskill of Missouri has officially begun her re-election campaign, the first and only Democrat so far in a contest that has attracted several Republicans. 

McCaskill was in Jefferson City on Friday to file for the August party primary in her bid for a second, six-year term. 

Three prominent Republicans are also in the U.S. Senate race. They are former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, of Rolla; U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, of suburban St. Louis; and St. Louis businessman John Brunner. 

McCaskill said Friday she expects there will be a clear contrast between her and whoever wins the Republican primary. 

Initiative spurred by dog breeding fight dropped

Kansas City Star - The Associated Press

Posted on Fri, Mar. 23, 2012 08:01 PM, Updated: 2012-03-24T01:02:31Z 

COLUMBIA -- Organizers of a proposed ballot initiative that would make it more difficult for Missouri legislators to tinker with voter-approved laws said Friday they were giving up the effort. 

The ballot initiative came about after lawmakers watered down laws to toughen oversight of the dog-breeding industry, which voters approved with a 2010 ballot initiative. The new initiative sought a constitutional amendment requiring a three-fourths majority vote of both the Missouri House and Senate to override voter-approved laws. 

It was largely funded by the Humane Society of the United States, which also backed the dog-breeding initiative.

Your Vote Counts! had heavy opposition from 25 agriculture industry entities working under the name Missouri Farmers Care. 

Dane Waters, campaign manager for Your Vote Counts!, said his group was disbanding because it had accomplished its primary goal: making state lawmakers more mindful of the people’s collective voice. 

“We’re not going to submit any signatures,” he said. 

Missouri Farmers Care Chairman Don Nikodim issued a written statement saying it was “a great day for everyone that believes Missourians should determine how our state government should operate and not animal-rights activists and Washington, D.C.,-based special interests.” 

Waters said his group had collected about 75 percent of the signatures needed to qualify for the November ballot but had been meeting in recent weeks with lawmakers in hopes of avoiding a pitched battle over the ballot measure. He declined to discuss any specific assurances made but said the campaign felt comfortable pulling up stakes. 

“We are taking a leap of faith that the lawmakers will hold true to a better environment in Jefferson City,” he said.

Nixon applauds drop in KC unemployment rate

The Kansas City Star - Dave Helling
March 23

The Labor Dept. said Friday that the Kansas City area's unemployment rate dropped 2.1% from January 2011 to January of this year.

"Kansas City, its local leaders and its businesses continue to provide real economic vision for the present and for the long term," Gov. Jay Nixon said in a statement.

Democrats propose cigarette tax hike for Missouri

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Elizabeth Crisp 
Updated: 2012-03-24T00:55:32Z 

JEFFERSON CITY | As Missouri House members debated the budget this week, there was a popular refrain from several Democratic lawmakers: Why not raise the cigarette tax to help cover the shortfall?

At 17 cents per pack, Missouri has the lowest cigarette tax in the nation.

Cigarette tax hikes have become a popular avenue for states looking for a quick influx of money amid the recession, because so-called “sin taxes” tend to be more palpable to the public than other types of tax increases. Smoking-related illnesses lead to millions in state Medicaid expenses each year — so such hikes tend to be easier for elected officials to justify to the masses. According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, 17 states, Washington D.C. and the federal government raised tobacco taxes in 2009.

State Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, D-St. Louis, is now pushing to raise Missouri's tobacco tax to $1.095 — still below the national average of $1.46 per pack. The hike would have to be approved by a vote of the people.

“It's time that we raised our lowest-in-the-nation tobacco tax to an amount closer to the national average,” Oxford said in a release today announcing the bill.

Still, it seems unlikely that the state will see an increase this year.

Missouri voters rejected ballot measures that would have raised the cigarette tax in 2002 and 2006.

The Legislature also has repeatedly shot down efforts to boost cigarette taxes.

Earlier this year, GOP leaders in the House and Senate dismissed the idea of raising cigarette taxes, and Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon has pledged not to raise taxes.

Distributed by MCT Information Services

Missouri’s self-defense law differs from Florida’s

Kim Norvell - St. Joseph News-Press
POSTED: 10:38 pm CDT March 23, 2012

The controversial killing of an unarmed teenager last month, and the self-defense claim used to justify it, has made headlines nationwide. 

George Zimmerman’s enactment of Florida’s “Stand Your Ground Law” in the shooting of Trayvon Martin has been dissected by newsmakers across the country, which begs the question, what self-defense claims protect Missouri residents? 

Missouri has a broad self-defense law, which protects citizens who use reasonable force against a threat. But, in order to use deadly force, there has to be a reasonable belief that their life or their family’s lives are in danger, said Capt. Kevin Castle with the St. Joseph Police Department. 

“Clearly we’re never going to prohibit people from keeping themselves safe,” he said. “But it’s got to be a clear situation that their life is in danger, especially when using deadly force.” 

Dwight Scroggins, Buchanan County prosecuting attorney, said self-defense claims are taken under advisement on a case-by-case basis. But the main concept is that the amount of force used by a victim claiming self-defense has to be proportionate to what is being used against them. 

“The underlying idea of self-defense is, I can use whatever force I reasonably perceive to be necessary to protect myself,” he said. “So if a guy jumps out demanding money and has no weapons, and I pull my gun out and shoot him, it’s probably not self-defense.” 

The state also has a more refined and well-known Castle Doctrine, which protects residents in their homes or vehicles. Under that law, homeowners do have a legal right to kill someone who enters their home unlawfully. 

“If I’m in my home and somebody unlawfully enters my home, that’s a pretty clear situation,” to justify deadly force, Mr. Scroggins said. 

In Florida — and the 21 states in the nation that have adopted a “Stand Your Ground Law” — people are allowed to kill their aggressors without perceiving an imminent deadly threat. In the Trayvon Martin case, the family attorney has said the teenager was simply carrying a bag of Skittles and a can of iced tea when George Zimmerman shot him. 

In many cases in Florida, police leave it up to prosecutors to decide the validity of a self-defense claim. But sometimes, as in the case of Trayvon Martin, officers can decide on the scene whether they believe self-defense was used, and if so, no investigation is needed. 

That doesn’t happen in Missouri, Mr. Castle said, as there is still an interview process and still a case reviewed by prosecutors before a decision of charges — or self-defense claims — are made. 

Some Florida lawmakers are questioning whether the law should be revisited. Florida Department of Law Enforcement statistics show that before the “Stand Your Ground Law” was enacted in 2005, there were about 13 justified killings each year by citizens from 2000 to 2005. Between 2006 and 2010, the average had risen to 36 justified killings each year. 

“Take (the Castle Doctrine) concept out in the world, like Florida. Then if I perceive a threat, whether it’s real or not, I’m protected by this ‘Stand Your Ground Law’ that I can use any force, including deadly force,” Mr. Scroggins said. “All of a sudden it starts sounding like the Wild West.” 

Kim Norvell can be reached at kim.norvell@newspressnow.com. Follow her on Twitter: @KimNorvell. The Associated Press contributed to this story. 

Education trends could jeopardize gains won by Liddell case, speakers say

By Dale Singer, Beacon staff 
11:29 am on Fri, 03.23.12

More than 40 years after legal action began to desegregate St. Louis area schools, new trends in education, here and nationally, could result in classes where black and white students are less likely to learn together.

That was one conclusion at Washington University Thursday from speakers at a symposium looking back at changes brought by a lawsuit against school segregation by Minnie Liddell and forward to how classrooms may look in upcoming years.

Several panelists focused in particular on the recent push for choice in education and the rise in popularity of charter schools.

Wendy Parker, a law professor at Wake Forest University, noted that charter schools are typically more segregated by race and by class than traditional public schools. She praised the voluntary desegregation plan in the St. Louis area schools, saying it is a nationally recognized model, and said that though integration nationwide has improved, the ideal situation has not been reached.

“I do think it’s achievable,” Parker added, “but I don’t think choice is going to get us there.”

Kimberly Jade Norwood, a law professor at Washington U. who helped put together the symposium, noted that the 1999 settlement that ended court supervision of the St. Louis area plan was set to run for 10 years. It was extended by five years in 2009, but another five-year extension, now being discussed, may run into trouble because of the current legal action in the so-called Turner case.

That lawsuit is over how to implement a Missouri law that allows students who live in unaccredited school districts — currently St. Louis, Riverview Gardens and Kansas City — to transfer to nearby accredited schools. Their home district must pay for tuition and transportation, and the receiving districts have no discretion over how many students they have to take.

While such a mandate may look good for parents living in the unaccredited districts, Norwood said, it could bankrupt the city school system and cause massive disruptions for the county districts.

She also noted that the law, if upheld, could result in greater segregation in the suburban schools, with white students moving from the city to predominantly white schools in the county.

Reviewing the history of the Liddell case, several people who were involved in the lawsuit over the years noted that it really sprang from housing discrimination that  confined African-Americans to living in certain areas of St. Louis.

That situation, said John Wright, a longtime educator in the city and county, led to the overcrowded, segregated schools that led Liddell to file her suit in the first place.

“No matter how large the population was,” he said, “you could not move out of your neighborhood.”

A landmark legal case out of St. Louis helped remedy that problem by striking down restrictive housing covenants, but it did not solve problems of segregation in areas ranging from jobs to playgrounds, Wright said, and city officials were afraid to take a stand.

Attorney Anne-Marie Clarke, who was active on the plaintiffs’ side of the case, stressed how the group led by Liddell was mismatched against larger forces on the other side. It had to make the point, she said, that historical forces had shaped the landscape that black families found themselves in.

 “What’s important to understand,” she said, “is that the case was about housing patterns that existed in the city of St. Louis that required blacks who were living in certain areas of the city to only be able to go to certain districts of the school system. The board’s policy perpetuated segregation. The school boundaries served no valid educational goals.”

Through a series of four federal judges — James Meredith, William Hungate, George Gunn and Stephen Limbaugh Sr., who handled the case before and after Gunn — busing agreements eventually came together. First they involved intradistrict busing in St. Louis, then they broadened to include interdistrict busing that took in the 23 school districts in St. Louis County.

The settlement had three main components: the transfer of black students to county schools, creation of magnet schools to attract white students from St. Louis County to the city, and an infusion of funds to improve schools for black students left behind in the city.

The state of Missouri fought the plans every step of the way, panelists noted, singling out in particular former Attorney General John Ashcroft, who later became governor, senator and U.S. attorney general.

Bruce La Pierre, a Washington U. law professor who served as special master in the case, noted that it went to the federal appeals court 20 times and the U.S. Supreme Court five times, costing the state of Missouri more than $1 billion. That mounting financial bill, he said, was the lever that finally got the state into the mood to negotiate and lawyers for all sides to see their clients’ interests in a broader frame of reference.

 “The state of Missouri dragged its heels,” La Pierre said of progress toward a settlement. “The state hadn’t agreed. It was rammed down its throat, but it was bound by the settlement.

“These provisions were long and drawn out in their implementation, and many of the children for whom the benefits were intended never received those benefits.”

Through all the legal talk, Minnie Liddell, whose photo was projected on a screen behind the panels, was never far from Thursday’s discussion. Three of her four surviving children were presented with a vase commemorating their family’s courage in the case.

Her youngest son, Michael, who benefited from the case by attending magnet schools, noted how strong the emphasis on education was in his home, and how his mother’s yearning for good schools for every child was equally robust.

“Her passion for this never went away until the day she died,” he said. “She never hesitated to give us a lesson in history, a lesson in why she did this.

“It wasn’t just about our family. It was about kids who hadn’t even been born yet.”

Attorney Bill Douthit, who recalled how Minnie Liddell insisted on getting nightly updates on the case, also repeated the words she said to lawmakers at the end of a marathon hearing on the case at Roosevelt High School back in October 1997.

Noting that she had gotten out of a sickbed to listen to what people had to say about the case that was then 25 years old, she was angry that educators and lawmakers were still trying to deny responsibility for the segregation that had led to black children getting an inferior education.

“Everyone wants to know whether integration works,” she said, her words slurred from the effects of a stroke. “Well, I can tell you what don't work. Segregated education didn't work. It didn't work for me, and it didn't work for a lot of black people.

“You owe it to the children of St. Louis to provide them some choices and a quality education. And if you don't see that happens, all of us are going to pay for it. Each and every one of us is going to pay for it.”

Judge Limbaugh recalled another appearance by Liddell, at a hearing on the settlement agreement that ended court supervision of the case in 1999. After getting the views of other parties, Limbaugh said, he watched her take the stand, moving slowly. But, he added, she still had a twinkle in her eye.

He asked her if he should approve the settlement, and she acknowledged that though not everything she wanted had been achieved, it should win approval. He asked why.

“There have been four judges who have heard this case,” Limbaugh quoted her as saying. “I’ve outlived three of them. I don’t want to have to outlive the fourth.”

Then, he said, she looked at him and asked:

“Do you have a doctor who recommends medicine for you?"

He said he did.

“She said, ‘Take it,'” Limbaugh recounted with a laugh.

“That was some woman.”

Students condemn KC district’s takeover of African-centered school

Task force members dispute reasons for takeover while students voice appreciation for program’s opportunities.

The Kansas City Star - By MARÁ ROSE WILLIAMS 
Updated: 2012-03-24T03:56:32Z 

African-centered education students on Friday spoke out against Kansas City Public Schools’ plan to assume control of their school’s three-building campus, and campus leaders disputed the stated reasons for the takeover.

Carnayla Johnson, an Afrikan Centered Education Collegium Campus senior heading this fall to the nation’s capital on a full-ride scholarship to Howard University, said she would hate to return next year and see ACE being run by the district. 

Johnson spoke at a press conference where Afrikan Centered Education Task Force Inc. officials vehemently denied district allegations that it is seizing control because ACE failed to show how it spent $8 million in state money and because student performance had slipped. 

The task force operates the ACE campus, at the former Southeast High School, on a contract with the Kansas City district that expires June 30. 

The district announced this week that it would not renew the contract, and ACE officials vowed to fight it.

“At ACE I’ve gotten more than an education. They have given me love and support,” Johnson said. “At ACE I’ve learned about my roots.” 

Schoolmate Aaliya Deggs, a junior, has attended ACE since second grade.

“It has given me the opportunity to let my light shine and show my greatness,” she said. “This whole situation is unfortunate and unfair. It is not about us students. It is about money. The students’ education should be the primary focus.”

ACE officials accused the district of spreading untruths to gain community support for a district-controlled, African-centered education plan.

ACE attorney Dana Cutler said that the school is run efficiently and that it gave the district a detailed account of the $8 million more than a month ago. What the district called a $150,000 advance that was not repaid, she said, was not an advance at all, but a payment allowing ACE to afford a pre-kindergarten program in 2011.

Cutler also disputed a district claim that ACE had not applied for any grants to help pay for programs. 

“ACE has applied for 26 awards and received 15,” she said.

Cutler added that the district held up federal dollars that would have helped the school hire tutors and buy testing software to prepare for last year’s MAP tests.

District officials declined to comment on any of ACE’s claims.

“We don’t want to get into a back-and-forth,” said Eileen Houston-Stewart, a district spokeswoman. “We have made a decision not to renew their contract and that is the bottom line.”

In place of the program that ACE offers, the district said it will open an African-Centered College Preparatory Academy this fall. District officials headed to Philadelphia on Friday and will meet with N-psy-T, a company they want guidance from on offering “an African-centered experience” comparable to what’s in similar schools across the country.

“We don’t need to bring in an unknown,” said Ajamu Webster, chairman of the ACE Task Force. “ACE is a homegrown program developed by experts in the field.”

He called for parents to speak out against the takeover. 

To reach Mará Rose Williams, call 816-234-4419 or send email to mdwilliams@kcstar.com.

Missouri Supreme Court Ruling Could Impact Local Tax Collections 

By Gregg Jones, Missourian Staff Writer 
Posted: Friday, March 23, 2012 6:00 pm | Updated: 2:07 pm, Fri Mar 23, 2012. 

A state Supreme Court decision that affects the collection of local sales taxes on the sale of some vehicles could have far-reaching impacts on local governments and car dealerships.

The Missouri Supreme Court ruled Jan. 31 that local sales taxes can only be levied on vehicle sales occurring within the state.

The ruling was issued in the case of Craig A. Street v. The Department of Revenue.

State and local sales taxes for motor vehicles, boats, trailers and recreational vehicles are collected at the time of registration. The court ruled that the local sales tax — county, municipal or other entities — can’t be collected on vehicles purchased outside of Missouri.

State sales taxes, at the rate of 4.225 percent, still will be collected on all vehicles registered to Missouri residents.

For example, if a vehicle is purchased in Illinois the buyer is not subject to the municipal sales tax, only state sales tax. If a vehicle is purchased in Missouri, for the same price, the buyer still is required to pay the local sales taxes.

The result could be thousands of dollars higher tax expenses for vehicles purchased within the state.

According to Franklin County Commissioner John Griesheimer, that could have a devastating impact on both revenue for cities and counties, but also could result in a loss of sales for dealerships in Missouri.

“I think they (Supreme Court judges) were all drunk,” said Griesheimer. “I can’t believe they would disallow sales tax to be collected — the state gets its taxes but we don’t get ours?”

The Supreme Court ruling also prohibits the collection of local sales taxes of vehicles sold by individuals, regardless in which state the vehicle was purchased.

Option Use Tax

There are some municipalities and counties that still will receive local taxes for vehicles purchased out of state, including the city of Washington.

Those are counties and cities that impose a voter-approved local option use tax. There are only 176 entities within the state that impose those voter-approved taxes.

Griesheimer noted, for the county, that the sales taxes support the general operations, roads and bridge upkeep and law enforcement.

“That is going to be a huge hit,” he said.

He added that dealers within an hour of border states, including in Franklin County, are most at risk of losing buyers to out-of-state dealers.

“I can see that happening a lot,” Griesheimer said. “It is going to affect our area and local dealerships will lose business.

“People are obviously going to save money by going to Illinois,” he added.

Possible Solutions

Griesheimer explained that there is a sense of urgency with state legislators, but there is “no easy fix.”

“I have been speaking with legislative leaders who said if they can come up with a fix, they will run through the House and Senate this session,” he said.

However, the legislation might not supersede the Supreme Court ruling.

“It may be that the only fix we have is to put in a use tax,” he said. “But it will be very difficult to convince voters to approve it.”

Slay, Koster, host foreclosure information session

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JIM GALLAGHER 
Posted: Friday, March 23, 2012 4:22 pm 

The mortgage settlement with major banks, and what troubled homeowners can expect from it, will be the topic of informational meetings on Monday.

Mayor Francis Slay and Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster will host a meeting at noon at the Wohl Recreation center, 1414 North Kingshighway. A second meeting will be at 6 p.m. at 12th and Park Recreation Center, 1410 South Tucker Boulevard.

The settlement promises limited help for some homeowners facing foreclosure and to some who have already lost their homes.

Spring time means spring cleaning of Missouri highways 

KTVO - by Brian Doogs
Posted: 03.23.2012 at 10:53 AM

MACON, MO -- With warm temperatures around the area, it might have many of you in the spring cleaning mood.

The Missouri Department of Transportation is looking for volunteers for their “adopt a highway” program. Volunteers help maintain the areas along state highways.

“A program that individuals or groups, mostly groups of people because it’s easier if you get a group of eight to ten people together and get out and clear a section of highway. You would sign a three year agreement with MoDOT that you are going to adopt a stretch of roadway. In urban areas, it’s a half mile at least and in rural areas a two mile stretch. If you get a group of people out there, you can get that done fairly quickly,” says MODOT Area Engineer Brian Haeffner.

MoDOT provides safety vests and signs for volunteers out in the field. There is also a safety video they can watch to assure the safety of everyone.

MoDOT began the program in 1987 and has about forty-thousand volunteers covering fifty-two-hundred miles of roadway statewide.

This has saved taxpayers about one-million dollars that MoDOT would otherwise have to spend cleaning.

If you are interested in becoming part of the “adopt a highway” program you can call 1-888-ASK-MODOT or visit http://www.modot.mo.gov/northeast/ 

Mo. applications released for recreation grants

Southeast Missourian - The Associated Press
Friday, March 23, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri state parks officials have released application forms for federal grants to pay for outdoor recreation projects. 

Local governments and school districts are eligible for grants to develop or renovate outdoor facilities or buy land for new parks. The grants require a 55 percent local match. Missouri officials estimate that $600,000 will be available this year. 

The federal money comes from the Land and Water Conservation Fund and administered by the National Park Service. Applications must be submitted by June 11. 

Supreme Court upholds right to good legal advice

By William Freivogel, special to the Beacon 
11:32 am on Fri, 03.23.12, Updated at 2:38 pm on Sat, 03.24.12

In a case from Missouri, the U.S. Supreme Court this week extended the defendant's right to an effective lawyer to include plea bargaining negotiations. The 5-4 decision is one of the most significant recent expansions of the Sixth Amendment right to an effective lawyer.  It expands the role of judges in reviewing plea negotiations, which settle 95 percent of all criminal cases.

Justice Antonin Scalia blasted the decision as opening the door to massive litigation that amounts to "retrospective crystal-ball gazing posing as legal analysis." Under the decision, judges must determine if a defendant would have accepted the plea bargain, whether a prosecutor would not have withdrawn it and whether a judge would have accepted it.

The case of Missouri vs. Frye involved Galin Frye, a former Forest Park Community College student, who lives in Columbia, Mo. Frye's public defender had failed to tell him of an offer to allow him to plea bargain for 10-90 days behind bars. Instead, Frye pleaded guilty and was sentenced to three years. Justice Anthony M. Kennedy, joining the court's four most liberal justices, ruled a lawyer's failure to tell a defendant about a plea bargain was clearly a mistake.

Start of update: Some legal experts described the decision as the greatest revolution in criminal justice since Gideon vs. Wainwright, the 1963 decision guaranteeing a defendant a lawyer.

But Susan McGraugh, a Saint Louis University Law School professor and supervisor of the Criminal Defense Clinic, doesn't see it as that monumental. "I would not compare it to Gideon," she said in a telephone interview. "Gideon was a game changer, but this is a warning that there is going to be more scrutiny of plea bargains in the future and we all need to tighten up our game."

McGraugh said the decision should be read as a warning to the Missouri Legislature that it should better fund public defenders. "It is a way for the court to say that if you don't give them the money to do this the right way in the first place, then we are going to make you start over and it will cost more in the long run."

McGraugh doubted that the decision would require a great deal more work. When a judge is accepting a plea, "it's one or two extra questions and if someone is agreeing to go to prison, do we really care that it will take five minutes longer? We are not supposed to do things quickly so much as accurately.

"Prosecutors should be putting their recommendations in writing, they should ‘cc’ the court file on these things. Then when the court opens the court file and reviews it for a plea, the judge will see it.  I teach my students to write a paper trail," she said.

Stephen C. Thaman, another Saint Louis University law professor, wrote in an email that he too supported the decision "as it is true that jury trial is almost irrelevant in the U.S. today and that the plea bargaining system is so coercive that it is very risky to go to trial because the differences in the offered punishment and what one can get when losing the trial are so huge that nearly everyone shies away from a trial. Therefore, if a lawyer doesn't convey a good offer to a client, or misinforms the client about the magnitude of the gap between offer and maximum, then the defendant who 'unknowingly' goes to trial is running a real risk." End update.

St. Louis Circuit Attorney Jennifer Joyce said in an email on Thursday that her office already has a policy of maintaining a written record of communication of plea offers to defense attorneys.

"I will ask my staff to brainstorm with me as to whether there is anything that we, as prosecutors, could do to further ensure that defense attorneys timely communicate those offers to their clients.  As you know, prosecutors are not allowed to converse with represented defendants (scenes from TV’s "Law and Order" notwithstanding). Therefore, we can’t directly convey offers to defendants who have attorneys. In those rare cases where defendants are pro se, most judges spend a considerable amount of time reviewing all the ramifications of a guilty plea with the defendant. In our experience, the vast majority of defense counsel we work with adhere to this practice already."

Frye was picked up August 2007 for driving without a valid license. It was the fourth time he had been caught for the same offense so he was charged with a felony carrying the possibility of four years in prison.

In late 2007, the prosecutor offered Frye's public defender, Michael Coles, a plea bargain with two options: Frye could either plead guilty to the felony with the prosecutor recommending three years probation and 10 days of shock imprisonment in the Boone County jail, or the charge could be reduced to a misdemeanor with Frye serving 90 days in the Boone County jail.

By this time, Frye was living in St. Louis. Coles did not tell him about the prosecutor's offer, and it expired. Two days after it expired, Frye was picked up a fifth time for the same violation. The following March, Frye -- never having been told about the plea bargain -- pleaded guilty in court. The prosecutor recommended a three-year sentence, made no recommendation on probation and asked for 10 days of shock imprisonment. The judge sentenced him to three years in prison. Frye appealed claiming that his Sixth Amendment right to effective assistance of counsel had been denied because he hadn't known about the lenient plea offer. The Missouri Court of Appeals for the Western District agreed.

Attorney General Chris Koster appeared personally in the Supreme Court last fall to argue the case. Koster argued that there is no Sixth Amendment right to a particular plea bargain. After all, a prosecutor can withdraw a plea bargain at any time.

Justice Anthony Kennedy said that Koster's arguments were not without force said but "they do not suffice to overcome a simple reality." Ninety-seven percent of federal cases are resolved with plea bargains and 94 percent of state cases.

"The reality is that plea bargains have become so central to the administration of the criminal justice system that defense counsel have responsibilities in the plea bargain process, responsibilities that must be met to render the adequate assistance of counsel that the Sixth Amendment requires in the criminal process at critical stages," he wrote.

Kennedy said there was no doubt that Frye's public defender had made a mistake. "Defense counsel has the duty to communicate formal offers from the prosecution to accept a plea on terms and conditions that may be favorable to the accused," Kennedy wrote.

But to make an ineffective assistance of counsel claim, a defendant has to prove not only that his lawyer made a mistake but also that it prejudiced him.

To prove prejudice, Kennedy wrote, a defendant in Frye's position has to show he would have taken the plea offer, that the prosecutor would not have withdrawn it and that the court would have accepted it.

Kennedy sent the case back to the Missouri appeals court. But he suggested Frye might have a steep road to climb because his fifth violation might have caused the prosecutor to withdraw the plea or the judge to refuse it.

Activists march in St. Louis for slain Florida teen 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY CHRISTINE BYERS and DAVID HUNN 
Posted: Friday, March 23, 2012 11:00 am

UPDATED at 11:30 a.m. with more details from the march.

ST. LOUIS • A march starting at City Hall to draw attention to the death of a Florida teen who was shot and killed last month ended in a rally at Soldiers Memorial this morning.

Trayvon Martin, 17, was shot and killed on Feb. 26 in his father's Sanford, Fla., gated community by 28-year-old neighborhood watch volunteer George Zimmerman.

Zimmerman claimed he shot Martin in self defense, and has not been charged.

But the incident has spurred outrage across the country.

This morning, politicians, activists and residents met outside City Hall here. Aldermanic President Lewis Reed called the group to order, and introduced a local pastor to pray before the group began its march.

Reed said the country needs a "wake-up call." He also said St. Louis must begin to respond to shootings here with the same intensity it has responded to Martin's death.

Marchers chanted Martin's name and "No justice, no peace." Some held signs that read: "Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere."

Many wore hoodies and carried Skittles or cans of iced tea, the items Martin was carrying when he was killed, to highlight their view that Martin was a normal teen who wasn't armed with anything that would make him a threat to Zimmerman.

Edward Williams, 40, of south St. Louis took a day off from his job at a grocery store to be part of the event. He said he was surprised by how many people had turned out for the march. He wore a burgundy hooded sweatshirt and carried a hot pink sign that had check marks next to the words: "Skittles, Iced Tea, Hoodie, Black male. That could have been me."

"Apathy runs so deep in St. Louis," he said. "We don't stand up but this has touched a deep nerve. We need everybody to stand by this family."

Williams, who is African American, said he hopes people of other races can learn what it's really like for young black men from Martin's story.

"Every black male here probably has a story about the police being called on them because they are viewed as a suspicious person if they are on the wrong side of town," he said.

Lenora Scales and her 6-year-old daughter Antania Nunley watched as Williams and the others marched past them along Market Street.

"See, there's his picture," Scales told her daughter as a woman held a sign with Martin's picture. "That man killed that boy and he hasn't gone to jail. That's not right. That's not fair."

"That's mean," Antania said.

"I'm glad they're doing this," Scales said. "There should be justice for this little boy."

VIGIL PLANNED

A prayer vigil and rally will be held this evening at Tower Grove Park as elected officials, pastors and activists call for an arrest in the case. 

Missouri Rep. Jamilah Nasheed announced the vigil and rally at a news conference Thursday evening on the steps of City Hall and urged the U.S. attorney general's office to investigate the shooting.

"We stand in support of the thousands of people who are enraged by the death of Trayvon Martin," said Nasheed, D-St. Louis.

Mayor Francis Slay is expected to speak at the vigil, which begins at 7 p.m. at the Sons of Rest Pavilion at Tower Grove Park.

Jeffrey Tomich of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

Missouri group suspends quest for constitutional amendment that would prohibit 'corrective changes' to initiatives like Proposition B

By MARY POLETTI - Herald-Whig Staff Writer
Posted: Mar 24, 2012 5:49 PM CDT Updated: Mar 25, 2012 12:13 AM CDT 

A suspended ballot initiative that would have made it harder for Missouri legislators to overturn voter-approved laws would have had much further-reaching consequences for agriculture than met the eye, says the state senator representing much of Northeast Missouri. 

"I'm glad to see them pull that back," Sen. Brian Munzlinger, R-Williamstown, said after learning that Your Vote Counts has suspended its campaign to place a constitutional amendment on the ballot for the November election. "I think they had much further-reaching dynamics than what most people would think." 

Your Vote Counts, whose campaign manager Dane Waters confirmed that the campaign is over, came about after Missouri lawmakers approved sweeping changes to the provisions of 2010's narrowly voter-approved Proposition B, which toughened Missouri's regulations on dog breeders. 

The constitutional amendment it supported would have prohibited any changes to or repeal of a voter-approved law, except by a three-fourths majority vote by both houses of the legislature or by another ballot initiative. 

Munzlinger said that would be problematic because the legislature in the past has had to make "corrective changes" to voter-backed laws. He said that's what happened with Proposition B, which was altered last year by the so-called Missouri Solution to Proposition B. Munzlinger, the chairman of the Senate Agriculture Committee, was a strong backer of those changes. 

Waters said there are no plans to pursue any additional ballot initiative. 

He said the campaign is over in light of "some positive gestures by the legislature that they were willing and wanting to have a better dialogue with the people." He cited remarks Thursday by Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley that the legislature ought to listen more closely to voters. 

In response, Munzlinger said: "I don't know exactly what (Tilley) was getting at because we're all elected by voters." 

Dan Kleinsorge, operations manager for Missouri Farmers Care, struck a cautious note about Your Vote Counts' lack of future plans. 

"After Proposition B, it was said they would not do another proposition that specifically targeted agriculture, and then they came out with Your Vote Counts, which did not specifically target agriculture but could have been used as a weapon against agriculture in the future," Kleinsorge said. 

Your Vote Counts received heavy financial backing from the Humane Society of the United States -- more than $230,000 as of Feb. 8, the date of the last finance report filed with the Missouri Ethics Commission. Likewise, Proposition B received a number of large donations from HSUS and from other national animal welfare groups like the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. 

Proposition B was fiercely contested statewide, with much of its support coming from urban areas. It was panned in heavily agricultural Northeast Missouri, where farmers claimed it would lead to draconian restrictions on agriculture. Supporters of Proposition B, in turn, claimed the Missouri Solution was a slap in the face of the voters that had approved it. 

Groups like Missouri Farmers Care and The Alliance for Truth, both initially formed in opposition to Proposition B, and the newly formed The Truth about Your Vote Counts have been quick to point to both Your Vote Counts' and Proposition B's out-of-state funding. 

A Missouri Ethics Commission finance report filed in January for Missouri Farmers Care shows its funding comes largely in the form of small donations from farmers around Missouri, including numerous farmers in Northeast Missouri, where it held what Munzlinger characterized as well-attended meetings with farmers in Monroe City and Bowling Green. 

Finance reports were not available through the Missouri Ethics Commission for the Alliance for Truth, which dissolved following the 2010 election and re-formed a few months ago with limited activity, or for The Truth about Your Vote Counts, which organized last month. 

Waters said Your Vote Counts has "never been about a Prop B redo." But with that group and opposing groups splitting largely along the same lines as the 2010 fight, the fight suggested a rehash of that bitter contest if Your Vote Counts had succeeded in putting a constitutional amendment on the November ballot. 

Kleinsorge said that he's glad, in part for constitutional reasons, that it appears the ballot initiative won't materialize this year. 

"We thought it was some pretty bad legislation on a fundamental level that would have radically altered our state constitution," he said. 

 This story contains information from an Associated Press report. 

 -- mpoletti@whig.com/221-3385

Schaefer’s focus is on education in Senate budget

Columbia Daily Tribune - By Rudi Keller
Columbia Daily Tribune Sunday, March 25, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY — The Senate budget plan will focus available general revenue on education even as questions are raised about how much money lawmakers will have to work with, Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer said. 

The $24 billion budget passed by the House last week altered Gov. Jay Nixon's original proposal by shifting more than $69 million in general revenue to state colleges and universities. Nixon publicly campaigned against the biggest shift, which moved $28 million from a state medical program that covers 2,858 blind people, and he privately lobbied several GOP House members to oppose the cut. 

Schaefer, R-Columbia, said Friday that he has not been contacted directly by Nixon, but that Budget Director Linda Luebbering asked for the Senate to restore the medical program. "My position at this point is that I don't know," Schaeffer said. "We are going to look at it; we are going to look at everything. In a budget year like this, the worst budget year we have seen in modern times, everything is on the table." 

Although general revenue — the portion of the state budget where Nixon and lawmakers have the greatest discretion — has increased in the past two years, it has not returned to pre-recession levels. Nixon's original budget proposal was balanced by Medicaid changes, cuts to higher education and other stopgap measures that covered a $500 million hole. Nixon moved $198 million in general revenue into public schools, for example, to replace federal spending support. 

The House budget reversed Nixon's cuts to higher education. And Schaefer, who will need a happy University of Missouri constituency as he faces state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, in this year's election, said he's not inclined to change that decision. "I have had a lot of discussions with" House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, Schaefer said. "One thing this budget is going to demonstrate is that education is a top priority for the state of Missouri." 

But maintaining House funding levels for higher education might face bigger problems than pressure from Nixon to restore the blind medical program. 

Last week, Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, vowed to block all legislation that generates one-time revenue. He's demanding tax credit and pension changes and said because this is his last year in office, he will get them, or bills that generate money already counted in the House spending plan will not pass. 

The biggest of those measures would generate $70 million through a tax amnesty combined with more vigorous collection efforts. "I am going to budget what I believe are realistic numbers," Schaefer said. "Part of that assessment will include the legislation needed." 

Nixon's lobbying effort with several House Republicans, although it didn't pay off in votes against the budget bill cutting the blind medical program, could signal that he's ready to engage lawmakers. 

That lobbying, which took place after the House finished amending the spending bills, would have thrown the budget process into chaos if it had succeeded, Silvey said. "Clearly, if the governor was actually interested in restoring the funding rather than using it as a campaign tool, he would have engaged earlier in the process with the people who had the ability to make those decisions," Silvey said. 

State Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, had amendments prepared that would have moved money from public schools, higher education and the Office of Administration to restore the blind medical program. He did not offer any of those amendments. House members didn't like cutting education, and Nixon's office didn't like cutting the Office of Administration, Kelly said. 

"I ran all the traps very hard on it and I could find no votes and it was clear I wasn't going to pass it," Kelly said. 

Reach Rudi Keller at 573-815-1709 or e-mail rkeller@columbiatribune.com. 

Kraus explains how caucus will work

Lee’s Summit Journal - By Will Kraus (Guest columnist) 

Friday, Mar. 23 2012 12:33PM




The Journal

Will Kraus 

On March 24, Jackson County will hold a caucus to select delegates for the congressional and state Republican party conventions. Since this process is new to Missouri, I have had several requests to explain the process and give voters an idea of what to expect. Below is a general description of what is most likely to occur.

The caucus will begin at 10 a.m. It will be held at the Bernard Campbell Performing Arts Center, 400 SE Blue Parkway, Lee’s Summit. This is located on the Lee’s Summit High School campus, off Highways 50 and 291, behind the Missouri State Highway Patrol station.

You will need to arrive prior to the start, as the doors will close at 10 a.m., promptly. Please bring your voter ID card and a photo ID. As this is a party caucus, voters will be asked to confirm they are supporters of the party. 

The first order of business will be to elect a chairperson for the caucus. The chairperson will have to follow a set agenda, but will have control over the meeting. The next step will be to elect a secretary. The secretary will keep minutes and help with logistics. A parliamentarian may be appointed or elected to be available to settle questions on rules. The meeting will be run using Robert’s Rules of Order, the same rules used during debate in both chambers of the Missouri General Assembly.

The next item will be to vote on rules. The rules will determine how the caucus votes on delegates. For instance, some counties have voted on individuals as delegates, while some have used slates — a list of candidates and offices to be considered for nomination, appointment or election. Some counties have bound their delegates to specific candidates, some have not. Some counties have picked all delegates by caucus vote only, while others used the primary results to either completely or proportionately assign delegates. 

Once the rules are set, a vote on delegates or delegate slates will be next. There is no direct vote for a candidate in Missouri caucuses. A few counties have held straw polls, but they are non-binding. Delegates will be elected to attend the state convention and the congressional conventions for the 5th and 6th congressional districts.

Finally, there will be a discussion and a vote or votes on the party platform. This process has taken different forms in different counties and can range from a single vote on the proposed platform to discussion and individual votes on each platform item.

Since this is a new way to choose delegates, I urge all voters to attend the caucus and to be patient with the process. Since the process involves a lot of input from the voters, I also urge everyone to follow the rules and be respectful of elected leaders and the group as a whole. I look forward to seeing you there.

Please feel free to contact the Eighth Senatorial District’s Capitol office with any questions or concerns at any time. We look forward to hearing your comments and suggestions and trying to answer any questions you may have. You can reach us by phone at 573-751-1464, or e-mail at will.kraus@senate.mo.gov. 

Will Kraus represents Lee’s Summit and Eighth District in the Missouri State Senate. He is a Lee’s Summit resident.

Analysis: Efforts to siphon more money from Missouri Lottery could decrease school funding

The Republic - DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press)
First Posted: March 25, 2012 - 12:39 pm, Last Updated: March 25, 2012 - 12:37 pm



JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri House members are banking that they can boost funding for veterans' nursing homes by diverting more of Missouri's lottery proceeds to the state budget, leaving less for prizes.

But the budget passed by the House doesn't account for another possibility — that if prizes decline, lottery sales might fall, too, and so also might the amount of money available for the Missouri Lottery to transfer to public schools.

The chain-reaction of tumbling dollar figures isn't some far-fetched theory. When the Texas legislature cut back on its lottery prizes about a decade ago, the result was an almost immediate and dramatic decline in ticket sales. Fourteen years after Texas' short-lived experiment, its lottery transfers to schools still haven't rebounded to their 1998 levels.

"The prize payout reduction here in Texas was devastating to our lottery sales," said Gary Grief, executive director of the Texas Lottery.

"What this reduction does is it sends players away — and it doesn't send them away temporarily, it sends them away permanently," Grief added.

It is perhaps understandable that Missouri lawmakers are looking at the lottery as a cash cow for a strapped state budget. The state has suffered through several years of flat or declining education funding as the economic recession resulted in falling sales and income tax collections that have yet to fully rebound.

The Missouri Lottery, meanwhile, posted a record $1 billion in sales during the 2011 fiscal year, transferring $265 million of that to public elementary and secondary schools.

Legislation passed by the House and now pending in the Senate would require the lottery to transfer 30.5 percent of its revenues to the state, a 4 percentage point increase over this past year. That extra money would go to early childhood education, allowing the casino fees that currently benefit early childhood education to instead be directed to state-run nursing homes for military veterans, which are facing a financial squeeze.

Under the legislation, public schools would continue to get about the same percentage of money they currently receive from the Missouri Lottery. In fact, the budget passed by the House assumes that lottery proceeds for education will continue to increase.

But the lottery has warned that for each 1 percentage point decline in available prize money, there could be a 5 percent decline in ticket sales.

If the lottery were to offset the proposed 4 percent increase in its state transfers with a corresponding 4 percent decrease in prize payments, it could result in a 20 percent reduction to the projected ticket sales for the 2013 fiscal year. And that could mean an estimated $50 million reduction in the amount of lottery proceeds transferred to public schools.

"I understand them wanting a bigger piece of the pie — that seems like a no-brainer," said Grief, who has briefed Missouri's lottery director about the Texas experience. "But what they will actually get is a bigger piece of a much smaller pie, and in gross numbers it will be a severe losing situation for them."

Some Missouri lawmakers remain skeptical about such woe-is-me predictions.

Lawmakers contend the lottery could cut back on administration expenses instead of taking the full amount out of prizes. Those lawmakers also note that Missouri already devotes more to prizes than most of its neighboring states and could perhaps afford to be a little less generous to lottery winners. According to the LaFleur's 2010 World Lottery Almanac, the Missouri and Arkansas lotteries each devoted 64.6 percent of their ticket sales to prizes. Tennessee was the only of Missouri's other neighboring states to top the 60 percent threshold for prizes.

"Our payouts are much higher than the average, so I don't think you're going to see a decrease in revenue from the lottery by decreased players just because the (prize) percentage goes down slightly," said House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

Sen. Brian Munzlinger, who is sponsoring a bill similar to the one that passed the House, said lottery players might not even notice if the prize pool declines.

"I dare you, ask someone who's bought a ticket lately — ask them if they've read the back of it" where the prize amounts are listed, said Munzlinger, R-Williamstown. "Nobody reads them."

Perhaps not. But after California legislators authorized an increase in the lottery prize payout in 2010, sales rose 13 percent and public schools got nearly $40 million more, said Elias Dominguez, a California Lottery spokesman.

State Rep. Sara Lampe, of Springfield, the ranking Democrat on the Missouri House Budget Committee, acknowledges that lawmakers are taking a risk by assuming that a smaller lottery prize pool won't lead to less money for public schools.

"It's clearly a gamble," she said.

___

Associated Press writer Wes Duplantier contributed to this report.

___

EDITOR'S NOTE: David A. Lieb has covered state government and politics for The Associated Press since 1995. He can be reached at http://twitter.com/DavidALieb.

Sen. Jim Lembke files for re-election in redrawn district

KSDK - Written by Kevin Held 
8:56 AM, Mar 21, 2012  

JEFFERSON CITY, MO (AP) - A Republican state senator from the St. Louis area has filed for re-election despite his displeasure with his district's new boundaries. 

A bipartisan commission last week approved a new map of Missouri's 34 Senate districts to reflect population changes since 2000. Some St. Louis County Republicans have expressed opposition to the new districts. 

Among them is Sen. Jim Lembke, who has filed for a second term from the 1st District. The district covers southern St. Louis County, and Lembke says the new map gives Democrats an advantage in the area. 

Data from state and federal races from 2002 to 2010 were released with the new Senate map. They show Democratic candidates getting more support in the redrawn 1st Senate District. 

(Copyright 2012 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.)

Associated Press 

Missouri Senate votes down health insurance exchange

KAIT
Posted: Mar 20, 2012 1:00 PM CDT 

JEFFERSON CITY, MO (AP) - The Missouri Senate has rejected an attempt to set up a state-run health insurance exchange. 

The exchanges are part of the federal health care law approved in 2009. States are required to create exchanges by 2014 so that individuals and small business can compare health insurance plans. 

On Monday, Sen. Joe Keaveny tried to add an amendment setting up the exchanges to a life insurance bill being debated by the Senate. 

The full Senate rejected the amendment in a voice vote. Keaveny, a St. Louis Democrat, says his amendment is nearly identical to legislation approved last year by the Republican-controlled House. 

That bill never came to a vote in the Senate.

Health insurance exchanges bill HB609 (2011) Online: Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Ron Paul allies claim victory at St. Louis GOP caucus, send pro-Paul slate to April's Round 2

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
1:40 pm on Sat, 03.24.12

Supporters of renegade Republican presidential candidate Ron Paul successfully took over the Saturday morning caucus in St. Louis and now will send a full slate of pro-Paul delegates and alternates to the next round of Missouri's GOP caucuses in April.

Paul's backers controlled the city caucus’ procedures, and votes, by amassing more than half of the 291 registered voters who showed up at Forest Park Community College to participate.

Saturday’s success, coupled with earlier caucus victories elsewhere in the state, could help Paul snag some Missouri delegates to the Republican presidential convention in August in Tampa – even though the Texas congressman won only 12.1 percent of the vote in Missouri’s nonbinding Feb. 7 presidential primary.

Not all of Saturday’s attendees were happy with the prospect. Martin Baker, a Republican candidate for Congress and not a Paul fan, loudly objected to many parts of Saturday’s proceedings once the Paul faction took over.

Although Saturday’s caucus lasted about 90 minutes, the Paul faction’s victory was cast within the first 15 minutes, when its candidate for caucus chairman, John Payne, narrowly defeated St. Louis Republican Party chairman, Sharon Barnes.

The next hour was spent haggling over three proposed slates of 36 delegates and an equal number of alternates. One was a pro-Paul slate, another was a city GOP slate and the third was a slate for Republican frontrunner Mitt Romney.

None of the speakers for the slates mentioned whom they supported for president, angering some first-time caucus attendees who asserted at the microphones that they deserved to know which slate was for whom.

Payne emphasized that the first-round delegates will officially go uncommitted to the congressional-district round, but Paul activists on the sidelines made clear they expected their slate – formally known as the “St. Louis City Republicans Slate’’ – would back Paul.

The city’s Republican caucus is among the last in the first round of a three-tier caucus system to dole out presidential delegates and determine who they will be.

Payne is campaign manager for Show Me Cannabis Regulation, a group seeking to legalize marijuana. He said in an interview after the caucus that of the 20 caucuses last Saturday that he was familiar with, up to 10 of them had a majority of Paul activists in attendance.

All told, about 140 caucuses were held last weekend in counties around the state.

St. Louis and Jackson County held their caucuses this Saturday, because last Saturday was St. Patrick's Day, and both urban areas had parades.

The Paul forces also did well in Jackson County, capturing roughly two-thirds of the first-round delegate spots, according to press accounts.

Payne acknowledged that caucuses can be more difficult for a candidate's campaign to handle. Caucuses, he said, are “a messy business."

Looking around the room where the St. Louis caucus had been held, Payne added with a chuckle, "At least no one got arrested.”

He was referring to last Saturday’s fracas in St. Charles County, which resulted in the caucus being shut down shortly after it began.  Police were called to quell the unrest, which appeared to originate with disputes between Paul's allies and St. Charles County Republican leaders. Two were arrested. A redo is scheduled for April 10.

City GOP chairman Barnes was philosophical about the Paul group’s victory at this Saturday’s caucus.

“We knew it was going to happen,’’ she said, when it was clear early on that so many pro-Paul activists had shown up. She also pointed to the action by Romney's faction to put up a third slate of delegates, splitting the anti-Paul contingent.

“It’s the same as an election,” Barnes observed. “Who can turn their people out?”

Paul takes caucuses in St. Louis, Jackson County 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JOEL CURRIER AND JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Sunday, March 25, 2012 12:05 am 

ST. LOUIS • Ron Paul’s chances of winning the White House may be minimal, but his supporters once again demonstrated their caucus prowess on Saturday.

Paul’s backers dominated GOP caucuses in St. Louis and Jackson County on Saturday. Paul won all 36 delegates here while taking about two-thirds of the delegates in Jackson County, showing that the complex process favors passion and organization over mainstream appeal.

The St. Louis caucus was relatively orderly and took fewer than two hours in the cafeteria at St. Louis Community College at Forest Park. It bore little resemblance to the rancorous gathering March 17 in St. Charles that was ultimately shut down after an energetic crowd objected to rules and an attempted ban on videotaping. Police also arrested two Paul supporters during that caucus.

"I am so happy that this caucus has concluded in a fair way," said Jesse Irwin, a member of the slate for Paul. "The GOP in the city of St. Louis — the central committee — did a great job organizing."

Paul, a Texas Republican with a fierce libertarian streak, has polled low nationally but he has been able to pick up delegates thanks to scattered successes in states, like Missouri, using the caucus system.

Saturday’s caucuses did not actually pick delegates to the GOP national convention. Those selected Saturday will attend a round of subsequent meetings — one among congressional districts April 21, another statewide on June 2 — which will repeat the caucus process to send 52 delegates to the August convention in Tampa, Fla.

Official results from statewide caucuses will not be known until next month. However, Paul’s camp counted victories in areas such as Boone County, and were such a heavy — some would say boisterous — presence in St. Charles County that the caucus had to be rescheduled for April 10.

Most of Missouri’s 142 caucus gatherings were held on March 17, but St. Louis and Jackson County, which contains Kansas City, were given special permission to hold them this weekend, so as not to interfere with St. Patrick’s Day’s events.

In Jackson County on Saturday, Ron Paul supporters won about two-thirds of the county’s 179 delegates. The remaining Jackson County delegates support Mitt Romney.

Cindy Rice, 56, of St. Louis, who organized a slate of Rick Santorum supporters, was disappointed in Saturday’s results, but said she expected it because of Paul’s well-organized camp in St. Louis. She said she was also disappointed none of the slates was allowed to outline their beliefs Saturday or declare openly which candidate they supported.

"The caucus process lends itself to (Paul’s) kind of organization," Rice said. "But does that really reflect what most of Missouri really wants?"

Romney supporter John Saxton, 60, of St. Louis doesn’t think so. He said he was surprised so many of Saturday’s delegates favored Paul.

"Romney’s the only one that can win (the presidential election)," Saxton said. "These guys are fooling themselves if they think Paul can win anywhere."

Missouri voters in both parties have voted in a traditional presidential primary since 1996. But this year, attempts to move the date backfired, resulting in both a caucus and a Feb. 7 nonbinding primary.

Paul did not do well in the "beauty contest" vote last month — he scored 12 percent of the vote, behind Santorum and Romney — but caucuses provided him with a different type of arena to test his rivals. Many of his supporters showed they had the organization and patience — caucuses can take several hours — to master the process.

In some caucuses around Missouri, Paul’s numbers were so commanding that supporters of Romney, the front-runner for the nomination, sided with Paul to keep delegates from Santorum.

Even so, Paul faced little competition in St. Louis on Saturday, which, as a Democratic city, does not have much sway in the Republican nominating contest. While St. Louis is the second-largest city in the state, delegate allocation is based on the number of Republican votes in the last presidential election — giving St. Louis about the same standing in the process as Franklin County.

Each caucus is run like a mini-convention, with participants electing a chairman and voting on rules, which determine if delegates are selected individually or in a slate, if they are bound to a particular candidate, or if they move forward uncommitted.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Mo. GOP caucuses in Jackson County, St. Louis 

Southeast Missourian - By HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH (Associated Press)
March 24, 7:14 PM EDT

KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Ron Paul supporters picked the majority of delegates Saturday during caucuses in Jackson County and the city of St. Louis as the state's complicated selection process continued.

Party officials said Ron Paul supporters picked all 36 of the St. Louis delegates and about two-thirds of Jackson County's 179 delegates. The remaining Jackson County delegates support Mitt Romney.

Most Missouri counties caucused last weekend, but Jackson County and St. Louis decided to push their caucuses back, partly to avoid interfering with St. Patrick's Day festivities. The only remaining caucus is a do-over in St. Charles County, where the first effort to pick delegates was so rowdy it had to be adjourned early.

There is no declared winner yet because state party rules do not require delegates to be bound to any particular candidate. Instead, the 2,123 people picked in the local caucuses will advance to April 21 congressional district conventions and the June 2 state convention. It's at those meetings that the bulk of Missouri's 52 delegates will be bound to presidential candidates.

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported that about 300 people attended the caucus at St. Louis Community College at Forest Park. Across the state, about 1,000 registered voters showed up at the Jackson County caucus at Lee's Summit High School, said Jackson County GOP Treasurer Richard Plackemeier.

Jackson County GOP Committeewoman Erin Dunn said Paul and Romney supporters worked together to develop a brokered slate because neither side had a majority. Dunn, herself a Paul supporter who was picked as one of the delegates, said she was generally pleased with how the situation played out in both caucus locations.

"Ron Paul people are very dedicated and very well-educated about the process," she said. "That is the whole strategy, be educated about the process, know the rules, follow the rules and win based on that."

Although Rick Santorum won Missouri's presidential primary in February, that election didn't count toward awarding any delegates to the Republican National Convention. Instead, the state party opted for caucuses to avoid getting penalized by the national Republican Party for holding its primary earlier than specified under party rules.

Ron Paul gets a boost at Jackson County GOP caucus

At area caucuses, Romney and Paul voters get together to deal setback to Santorum.

The Kansas City Star - By DAVE HELLING 
Updated: 2012-03-25T06:34:11Z 

Supporters of Republican presidential candidates Ron Paul and Mitt Romney combined forces to pitch a shutout at Rick Santorum in Saturday’s Jackson County GOP caucus.

After four hours of sometimes grinding debate, roughly 1,000 caucus goers awarded Paul a majority of the county’s delegates to Republican congressional district conventions in April and the state convention in June. Romney got the rest.

The caucus-approved slate contained no delegates for Santorum or former House speaker Newt Gingrich.

And backers of the former senator from Pennsylvania — who won Missouri’s non-binding primary in February — didn’t like it.

“We were totally railroaded,” said Mary Jane VanBuskirk, a Santorum caucus voter. “And it’s not fair.”

Caucus goers in both the Paul and Romney camps said they began to discuss an alliance last week, after the Clay County caucus Mar. 17. In that meeting, Romney and Santorum backers joined together to reject a slate proposed by the Paul campaign, leaving the Texas congressman without delegates from that often contentious gathering.

The Paul camp said they learned their lesson.

“We cut a deal because if we didn’t cut a deal we’d be cut out of a deal, and it would have gone like Clay County did last week,” said Paul Trask, a Paul caucus goer. “We didn’t want to be left out this time.”

Romney supporters said they also saw a strategic advantage in joining with Paul and cutting out Santorum, who is considered Romney’s most serious remaining GOP presidential challenger.

“It assured us the delegates from the 5th District, and from the Ron Paul point of view it assured them of a place at the table,” said Jack Craft, a Romney supporter. “So both campaigns are pleased with it.”

Santorum supporters — many decked out in red shirts, or wearing red bandannas — tried to convince the caucus to award delegates in proportion to their support at the session. They also pointed out Santorum won Jackson County’s popular vote in the February primary.

But Paul and Romney caucus goers said the vote was clearly understood as a beauty contest and shouldn’t affect Saturday’s caucus decision.

The final slate awarded 63 delegates to Paul and 81 to Romney for the 5th Congressional District convention in April. For the 6th District, Paul won all 35 available delegates.

Twenty-four of Missouri’s national convention delegates will be picked at those congressional district conventions.

Twenty-five national delegates will be picked at the Missouri GOP convention in June. There, Paul will have 140 Jackson County delegates, while Romney will have the other 39, caucus officials said.

Saturday’s caucus in Lee’s Summit was not as bitter as the Clay County gathering in Liberty, but it went much longer. Indeed, few Republicans at either meeting seemed completely satisfied with the elaborate machinery of the caucus, which required lengthy votes and sometimes confusing disagreements over rules and procedures.

“I think we should … have a contested primary like so many states do,” Craft said. “We should make sure we have a good process.”

To reach Dave Helling, call 816-234-4656 or send email to dhelling@kcstar.com.

Putting the brakes on BRAC

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Dick Aldrich 
March 23, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — In a struggling economy, where every job is precious, the letters B.R.A.C. hold a special terror for Missouri.

They stand for Base Realignment and Closure, and this week, the Pentagon came before Sen. Claire McCaskill’s Subcommittee on Military Readiness and Management Support with those awful letters on their minds and their tongues. McCaskill told them they were barking up the wrong tree.

“The impact BRAC has on communities around the country, some in my home state, is extraordinary,” said McCaskill. “I will not support a process that is casual, or one that is rushed before we fully comprehend whether or not this task is clearly in the best interests of the American taxpayer and our national security. The Department has a long way to go before it proves to me that these initial criteria have been met.”

McCaskill told the brass that the full effect of the last round of BRAC in 2005 hadn’t been calculated yet. Closing bases is fine if you’re wanting to cut costs, but McCaskill points out that closing bases results in significant up front costs to move units from closing bases to new bases, with savings only realized several years after the moves are made.

“While I applaud the Department’s desire to find responsible places to achieve savings, there is one area where there is absolutely no room for compromise this year: BRAC,” said McCaskill.

In previous BRAC maneuvers, Missouri has come out a winner. Programs were brought in from closing bases and relocated at Fort Leonard Wood. Whiteman Air Force Base added planes and personnel. Much of that was chalked up to the influence of Congressman Ike Skelton, a long time fixture on, and Chairman of, the House Armed Services Committee.

In 2007, the Missouri Department of Economic Development calculated that the presence of active military and civilian employees of the state’s military bases contributed $3.42 billion to Gross State Product and $1.88 billion to wage and salary income for the state.

The bases employed more than 25,000 active duty military and civilian personnel. In addition, DED calculated that activity on the bases generated another 26,000 jobs.

In other words, Missouri certainly can ill afford to lose its military bases.

“If we’re going to disrupt an economy, let’s first look at the economies that are not economies U.S. taxpayers live in,” said Sen. Roy Blunt when asked about the latest BRAC proposal.

Blunt and McCaskill agree that if BRAC is going to occur, the Pentagon should look overseas first. McCaskill said the U.S. could save billions of dollars by closing some of the more than 1,000 bases in other countries, many of which are relics of the Cold War.

“Congress needs a more complete understanding of our planned force structure, including our overseas force posture, before we even consider a new round of BRAC,” said McCaskill.

Blunt said while he can’t see the need to close more bases in the United States, he does say the defense department can’t be immune from cuts that will be needed to help whittle away at the budget deficit.

“We have to have a discussion about our military spending, just like we have to have a discussion about everything else,” said Blunt. “One of the problems we have in Washington right now is that nobody wants to talk about anything that’s going to solve this (budget) problem.”

Missouri officials object to proposed farm work rules

Southeast Missourian - By CHRIS BLANK (The Associated Press)
Sunday, March 25, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon has joined the Missouri Farm Bureau in criticizing proposed federal rules restricting the farm work teens can do. 

The Democratic governor and Missouri Farm Bureau President Blake Hurst complained in a joint column submitted to newspapers that the proposed rules could bar teenagers from using power tools and ban them from baling hay or caring for animals. They called it a "misguided" proposal. 

"Baling hay and doing chores are rites of passage for young people in the heartland," Nixon and Hurst said in the column distributed this past week. "Helping on the farm is how young people learn responsibility, dependability and the value of hard work. It's how we make sure the next generation is ready to take the reins of family farms." 

Last September, the U.S. Department of Labor proposed revisions to child labor regulations that the agency said were designed to increase workplace protections for teens and children. The rules include prohibiting people younger than 18 from working in places such as grain elevators, silos, feed lots and auctions. Teens younger than 16 could not operate most power-driven equipment. 

However, federal labor officials said last month they would re-examine a portion of the rules that allow children to continue working on farms owned or operated by their parents. Federal farm labor rules have not been adjusted since 1970. 

Officials have received more than 18,000 comments on the proposed rules and continue to review them. A revision could be published for public comment by early summer. 

U.S. Labor Secretary Hilda Solis has said the intent of the proposed rules is to protect young people. 

"Children employed in agriculture are some of the most vulnerable workers in America," Solis said. "Ensuring their welfare is a priority of the department, and this proposal is another element of our comprehensive approach." 

The Labor Department reported that the death rate for young people working on farms is more than four times greater than other industries, and the injuries tend to be more severe. The most common cause of agricultural deaths among younger workers involved farm machinery. 

Concern about the proposed labor rules has been raised in several states and from several Missouri officials. 

U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, whose congressional district stretches from rural northeastern Missouri and south toward the Lake of the Ozarks, said the underlying premise of the proposal is wrong. He said young people should be able to help neighbors bale hay, care for livestock and do other basic farm tasks. 

"Who is more concerned about the safety of the child than the parents and friends and relatives and neighbors of that individual?" said Luetkemeyer, a Republican. "Yet the government thinks they can do better than the friends and parents and relatives and friends and neighbors of the child. It's just big government run amok." 

Luetkemeyer said he hopes the U.S. Department of Labor will withdraw the rules. He also is co-sponsoring federal legislation with an Iowa Republican lawmaker seeking to block the proposal. 

Both of Missouri's U.S. senators also oppose the proposed regulations. Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, said she has worked with Republican Sen. Roy Blunt to block proposed regulations and protect the prerogatives of Missourians, including children doing farm chores. 

Blunt said the restrictions would make it harder for young people to develop important agricultural skills and to learn how to safely work on the farm. He is among the co-sponsors for Senate legislation to block the rule from being finalized. 

"Farmers and ranchers care deeply about the safety of their workers, but these unreasonable regulations would hurt job creators who rely on young people to assist with their day-to-day operations," Blunt said. 

Franklin County Seeking Federal Grant for Bend Bridge 

Washington Missourian - By Evin Fritschle, Missourian Staff Writer The Missourian 
Posted: Saturday, March 24, 2012 1:00 pm 

Franklin County is estimating nearly a three-fold return in benefits if the federal government decides to fund the replacement of the Bend Road Bridge.

The county applied for $13.5 million in Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery (TIGER) grants. Applications for this year were due Monday, March 19.

Highway Administrator Eva Gadcke said estimates used to calculate benefits to impacted entities — school districts, fire departments and others — would be almost three times that of the cost.

According to calculations, the bridge would generate $34.1 million in “discounted benefits” over the next 23 years — three years for construction and 20 years into the bridge’s lifespan.

That figure is an estimate on the total benefit to entities from the bridge, adjusted for 2012 dollars — what money is worth this year.

With construction not estimated until 2013-2015, the project also would have $11.8 million in “discounted costs.”

That means the project’s benefit/cost ratio, Gadcke said, is about 2.9. A ratio higher than one implies a project would generate more in returns or profits than it costs.

In the past, TIGER applications for projects under $20 million have not required benefit/cost analysis.

The economic implications of the project are important, as projects are evaluated based on criteria including economic competitiveness and job creation.

The improvements will benefit drivers and emergency vehicles. A new bridge would have an increased weight capacity and improved approach as well, making it better for freight traffic.

The county lowered its earlier projection for the grant application. County officials had planned to seek $14.5 million, but, according to the application, are now offering up to $1 million in local funds.

Commissioner Terry Wilson Tuesday said without federal help, the bridge won’t be replaced.

“It is beyond the county’s financially capable scope to do it on our own,” Wilson said. “From here we just have to pray it is granted.”

Gadcke said if the grant is approved, the next step would be environmental studies.

The TIGER program, now in its fourth year, has a total of $500 million available. No more than 25 percent of those funds can be awarded to a single state, however, meaning at most $125 million is available in Missouri.

MoDOT applied for $20 million in TIGER funds to replace the Highway 47 bridge over the Missouri River in Washington.

Franklin and Warren counties and the city of Washington have all pledged financial support for the project.

Projects also will be evaluated on criteria such as safety, economic competitiveness, livability, environmental sustainability, state of repair and short-term job creation.

New federal regulations impose tighter controls on long-term jobless

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY STEVE GIEGERICH 
Posted: Sunday, March 25, 2012 12:15 am 

State workforce agencies are gearing up for a new set of federally-mandated rules that impose tighter controls on the long-term unemployed seeking extended jobless benefits.

The key provision in the Middle Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act enacted earlier this year by Congress requires that jobless workers consult face-to-face with state job counselors upon reaching 26 weeks of unemployment.

The unemployed become eligible for extended, supplemental benefits at the six-month point.

Maurice Emsellem, the policy co-director of the National Employment Law Project in Oakland, Calif., says the interview requirement is a positive step for the 5.4 million Americans who've been out of work six months or longer.

He points out that the system, as currently structured, subjects the unemployed to conversations online and by telephone with “anonymous” state job counselors.

“And in person contact is what a lot of people need at that stage of the process,” said Emsellem.

Additional rules call on the unemployed to maintain a record of the effort to find a new job that includes the names of potential employers and the means by which they were contacted.

Another requirement asks the extended jobless to document their efforts to upgrade job skills.

The Illinois Department of Employment Security last week asked eligible workers to complete the paperwork prior to meeting with personnel in the state's 26 “workNet” centers.

Those that don't fill out the paperwork and participate in the interview “risk losing their benefits,” said Greg Rivara, the department spokesman.

Rivara said the agency expects up to 8,000 state residents to visit the centers over the first weeks the new rules are in effect.

Illinois does not plan to add personnel to handle the additional duties required of the new regulations.

With about 75,000 workers receiving long-term unemployment, Missouri didn’t say whether it would need more people to staff the state’s Career Centers.

Jobless workers already are required to report in person at Career Centers every four weeks, though the state didn’t explain how that visit differs from the new requirement.

“The new requirements by the federal government continue on this path, and we are working to ensure any additional federal requirements will be met,” Missouri Labor Department spokeswoman Amy Susan wrote in an email late Friday.

Emsellem's biggest concern is that states won't fulfill their end of a program that provides them with a financial incentive.

The federal government will deposit an $85 federal stipend in state treasuries for each displaced worker that meets the new requirements.

“We want to make sure the (states) put (the enhanced rules ) to good use by providing services and not just take the money,” Emsellem said.

Missouri Republicans ponder next move on business bills

Kansas City Star - By WES DUPLANTIER (The Associated Press)
Updated: 2012-03-24T17:52:31Z 

JEFFERSON CITY | Republican lawmakers in Missouri are trying to decide what they will do next on two pieces of business legislation recently vetoed by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. 

One measure would require workers who bring wrongful termination lawsuits to prove discrimination was a “motivating factor” – not simply a contributing factor– in the employer's action. If an employer were to wrongfully discriminate, the legislation would cap the amount of punitive damages a plaintiff could recover at $300,000 or less, depending on the size of their former employer. 

The other bill Nixon vetoed would include occupational diseases under the workers' compensation system, instead of allowing such claims to be decided in court. It would also prevent employees from suing each other for on-the-job injuries. Such claims would also be moved to the workers' compensation system. 

Republicans have identified both bills as legislative priorities, saying they would make Missouri more business-friendly and spur job creation because entrepreneurs and companies looking to expand into the state would feel that they face less risk of being involved in costly, time-consuming litigation. 

But Democrats, including Nixon, say the changes in both measures would be deeply unfair to workers and make it harder for them to seek legal redress. Further, Democrats contend that companies could end up viewing the limited settlements with workers who have been hurt or discriminated against as a simple cost of doing business and not an incentive to change their behavior. 

House and Senate leaders now have a few different options for responding to the governor's rejections. 

First, the chambers could try to override Nixon's vetoes. That would require a two-thirds majority vote in both the House and Senate on each bill. 

Republicans hold a veto-proof 26-8 majority in the Senate and all 26 GOP senators voted in favor of both bills that Nixon ultimately vetoed. This past week, Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said that his chamber was considering override votes, especially on the workers' compensation bill. 

But bringing up the wrongful discrimination legislation could be problematic. That's because state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis County, has already filibustered such legislation twice and has vowed to do so if it comes back up in the Senate. 

The Senate has a procedure to cut off debate and bring bills to a quick vote, but such a move hasn't been used in the chamber since 2007 and Senate leaders aren't talking about using it now. 

House Speaker Steven Tilley appears to have ruled out override votes in his chamber as a waste of time, as neither bill got a veto-proof majority in that chamber. The wrongful discrimination measure received 89 votes – just seven more than necessary to simply pass the first time. 

Tilley said this week that he would rather try to reach compromises with Nixon. Lawmakers can't modify the specific bills that Nixon vetoed, but clones of each measure are still alive in the House and Senate. Those bills could be transformed into something that could get the governor's signature or that could garner enough votes to override a hypothetical veto. 

But shaping those compromises could prove difficult. Nixon's veto messages on both bills took aim at their most significant provisions, and Nixon spokesman Sam Murphey reiterated Nixon's opposition earlier this week. 

Republicans say the onus is on the governor to start negotiations on a potential compromise, even though Nixon appears to have achieved what he wanted by vetoing the bills. 

Sen. Brad Lager, the sponsor of a pending workplace discrimination bill, has said repeatedly that the governor's office hasn't talked to him about ways to change his bill. Lager, who is running for lieutenant governor, said his only contact with the governor's office had been a voicemail notifying him of the governor's vetoes on the day they were announced. 

“If we want to change the law in the current environment, we're going to have to have some communication from the governor about what he is willing to accept,” said Lager, R-Savannah. “Don't send me a veto letter saying what you won't do. Send somebody up here saying, `Hey, here's what we can live with.“’ 

Murphey said lawmakers should already know what the governor's positions are. 

“Gov. Nixon has consistently held a very clear position on the discrimination and workplace injury bills, both of which have been debated in previous legislative sessions,” he said. “These positions were known and communicated to members of the General Assembly.” 

Workplace discrimination bills are HB1219 (vetoed) and SB592 

Workers' compensation bills are SB572 (vetoed) and HB1403 

Online: Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov 

House bill protects livestock farmers

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Dick Aldrich 
March 23, 2012

Jefferson City, Mo. — Legislation seen as protection from referendums on new farm regulations from groups like the Humane Society of the United States has passed the Missouri House of Representatives.

The legislation, sponsored by Rep. Tom Loehner, R-Koeltztown, would allow livestock farmers to continue their current practices despite the passage of any new laws in the future. The bill is seen as the next step in insulating farmers from issues such as Proposition B that passed by a wide margin in a statewide vote. The proposition placed strict new burdens on the state’s dog breeding facilities, and was supported strongly by the Humane Society of the U.S.

The legislature in 2011 enacted new dog breeding standards, some of which were modeled after the provisions of Proposition B. At the time, farm supporters in the House of Representatives warned that livestock producers needed protections from groups that would seek to change the way producers raised their animals.

The legislation also mirrors a constitutional change that passed the House earlier in the session that would be voted on in an upcoming statewide election.

Loehner said the bill would give farmers consistency in state regulations.

“This is about our food supply and protecting the people that produce it,” said Loehner shortly before his bill passed out of the House on a 121-30 vote. Loehner is a cattle farmer from central Missouri.

Another supporter, Rep. Delus Johnson who represents a rural district north of St. Joseph, said the bill is about protecting Missouri jobs. Johnson said a publicly voted ban on gestational crates for hogs in Florida in 2002 effectively killed the hog industry in the state.

“Florida can probably do without their pork industry, but here in Missouri with agriculture being our largest industry, the elimination of the pork industry or any other part of that industry would be devastating to our economy,” said Johnson who said 245,000 Missouri jobs are tied to the agriculture industry in Missouri.

Critics said the bill would cause confusion within state agencies about which farmers must comply with certain laws and regulations. Rep. Chris Kelly was also concerned about whether the legislation would limit the ability of the State Veterinarian to act to stop the spread of disease.

Loehner and Kelly said they would work together to come up with wording to account for the activities of the state veterinarian as the bill is introduced in the state Senate.

New rail line to prevent high-water shipping stoppages at SEMO Port

By Melissa Miller - Southeast Missourian
Sunday, March 25, 2012
The addition of a second mainline track to SEMO Port's railroad system will keep rail traffic from coming to a halt during high water. 

The half-mile segment of track, at a higher elevation than the port's existing mainline track, was officially opened Friday after Missouri Department of Transportation Director Kevin Keith drove in a ceremonial gold railroad spike. 

The $802,961 project was paid for with funds from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, often referred to as the federal stimulus package. The federal funds were distributed to the port through the Missouri Department of Transportation. 

"We need the extra capacity because our rail traffic is growing," said Dan Overbey, executive director of SEMO Port. "This will reduce the number of days in an average year in which rail service is cut off." 

Last year about 5,400 railcars carried goods to or from the port. Rail traffic has increased steadily over the last decade from 2,139 cars in 2001 to 2,389 in 2005 to 4,139 in 2009. 

The port's top railroad user is cement manufacturer Buzzi Unicem, which was responsible for about 79 percent of the tonnage shipped by rail at the port last year. Several other companies located at the port also use the railroad, including SEMO Milling, Girardeau Stevedors and Consolidated Grain. 

Work began on the elevated line project in 2010, but due to flooding on the Mississippi River last spring and summer nearly a year of construction time was lost. 

The project included replacing a wooden railroad trestle with an eight-foot corrugated metal pipe that runs under both the first and second main rail lines, Overbey said. 

The second mainline track is part of a long-term plan to eventually tie into another new segment of track that will loop around the port, enabling it to load and unload mile-and-a-half-long unit trains to and from barges, Overbey said. There is no funding in place for the loop track project yet, he said. 

While about 95 percent of all MoDOT projects involved roads, it's not uncommon for them to fund other modes of transportation, Keith said. 

"It's not just rail, it's not the river or the port, it's a transportation system. We need all components of that ultimately to get people and goods where they need to be," he said. 

In addition to railway and port projects, MoDOT also occasionally funds aviation-related projects, he said. 

The port's railway, which opened in 1995, offers its customers a connection to both Union Pacific at Scott City and Burlington Northern-Santa Fe in Cape Girardeau. 

mmiller@semissourian.com 

388-3646 
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10 Bill Bess Drive, Scott City, MO 
'No refusal' DWI measure sees results in Christian County

Law succeeds in getting tests or samples from majority of suspects

Springfield News Leader - Written by Rance Burger 
11:41 PM, Mar. 24, 2012

OZARK — Tradition dictates that a one-year anniversary be celebrated with paper. At the Christian County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, they’ve taken tradition to heart when it comes to search warrants when a driver is suspected of driving while intoxicated.

March 14 marked the one-year anniversary of the installation of a “no refusal” law in Christian County. Prosecutors have succeeded in obtaining breathalyzer tests or blood samples from 25 of the 31 drivers suspected of DWI who refused to be tested in the law’s first year of existence.

“What we mean by ‘no refusal’ is that anytime someone, after being read implied consent, refuses to give a sample of their breath or blood, the arresting law enforcement officer will contact the on-call prosecutor to start the process of obtaining a search warrant to seize the suspect’s blood,” Christian County Assistant Prosecutor Ben Miller explained.

Miller recently served as a keynote speaker at the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s “Protecting Lives, Saving Futures” event for the state of Missouri. The NHTSA offered three days of classes in Columbia for law enforcement officers and prosecuting attorneys. Miller explained how Christian County’s “no refusal” law worked.

“It says a lot about our county’s high level of DWI prosecution that Mr. Miller was asked to teach officers and prosecutors from around the state at such a well-respected conference that is taught around the nation. It also speaks volumes of Christian County’s reputation as a county where drunk drivers are held accountable for their dangerous actions,” Christian County Prosecuting Attorney Amy Fite said.

The new law for DWI search warrants came as a result of a need for numbers to back law enforcement officers’ claims that drunk drivers were impaired at the wheel.

“Over the past few years we, and prosecutors around the state, have begun to see a trend in DWI cases: people (whether they be judges or jurors) want to see that ‘magic’ number in regards to a person’s BAC. This is an extension of what most prosecutors call the ‘CSI effect,’” Miller wrote in an email. “The ‘CSI effect’ is where people are so trained by what they see on TV, from what they hear from friends, and what they expect from a society that is big on technology that they absolutely expect physical scientific evidence before they can even consider guilt in a case.”

Missouri law states that a refused BAC test is admissible evidence for guilt, but Miller says an exact number is much more useful for a prosecutor seeking a conviction.

Christian County’s assistant prosecutors rotate DWI on-call responsibility each month. The process of obtaining a warrant for a blood draw begins when a law enforcement officer calls the on-duty prosecutor.

The prosecutor views the officer’s warrant and signs it if he or she believes there is probable cause that a driver committed DWI. The prosecutor then calls a judge, who must sign the warrant in order to validate the warrant. An EMS paramedic is then dispatched to the Christian County jail to draw blood samples. The samples are taken to the Missouri State Highway Patrol Crime Lab.

In the past year, one in five Christian County DWI suspects has refused to submit a breathalyzer test. Of the 31 who refused, 25 were served warrants and had blood samples seized.

Instructors at the NHTSA conference taught advanced DWI topics ranging from drug impairment and toxicology to in-depth scientific studies on field sobriety testing.

2 more deer positive for chronic wasting disease 

Southeast Missourian
Mar 24, 7:56 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri officials say two more captive white-tailed deer have tested positive for a fatal illness called chronic wasting disease.

The state Department of Conservation says the positive tests bring to five the number of wild deer that have tested positive for the syndrome in Missouri.

The Columbia Missourian ( http://bit.ly/GLCgoA ) reported that all five infected wild white-tailed deer were killed within two miles of the Heartland Wildlife Ranch in northwestern Macon County. Infected captive deer were previously identified at the Macon County ranch, which is killing off and testing its herd.

The neurological disease afflicts deer, elk and moose. It's contagious among those animals, but experts say there's no evidence that it poses a risk to humans, other livestock, pets or food safety.

---

Information from: Columbia Missourian, http://www.columbiamissourian.com 

Mo. senator seeks changes in collection, disposal of DNA samples by law enforcement officials

The Republic - THE ASSOCIATED PRESS  
First Posted: March 26, 2012 - 5:01 am, Last Updated: March 26, 2012 - 5:02 am



JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — A measure moving through the Missouri Senate could change who would be required to give DNA samples to the police, and when the police would be required to throw those samples away.

The legislation would require crime labs to dispose of a suspect's DNA sample within four months if a prosecutor decides not to file charges.

Anyone registering as a sex offender who have to provide a DNA sample, as would some out-of-state offenders who transfer to Missouri prisons to serve their sentences.

The legislation, sponsored by Lee's Summit Republican Will Kraus, has been endorsed by the Senate Judiciary Committee and could be debated by the full Senate in the coming weeks.

___

DNA profiling bill is SB789
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Mo. senator seeks changes in DNA collection laws

KCTV
Posted: Mar 26, 2012 4:15 AM CDT Updated: Mar 26, 2012 4:15 AM CDT 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - A measure moving through the Missouri Senate could change who would be required to give DNA samples to the police, and when the police would be required to throw those samples away.

The legislation would require crime labs to dispose of a suspect's DNA sample within four months if a prosecutor decides not to file charges.

Anyone registering as a sex offender who have to provide a DNA sample, as would some out-of-state offenders who transfer to Missouri prisons to serve their sentences.

The legislation, sponsored by Lee's Summit Republican Will Kraus, has been endorsed by the Senate Judiciary Committee and could be debated by the full Senate in the coming weeks.

DNA profiling bill is SB789
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Even the kitchen sink: Missouri, Illinois firms hurt by 'unfair' Chinese trade

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 
12:07 am on Mon, 03.26.12

WASHINGTON – Steel wheels, nails and bedsprings made in Missouri are on the list. So are pipes, paintbrushes and coat hangers from Illinois. Not to mention a host of other products, from Silicon Valley electronics to Detroit auto parts.

If it seems that the Chinese are throwing cheaper versions of everything but the kitchen sink at U.S. markets, think again. This month, an Illinois kitchen-sink manufacturer -- the Elkay Cos. -- asked Washington to slap an “anti-dumping” tariff on Chinese steel sinks.

Whether the product is sinks or steel wheels, the complaints by U.S. manufacturers allege that China unfairly subsidizes the plants that make such products, allowing exporters to sell them in this country at less than fair market value.

In the most recent Missouri case, executives of Hayes Lemmerz – an international steel wheels manufacturer that employs more than 300 people at its plant in Sedalia – asked the U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) on March 8 to order punitive duties against Chinese imports that they contend unfairly undercut their prices.

“Don’t let dumped Chinese wheels shut down these plants and cost these good, hardworking Americans their jobs,” said Donald Hampton Jr., who supervises the steel-wheel plants in Sedalia and Akron, Ohio.

That morning, two U.S. senators – Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Sherrod Brown, D-Ohio – showed up to back Hayes and the other steel-wheel firms. “Americans accept that there are going to be good times and bad times,” McCaskill said. “But they cannot accept when these jobs go away because of unfair and illegal subsidies provided to foreign competition.”

After the ITC hearing, McCaskill said she has heard from many Missouri firms that blame Chinese exporters for “dumping” products in U.S. markets and – when the ITC imposes anti-dumping or countervailing duties on those imports – using unscrupulous tactics to avoid paying those tariffs.

“It is not reasonable for people in Sedalia, or anywhere, to suffer because companies in China will not play fair,” she said.

Thousands of jobs are at stake. According to a report last year by the labor-aligned Economic Policy Institute, the growth in the U.S. trade deficit with China displaced about 2.8 million U.S. jobs between 2001 and 2010. That trade deficit with China rose to a record $295.5 billion last year – with that 8.2 percent increase representing about three-quarters of the growth in the U.S. trade deficit other than petroleum products.

While states like California and North Carolina were hit hardest, the EPI estimated that Illinois lost 105,500 jobs and Missouri firms lost 38,700 jobs to Chinese imports over that decade. Of course, lower prices resulting from the Chinese competition benefit consumers as well as some U.S. companies that take advantage of the cost savings.

Holes in the U.S. anti-dumping process

How can American firms fight back? Other than making their manufacturing more efficient – or moving their plants to countries with lower labor costs – they can appeal to the government to impose anti-dumping and countervailing duties that, in theory, level the playing field against unfairly priced imports.

But that process is ponderous and expensive, and Chinese firms often find ways to get around it. Here’s how the system is set up: The Commerce Department determines whether “dumping” is occurring; the ITC determines whether such trade practices injure specific U.S. industries and, if so, whether to impose anti-dumping or countervailing duties; and the tariffs are enforced by agencies of the Commerce and Homeland Security departments.

(Anti-dumping duties apply to goods sold in this country at or below the price in China; countervailing duties aim to offset the benefits of government subsidies to industries.)

Every year, American firms spend millions of dollars in legal and related fees to bring such cases against Chinese imports. In the current “steel wheels” case involving Sedalia, for example, the ITC is likely to make its decision on possible countervailing and antidumping duties by April 17.

A parallel process is getting underway in the Illinois kitchen sink case, with Elkay – a leading maker of stainless steel sinks – alleging that its Chinese competitors are being illegally subsidized and are undercutting Elkay.

“Chinese sink imports have increased dramatically over the past three years due to significant under-selling by Chinese manufacturers,” said Steve Rogers, Elkay’s chief operating officer, in a statement. He said Elkay “cannot compete with foreign exporters that sell products at substantially less than fair value.”

But even if American sink or steel-wheels manufacturers convince the ITC to impose duties, such punitive actions don’t always make much of a difference – mainly because an increasing number of foreign shippers, many from China, are using illegal tactics to avoid paying the duties. 

Take bedsprings, for example. At a Senate hearing last year, executives of Missouri-based Leggett & Platt, Inc. – a major manufacturer of innersprings – complained that Chinese competitors had found devious ways to get around the anti-dumping duties imposed against them in 2007. The duplicity involved shipping the bedsprings to other Asian countries and then to U.S. markets under false claims of origin.

“We have developed evidence that, each year, over a million innersprings subject to the antidumping order are imported into the U.S. without paying duties of up to 234 percent,” Leggett & Platt chief executive Karl G. Glassman told the Senate Finance subcommittee on international trade, customs and global competitiveness.

In the case of innersprings alone, such illegal transshipments cost the government an estimated $60 million a year, Glassman said, and eliminate the jobs of about 60 full-time workers at plants in this country. Back in 2008, the Government Accountability Office estimated that $600 million in duties were uncollected over a six-year period, mostly involving products made in China.

The experience of Leggett & Platt may represent the tip of the iceberg. In a 2010 report, “Duty Evasion: Harming U.S. Industry and American Workers," the subcommittee’s investigators concluded that “the circumvention of U.S. AD/CVD laws, either by foreign producers or importers, negatively affects industries throughout the United States, resulting in continued injury to U.S. industry, the loss of American jobs, and the loss of federal revenue.”

The report cited more than a dozen product lines for which there were antidumping duties that were being evaded. Among those products with manufacturers in Missouri and Illinois were:

steel nails (both states)

light-walled rectangular pipe and tube (both states)

uncovered innersprings (Missouri)

natural bristle paintbrushes (both states)

steel-wire garment hangers (Illinois and formerly Missouri)

steel grating (Illinois)

“The list can go on and on,” testified Roger B. Schagrin of the Committee to Support U.S. Trade Laws, an interest group formed by more than a dozen firms seeking tougher enforcement of anti-dumping duties. “Literally billions of dollars of trade are evading the imposition of billions of dollars of duties as lost revenues.”

The report found that certain Chinese suppliers and their U.S. importers avoid anti-dumping duties “by a number of unscrupulous schemes, including illegal transshipment and falsified country of origin markings, undervalued invoices to pay less duty, and misclassification of goods. In sum, they cheat.”

Better enforcement tools needed?

The chairman of that Senate subcommittee, Sen. Ron Wyden, D-Wash., is pushing a bill, called the ENFORCE Act, stop such cheating. “It is not enough to pass [anti-dumping] laws, they need to be enforced,” he said.

Both McCaskill and Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., are cosponsors.

At the panel’s hearing, Blunt said Missouri firms had “frustration about trying
to play by the rules here and all over the world, only to see others actively and successfully avoid” the duties. “It’s frustrating for big companies like Leggett & Platt, and it’s frustrating for family-owned companies like Mid Continent Nail in Poplar Bluff,” which has been hurt by Chinese steel-nail exports.

The ENFORCE Act aims to stop the evasion of anti-dumping duties and more effectively enforce the current laws calling for trade remedies. Among other things, the bill calls for simplifying the process by which U.S. firms can allege that foreign competitors are evading the tariffs; speed the  investigative process; allow more sharing of import information among federal agencies; and require annual reports to Congress on enforcement.

Separately, McCaskill introduced a bill last fall, called the “Fighting for American Industry’s Right (FAIR) to Enforcement Against Duty Evasion Act, that aims to give law enforcement better tools to find and prosecute firms evading tariffs.

To plug what she views as loopholes in the existing law, McCaskill wants to require customs brokers to verify information about their foreign clients, as well as to require new shippers to pay cash up front to cover the estimated cost of U.S. duties on their products. (Current law allows foreign firms that have not previously exported to this country to post a bond to cover such duties; and some such firms “disappear” before paying the full sum of the duties.)

While the bill has not moved so far, a spokesman for McCaskill said last week that she had “gotten some positive feedback from industry.”

Trade restrictions can hurt U.S. firms

While some American companies can benefit from properly enforced anti-dumping duties, free-traders point out that such tariffs can be a double-edged sword.

The other edge: Such duties can hurt consumers who benefit from lower-priced foreign goods; damage other U.S. firms that rely on cheap imports of raw materials; and could spur Chinese retaliation against U.S. exports.

Solar panels provide one example. When the Commerce Department said last week that it would impose countervailing duties (of between 2.9 and 4.73 percent) on Chinese solar panels, the decision got a mixed reaction from U.S. companies.

Seven North American solar manufacturers had sought tariffs of 100 percent or more because, they alleged, the Chinese government provided discounts on raw materials, preferential loans, cash grants and other subsidies to its solar industry. Chinese solar panels now control about half of the American market; U.S. imports of Chinese solar panels increased to $2.65 billion last year from $21.3 million in 2005.

But not all U.S. solar manufacturers support the tariffs. Some firms, such as MEMC Electronic Materials, based in St. Peters, contend that imposing such duties on inexpensive solar panels from China would actually lead to a net reduction in U.S. jobs and slow the expansion of solar energy in this country.

Through its SunEdison subsidiary, MEMC is a leading provider of solar energy services. It is a global player in the manufacture and sale of silicon wafers and related products in the solar and semiconductor industries. At an ITC hearing last fall, MEMC’s Ken Hannah said that imposing high duties would mean that “prices go up, demand for solar energy in the U.S. will down down, and the U.S. solar market will be significantly undermined.”

And the solar battle is not yet over. In May, the Commerce Department is supposed to decide whether the Chinese are dumping solar panels here.

In another example, Missouri-based die-casting firms that use magnesium, including St. Louis-based Spartan Light Metal Products Inc., asked the ITC in 2010 to drop duties against Chinese and Russian magnesium that had substantially driven up their costs for the metal.

Last winter, the ITC voted to drop duties on Russian magnesium but continue the anti-dumping duties on magnesium alloy imports from China after determining that revoking the tariffs would likely “lead to continuation or recurrence of material injury” to the sole U.S. magnesium producer.

Spartan and other Missouri and Illinois die-casting firms – which employ more than 2,000 workers – were disappointed with China part of the ITC decision. They complained that duties on China’s magnesium alloy exports drove up the U.S. domestic price of magnesium and left them at a disadvantage against foreign die-cast competitors.

Spartan’s executive vice president, Michael L. Sparks, told the Beacon in an email that the ITC ruling has not helped because “Russian [magnesium] suppliers are not interested in servicing our industry. We were unsuccessful in soliciting bids from potential Russian suppliers for 2012 purchases.”

With the duties still high on Chinese magnesium alloy exports, Sparks said, the company has substituted aluminum to cover “a good portion of this business loss.”

Before the anti-dumping duties were applied in 2005, Sparks wrote, magnesium die casting represented more than half of Spartan’s business; last year, it was only 10 percent.

Sparks thinks the nation’s trade laws need to be changed to reflect all sides, not just those of complaining manufacturers. He suggests that the ITC and Commerce Department “review the overall economic impact of a decision, to the entire economy, not just the claimant.”

He added: “Given all the lip service for manufacturing jobs our politicians are providing,  you would think they could devise a plan to compensate or protect the harmed industry, if it is deemed critical without destroying the larger downstream consuming industries, like we are a part of.”

Senator Slams Trade School Scams

KMOX
March 25, 2012 10:00 PM

Missouri Senator Claire McCaskill was in St. Louis Sunday to hear from military veterans.

The senator says one thing she’s hearing is that newly-discharged veterans are being scammed by trade schools that are only in it for the money. . .the tuition money the veterans have earned for their service.

McCaskill says young returning veterans are a particular target.

The senator says she’ll work in Congress to tighten the rules covering a suspect school’s eligibility for money under the G-I Bill.

- Bob Hamilton, KMOX News

McCaskill, Senate rivals continue to focus on 'Obamacare' and Medicare

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
1:10 am on Mon, 03.26.12

The federal health insurance changes, dubbed by both sides as "Obamacare," already have become the top issue in Missouri’s U.S. Senate contest – a fact that only heightens the impact of today’s launch of hearings in Washington before the U.S. Supreme Court.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., acknowledged as much on Sunday, as she defended the federal health insurance changes while also pledging to defend  military veterans’ health benefits from the cuts that she asserts are included in the Republican budget plan before the U.S. House.

Meanwhile, the Republicans competing for a chance to challenge her this fall have all condemned the healthcare changes – while also battling over who’s been the toughest to oppose Medicare’s existing prescription drug benefit.

St. Louis businessman John Brunner and former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman have both maintained in recent debates that they would have voted against the drug benefit when it was put in place in 2006. Both have accused the third GOP Senate hopeful, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, of backing the benefit because he initially voted for it before casting a final vote against it. (Akin says the final version had changes he couldn't support.)

The three also have repeatedly attacked McCaskill over her 2010 vote in favor of the law to put the health insurance changes into effect. Her vote also has figured in a number of attack ads already running in Missouri; the ads were produced and paid for by independent political-action committees known as "Super PACs."

U.S. Sen,. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., also laid out his opposition to "Obamacare" in an op-ed over the weekend in the Springfield, Mo. News-Leader.
McCaskill listened to fears about possible cuts in veterans health and disability benefits – or rumored new taxes on them -- during a forum Sunday with area veterans held at the Soldiers Memorial downtown.

  She told the veterans that she and other Democrats controlling the Senate would block the budget proposed by U.S. House Budget chairman Paul Ryan, R-Wisc., which she said would have to significantly slash veterans benefits – or tax them -- in order to meet the fiscal targets that Ryan is proposing.

The senator emphasized that Ryan's budget plan also would reduce the tax rate for businesses and cut the rates for the wealthy.

McCaskill explained later that the Ryan budget calls for a 33 percent cut in mandatory domestic spending, which she said would have to affect veterans programs because they constitute about one-third of such federal spending.

“I think they are trying to pull the wool over veterans’ eyes,’’ she said.

McCaskill contended that the same Republican approach is at work in their criticisms of the federal health care changes. She told reporters that the new federal  health care law will gain more public support as more provisions go into effect – if, she added, those provisions are allowed to go into effect.

 “There’s a lot of good in the bill that people are not aware of,’’ she said, while acknowledging that Republicans and their allies have done a better job of attacking the program than Democrats have done in defending it.

She pointed out that she’s now a target of a TV attack ad that features entertainer Pat Boone, who contends in the spot that McCaskill is out to cut Medicare.  The ad is a “cookie-cutter’’ spot, meaning that identical versions – but attacking different Democrats –have been running in several states with hot U.S. Senate contests, and vulnerable Democrats.

The ad was created by a conservative group called the 60-Plus Association.

McCaskill says the ad is inaccurate, because it focuses on a provision in the federal health insurance law that ends extra payments to insurance companies for the Medicare "advantage'' program. The Ryan budget, she said, includes the same cut.

McCaskill also emphasized that the latest Ryan budget proposal would, like his original one, transform Medicare largely into a voucher program in which the elderly would get a government subsidy to help them purchase private insurance; the elderly would have to cover any additional costs.  

She emphasized that her three GOP rivals have embraced Ryan’s proposal, and that Akin has voted for it.

McCaskill said she also plans to highlight the Republican candidates’ opposition to the Medicare prescription drug benefit, although she didn’t offer any details. She said the benefit has helped many elderly who could not otherwise afford their prescriptions; McCaskill noted that the benefit is expanded in the federal health insurance changes known as "Obamacare" that the GOP also derides.

She did, however, quip to the veterans that they shouldn’t be surprised if Pat Boone is featured in a new attack ad that “claims McCaskill is killing vets.”

Money from outside Missouri fuels McCaskill bid 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY WALKER MOSKOP 
Posted: Monday, March 26, 2012 12:15 am 

ST. LOUIS • As a Democrat in a right-leaning state who has already been hit with a barrage of negative ads, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., faces a tough battle in her campaign for re-election. That's no secret.

But as she gears up to defend what many people view as one of the country's most vulnerable Senate seats, out-of-state donors are giving her campaign a boost.

Of the more than $3.7 million McCaskill has raised from individual donations of $200 or more since 2007, 60 percent came from donors outside of Missouri.

McCaskill is raising a bigger percentage of her money from out-of-state individual contributions than most of the other 22 senators running for re-election this year, according to a Post-Dispatch analysis of campaign finance data from the Federal Election Commission. Together, 48 percent of the money they raised from donations of $200 or more came from outside of their home states.

The analysis used donations as of Dec. 31, and excluded donations of less than $200, which are not included in the FEC's database.

Anthony Corrado, a political science professor at Colby University in Maine who studies campaign finance, said it wasn't surprising for a candidate in such a competitive race to receive a lot of out-of-state contributions.

"Given the tightness for the battle for majority control in the Senate, (candidates in) key contests are raising money from throughout the country," he said.

Republicans are four seats shy of a majority in the Senate. And with 23 of the 33 seats up for this year's election being held by incumbents or retiring Democrats and independents, conservative groups such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and Crossroads GPS — both of which have spent heavily on ads opposing McCaskill — are aggressively working to help Republicans gain a majority.

Crossroads GPS, a Washington-based organization that spends money to help elect Republicans, has labeled McCaskill as one of its top targets for the 2012 election. The group spent more than $1.5 million on advertisements against McCaskill last year, said Nate Hodson, a spokesman for the group.

"She's extremely vulnerable," Hodson said, "and certainly someone we'll be focused on as we move into the 2012 cycle."

Spending from outside organizations is not reflected in the donation or spending totals for the candidates those groups support.

Because of the influence of spending by outside groups, Corrado said, it's crucial for candidates to reach beyond their borders for donors. Senators like McCaskill, he said, will need "to raise as much money as they can from wherever they can to defend themselves."

'RIGHT HERE AT HOME'

The share of the donations McCaskill received from out-of-state donors was higher than Senate incumbents running in most other battleground states. Several of those states — such as Ohio, Pennsylvania and Florida — have larger populations than Missouri and offer a larger pool of potential donors to draw from.

McCaskill's campaign manager, Adrianne Marsh, said in an email that when the border-crossing metro regions of Kansas City and St. Louis are factored into McCaskill's fundraising, nearly half of her contributions come from "right here at home." She said that more than two-thirds of McCaskill's individual contributions are from donors who give less than $200.

While McCaskill has been popular with out-of-state donors, she has also raised almost as much in donations of $200 or more from inside Missouri as her three Republican challengers combined.

Together, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman and St. Louis businessman John Brunner raised roughly $1.49 million from individual donations of $200 or more from Missourians, just surpassing McCaskill's $1.47 million, according to FEC data.

Of the slightly more than $1 million Akin raised from donations of $200 or more, 7 percent came from outside of Missouri. Steelman raised 25 percent of her $578,000 from outside of the state. Thirty-eight percent of the $207,000 Brunner raised came from outside of Missouri.

The list of McCaskill's contributors who made donations of $200 or more spanned 45 states and Washington, but supporters in New York and California did much of the heavy lifting, with $438,000 and $429,000 coming from each state, respectively. Illinois supporters contributed $208,000.

AFFECT OF RULING

James Thurber, a professor of government at American University in Washington, said that the influx of spending from outside groups brought on by the 2010 Supreme Court ruling in the Citizens United case ups the pressure on candidates to raise money from other states.

The court's ruling bars the government from restricting political spending by corporations and unions.

McCaskill can only raise so much in a smaller state like Missouri, Thurber said. "She has to go to places of wealth."

"Citizens United has the capacity of rolling money like the Mississippi in flood stage into these races," he said.

Some of McCaskill's out-of-state contributions have come through independent organizations that bundle donations for candidates. EMILY's List, a political action committee that works to elect female Democrats who favor abortion rights, has helped gather $135,000 in donations for McCaskill's campaign, according to the latest report the campaign filed with the FEC on Dec. 31.

In that report, McCaskill's campaign reported having $4.8 million in the bank.

Akin, who has had the most success fundraising among Republican candidates, reported having $1.16 million cash on hand.

Brunner reported having $209,000. Of the nearly 1.3 million his campaign raised, slightly more than $1 million came from his own pocket.

Steelman reported $573,000 cash on hand after raising only $84,000 during the last quarter of last year.That total was bolstered by a $400,000 loan she gave her campaign in September.

Budget proposal in Missouri House would eliminate aid for the blind

Kansas City Star - JASON HANCOCK,  Jefferson City correspondent 
March 26
Terrie Arnold feels like Missouri lawmakers are playing political games with her life. 

Arnold, 56, and her husband David, 57, were both born blind. He maintains a third-shift job, but she is unable to work due to numerous other medical conditions. 

Those pre-existing conditions also keep her from obtaining private insurance, but the Kansas City couple earns too much to qualify for the Medicaid health care program for the poor

Arnold must depend upon Missouri's Supplemental Aid to the Blind program. 

"It's the only thing that keeps our head above water," she said. "All of our income would go towards prescriptions."

The Supplemental Aid to the Blind program pays for medical care for about 2,800 people who earn more than $9,495 a year -- and therefore don't qualify for Medicaid -- but also receive monthly payments from the state's blind pension fund. They cannot have more than $20,000 in assets and cannot have sighted spouses who work.

But in the $24 billion budget passed Thursday by the Missouri House, the $28 million health care program for the blind was eliminated. The money instead was used to avoid another year of cuts to higher education.

"To them it's all dollars and cents," Arnold said. "But this is about people and their lives. It's really scary."

The decision by House Republicans to eliminate the program has proved to be the most controversial of the budget drafting process this legislative session and has turned into a political tug of war between the House and Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat. Its fate in the Senate, where the budget heads next, is still uncertain. 

Rep. Ryan Silvey, a Kansas City Republican who is chairman of the House Budget Committee, has said that in a tight budget the state can no longer afford to provide blind residents medical aid that people who are deaf or paralyzed do not receive.

"It is completely inconsistent with how we treat any other disability in the state," Silvey said. "All we are going to do is put them on a level playing field with anyone else with a disability."

With the state facing a $500 million shortfall and a request by the governor to cut $68 million from higher education, House members were forced to make tough decisions, he said.

"If you continue to cut away and cut away and cut away at higher education, before long you start cutting into your educated workforce," Silvey said. "If you don't have an educated workforce, how are you ever going to dig out of a depressed economy?"

House Speaker Steve Tilley, a Perryville Republican and a doctor of optometry, has repeatedly defended the cut.

"I deal with visually impaired people every day, and I have some concerns," Tilley said. "But at the end of the day, I don't necessarily think they should be treated significantly differently than the other people who have another disability."

The House budget does include $6 million for a scaled-down version of the health care program, although $4 million of that total comes from legislation that has not yet passed that would end a sales tax exemption for newspapers. The idea is to create a smaller program for those who are truly in need. 

It's estimated that $6 million will cover about 600 people. 

Christopher Gray, executive director of the Missouri Council of the Blind, said lawmakers are focusing on numbers instead of the impact their decision will have on people. 

The unemployment rate for the blind is nearly 70 percent, Gray pointed out, and many have other disabilities in addition to blindness that put them at risk of going uninsured. But the decision to end the program also is fiscally irresponsible, he argued. 

"Not only are these cuts just plain wrong, they will cost the citizens of Missouri tens of millions of dollars because of a $28 million transfer," Gray said. "The costs will come when blind people who have no more medical benefit are forced to go to emergency rooms for treatment or to move into nursing homes when their support system is pulled out from under them."

Gray added that while the blind are the only disabled people who have this type of benefit, other disabilities have different types of services or Medicaid waivers that they are eligible for that are not available to the blind. 

"What bothers me about the debate on this program is the attempt by some to alienate the blind from the community of disabled people," he said. "It feels like a divide-and-conquer mentality."

Nixon has come out strongly against using money from the blind health care program for higher education.

"Not one college or university president has asked for more funding at the expense of needy, blind Missourians," Nixon said at an event earlier this month at a Columbia facility that promotes independent living for people with disabilities.

Nixon later demanded that the funding for the program be fully reinstated. 

"We are not negotiating for a half loaf or a portion of this," he said.

House Democrats also decried eliminating the program, although they split from Nixon in calling for revenue increases -- such as raising the state's lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax -- instead of relying solely on cutbacks to balance the budget. 

"If the state has to take away medical care from blind people to pay for its colleges and universities, it is well past time to start looking for new sources of revenue," said Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat.

But the governor and Democrats are simply "ramping up the political rhetoric" on this issue, Silvey said, pointing specifically to a radio ad funded by the Missouri Council for the Blind that began airing last week in Kansas City. 

The ad accuses Silvey of forcing thousands of blind people "to choose between medical services and food."

In a letter to Nixon, Silvey said he's ready to begin negotiations with the governor on how to "fund both education and welfare" when "you have finished with your press conferences and campaign rallies."

"Continuing the assault on education unabated, however, is not an option," Silvey added.

The 13 bills that make up the state's budget will now go to the Senate. President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, a Dexter Republican, has said his chamber will likely reverse the cut.

But Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer, a Columbia Republican, told The Associated Press that it's time that "all programs are looked at to evaluate who has taken their share of the cuts and who hasn't." 

If the Senate decides to reinstate the fund, it should be prepared to find corresponding cuts that don't come from higher education, Silvey countered. 

Meanwhile, Terrie Arnold said she hopes the cuts in blind services can still be avoided. 

"I really feel like we're being shut out of the process," she said. "It's like this is a game to them and we're just pawns in that game. But I still think common sense will prevail."

Repealing Mo. Newspaper Tax Exemptions “Not Retaliation”

KMOX - Brian Kelly
March 26, 2012 5:07 AM

ST. LOUIS (KMOX)-While he admits it was prompted by editorials critical of a plan to cut state aid for the blind, a Missouri lawmaker says his proposal to repeal tax breaks for newspapers, is not retaliation against a critical press.

Kansas City Republican Ryan Silvey tells KMOX, “I would say retaliation is probably a bit strong, but in reaction to is probably accurate.”

Silvey says that since papers have been calling for ending corporate welfare, it should start with them, “I’m not saying that we’re taking a stab against the media for a stand they took, we’re simply following their advice.”

He says this is not a case of government trying to bully the press, “One medium has a tax exemption to the exclusion of all others, and if we remove that it’s somehow an attack on freedom of the press? That’s just ridiculous.

“It’s not  retaliation because there are people on the radio who have not necessarily been supportive, there are people on the TV who have not necessarily been supportive and obviously we’re not proactively going after them. It’s not like we’re trying to impose a new tax on the media.”

The House budget proposal would take $28 million from medical services for nearly 3,000 blind Missourians and shift it to higher education. The revenue raised by revoking the exemptions for newspapers on things like paper and ink, would raise about $4 million dollars a year, which would go toward the aid for the blind program.

Publishers say the loss of the tax breaks would have a significant impact on them. Silvey says it’s not the taxpayers job to prop them up, and if newspapers can’t transform with the times, “They need to fall by the wayside as many industries have done before.”

Silvey’s bill passed out of the Tax Reform Committee committee on a 7-5 vote.

Analysis: Mo. Lottery plan could affect school aid 

By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press)
Mar 25, 12:40 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri House members are banking that they can boost funding for veterans' nursing homes by diverting more of Missouri's lottery proceeds to the state budget, leaving less for prizes.

But the budget passed by the House doesn't account for another possibility - that if prizes decline, lottery sales might fall, too, and so also might the amount of money available for the Missouri Lottery to transfer to public schools.

The chain-reaction of tumbling dollar figures isn't some far-fetched theory. When the Texas legislature cut back on its lottery prizes about a decade ago, the result was an almost immediate and dramatic decline in ticket sales. Fourteen years after Texas' short-lived experiment, its lottery transfers to schools still haven't rebounded to their 1998 levels.

"The prize payout reduction here in Texas was devastating to our lottery sales," said Gary Grief, executive director of the Texas Lottery.

"What this reduction does is it sends players away - and it doesn't send them away temporarily, it sends them away permanently," Grief added.

It is perhaps understandable that Missouri lawmakers are looking at the lottery as a cash cow for a strapped state budget. The state has suffered through several years of flat or declining education funding as the economic recession resulted in falling sales and income tax collections that have yet to fully rebound.

The Missouri Lottery, meanwhile, posted a record $1 billion in sales during the 2011 fiscal year, transferring $265 million of that to public elementary and secondary schools.

Legislation passed by the House and now pending in the Senate would require the lottery to transfer 30.5 percent of its revenues to the state, a 4 percentage point increase over this past year. That extra money would go to early childhood education, allowing the casino fees that currently benefit early childhood education to instead be directed to state-run nursing homes for military veterans, which are facing a financial squeeze.

Under the legislation, public schools would continue to get about the same percentage of money they currently receive from the Missouri Lottery. In fact, the budget passed by the House assumes that lottery proceeds for education will continue to increase.

But the lottery has warned that for each 1 percentage point decline in available prize money, there could be a 5 percent decline in ticket sales.

If the lottery were to offset the proposed 4 percent increase in its state transfers with a corresponding 4 percent decrease in prize payments, it could result in a 20 percent reduction to the projected ticket sales for the 2013 fiscal year. And that could mean an estimated $50 million reduction in the amount of lottery proceeds transferred to public schools.

"I understand them wanting a bigger piece of the pie - that seems like a no-brainer," said Grief, who has briefed Missouri's lottery director about the Texas experience. "But what they will actually get is a bigger piece of a much smaller pie, and in gross numbers it will be a severe losing situation for them."

Some Missouri lawmakers remain skeptical about such woe-is-me predictions.

Lawmakers contend the lottery could cut back on administration expenses instead of taking the full amount out of prizes. Those lawmakers also note that Missouri already devotes more to prizes than most of its neighboring states and could perhaps afford to be a little less generous to lottery winners. According to the LaFleur's 2010 World Lottery Almanac, the Missouri and Arkansas lotteries each devoted 64.6 percent of their ticket sales to prizes. Tennessee was the only of Missouri's other neighboring states to top the 60 percent threshold for prizes.

"Our payouts are much higher than the average, so I don't think you're going to see a decrease in revenue from the lottery by decreased players just because the (prize) percentage goes down slightly," said House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

Sen. Brian Munzlinger, who is sponsoring a bill similar to the one that passed the House, said lottery players might not even notice if the prize pool declines.

"I dare you, ask someone who's bought a ticket lately - ask them if they've read the back of it" where the prize amounts are listed, said Munzlinger, R-Williamstown. "Nobody reads them."

Perhaps not. But after California legislators authorized an increase in the lottery prize payout in 2010, sales rose 13 percent and public schools got nearly $40 million more, said Elias Dominguez, a California Lottery spokesman.

State Rep. Sara Lampe, of Springfield, the ranking Democrat on the Missouri House Budget Committee, acknowledges that lawmakers are taking a risk by assuming that a smaller lottery prize pool won't lead to less money for public schools.

"It's clearly a gamble," she said.

---

Associated Press writer Wes Duplantier contributed to this report.

---

EDITOR'S NOTE: David A. Lieb has covered state government and politics for The Associated Press since 1995. He can be reached at http://twitter.com/DavidALieb .

Sales of K2 and other synthetic drugs thrive despite Missouri ban

Products are still easy to get under the counter at some gas stations and convenience stores, authorities say.

The Kansas City Star - By GLENN E. RICE 
Updated: 2012-03-26T05:52:46Z 

Kelly wasn’t too concerned when she would arrive home at the end of the workday and find her 20-year-old son asleep.

Isn’t that what young people do?

But those afternoon naps soon became a worrisome routine, the 42-year-old Platte County woman said. 

Then came the day she and her husband found their son on the back porch, almost passed out. His eyes were glassy, and his speech was slurred.

“We thought he was going to die,” Kelly said. “It was horrible.”

They rushed him to an emergency room. It was then she learned that her son was addicted to synthetic marijuana, or K2.

Months after Missouri lawmakers made the herb-based product illegal, it continues to be sold under the counter at some independently owned gas stations and convenience stores across the area. The National Institute on Drug Abuse reports that nearly one in nine high school seniors has gotten high on it.

The drug, made from a mix of dead plants, flowers and chemicals, can be smoked in a pipe, mixed with marijuana or snorted. Its effects are similar to those of marijuana, but users are more likely to show up in emergency rooms with rapid heartbeats and other symptoms.

Authorities in the Northland recently seized large amounts of suspected illegal synthetic drugs that were being sold under the names of Mr. Happy and Purple Diesel and in the form of “plant food,” potpourri and bath salts. 

“We are targeting merchants who sell synthetic drugs for one simple reason: Synthetic drugs are extremely dangerous. Their effect on the human body is very unpredictable,” said Platte County Prosecutor Eric Zahnd. “A few years ago, it was legal to sell these designer drugs. That is no longer true.”

Earlier this month, three young people were hospitalized with kidney failure and a dozen others were sickened in Casper, Wyo., all linked to a batch of one designer drug, Zahnd said. 

Kelly, who asked that her last name not be used because she has provided information to authorities, said her family was lucky: She and her husband sent their son to a rehabilitation center in Utah to be treated for his addiction.

While he was there, she examined his bank records and checked his cellphone calls, and saw that the phone number of a Northland gas station appeared several times. One Sunday, someone at the gas station had called her son four times in about 20 minutes. 

Kelly also told authorities how easy it was for her son to buy the drugs. 

“I wasn’t able to detect it in the beginning because he wasn’t using it as much,” she said. “But the more he used, the more he had to have.”

At first, a gram of the synthetic drug lasted her son about a week. It didn’t take long for his addiction to grow to three grams, she said.

Before his trip to the emergency room, “he would say, ‘It is not that big of a deal,’ ” Kelly said. “If it was bad, they wouldn’t sell it.”

Vicky Ward, manager of prevention services for Tri-County Mental Health Services, said the synthetic cannabinoids can produce an intense high. 

Most packets are sold for about $20. Stores buy the packets through a dealer for about $4. Dealers can make the drugs for less than $1, Ward said.

Teens are attracted to K2, she said, because they figure the drug can’t be harmful if it’s sold at convenience stores. 

“It is not your typical drug kid,” Ward said. “Their rationale is, ‘I am a good kid; I would not do anything illegal.’ But they are selling it in the stores, so you have a mindset that it must be safe.”

Stacey Daniels-Young, director of Jackson County’s COMBAT anti-drug program, said it is difficult to say how prevalent the use of synthetic drugs is among area teens.

“The picture regarding synthetic drugs changes so rapidly from year to year, it is difficult to note specific trends,” she said. 

“What is clear is that national research indicates that recently, synthetics have been used more by young people than any illegal substance other than marijuana, probably because they have been so easy to obtain through ‘legal’ sources. Word about the availability of something new spreads faster than information about dangerous effects.”

Kelly said her son has experienced memory loss and nerve damage and must take medication to battle the side effects of months of smoking the synthetic drug, she said.

Parents should be vigilant and not assume their children would not become addicted, she said. 

“Parents don’t have a clue to what this stuff is. They need to walk into their children’s room and look into their cars, because they are going to be shocked.”

Kelly said her son is out of rehab and has a job. But he also is an addict, she said.

“For us, it’s an everyday struggle,” Kelly said. “I wonder if my life is ever going to be normal. I can’t sleep at night. I wonder if my son is going to be OK ... .”

To reach Glenn E. Rice, call 816-234-4341 or send email to grice@kcstar.com.

Bill lays groundwork for future reservoir in Christian County

Weter wants to lay plans for water supply in Christian CountyWeter and others stress there is no project on the drawing board

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Rance Burger 
5:33 AM, Mar. 26, 2012 

NIXA — The future of H2O in Missouri’s fastest-growing county has local leaders seeking solutions to keep drinkable water in the pipelines.

State Rep. Ray Weter, R-Nixa, introduced a House bill that would allow the creation of a county drinking water supply lake authority in Christian County. The authority would be a corporate body and a political subdivision of the state with the authority to build and maintain a 1,500-acre or larger reservoir in Christian County.

“It just occurred to me that there will be a day in the future, it’ll probably be after I’m dead and gone, but this would be an appropriate tool for Christian County to have,” Weter said.

Missouri Department of Natural Resources data show that the cities of Ozark and Nixa each use 250 million to 500 million gallons of groundwater every year. In 2000, the Missouri Office of Administration estimated that Christian County’s then population of 54,000 would increase 141 percent by 2030. The expected 130,000 people living in Christian County by 2030 could stress wells.

Weter cautioned that House Bill 1662 is a preliminary step in what would be a long process before another reservoir would be built.

“I just want to be sure people understand that is simply a working framework for the future. There’s no project on the drawing board. I’m trying to predict what our needs are going to be in the future and prepare for it,” Weter said.

Nixa City Administrator Brian Bingle joins Weter in a look ahead at the water supply for the future. Bingle sits on the board of directors for the Tri-State Water Resource Coalition.

“Tri-State is a regional coalition that is charged with the purposes of assessing all opportunities associated with the provision of future water resources — whether that’s surface water, groundwater, or both of them — that will assure water availability for everyone in the tri-states area,” Bingle said.

The coalition’s membership comes from the corners of Missouri, Kansas and Oklahoma. The board wants to meet with Weter to discuss his legislation and share what it has found in 10 years of research.

“What has more of a priority for us, for our board, is to get water from already impounded sources, namely Table Rock Lake, Stockton Lake and Grand Lake in Oklahoma,” Tri-State Water Resource Coalition Executive Director Gail Melgren said. “That would be our first option to provide additional water supplies to counties and businesses in southwest Missouri.”

Population growth won’t be the only factor in draining the aquifer that serves communities in Christian County and the rest of the region. Drought cycles and economic growth can also trigger strains on an aquifer.

“The aquifer that we get most of our water from is a limited supply; if we start overusing it, that becomes a pressure on the water supply,” Melgren said.

“We’re so reliant on the groundwater, all the municipalities other than Springfield are reliant on groundwater,” Bingle said. “It’s a resource that has a limited amount.”

Water’s affordability is the key concern.

“It will be a valuable resource. Communities that don’t have water won’t be competitive,” Melgren said.

While the Tri-State Water Resource Coalition would prefer to build water lines to pump water from one of three existing lakes, the group also studied the creation of new reservoirs. One of the 17 sites for a new dam is on the James River in Stone County. The reservoir’s surface area would cross the line into Christian County in the area southwest of Nixa.

The process of building a new reservoir, Bingle says, lasts at least 15 years due to the number of permissions needed.

Melgren, Bingle and Weter all stressed that the James River reservoir is not planned, it is merely feasible.

“There are no plans to build any of these, they are simply defined options or possibilities,” Melgren said.

“It’s just basically laying the foundation for someone in the future, so they’ll have the tools structurally and statutorily to do this. It could be never, it could be 50 years from now, it could be 100 years from now, it could be 200 years from now, but it’ll be there,” Weter said.

House Bill 1662 received approval from the House Committee on Rural Community Development and gained approval from the House Rules Committee on March 20. The bill still needs approval in the House and Senate before it could go to the governor’s desk to become law.

Vietnam Veterans program to be held in Poplar Bluff

By David Silverberg - Daily American Republic
Monday, March 26, 2012

POPLAR BLUFF, Mo. -- A Welcome Home Vietnam Veterans Day program will begin at 11 a.m. Friday at the Veterans Wall Memorial in front of the Black River Coliseum in Downtown Poplar Bluff. 

On March 30, 1973, all U.S. troops withdrew from Vietnam. Many faced criticism and hostility when they returned home. Some war protesters even spit on the soldiers. 

More than 2.7 million Americans in uniform served in Vietnam with 58,156 losing their lives and 303,704 suffering wounds. 

Efforts are being made in congress and the Missouri General Assembly to designate March 30 as Welcome Home Vietnam Veterans Day. Eight states have established a WHVV Day. 

"It's a time to pay honor to our Vietnam veterans," said Rob Callahan, one of the organizers of the Welcome Home ceremony. "We want to show our appreciation for their service and sacrifice." 

During this week, all businesses will be asked to put yellow ribbons on their doors. 

"We are asking the public to wear yellow ribbons on their clothing [this] week, and to thank the veterans," said Callahan, who served 20 years in the U.S. Air Force as a jet engine mechanic. 

The Poplar Bluff High School Band will play and Jim Todd from the VA Medical Center will sing the national anthem Friday's program. 

"There will be a POW/MIA ceremony, along with a color guard and a 21-gun salute to the veterans," Callahan said. 

Speakers will be Mayor Ed DeGaris; Stan Skorniak, interim director of the John J. Pershing VA Medical Center; and retired U.S. Navy Lieutenant Commander Larry Kimbrow, vice president of the Vietnam Veterans of America Chapter 1056 in Poplar Bluff. 

Callahan learned about a Welcome Home Vietnam Veterans Day in Branson, Mo., while he was attending a bank travel conference in Memphis, Tenn. 

"It got me to thinking what we could do in Poplar Bluff and I approached the mayor with the idea for a yearly event," said Callahan, who is employed by First Midwest Bank. Callahan has taken World War II veterans to Washington, D.C., to see the World War II Memorial. 

"I thought we as a community needed to get an event started here," Callahan said. 

On behalf of the Poplar Bluff City Council, DeGaris has proclaimed March 30 as Welcome Home Vietnam Veterans Day in Poplar Bluff. 

"I think it is long overdue the Vietnam veterans get welcomed home," DeGaris said. 

Skorniak was appointed associate director of the VA Medical Center in August 2007 and recently became the interim director. He graduated from Illinois State University and has master's degrees in physiology from the University of New Mexico and in hospital administration the University of Wisconsin. 

Kimbrow served 28 years in the U.S. Navy, including being in the Vietnam and Persian Gulf wars on the USS Kilauea. He was an enlisted helicopter air crewman attached to Helicopter Combat Support Squadron Three. 

"We transferred bombs from ships to Vietnam bases and conducted sea/air rescues of pilots," Kimbrow said. 

He also was an enlisted navigator flying onboard C-54 and C-117 logistics aircraft, hauling bombs to land bases and aircraft carriers. 

"We will have a booth to inform veterans about their VA benefits," said Kimbrow, who has helped with a booth at the home and garden show and an event for homeless veterans 

Kimbrow said he wants to help Vietnam veterans suffering from contact with Agent Orange and provide a proper burial for homeless veterans. 

Pertinent address: 

Black River Coliseum, Poplar Bluff, MO 

Governor Nixon and First Lady celebrate Easter at the Capitol Building 

KRCG - by Mike DeFranco
Posted: 03.24.2012 at 7:22 PM

Governor Jay Nixon and First Lady Georganne welcomed children with special needs to the Capitol Building on Saturday morning for the Govornor's annual Easter Celebration.

Children from the Special Learning Center of Jefferson City, Kirchner School, the Jefferson City Public Schools Early Childhood Intervention Program, and the Vogelweid Learning Center, were all invited to the event. 

The children enjoyed an Easter egg hunt, a magic show, and other spring-themed activities, all of which took place on the first-floor rotunda.

Governor Nixon says that this annual Easter event has been a tradition for the Governor's office for as long as he can remember.

"Georganne and I are very, very proud to continue that tradition. We think it's an important way to mark the beginning of Spring, and the happy time of Easter," Nixon said.

The Easter eggs for the event were provided by Sunny Bunny Easter Egg company based out of Springfield, which hired folks with disabilities.

State Rep. Mary Still of Columbia, Mo., is among the state legislators working to get the interest rates lowered. She has proposed bills for several years, but nothing has happened.
“I have given up hope (in the state legislature),” Still said. “I have filed bills three years in a row. The first year (2009) it did not get a hearing. The speaker would not put it in front of a committee for a hearing.
“In 2010 I decided to have my own hearings,” she continued. “I had one in Hannibal (among six). I had standing room only everywhere we went.
“It is a big concern in the state and is a bipartisan issue all around the state but not in Jefferson City.” She believes this is because “many lobbyists have been employed by the payday loan industry.
“Last year I finally got a hearing in front of a committee, and the man heading the committee owns a payday loan company,” Still said. “Branson Wood came from Hannibal. We only had 24 hours’ notice. We had people from all over the state for this hearing and they were treated so rudely. All of us were only given 30 minutes to speak. ... I filed it again this year but still haven’t gotten a hearing. I feel like the petition is the best way to get it.
“Last year over 2 million loans were issued in Missouri,” Still said. “The Department of Insurance, Division of Finance, does a report every other year and says how many of the loans are taken out. Last year it was well over 2 million. That does not mean 2 million people,” she added. “The average person who takes out a loan does it nine times a year.”
Military personnel are protected from the high interest rates, she said. “The federal government did something about it for the military, They limited the interest rate at 36 percent for military families, “we are seeking the same, 36 percent a year. It’s a moral issue.”
Branson Wood agreed it is a moral issue and a faith issue, not a partisan issue. Explaining why he and Katie are involved, he said, “we are doing it because it is something wrong that needs to be fixed.
“Missourians for Responsible Lending is a coalition of faith-based and civic groups who have proposed a citizens’ initiative to limit the interest rate on payday loans,” Branson said. “In virtually every faith and civilization over history, people have condemned taking advantage of desperate people by loans with excessive interest.”
Describing payday loans as a debt trap for desperate people, Branson said multiple loans are the rule and not the exception. “Nationally, 80 percent of borrowers conduct multiple transactions. Borrowers are unable to pay and are forced to renew time after time. Nationally, 76 percent of all payday loans are repeat loans.”
Although the wage earners have been protected from wage assignments, payday lenders “have gotten around these consumer protections by taking a post-dated check from the borrower,” Branson added. “With a post-dated check, they can take all of a paycheck and can access bank accounts into which Society Security checks have been deposited.
“We have broken from our faith tradition and from the lessons of history by allowing payday loans with a maximum legal rate of 1956 percent,” and the average rate is 444 percent, he said. ”Although other states have reformed the law, Missouri has become a haven for out-of-state lenders who move there to take advantage of our citizens.”

MISSOURINET

Senate approves new approach to elder abuse (AUDIO)

March 23, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

People who abuse their powers of attorney fall into a grey area in the law.  But the state senate has moved to make the issue black and white. 

The state Department of Health and Senior Services has asked for the law to be passed after finding it hard to prosecute people who use undue influence to move money and other assets out of the estates of older people–for personal gain more than for the benefit of the person they’re representing.

Farmington Senator Kevin Engler says  his bill will give prosecutors a specific tool to use against this kind of elder abuse.  He says somebody needs to protect elderly Missourians who think they’re doing the proper legal thing by giving someone their power of attorney.  He says some schemes cost the state thousands of dollars in Medicaid payments when people with powers of attorney redirect Social Security checks to their own accounts instead of to the nursing home. .

The bill has to get through the House before the governor can consider signing it.

 AUDIO: Debate 18:22
House approves $24 billion spending plan

March 23, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The state House has sent the Senate a $24 billion dollar budget that Republicans say meets the priorities of the average Missourian, and Democrats say results from pitting priorities against one another.

The budget includes a two percent pay increase for state employees making less than $70,000 a year and a $20 million increase in funding for the state’s veterans homes. Republicans have said their top priority has been education, however, and Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey (R-Kansas City) says they met that goal.

“The Governor has requested cuts to higher education every year he’s been in office, and we’re just not going to go along with that anymore. If you continue to cut away and cut away and cut away at higher education, before long you start cutting into your educated workforce. If you don’t have an educated workforce, how are you ever going to dig out of a depressed economy?”

The Governor’s budget proposal cut $106 million from higher education and the House Budget Committee restored that, in part by cutting the $28 million blind medical subsidy fund.

Budget Committee member Sara Lampe (D-Springfield) says the budget put lawmakers in unnecessarily tough positions. “We are making false choices because we have not addressed the revenue stream.”

She and other Democrats say lawmakers till have to get away from cutting along to balance the budget. They call on their Republican colleagues to entertain collection of taxes on internet sales or raising the tax on tobacco products.

An amendment offered by Representative Bert Atkins (D-Florissant) would have authorized the Department of Social Services to use a $50 million federal grant for computer system upgrades, but that was also rejected by the Republican majority for its ties to the federal healthcare plan.

Minority Floor Leader Mike Talboy (D-Kansas City) says at some point the legislature has to get away from putting important issues or people at odds in competing for budget dollars. “We do it with children and we do it with veterans, we do it with education and we do it with development. We do it now with the blind and higher education, or elementary and secondary education, because those were the two areas that you could cut money from to give back to the blind.”

The $24 billion dollar total budget figure does not represent a $1 billion increase over the governor’s $23 billion dollar proposal. The House Budget Committee removed 444 estimated budget amounts, referred to around the Capital building as “Es,” totaling just shy of the $1 billion dollar difference. Republicans and Democrats alike say this results in a more accurate reflection of what the state is spending.

What will happen in the Senate with the cut to the blind program remains unclear. Senate Leader Rob Mayer (R-Dexter) has said his chamber will reverse it, but Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer (R-Columbia) says “everything must be on the table.”

BLOG ZONE
Steelman’s Tea Party Express Boosters Get Grilled

Kansas City Star – Michael Mahoney: 20 Pounds of Headlines

Some of the key players behind the Tea Party Express faced fierce questioning about their finances and links at a Sarah Steelman news conference in Grain Vally, Missouri Friday.
The Tea Party Express is a political action committee (PAC) based out of California. They endorsed Steelman this week as “a true conservative that will stand on principle”, in the US Senate. Friday was the second day of a statewide swing announcing the endorsement.
After starting as a PAC called ‘ Our Country Deserves Better’ in 2008, California political consultant Sal Russo added ‘Tea Party Express’ to the name.
The PAC boomed.Federal campaign records show more than $3.6 million in 2011 contributions. Russo acknowledged his firm, Russo Marsh and Associates, are behind it. “Our company manages the Tea Party Express”, he said at the Grain Valley event.
Critics charge that Russo has taken advantage of the Tea Party brand. Some say his business has prospered because of the links to the Express and other related companies.
The event turned tense when KMBC reporter Micheal Mahoney asked a series of questions to Russo and Tea Party Express Chairman Amy Kremer about their finances and links. Kramer called the accusations “absurd”.
Russo did not answer Mahoney’s questions out whether or not his firm has cashed in on the Tea Party Brand. Kremer, however, said, “I have never cashed in on this movement”. At that point, a staffer attempted to cut off Mahoney.
“We gave some other questions, Sir.
Mahoney said, “I’ll finish here”, attempting ask another question. “No you won’t”, the staffer shot back.
“Oh yeah I will”, Mahoney said and turned back to Kremer.
“Did you ever receive any checks last year from the Tea Party Express?” “Yes, I did”, said Kremer.
The exchange ended there.
Federal campaign reports show Kremer received $16,000 from the Tea Party Express in 2011.
Russo called the Tea Party Express “the most dominant” Tea Party group in the nation.
He says 99% of the money for successful Tea Party candidates comes from the Tea Party Express. Their FEC ID number is: C00454074.

Endorsements and Surrogates

Missourinet: The Blog
Posted on March 23, 2012 by Bob Priddy 

A long time ago we made a couple of decisions about the way the Missourinet covers political campaigns. Well, we’ve made a number of decisions but two in particular happened about the same time.

We won’t interview surrogates. And we don’t care if your organization endorses somebody.

Every campaign year we start getting phone calls and e-mails from campaign tub-thumpers wanting us to interview some candidate’s wife or children or aunt or uncle. They seem shocked when we tell them we are not the slightest bit interested in covering a candidate’s surrogate. Wives, children, and relatives are not the ones running for office. They are not the ones who will bear the responsibilities of service if the candidate is elected. They are not the ones who will be accountable for what the candidate does or says in the campaign or later after taking office. So we tell the tub-thumper to make their pitch elsewhere. We could care less what the wife of a candidate has to say.

We also get messages about endorsements. We almost never do endorsement stories. While there is some general value in knowing what kind of people and groups claim to support a particular candidate, we tend to ignore endorsements. We do so because endorsing groups do not control what their members do at the polling place. Plus we’re not electing endorsing groups. It’s good to know who or what might have influence when the candidate takes office but, frankly, campaign contribution reports say more about influence.

We mention this latter point because of this week’s tempest in a Tea Party pot about Sarah Steelman. The Tea Party Express Political Action Committee announced this week that it was supporting her in the Republican primary for U. S. Senate. She, of course, announced how wonderful it is to have that support. The TPEPAC is based in California, not in Missouri.

“Hold the phone!!” said a bunch of Missouri Tea Party groups. Seventeen Missouri Tea Party groups quickly banded together as the Missouri Conservatives Network to announce that MISSOURI Tea Party groups have not issued any endorsement. In fact, the Missouri groups are being urged to speak for themselves. And so far, says the coalition, the Missouri groups haven’t decided on a preferred candidate.

Steelman’s two major opponents have questioned the legitimacy of the California group, noting that it was founded by a bunch of political strategists who have a habit of keeping most of the funds the organization raises.

We prefer not to get into judging the legitimacy of endorsing organizations. And we’re not sure if Joe and Josephine Missouri really care if the Union of Left-Handed Saxophone Players endorses somebody.

We could be wrong, but we doubt it. Few people who vote in the August primary will be left-handed saxophone players. And it’s quite likely some of them will vote for an ambidextrous accordion player who also is running.

Rep. Todd Akin gets some camera time thanks to Kirk Cameron

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY DEB PETERSON 
Posted: Friday, March 23, 2012 5:18 pm 

MOD TODD: U.S. Rep. Todd Akin's bid for the U.S. Senate may be experiencing some growing pains, but — thanks to a child star turned conservative crusader — he'll soon be enjoying some face time on the big screen.

Akin, who's slugging it out with fellow Republicans for a chance to take on the Democratic incumbent, Claire McCaskill, is featured in a new film by Kirk Cameron, the curly-haired cutey who spent the 1980s portraying the unctuous Mike Seaver on TV's "Growing Pains."

Now, Cameron and his wife, Chelsea Noble, a co-star on the show, are Christian evangelicals who promote projects aimed at like-minded people. Cameron's latest undertaking is "Monumental," the film in which he gets a little help from his friend Akin in retracing American history in search of the nation's moral fiber.

The movie is set for a limited engagement that begins next week. Click here to see the trailer, which shows Cameron sitting down with Akin, an avowed history buff who's been known to get into character by donning Colonial garb.

"The set of ideas that is being implemented and advanced in this Capitol at this time is terribly frightening to students of history," Akin tells Cameron in the trailer.

For more of Akin's scene-stealing turn, viewers -- and voters -- will have to wait until the March 27 premiere.

The special kick-off event is playing at a limited number of theaters, but the Wildwood Congressman wants to make sure his cameo gets to a wider audience.

He mentioned his role in the film in a fundraising plea sent to supporters today. Akin was asking for donations starting at $10 — about the price of a movie ticket.

Early tourney exit gives Mizzou guard time to hobnob with 'my guy,' the governor

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Friday, March 23, 2012 9:57 am 

ST. LOUIS • Mizzou basketball star Kim English first took the court for the Tigers as Gov. Jay Nixon was preparing his move to the governor's mansion four years ago.

Since then, Nixon has beaten a well-worn path up Highway 63 to cheer on English and his teammates on the hardwood.

This week, English showed that, he, too, is a fan of the governor.

The senior shooting guard took advantage of some unexpected free time — hat tip, Norfolk State — to attend a re-election event for Nixon in Columbia.

English attended the governor's fundraiser at the Old Hawthorne Country Club on Wednesday.

"Always a pleasure catching up with my guy," English wrote on a Twitter message accompanying a picture of him and Nixon. "Wishing him luck in the upcoming election!"

English attended the event with St. Louis Democrat Rodney Hubbard, a friend of English's father, Kim Sr.

While Nixon does not need any help fundraising, Kim's support may make the governor's rival black-and-gold with envy.

About the only thing Nixon and Republican gubernatorial hopeful Dave Spence agree on is their love for Mizzou sports.

Consultant Moreno to Run for Missouri House

Kansas City Star – Michael Mahoney: 20 Pounds of Headlines

Political consultant Chris Moreno is crossing the line. He’ll be the candidate rather than advising the candidate.
Moreno says he’ll run for the new 37th District of the Missouri House of Representatives. That district covers parts of South Kansas City, Grandview and Lee’s Summit.
Moreno says he’ll officially file the campaign papers before next Tuesday Missouri filing deadline.
Moreno says he’s’ running for the seat because he thinks the southern part of the Kansas City metro is a dynamic part of town that is growing. He thinks much of the future growth of the Missouri side of the metro will be in the new 37th district.

Steve Kraske | Wacky politics damage Missouri

The Kansas City Star 
March 26

Missouri politics couldn't be more of a fiasco these days.

Tuesday is the deadline for filing for congressional seats and the state's 163 House seats, and candidates still don't know where their districts are because of redistricting uncertainty.

Missouri also has been reduced to complete irrelevancy when it comes to picking a Republican presidential nominee despite the spending of millions of dollars on a nonbinding primary and an ongoing series of ridiculously confusing GOP caucuses that will have Jackson County Republicans at each other's throats today.

Campaign money laundering is once again legal -- and the GOP-led General Assembly appears bent on doing absolutely nothing about it. And Republican leaders, including former U.S. senator Jack Danforth, just made a big darn deal floating the name of state auditor Tom Schweich for the U.S. Senate, only to see Schweich bow out Tuesday in a move that only served to diminish the three remaining candidates.

It's wacky, all right. No wonder so many Missourians just shake their heads at Jeff City. When politicians and judges can't provide the basic framework for our politics, it suggests that something is very, very wrong.

Take the congressional districts. The state Supreme Court has inexplicably dawdled in its review of a Feb. 3 ruling by a Cole County judge that upheld Missouri's congressional redistricting map. At the time, Circuit Judge Daniel Green rejected two lawsuits that argued the map did not meet constitutional requirements.

Because filing for the state's eight districts began Feb. 28, the thinking was that the Supremes would move with haste.

But February came and went without a ruling, and now March is getting long in the tooth too. The filing deadline is 5 p.m. Tuesday, meaning that anyone who wants to run for Congress or the Missouri House has to sign up by then, even if they don't know the boundaries of the districts. Meanwhile, the reaction to last week's Missouri caucuses is in and it's not pretty. Disgrace. Joke. Pick your word.

Voters were confused by the byzantine rules used to run them and impatient with all the bickering and sessions that stretched for hours. The circus continues in Jackson County and St. Louis city, which hold their caucuses today. 

St. Charles County, a major GOP stronghold, is restaging its caucus on April 10 because of bedlam the first time around.

With the final outcome delayed for weeks, the media, the public and even the candidates have lost interest. Any clout Missouri once had is gone.

But it all fits the wacky ways of Missouri politics these days.

DAVID FREESE MODELS, VAL KILMER COMING TO FULTON, CLAIRE McCASKILL GETS NO RESPECT 

Berger’s Beat - Author: Jerry Berger 
March 24, 2012 1:24 pm

Two touching photos of former Missouri Senator Jean Carnahan (one including Crystal City native and ex New Jersey Senator Bill Bradley ) are part of a new Washington Post photo essay titled, “Changing the Face of Power: Women in the Senate” by Melina Mara.  Curiously, however, there are no shots of incumbent Senator Claire McCaskill . . . Actor Val Kilmer will be given an honorary degree by Fulton, MO’s William Woods University on May 5 at its graduation ceremonies.  Kilmer, who is working on a movie in which he’ll star as Mark Twain, will also visit the Mark Twain Boyhood Home & Museum in Hannibal which is coincidentally marking its 100th anniversary.  His credits in past movies include “Batman Forever” and as Jim Morrison in “The Doors”. . .In the April issue of GQ magazine 2011 Cardinals World Series hero and third baseman David Freese is “given a style boost fit for a champion.”  He models in a $1,995 suit by Yves Saint Laurent, a $295 shirt by Ralph Lauren and $550 Tom Ford shoes.  Accompanying article points out Freeze once owned an ’01 Acura, handed down by his pop and his stylist was a Great Clips beautician.  G.Q. also indicates our town’s haberdasheries were by-passed, but Baldwin’s in the K.C. ‘burb of Leawood was tapped as one of America’s top 25 clothing stores for men. . .Liberals and conservatives are embracing the first installment of “The Hunger Games” for different reasons, according to pols. . .In the wake of George Zimmerman’s tragic and controversial killing of Florida teenager Trayvon Martin, The Daily Beast has ranked all 50 states in order of per capita gun ownership, and Missouri comes in as the 15th most heavily armed. . . That’s Congressman Russ Carnahan’s mug gracing a full page ad in the Webster-Kirkwood Times.  “Thanks for Protecting Missouri Motorists and Highways” by blocking longer and heavier trucks, says the Coalition Against Bigger Trucks. Speaking of political ads, a new conservative group called American Doctors for Truth is buying TV spots in Texas and Florida that are over the top – literally and figuratively.  They show President Obama pushing an elderly woman out of her wheelchair and over a cliff.

Green Faces Unhappy ACE Parents and Boosters Sunday

Kansas City Star – Michael Mahoney: 20 Pounds of Headlines

Kansas City, Missouri School Superintendent Stephen Green faced an unhappy crowed of parents and supporters of the African Centered Education (ACE) schools at a Sunday afternoon meeting.

Last week, Green announced the district was ending it’s twenty-plus year associated with the administrators of the ACE program. He says the district has a problem with the ACE administration finances. ACE supporters deny anything is wrong with their books.

“I have no real problem with any program,” Green says of the ACE academics.

Our challenge is with the management structure”, he said.

He called the ACE financial structure “incompatible” with the district.

A number of parents urged green to leave the ACE school structure alone.

Jackson County Legislator James Tindall likened the situation to the churches he supervises as a Bishop.

He said when they have a problem with a particular congregation they deal with it, they don’t shut down the churchy.

Green also told the crowd he supported the concept of African Center Education.

“I’m committed to African centered education, I tell you that, right now”.

Several parents and supporters criticized Green for his move on the ACE program. They said the district should be concentrating on preparing students for the approaching Missouri state tests that are tied to accreditation.

Green told the crowd he is “very sure”, the district will be meeting five, maybe six accreditation standards by the summer. He predicted that would be enough to regain provisional accreditation. The district needs to meet nine of the state 14 standards to re-gain full accreditation.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Guest commentary: One piece of a larger plan

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Ward Klein, John Tracy and Tom Voss 
Posted: Wednesday, March 21, 2012 12:00 am 

We cannot agree more with the March 16 Post-Dispatch editorial that, "the CityArchRiver project holds immeasurable promise for the City of St. Louis and the entire region." Based on tremendous public response, we believe that residents share our enthusiasm for reinvigorating this iconic landmark and are as excited about the idea of enjoying the finished product as they are in showcasing it to family, friends and visitors from around the world.

It is because of this shared sense of ownership and enthusiasm that we believe voters in St. Louis City, St. Louis County and St. Charles County should have the opportunity to decide at the polls in November whether they are willing to expand Great Rivers Greenway's taxing authority. The expansion will provide additional resources for all parks and trails in their jurisdiction, from the Arch to the Great River Ring to county and municipal parks.

There is no question that a vote of the people is the most public process that our democracy offers. Requesting the authority to give voters the opportunity to decide this issue, which is what is currently underway now in Jefferson City, is merely one step in a very long journey. And this journey has been underway for months. Discussions have been taking place with civic, political and labor leaders in our region and across the state since December.

What was passed in the Missouri House of Representatives and now goes to the Senate is enabling legislation. It will allow the county councils in St. Charles and St. Louis, as well as the St. Louis City Board of Alderman, to decide whether they will permit their residents to see this proposal on a ballot. If they do, then voters in St. Charles County, St. Louis County and the City of St. Louis will have the power to decide if they support a sales tax increase. We support letting voters make the decision.

They will have the opportunity to approve increasing the Great Rivers Greenway sales tax levy by up to 3/16 of one cent, which would raise up to $38.5 million each year.

Great Rivers Greenway would receive 60 percent of the additional tax proceeds, half of which would go to the Arch grounds improvements, and the other half toward completing the 600 miles of trails throughout the region. The remaining 40 percent of tax proceeds would go to St. Charles County, St. Louis County and St. Louis City strictly dedicated to local parks improvements.

For CityArchRiver 2015, this sales tax is an important piece of a larger funding plan, one that includes federal, state and local money plus funds raised from private individuals and foundations. More than $200 million in funds will be raised from private donors, with roughly $45 million of that already committed. In essence, private donations represent about half of the money needed to transform the Arch grounds. The other half of the money needs to come from government sources, including the proposed increase in Great River Greenway's sales tax.

Civic Progress, the Regional Business Council and the Regional Chamber and Growth Association strongly endorse the work of CityArchRiver 2015 and Great Rivers Greenway because we know that their success will have a lasting and positive impact for all of us.

Improving our parks and trails and the transformation of the Arch grounds all work to make our region an even more attractive place in which to raise a family, work and enjoy. And, we think the voters should be allowed to make the decision.

Ward Klein is CEO of Energizer Holdings and president of Civic Progress. John Tracy is CEO of Dot Foods Inc. and chairman of the Regional Business Council. Tom Voss is chairman, president and CEO of Ameren Corporation and chairman of the Regional Chamber and Growth Association.
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Confused conservatives

It seems that conservatism and confusion go hand in hand. 

There are those who deny that President Franklin Roosevelt rescued our economy in the 1930s. They don’t seem to be aware of the WPA, Works Progress Administration, or the CCC, Civilian Conservation Corps, camps, which put thousands of people to work. For some reason those workers weren’t counted against the unemployment percentage, but they were there able to support their families.

Common sense would tell you if things hadn’t gotten better, Roosevelt would not have been re-elected by a landslide in 1936, and re-elected again in 1940.

Guyen Morrison
Kansas City

Gift of clean air in KC

As a resident of Johnson County, I would rather pay higher utility bills than risk poisoning the air more than it already is. In fact, I would prefer requiring even stronger regulations to give us citizens better air-quality. 

Our air is already poisoning many of us, especially those with respiratory diseases. There is already so much mercury in the air. It’s no wonder it is linked to so many other diseases our society suffers with as a result. Do we really want to add more to our already existing problems? 

What price do you put on health? Do we not already have enough health issues — and not just for the young and the elderly, but for all of us? Do we really want to keep piling it higher and deeper? 

The health of Kansas citizens should be so much more important than anything else, even if it means we have to pay more for our utilities.

If we can be sure of safer air to breathe, it will be worth it.

Barbara Chaplin
Leawood

Arboretum fee, dog ban

My dog, Tank, is offended by all the squirrels that are allowed to live at the Overland Park Arboretum (3-20, A4, “Overland Park approves arboretum fee”). Tank thinks the city should ban squirrels from the property or, at the very least, charge them $5 per day to rent a tree.

Kathy Colnar
Overland Park

Gender equality

When we women have to give up birth control, will the men give up their condoms? Just thought I’d ask. 

Carolyn Crone
Kansas City

Special interests rule

The pipeline that Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon is proposing through the state is just a different version of the Keystone XL pipeline. One way or another, the oil companies are determined to build a pipeline to Texas.

Why can’t Canada refine its own oil sands? Why can’t Canada ship the oil from its shores? Simply put, they don’t want the environmental problems. It is cheaper in the United States to pay fines on damage than prevent it. 

Also mentioned in recent news accounts, Nebraska and Montana are having “oil booms” but need more places to sell their oil to make more money.

So, that means oil from the United States will get shipped to make a bigger profit while gas prices go up here. That’s oil that probably should stay here to help Americans.

What about jobs? I’m still waiting for the clean energy jobs promised over and over again.

So you see, there isn’t any difference between Democrats and Republicans when it comes to special interests.

Chris Block
Oak Grove

Neglected Waldo area

After reading stories about the Brush Creek Community Center, I can’t hold back any more. 

First of all, that center is not that old to be in such disrepair. There lies the fact that it’s not appreciated by its users. 

I have lived in the neglected Waldo neighborhood since 1965. Our high property taxes don’t give us a community center to enjoy or good sidewalks or low-cost senior housing. 

Where is the fairness? Are we citizens expected to tolerate this lack of attention from city government forever? Enough already.

Rose Clond
Kansas City

Anemic wind power

About 1,200 megawatts of wind power vs. 900 megawatts generated by coal. Sounds like a done deal for wind power — that is until you look at the facts.

Empirical data shows that wind power only generates about one-third of the nameplate capacity. Coal power generates about 85 percent of its nameplate capacity.

So now we’re looking at 400 megawatts vs. 765 megawatts. That’s 765 megawatts of reliable power vs. 400 megawatts of power that shows up only when the wind blows.

For every megawatt of wind power being generated there has to be the equivalent fossil or nuclear fuel generation on line to fill the gaps. 

Would anyone like to rely on wind power on a 100-degree day in western Kansas with no wind blowing? Thought not. 

Everyone talks about all the pollution put out by a coal-fired generating plant, but no one talks about a hot day with no air conditioning.

Heat kills a lot quicker than any assumed pollution.

John Maier
Manhattan, Kan.

Voting better in 2012

Did you shoot yourself in the foot by casting Marxist votes with the taker crowd in 2008? Do you plan to do it again this year?

As the old saying goes, “The person who lies with dogs shall rise with fleas.” And to think there are those among us who have the audacity to believe they are smarter than those “old fogies.”

William McDannold Jr.
Lee’s Summit

Annoying TV distraction

ESPN and all of the copycats and wannabes: Get rid of the never-ending bottom line screen crawlers. It is distracting and intrusive.

The same information is run over and over. It is unnecessary and detracts from the action being shown.

Instead, run it through twice every half hour. All viewers will be grateful.

Karl Searls
Kansas City

Politically overreaching

Here are a few comments I have read from people who don’t think first:

“Republicans want Obama to fail and be a one-term president.” When has the political party out of power wanted the party in power to be re-elected?

“Corporations are not paying their fair share of income taxes.” I can’t see what difference it makes if they pay taxes or not. Whatever they pay just gets added to the price of their goods or services, and the consumer pays.

“The super rich do not create jobs.” These people do not hide their money under the bed. They invest it to make more money. These investments are used for business expansions and making loans to others, which creates jobs.

“The government should provide everyone with health care and other entitlements because Jesus said we should help the poor (not those exact words).” I don’t remember ever reading where Jesus said government should steal from those with money and give it to those who are poor.

Taking my money and giving it to the poor wouldn’t be so bad if the government ensured that those they give it to deserved it.

Charles P. King
Kansas City

Officer’s bad judgment

My wife and I were traveling northbound on Interstate 35 near the 119th Street exit early one recent Saturday afternoon when we were surprised by a motorcycle cop entering the inside lane of traffic. With lights flashing, the cop crossed three lanes of traffic to target an offender.

This brought about a chain reaction of brakes thrown by oncoming vehicles, ourselves included. From my rearview mirror I was horrified to witness the events unfolding behind me.

Most notably, a black Ford pickup was forced from its lane into the left side concrete barrier with enough force to expel his front wheel and deflect the pickup back across three lanes of oncoming traffic. That officer caused that accident, the injuries and damage to how many drivers, I wonder.

I hope that whoever the cop was chasing was a felon on the FBI’s most wanted list. The safety of those drivers around us was certainly not worth a minor traffic violation.

I sincerely hope that an investigation of the incident takes place and that the offending officer is made well aware of this lack of good judgment in the line of duty.

Chris Bauman
Neodesha, Kan.

Forgive Dixie Chicks

How much longer do we have to wait for the Dixie Chicks’ music to come back on the radio? I called all of our stations asking, and people in charge said no.

This has gone on too long because of a statement by Natalie Maines. Come on.

They were not the only ones who made fun of President George W. Bush. All of the comics did.

All you southern folks, check your Bibles and see if there’s anything in there about forgiveness.

Donald Witmer
Kansas City
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Residents should be allowed a vote on Arch improvement tax

Pending legislation in the Missouri Legislature would allow voters in St. Louis, St. Louis County and St. Charles County to vote on a sales tax increase that would fund improvements to area parks, including the Gateway Arch grounds. This legislation should be passed so that voters in our region will have the opportunity to vote on improving the economic health of our region. Improvements to the Arch grounds, as well as enhancements to parks, trails and other quality open spaces, are critical to our region's economic health.

Parks and open spaces are vital community assets and important economic drivers, pushing up property values, helping employers attract employees and decreasing health care costs.

Improvements to the Arch grounds and to parks and trails throughout the region would greatly increase the desirability of our area to visitors, who annually bring millions of dollars to our region's economy.

The new Arch grounds would revitalize the downtown riverfront as a world-class destination for new visitors, repeat visitors and community residents and connect the urban center to the Mississippi River in a way that has been beyond our region's grasp for many years.

Likewise, improving parks and trails throughout our region would result in regional economic benefits, as the economics of outdoor recreation are undisputed. More than $122 billion is spent annually on wildlife watching alone, and we are at the confluence of two of the greatest rivers on the planet.

The stars have aligned with an excellent plan to reinvent the Arch grounds and boost tourism throughout our region with improvements to our parks and trails infrastructure. Public and private and federal and local partners are working together to leverage and enhance the wonderful natural and urban resources our region has to offer.

At the same time, continued work on the greenways and trails plans of the Great Rivers Greenway District will enable visitors and residents to ride their bikes, run and hike throughout the region — from the Arch to St. Charles to Illinois and throughout St. Louis County.

Great Rivers Greenway has been an outstanding steward of public funding and has accomplished excellent work through the entire region, developing real physical connections that draw us together as a region.

Let's continue this great work, and together make this vision a reality. We'll all be the better for it.

Patricia Hagen • West Alton, Mo., Executive Director, The Audubon Center at Riverlands

A critical need

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., reached across the aisle to create an amendment with U.S. Sen. Al Franken, D-Minn., in the new Senate transportation bill that will save Missouri from a tragedy similar to the Interstate 35 bridge collapse in Minneapolis. It was an unforgettable pronouncement on the declining state of America's roads and bridges. We are thankful Mr. Blunt responded.

States like Missouri, which has the seventh-worst bridges in the United States, are in a very tough spot. Our lovely state of big rivers and tiny creeks has more than 4,000 structurally deficient bridges. In some counties, more than one-third of the bridges are structurally deficient.

This problem is far bigger than any one state, with more than 69,000 such bridges nationwide. The average age of an American bridge is 42 years, and most were designed to last 50 years before major overhaul or replacement. A third are more than 50 years old.

The need for action is immediate and growing.

The amendment cosponsored by Mr. Blunt is a relatively simple fix. Under current law, all bridges in the federal aid system receive federal repair funds. An earlier version of the Senate bill changed that and limited federal funds to only those bridges on the national highway system.

There are more than twice as many structurally deficient non-NHS, federal aid bridges than NHS bridges.

When state and local funding is in short supply, that takes us in the wrong direction. The Franken-Blunt amendment restores federal repair funds to all federal aid bridges.

The Senate bill was just approved with several policies that encourage state departments of transportation to prioritize the repair of existing roads and bridges over new construction. This is common sense. Any homeowner knows you fix your roof before building an addition. The addition of the Franken-Blunt amendment takes the bill's repair focus even farther.

The bridges that still need repair here in Missouri tell a clear story: We can't afford to drop the ball on this most basic responsibility of our federal government. Our safety and the state of our economy literally are riding on the health of our transportation network, a fact that these two senators from different states and parties recognized.

Now the national transportation bill must pass the House, preferably in time for the spring construction season.If two very different senators can agree on this, maybe there's still hope for rest of Congress.

Elizabeth Watkins • St. Louis Transit Chair, Metropolitan Congregations United

Jim Sahaida • St. Louis Board President, Metropolitan Congregations United

Highly trained nurses can't replace a doctor

"Bills in Legislature would aid advanced nurses" (March 15) quoted the point of view of the nurses and mentions that 'some advanced nurses in Missouri can't see patients because they are unable to find a doctor with the required 50-mile radius who is willing to sign a collaborative agreement."

Advanced nurses are very effective and valuable members of the health care team. But they shouldn't have independent practices.

Advanced practical registered nurse training is four years of college and one and a half to three years in a master's program. At certification, a nurse practitioner has acquired 500 to 1,500 hours of clinical training. A newly graduated family physician has four years of college, four years of medical school and three years of an accredited residency program and more than 15,000 hours of clinical training.

Nurse practitioners are trained to recognize and treat common health problems such as strep throat and ear infections. They are trained to monitor certain chronic conditions such as hypertension, and they do an excellent job educating patients about chronic conditions, medications, nutrition and exercise.

Primary care physicians are trained to diagnose and treat more difficult cases and lead of the medical team that directs patients through an increasingly sophisticated health care system.

Because their salary is lower than that of physicians, it is assumed that allowing nurses to practice independently would reduce health care spending. A study in the journal Effective Clinical Practice showed that nurse practitioners ordered more tests and consulted more than less-experienced physicians, who used these expensive services more often than experienced physicians. This increased use of medical services by nurse practitioners increases health care costs.

NPs are no more or less likely to locate in underserved areas than primary care physicians. Extensive research studying the geographic distribution of physicians and APRNs has failed to show any significant migration of APRNs into underserved areas in states which have allowed independent practice. Barely half of nurse practitioners work in primary care.

The American Academy of Family Physicians believes that patients are best served in a medical home in which a team of primary care physicians, APRNs, nurses, therapists and other health care professionals work together. I appreciate the special skills nurse practitioners contribute. But a nurse practitioner's training, education and clinical expertise cannot replace that of a primary care physician.

Better cooperation between APRNs and physicians under the present system should be our goal, not independent practice.

Dr. Kate Lichtenberg • Jefferson City, President-elect, Missouri Academy of Family Physicians

Protecting patients

Regarding "Bills in Legislature would aid advanced nurses" (March 15): House Bill 1399 and Senate Bill 682 are the result of malpractice cases in Rolla, Mo., and would protect patients from unqualified health care providers performing invasive spinal injections for interventional pain management.

Out of approximately 1,600 certified registered nurse anesthetists in the state, it is believed that there are only three who have even attempted the procedures that this legislation intends to target. These include procedures such as nerve ablation and cervical injections around the spinal cord. If these procedures are not performed properly, the patient is subjected to unnecessary risks and consequences that include further surgery, paralysis and death.

Given that these procedures are part of a comprehensive approach to the management of patients with acute and chronic pain syndromes and that the risks are very real, only qualified physicians should be performing these procedures. Training for managing these patients and performing these procedures can be obtained only through medical school, residency and further subspecialty training in the management of pain syndromes.

The Missouri Society of Anesthesiologists supports the practice of nurse anesthesia and the 99.8 percent of CRNAs in the state who are practicing within their current scope of practice. They are an integral part of the anesthesia care team and play a vital role in the delivery of anesthetic care.

Nevertheless, these injections, and the prescription of them, are the practice of medicine. Consequently, it is in the best interest of Missouri's public health and safety to pass this legislation.

Dr. Adam Striker • Jefferson City, President, Missouri Society of Anesthesiologists

Tried of airport strip-down routine

I travel almost every week and mostly had become inured to the nonsense surrounding the security theater at all the major airports in the United States. On the last couple of trips, I've had to wait longer than usual to get through security. I found myself confronted by the absurdity of the situation that I had previously ignored in an attempt not to lose it in the security line. It has to do with the new-fangled scanners that supposedly can detect bombs under my clothes.

Before using these magical devices that will miraculously keep us safe, we had to remove our belt and take everything (even paper!) out of our pockets. Lately, we have been told that even a wristwatch will confuse these wondrous devices! The strip-down routine raises the obvious question of why they don't just strip search everyone and be done with it.

However, I found myself having to acknowledge the genius of the mastermind who obtained the contract to provide these machines to the federal government. They can detect bombs through our clothes, but they get confused by my belt or a piece of paper. Really? Who thought that such a machine was a good investment? That is what is keeping us safe?

The scanners cost about $130,000 to $170,000 each, yet they can't distinguish between paper and a bomb. If these are the kinds of decisions being made with our money, it is clear that the Transportation Security Administration emperor has no clothes!

Jay Kirschbaum • Chesterfield

Selling women's rights for peace

Although the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, not nation-building, initiated the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, I understand the reasons why the Bush and Obama administrations want to leave the Afghan government sufficiently stable that it will not devolve into a breeding ground for terrorist activities.

While not critical to our national security, few will dispute that a free and prosperous society is a worthy and strategically advantageous U.S. goal. This has been the justification for the billions of dollars being spent in Afghanistan to build infrastructure, develop civil and political institutions and create economic opportunities. 

I, therefore, was shocked and disappointed by Afghan President Hamid Karzai's pivot toward a medieval, fundamentalist "code of conduct,"  known in theory and practice to be abhorrently oppressive to women and rejected by modern Islamic scholars.

According to the Associated Press, the rules permit wife beating, prohibit women from traveling without a male guardian and require strict segregation of the sexes.

The defense of women's rights is a pillar of civil society, liberty and the type of civilization we want to foster in the Middle East. Such oppression is a sign of clear regression toward the primitive environment where our potential enemies can thrive. 

Mr. Karzai's endorsement of these guidelines no doubt is a concession to the Taliban, which Mr. Karzai and the United States want to bring into negotiations. But should peace negotiations come at the cost of basic civil rights for women?

The  United States should  take a hard look at the price we are paying in helping Mr. Karzai suppress equality for Afghan women and divert the road to democracy.

Maria Perron • St. Louis County

Prosecuting Franklin County Meth Cases 

Washington Missourian Editorial
Posted: Saturday, March 24, 2012 4:01 pm | Updated: 2:04 pm, Fri Mar 23, 2012
When Franklin County Prosecuting Attorney Bob Parks recently dismissed charges against seven people suspected of cooking meth less than a block from the Washington Police Station some citizens were outraged.

How could he do that? He must be soft on crime. Those were just some of the inevitable responses we fielded to the story both online and in social media. The comments reflect the level of frustration people in this area feel about meth.

The comments are similar to those we hear frequently concerning meth arrests. People complain that those arrested for manufacturing or using the drug are released a short time later only to resume using or making the drug. Police confirm that in many cases, that is true. Many of those busted on meth charges are addicts and they can’t or won’t quit just because they got caught. It’s why you read recently about an area woman who was arrested for the 14th time on meth charges.  

But if you read the story closely about the incident near the police station, you understand one of the challenges of prosecuting meth cases in our county.

Franklin County prosecutors generally wait until they receive confirmation back from the Missouri Highway Patrol lab before filing drug charges. That can take anywhere from six to eight months. In the meantime, many of those arrested on meth and other drug charges are often released on bond.

In other counties, judges will accept a confirmation from a field test on a drug charge in a preliminary hearing. Judges in Franklin County want lab results submitted on the evidence.

Because the suspects were alleged to be cooking meth a block from a police station — a brazen disregard for the law — Parks issued charges on possessing precursor chemicals with intent to manufacture meth.

When the cases were about to come up for an initial hearing, Parks elected to dismiss them with the intent to refile them along with more serious charges after he gets the lab results back. Otherwise, he would be forced to manage multiple cases which is time-consuming and expensive.

Parks could have followed his office’s normal practice of waiting until he received the lab results before issuing any charges and saved himself some aggravation and the ire of some who don’t understand the nuances of judicial economy. Sometimes you are damned if you do and damned if you don’t.

Are our judges soft on meth cases? If you read the comments to our stories you might get that impression. On the other hand, those critics probably don’t appreciate the task judges face in finding jail space in our cash-strapped and already overcrowded prisons especially for non-violent offenders.

The case illustrates the challenges and frustration of a criminal justice system that is clogged with meth cases.

Health care law should be repealed, replaced

Other health care reforms can better solve system's issues

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Roy BLUNT
6:56 AM, Mar. 25, 2012 

On Monday, the Supreme Court will hear arguments regarding President Obama’s flawed health care law, which he signed two years ago in the face of strong public opposition.

No matter how the Supreme Court ultimately rules, it’s clear this burdensome and costly legislation is bad for families, seniors, and job creators in Missouri and nationwide. According to a recent USA Today/Gallup poll, 72 percent of Americans now believe the ObamaCare individual mandate is unconstitutional — marking an overwhelming majority of people who have rejected the cornerstone of the President’s domestic policy.

Unfortunately, when the Democrat-led Congress rammed this massive bill into law, my colleagues across the aisle apparently failed to understand the true implications of this flawed plan — as then-Speaker Pelosi famously assured Americans, “we have to pass the bill so that you can find out what is in it.” Just two years later, Americans have learned what’s in ObamaCare — and they certainly don’t like it.

At a time when our country is suffering from the highest sustained unemployment rate since the Great Depression, the worst outcome of the President’s plan is its crushing blow to private sector job creation. A recent survey of small businesses from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce noted that most business owners — 74 percent — said ObamaCare makes it harder for them to hire new workers.

We must fix our broken health care system, but President Obama’s one-size-fits-all government takeover is not the answer. That’s why I’ve fought to repeal and replace this bill with bipartisan reforms that would put patients and doctors in control instead of Washington bureaucrats.

One critical area of improvement that we need to address is medical liability reform. Last year, I introduced the HEALTH Act, which would reduce health care costs by discouraging junk lawsuits. According to the non-partisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO), instituting the types of reforms in this bill could save taxpayers $54 billion over 10 years.

Meanwhile, Congress has made major steps toward dismantling some of the destructive pieces of ObamaCare. Last year, we passed legislation to repeal the costly “1099” mandate, which would have imposed onerous reporting requirements on approximately 40 million job creators nationwide. I also joined 42 of my colleagues to cosponsor Senator John Thune’s (S.D.) bipartisan bill to repeal the CLASS Act, an unfunded entitlement program that has been criticized by both sides of the aisle and would have added to our growing budget deficit.

And last August, I introduced the “Respect for Rights of Conscience” Act to prevent the Obama Administration from violating Americans’ religious freedom. While the Democrat-led Senate blocked this bipartisan effort, the fight is certainly not over.

There’s still more work to be done, but no matter what the Supreme Court decides, President Obama’s health care overhaul represents an unmitigated intrusion into our fundamental rights and a crushing blow to much-needed job creation. I’m committed to dismantling this flawed law and enacting common-sense solutions including lawsuit abuse reform, real competition in the insurance marketplace and more transparency from health care providers.

Franklin County GOP Caucus Didn’t Follow Rules 

Washington Missourian Letter - By Jared Hogan, Labadie The Missourian 
Posted: Saturday, March 24, 2012 2:06 pm | Updated: 2:33 pm, Fri Mar 23, 2012

To The Editor:

On March 17, I attended the Franklin County GOP Caucus.

Few participants understood the vaguely explained proceedings, the proposed rules were adopted without proper clarification, and it seemed the organizers had their own agenda. “Slates” were voted for instead of candidates, with each having time to present their platform. The slates: Rick Santorum, Mitt Romney, and Decrease the Deficit.

The latter was the Ron Paul slate, which chose an obscure name.

After the first vote, it stood approximately at Santorum 98, Paul 85, and Romney 67. Since no majority was reached, there was a short recess.

During the recess, the Romney and Paul slates secretly joined together under the Beat Obama slate. When this slate was announced, many assumed that the Paul slate had changed names.

However, when the Romney slate was not called during the vote, it became clear that the two lowest slates had joined to split the delegates.

The candidate with the most votes didn’t stand a chance! The rules state that a new slate must be presented.

There was no such presentation, nor were we told the Romney slate had been dropped. This is spineless and deceitful. Sleight of hand led to a previously decided upon result.

One Romney supporter told me he had been confused, and simply voted when told to!

I witnessed 250 adults playing a game, led by cowards who were not man enough to say who they were voting for. I believe that the end does not justify immoral means. Unfortunately, “Those who make the rules rule.”       
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Women’s health rights

Not all pregnancies are a gift of love between two people. No woman should have to endure a pregnancy born out of rape or incest. These women should have access to whatever they choose to end their shame and suffering. 

I do not believe that abortion should be a means of ending conception. I would rather see a pregnancy ended than for a child to be raised who will be hated, abused and unloved.

The rights of women to choose control of their own bodies is being slowly eroded by “do-gooders” who feel they have the right to make all decisions for women. 

Pregnancy is not a disease. The disease exists in the actions of those who commit rape and incest. Those victims should be allowed to make the choice to end the pregnancy or see it through.

But the choice should be between a woman and her doctor and family, not what others dictate as proper.

Alice Brandom
Kansas City

Health care reform

Happy second birthday, Affordable Care Act. Because of you, I can access preventative health services with no co-pay. I can’t be discriminated against with higher health insurance premiums because I am a woman and I can’t be denied coverage because of any pre-existing condition.

These are truly reasons to celebrate your birthday and fight for many more.

Amy M. Sadler
Kansas City

Fixing KC schools

Do not dissolve the Kansas City Public Schools. To do this will destabilize surrounding districts and be politically divisive.

Dissolve the school board and replace it with an appointed board. The district should adopt a paradigm that looks forward and not backward. The district should move toward getting out of the business of running schools vs. funding schools and auditing them for financial and academic performance.

District parents should have options. Children can remain in the district schools, transfer to other public schools, go to charter schools, expand contract schools operated by other organizations or let the marketplace of parental choice determine where children go to school.

A mechanism should be in place so individual schools or clusters of schools can be accredited on their own vs. the entire district. This should involve private, outside accrediting organizations to accredit schools as they do many private schools.

Schools should be evaluated based on parental satisfaction as well as academic performance. Stable neighborhood-based schools are essential for the stability of neighborhoods, home values and the tax base. Unless this is done, Kansas City, especially south of the river, will continue to decay and decline.

Neal D. Colby Jr.
Kansas City

GOP’s Larry, Curly, Moe

Why is the conservative Republican Party moving so far to the right? It’s not because of President Barack Obama. It’s because of President George W. Bush.

The Bush administration was such a colossal failure because it shattered the balanced budget passed on by President Bill Clinton with an unnecessary and unfunded war with Iraq, huge tax cuts (particularly for the wealthy), and an unfunded Medicare Part D program — resulting in trillions of dollars added to the national debt.

Bush was the Sarah Palin, Herman Cain and Michele Bachmann of his time — a little person who thought he could push his advisers’ buttons and magically get answers to the problems of his day. What he got was an alternative president-in-waiting, Dick Cheney, the neo-conservative Darth Vader of his time, who filled the intellectual vacuum with nonsense like the Iraq war, for which history will condemn Mr. Bush forever.

The GOP today must reject Bush and impose an ever more stringent conservative ideology upon its prime candidates: Mitt Romney, Rick Santorum and Newt Gingrich, collectively known as Larry, Curly and Moe.

Paul J. Potts
Overland Park

Ministering to abused

For several years I attended Tree House Healing Ministries. I heard women crying out about abuse mostly from priests, but also from fathers, uncles and brothers. Most involved priests who we thought were safe and whom women looked up to.

Some told me their stories, and many of the women are still crippled by and can’t get past what happened to them. These events didn’t only happen recently. I am sure that it happened back in my mother’s time and before her.

I and others have a right to be angry that the Catholic Church still refuses to be honest about sexual abuse. Many bishops, including Bishop Robert Finn and others before him refused to look at and admit what was really happening to these girls and boys as well.

To this day, I thank one beautiful sister who for many years helped women heal through her Tree House Ministries programs until the diocese in her area closed her doors.

Carolyn Rickman
Liberty

End ‘war on drugs’

America’s war on drugs is an utter failure. That’s not a supposition but an axiom.

Statistical facts, which I will not waste characters reiterating in efforts to bolster my self-evident claim, are superfluous. However, you will not find such claims on the numerous biased websites whose main financial contributors include the federal government, using our tax dollars.

Free those in prison on drug crimes and abandon these foolish laws, which are impossible to uphold. You cannot thwart free will, nor would it ever be feasible.

Ryan Rodriquez
Kansas City

Shorting retirement

What is with these super-conservatives trying to get rid of Kansas pensions in favor of 401(k)s? Most police and sheriff deputies in Kansas are on the Kansas Public Employee Retirement System. Don’t our law-enforcement officers deserve defined-benefit pensions like our military veterans get?

The police get shot at, battered and spit on. They risk their lives on a regular basis, just like our soldiers do. Military retirees get 50 percent of their pay after retirement, plus lifetime medical care at the VA.

The police retirees may get a better percentage, but they have to pay for their health insurance out of their pockets. 

Because of the pre-existing conditions of police retirees — most caused by the physical nature of the job — health insurance costs consume nearly half the pension.

Without a decent pension to pay for insurance, many officers will be forced to remain on the job until they qualify for Medicare. If the citizens want a bunch of 65-year-old cops trying to protect them and preserve society, so be it. Remember that 401(k)s eventually run out of money. Who pays for the senior care then? The taxpayers.

Chuck Morris
Kansas City, Kan.

Oust all Democrats

Democrats keep promoting all these publicly funded programs that they want to pay for with taxes on the rich. Now it’s Obamacare, which will surely bankrupt our nation.

I can’t think of a single socialist system that has demonstrated long-term sustainability. Vote the Democrats out of office in the upcoming election and secure our future.

Mike Scarpelli
Lenexa

Greenpeace hyperbole

Current Greenpeace members are wearing T-shirts with the slogan “Save the Arctic.”

A recent archaeological dig in North America discovered skeletal remains estimated at 90,000 to 100,000 years old. Oddly, along with the skeletal remains was a perfectly preserved Greenpeace T-shirt with the slogan, “Save the Ice Age.”

Jim Kilen

Kansas City

Editorial: Nixon must rise above noise and take reins of Medicaid problems 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Monday, March 26, 2012 12:15 am 

When it comes to playing childish political games with the state budget, Missouri state Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, is the undisputed king of the playpen.

But that doesn't mean that Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, should try to beat Mr. Silvey at his own game as the two do verbal battle over fixing the state's antiquated Medicaid computer system.

Both men know the system is broken, as do lawmakers in both parties. But each side wants the other side to be the first to ask for the money to fix it. As reported Thursday by the Post-Dispatch's Virginia Young, the existing computer system is archaic. It is slow and inefficient, and it will be overwhelmed in 2014 when the federal Affordable Care Act adds more needy people to the health insurance program. Most of the money to fix the system — about $107 million — would come from the federal government.

Mr. Nixon's budget director wrote Mr. Silvey asking for the spending authority to be added to the budget. Such a move is not uncommon. Sometimes, when the governor seeks to make a budget change, it's a simple matter of having staff members discuss it.

But because this involves the Affordable Care Act, and because Mr. Nixon — for cynical political reasons during an election year — doesn't want his name associated with one of the key accomplishments of President Barack Obama, Mr. Silvey is trying to force his hand. He wants Mr. Nixon to request a more formal budget amendment. The governor is refusing.

It would be easy to take Mr. Nixon's side in this game of legislative patty-cake, except for this: As chief executive of the state, Mr. Nixon has the ultimate responsibility to ensure that Medicaid services are provided to those who need them. In that regard, Mr. Nixon's record has been spotty.

A couple of examples:

• Last year, his administration had to dump a Medicaid contract because an outside vendor, SynCare, had left thousands of people unable to connect to the health care services they needed. Real people missed out on necessary health care services because of the administration's failure during the SynCare debacle. We wondered at the time if political considerations slowed the Nixon adminstration's response. That SynCare's parent company, Centene Corp., a major donor to Mr. Nixon's campaign, won a massive state contract last month to provide certain Medicaid services makes us wonder that much more.

• Last week, Nixon administration officials reluctantly delayed implementation of an ill-conceived change to how some Medicaid recipients qualify for services. Thousands of Missourians participate in what is called the 'spend down" program, in which they have to spend some amount of money, frequently less than $100 a month, on health care services to receive full Medicaid benefits.

Many dialysis patients, for instance, pay a small portion of their medical bills, and the rest are covered by the state. The patients get to stay in their community, and the taxpayers don't have to pay for more expensive care.

Everybody wins.

But last year, the state — without properly alerting everyone — decided to change its rules on how some people qualified for the program.

Advocates, including Paraquad in St. Louis, went to work to keep their clients receiving services. The state said it merely was making sure its rules complied with federal law. That may be, but even the federal government stepped in to ask Missouri to slow down its implementation of the new rule.

Last week, the state decided to give Medicaid recipients more time to figure out how to comply with the spend-down rules without losing services and ending up in nursing homes.

"If the state feels they need to make this change, what is their plan to make sure that people's health, safety and well-being are assured and ultimately doesn't cost the state more?" Kristen Dunham, the director of policy and advocacy for Paraquad, told us.

The same logic could be applied to the spat between Mr. Nixon and Mr. Silvey over the Medicaid computer system. Mr. Nixon's ultimate job is to make sure that system is put in place.

So what is his plan? He's not saying.

Mr. Nixon should send over the budget amendment and get it done.

Then, if Republicans refuse to authorize the system, Mr. Nixon should steal Mr. Silvey's toy rattle and shake it in his ear for playing games with the health of Missourians.

There is no political loss in providing health care services for desperate Missourians who need it.

Policies adding to debts

Our opinion

St. Joseph News-Press

Who is responsible when average student debt at college graduation ranges from $20,000 to $25,000? 

Hint: It’s not just the students. 

The failures of states in adequately funding higher education have strong ripple effects. One of these is that cash-strapped campuses find themselves with few options but to seek fee increases wherever they can. 

In our midst, Missouri Western and Northwest Missouri state universities classically are caught in the middle. To compensate for inadequate state funding, they are compelled to raise tuition by the highest amount permitted by state authorities, boost supplemental fees for labs and other items, and approve higher and higher room and board charges to cover expenses. 

Couple this trend with the rising cost of living, and the next thing you know students routinely are entering each new academic year with hundreds of dollars in additional expenses compared to the year before. 

Our federal government, four years ago, responded to the financial plight of students by increasing the amount of loans a student can take out by $2,000 a year. By taking this step and keeping interest rates low, the government encouraged higher borrowing and, directly, the accumulation of higher student debt. 

True, no one forces students to take out these loans. But all of the forces at work have made higher and higher student debt loads the primary way for young people to pursue education beyond high school. This continues even in a time when jobs upon graduation are harder to come by and pay scarcely more than before. 

Is there a better way? We offer two ideas: 

First, fund higher education at a higher level with state general fund dollars. This increase could be modest on a year-to-year basis, but incremental growth over several years would be greatly helpful to this effort — and a stark contrast to cuts of recent years. 

Second, allow loan rates to rise this summer, as scheduled, without steps to intervene. This will not reduce the amount of money that can be borrowed, but it will serve to cause students and parents to pause before incurring new debt when other options are available.

Our Opinion: Avoid duplication in addressing bad behavior

News Tribune editorial

By Jefferson City News Tribune
Sunday, March 25, 2012

Do we need a state law to prohibit disrupting a worship service?

A proposal by Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, strikes us as either duplicative or unnecessary.

Sanctions to outlaw specific human behaviors are established by parents, organizations, societies and lawmakers.

Mayer’s legislative proposal is not off the mark in addressing “attempts to injure, intimidate or interfere” or the use of “force, threat or physical obstruction.”

We believe, however, those activities already are covered in criminal statutes, including prohibitions against creating a disturbance and trespassing.

Mayer’s proposed law also extends to behaviors and includes — but is not limited to — “use of profanity,” “rude or indecent behavior” and “making some unreasonable noises.”

How do these offending behaviors in a house of worship differ from using profanity in a restaurant, rude or indecent behavior in a department store or making unreasonable noises during a theater production?

Being rude or boisterous is boorish behavior, but are they crimes, punishable by incarceration in jail or prison?

We don’t advocate or condone bad behavior, but we acknowledge a difference between misbehavior and crime.

Parents, congregations and society are responsible for sanctioning and correcting bad behavior.

Law enforcement and the criminal justice system already are burdened with preventing crimes and enforcing laws dealing with theft and damage to property, as well as injury to people.

We encourage legislators to prioritize and concentrate on budgeting, economic development and essential government services — pressing issues of interest to Missourians. 

‘Stand your ground’ laws deserve careful assessment

The Kansas City Star - By MARY SANCHEZ 
Updated: 2012-03-26T06:23:08Z 

The news article foresaw Trayvon Martin’s death:

“Opponents of the law predict that more Florida residents will die needlessly in more gun battles as people refuse to back away in confrontations.”

The line is from a story that ran in The Kansas City Star in 2007, when Kansas and Missouri were passing “stand your ground” statutes. These are the shoot first, dare-you-to-prove-it-wasn’t-justified-later laws receiving scrutiny since Trayvon’s death in Florida. His killer maintains he shot the unarmed 17-year-old in self defense. 

Missouri and Kansas were among many states caught up in a flurry of such legislation.

The Legal Community Against Violence ranks Kansas’ law — and those of 24 other states — equal in scope to the Florida law. The group judges the laws in Missouri and six other states to be less far-reaching. An additional five states have legislation pending, according to Legal Community Against Violence.

The laws turn keep-the-peace standards on their head.

Most laws seek to limit the harm people do to others. Shoot First gives people more authorization to use deadly force. 

All states, by common law, have “castle doctrines.” Those laws allow even deadly force when a person can reasonably show they felt threatened in their own home. Shoot First laws vary, but many expand that notion to anywhere people may lawfully find themselves — not just a home or car.

Previously, a person who felt threatened was expected to retreat if possible. Under Shoot First laws, the same person can be given legal cover for attacking instead. 

And, as is the case in Florida, the laws can also limit the ability of police to make arrests when self-defense is invoked. Prosecutors can face higher burdens of proof, in some cases a direct flip to long codified aspects of case law.

The laws have been around long enough for a thorough assessment.

And it needs to occur impartially. Not by a research institute cooked up by the National Rifle Association, which pushed for the passage of these laws, nor by organizations representing prosecutors and police who were highly critical as they were being debated.

Shoot First laws may have been an unnecessary rewrite to self-defense standards. Repeatedly, as they were being argued in Jefferson City, Topeka and other state capitols, gun advocates could not cite examples where people were unfairly charged and jailed after invoking self-defense.

The nation must discover whether these laws are impeding police investigations and the pursuit of justice by prosecutors.

It is the very least that can be done for Trayvon Martin now.

To reach Mary Sanchez, call 816-234-4752 or send email to msanchez@kcstar.com.

Letters to the editor, March 26 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Monday, March 26, 2012 12:00 am 

Critical support for teens produces healthier citizens

I read with high hopes the editorial "Dropping in" (March 21) about Missouri's decreasing dropout rates. As the needle begins to move in the right direction, we must continue to identify and support programs that work. I applaud Big Brothers Big Sisters of Eastern Missouri for its early-warning system to identify kids who need intervention and mentoring to power through and finish school. As we formulate solutions as a community, we must remember, too, the importance of avoiding even the early-warning signs and support broad-based prevention as well as intervention for those young people falling off track.

At Wyman, we've been working with young people for more than 114 years. In the last decade, we have focused our attention on developing and administering long-term, outcome-based programs to help teens become successful adults. We know that the development of skills such as self-awareness, responsible decision-making and healthy relationships support a lifetime of healthy behaviors and choices.

Our Teen Leadership Program and Teen Outreach Program are proven to lower the risk of dropping out and increase academic success. Wyman programs enable adolescents to make healthy choices, by providing supportive relationships, community engagement and safe relevant learning experiences.

Teens without these critical supports and opportunities are more likely to have a variety of risk factors, including school dropout. Through strategies such as these, young people develop a greater sense of purpose and begin to see themselves, their future and their opportunities in a broader, brighter way. With this collective focus, we will produce graduates who are healthy, productive and contributing citizens.

Dave Hilliard • Eureka
President and CEO, Wyman

Give support to struggling schools

Letters addressing the impact of Turner v. School District of Clayton have a dominant theme of "Let's put the kids first." There is a simple way to put St. Louis Public Schools students first without sending them to schools in St. Louis County.

Addressing issues in the unaccredited school districts rather than continuing the punishing No Child Left Behind system is a choice to be explored. Missouri is ranked 49th in the nation in school funding and has not fully funded its foundation formula in a decade. Perhaps if the Legislature made education a priority, unaccredited districts would not be in dire straits. Had added funds been given to these schools as they began to struggle, would they have been able to change their practices to address the needs of their students in new ways? We will not know because the state's approach is to penalize rather than assist struggling districts — until they are unaccredited.

The solution to the issue of unaccredited schools is not to ship students out. The solution is to give these schools the support in terms of funding and resources to become successful. It means reaching out into the community as well, helping it to be an integral and supportive part of the school systems. Investing in the students is an investment in the future of the whole state. Moving them simply puts the problems aside for another day; it is not "putting kids first."

Jane McPartland • Florissant

How OccupySTL lost me

As John Lennon sang in the Beatles song "Revolution," "We all want to change the world, but when you talk about destruction, don't you know that you can count me out?" I am a former member of OccupySTL, but the group lost me and its cause has been lost because of reckless, misguided hate.

If the group is going to protest the greed of the 1 percent, it always should target the 1 percent — without ambiguity. If it wanted to have the global reach that Occupy Wall Street had, it needed to seize the media during the World Series last year when the nation's eyes were on St. Louis, but the group bungled that and refused to make a bold move.

The final straw was taking advantage of this city's hospitality. Many liberals, libertarians and independents supported the cause and gave food and clothing. OccupySTL allegedly repaid that generosity with destruction at one of our beloved local parks, a park cherished by the 99 percent.

OccupySTL has lost its way in the name of hate, and it has lost the support of many common citizens who once helped.

A. Torch • St. Louis County

Quit breaking the law

The vandalizing of Compton Hill Reservoir Park was the last straw as far as I am concerned. OccupySTL member Susie Chasnoff said that "it speaks to frustration that people feel over a hopeless situation with the police" ("Pro-Occupy graffiti has an anti-police message," March 21). She should know better!

The protesters have been violating city ordinances and have been allowed to do so by various city governments, apparently in support of their First Amendment rights. If OccupySTL they would quit breaking the law, there would be no hopeless situation with the police.

Also, someone needs to actually read the First Amendment. It does not say they can ignore the rules in a public park or city square, break curfews, camp where not allowed, litter, use the street as a potty or vandalize. If Occupy members would follow the rules and quit acting as if they are out of control, there would be no problem.

N. Lincoln • St. Charles

Scratching my head

I have scratched my head over the actions of the Missouri Republican party the last few weeks. Leaving out the primary and the caucus in St. Charles that weren't, we still are faced with two things that are impossible to reconcile.

First we have U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt's amendment that would have allowed employers to pick and choose on a whim what health care coverage to deny to their employees. The alleged justification for this was that the employers' First Amendment protections might be violated. Where does the equal protection clause fit into that picture?

Meanwhile, a bill pending in the state Legislature would strip employers of the right to prohibit concealed weapons from cars on their premises. Another bill prohibits discrimination against concealed-carry permit holders. I wonder if religiously affiliated institutions would be exempt from these measures, too.

Francis Carr • Sunrise Beach

Infinitely better than chaos

A major problem with our health care system for years has been the rapidly increasing costs and that many people have been excluded from the system, either because of high costs or because they had pre-existing conditions that allowed the insurance company to exclude them from coverage (or, even worse, that allowed insurance companies to deny claims because the person failed to show said "preexisting condition" on an application). The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act is by no means perfect, but is infinitely better than the previous chaotic system.

Now, adult children can be covered by a parent's plan until age 26, those who have preexisting conditions must be accepted for insurance, and small-business owners and their employees will be able to band with others in the same situation to buy insurance through the health care exchanges.

The infamous "donut hole" in the Medicare Part D prescription plans already is shrinking and gradually will disappear. Numerous other desirable changes will take place over the next few years.

There is no doubt that most people with low and moderate incomes can't afford health care for an illness of any severity today without insurance. The number of health care-related bankruptcies in our society demonstrates this clearly. The law is a first step on the road to changing this deficiency.

Juanita Carl • University City

