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Plan flows for $2.8 billion expansion of oil pipeline through Missouri, Illinois
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

4:17 pm on Tue, 03.27.12

WASHINGTON — The proposed Keystone XL pipeline may get all the attention, but the $2.8 billion expansion of another pipeline route that carries Canadian oil through Missouri and Illinois will have a more immediate impact on the two states, officials say.

On Tuesday, the Canadian owner of the existing 24-inch-diameter “Spearhead” pipeline, Enbridge Inc., made the official announcement of plans to build a 36-inch, parallel pipeline — called “Flanagan South” — along the route from a terminal in Flanagan, Ill. (southeast of Chicago), across 11 Missouri counties to Cushing, Okla.

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon said in a statement Tuesday that building the Flanagan South expansion “will create jobs for hard-working Missourians, boost our economy, and help make North America more energy independent.” Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., called the plan “good news for Missouri consumers and Missouri jobs.”

Construction of the new pipeline is expected to start in the middle of next year, an Enbridge spokeswoman said, “subject to the required regulatory approvals” from state agencies. The new pipeline is expected to start transporting oil by mid-2014.

Unlike TransCanada Corp.’s proposed but delayed Keystone XL pipeline — which would cross the U.S.-Canadian border in carrying oil from Alberta’s vast oil-sands region to the U.S. Gulf Coast — the Flanagan South route does not require approval from the State Department.

Last week, under pressure from Republican critics pushing for immediate approval, President Barack Obama said he had asked the federal government to expedite permitting for the southern part of the Keystone XL route. But Obama said federal agencies needed more time to review the environmental impact of the Keystone’s northern segment, which could affect water supplies in Nebraska.

Because the new Flanagan South route is mostly adjacent to the existing Spearhead pipeline, which gained regulatory approval years ago, officials predicted that Enbridge should be able to get its required building permits comparatively quickly.

The 600-mile Spearhead and Flanagan South route crosses the Mississippi River near Hannibal and spans 11 Missouri counties, exiting the state from Bates County, south of Kansas City. It then traverses the southeast corner of Kansas and ends at the major oil-pipeline center of Cushing.

Because steadily increasing North American oil production has led to a bottleneck at Cushing, companies want to drain that stored oil more quickly to refineries along the Gulf Coast. On Tuesday, Enbridge announced plans to bolster its jointly owned Seaway Pipeline from Cushing to Houston. The southern part of the Keystone XL also will carry oil from Cushing to Gulf refineries.

Enbridge’s chief executive, Patrick D. Daniel, said in a statement that “the upsized new Flanagan South pipeline, combined with our existing Spearhead Pipeline System, will offer shippers 775,000 (barrels per day) of capacity from Flanagan to Cushing.” That sum includes Spearhead’s current 193,300 bpd, plus Flanagan South’s planned 585,000 bpd. More pumping capacity could later expand the total to 800,000 bpd, he said.

Daniel said Enbridge is committed to “safe and reliable operation of our pipelines” and would maintain that effort for Flanagan South. “Communities located along the pipeline routes will benefit from property taxes over the life of the pipeline, as well as from the creation of high-paying construction and manufacturing jobs, and associated economic activity during construction,” he said.

Nixon, who had first expressed backing for the project in January, called the Flanagan plan “good news for Missouri consumers and Missouri jobs.” He said his administration “stands ready to work with the company to ensure that construction moves forward as safely and efficiently as possible.”

The governor added: “By increasing the use of North American fuel sources, we will create more jobs and ensure a brighter future for our state and our nation.  This major investment by Enbridge is another important step forward for Missouri's economy.”

In her statement, McCaskill said, “Missourians deserve to know we’re doing everything possible to boost access to local oil reserves. Getting the Flanagan South pipeline one step closer to reality is another step forward in that direction.”

Enbridge, based in Calgary, operates what it calls “the world’s longest crude oil and liquids transportation system.” The company also has a significant and growing involvement in transporting natural gas.

More caucus concern: Romney, Ron Paul ask Jefferson County results be thrown out

BY JAKE WAGMAN  stltoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, March 27, 2012

ST. LOUIS • St. Charles County is not the only place where the results of this month's Republican caucuses have been called into question.

The campaigns for Mitt Romney and Ron Paul — who, at many Missouri caucus sites, worked in tandem — have prepared a joint complaint alleging "serious and prejudicial misconduct" at the March 17 gathering in Jefferson County.

Both campaigns have asked that the state party refuse to recognize the delegates elected at the county caucus, who, they say, are loyal to GOP rival Rick Santorum.

"They intentionally tried to alter the outcome of the caucus with dirty tricks," said Romney spokesman Ryan Williams. "It's clearly an egregious example of intentional misconduct from Santorum supporters."

However, the caucus organizer says any mix-up was the result of an innocent mistake — not political calculations.

The complaint, mailed to the state party this week, alleges that Santorum supporters forced a delay at the caucus when they realized they did not have the numbers the control the outcome.

That delay, according to the complaint, was caused by the "intentional removal" of registration documents needed to conduct caucus business.

"Indeed," the complaint says, "the supporters of Rick Santorum held the caucus hostage until they got enough people to leave so they could achieve the result they desired."

The registration papers were returned, according to the complaint, but only "after a substantial portion of the caucus attendees left in frustration, changing the make-up of the electorate" and, the complaint says, leading to an election of a pro-Santorum slate.

The complaint says that delegate voting did not begin until 6:30 p.m., eight and a half hours after the appointed 10 a.m. start time.

"These acts of voter suppression should not and cannot be condoned," the complaint says.

The complaint asks the party not to seat the Jefferson County delegates at Congressional district conventions on April 21, or the statewide meeting on June 2.

Janet Engelbach, chair of the Jefferson County GOP, acknowledges credentialing info went missing, though not from an attempt to skew caucus results.

The papers, she said, were taken by a volunteer, who had to leave early and inadvertently packed the documents up with her computer.

"It was a mistake," said Engelbach, who, as local party chair, is responsible for arranging the caucus. "It went out the door innocently."

Even if the state party decides not to act on the complaint, the allegations further cement the ignominy associated with Missouri's woebegone role in the GOP primary.

In addition to the taxpayer-funded "beauty contest" on Feb. 7, party leaders last week decided on a do-over of the St. Charles County caucus, where caucus organizers have been criticized over an ill-fated attempt to control the raucous crowd.

The new date of that caucus is April 10.

Steelman visits, accepts Ozark PAC endorsement

Tea Party Express supports Senate hopeful

Written by Rance Burger 
Springfield News-Leader

U.S. Senate candidate Sarah Steelman paid a visit to a shooting range in Ozark on Thursday afternoon to spread campaign messages and accept an endorsement.

Steelman met with citizens at Sounds of Freedom U.S.A. indoor shooting range. The Tea Party Express political action committee presented the Republican from Rolla and former state treasurer a check with a $2,500 campaign contribution. Steelman said she was honored to officially accept the Tea Party Express endorsement.

“That is an organization led by Amy Kremer, who has changed history, literally. In 2010, you got voters engaged in the political process because they were mad, they were upset about the direction that they see our country headed. We all love our country and we want to save it. This is such a critical election,” Steelman said.

The leader of the Tea Party Express also addressed the group gathered at the gun range and explained the endorsement.

The Tea Party Express wants Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.) removed from his position of power.

“We believe that Sarah is the conservative who has that maverick spirit, who is willing to go up and take on Claire McCaskill, but also once she gets to the Senate, she’s willing to take on the Republican Party and the establishment and fight for what is right for the American people and for the people in Missouri. And that’s why we are endorsing her,” Chairman of Tea Party Express Amy Kremer said.

Steelman discussed several campaign issues including health care, insurance, economics and government spending over the course of her half-hour visit.

She joined Kremer in mentioning Reid and McCaskill by name, and criticized the U.S. Senate for failing to adopt a federal budget.

“We know that people like Claire McCaskill and Sen. Harry Reid in the deep dark hole of the United States Senate — who don’t even take up a budget for over 1,000 days and are spending money that we don’t have, and don’t care about the national debt and don’t want to reduce it, and only want to engage in class warfare and overregulate the economy — they have got to go,” Steelman said.

Steelman is one of six candidates declared for the August Republican primary for one of Missouri’s two U.S. Senate seats.

Missouri Supreme Court allows new boundaries for state House to go into effect
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

2:33 pm on Tue, 03.27.12

Just hours before candidate-filing ends for this year’s ballots, the Missouri Supreme Court has issued a ruling that, in effect, allows the new boundary lines for the state’s 163 state House seats to go into effect.

  The high court issued a one-sentence ruling this afternoon that affirms a lower-court decision in a suit seeking to toss out the new state House map.

The Supreme Court’s action had been expected, and most state House candidates had already filed for office with that in mind. 

The new map had been crafted by a team of appellate judges last fall after a bipartisan reapportionment panel set up by the governor failed to reach  agreement.

Critics had gone to court earlier this year, contending that the map failed to comply with the state constitution's "compactness'' mandate and the  requirement that all 163 House districts have populations as similar as possible. Instead, some districts have more than 7 percent deviation, the suit noted.

The Supreme Court’s hearing of the appeal came the day before candidate filing officially got underway on Feb. 28.

The state Supreme Court has yet to rule on combined suits that challenge the new boundaries for the state’s remaining eight congressional districts.

Mo. filing deadline extended for several races
Mar 27, 7:11 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missourians interested in running for governor have a few more days to enter the race.

The filing period for Missouri's August primaries ended at 5 p.m. Tuesday for most offices.

But officials extended it to 5 p.m. Friday for governor, three state House seats and two state Senate seats - one each from Kansas City and St. Louis. Officials took that step after some candidates withdrew close to the deadline.

Numerous candidates filed on Tuesday, but there were no major changes for the year's top two races - U.S. Senate and Missouri governor.

In all, more than 570 people have filed for U.S. House and Senate, the Legislature, circuit judgeships and five statewide offices, including governor. It's the third highest number of candidates in the past 18 years.

Some local lawmakers are unchallenged for Missouri races

No opponents file to run against state Sen. Kiki Curls and former House Minority Leader Paul LeVota.

STEVE KRASKE - The Kansas City Star

Former House Minority Leader Paul LeVota will be returning to Jefferson City next year, this time as a state senator.

LeVota, an Independence Democrat, ostensibly won the 11th District seat Tuesday when no other candidates filed for the seat. 

“I miss serving the public,” said LeVota, who’s been out office for two years because of term limits.

State Sen. Kiki Curls, a Kansas City Democrat, also appears to have won a full term when she went unchallenged Tuesday in the 9th District in the eastern part of the city. Curls, a former House member, won the Senate seat in a special election last year.

No major surprises surfaced for statewide offices as the filing deadline passed at 5 p.m. Tuesday.

In perhaps the premiere area primary race this year, two Kansas City Democrats — state Rep. Jason Holsman and Jackson County legislator Crystal Williams — are set to square off in the new 7th District in south Kansas City. Filing for that office was extended until Friday, because another candidate recently withdrew from the race.

In the 17th District in the southwest corner of Clay County, state Rep. Ryan Silvey of Kansas City, a Republican, is being challenged by former Democratic state Rep. Sandra Reeves of Liberty. 

In the 21st District east of Kansas City, incumbent Sen. David Pearce of Warrensburg is being challenged by fellow Republican Mike McGhee of Odessa.

In the 31st District south of Kansas City, Scott Larget of Clinton, Ed Emery of Lamar and Dave Morris of Peculiar, are running in the GOP primary. Democrat Charlie Burton of Drexel was the only Democrat to file.

The Missouri Supreme Court upheld new boundaries for state House districts based upon the 2010 census. The high court issued a one-sentence ruling Tuesday upholding the new districts.

With no opposition, Swan to assume Cape House seat next year
Wednesday, March 28, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian 
Kathy Swan didn't know it would be this easy. 

Tuesday's filing deadline came and went and the Cape Girardeau City Council member drew no opposition for Missouri's 147th House District, meaning she will take over the seat being vacated by Rep. Wayne Wallingford next year. Swan said Tuesday she intends to resign her council post at the end of this year. 

"You never anticipate that you're going to run unopposed," Swan said. "You always plan. Now I have the great opportunity of starting to work on this. I'm going to be doing some homework, doing some research and gathering concerns and issues so I can hit the ground running in January. I'm going to be in job preparation mode." 

Tuesday's filing deadline also brought other election races into focus, setting up matches across the region that feature a former "America's Got Talent" winner, a former Jackson football coach and a slew of other political newcomers who hope to claim seats held by incumbents. 

And the final tally came in on that unusual county public administrator race at 14, the largest number of candidates for one seat on a single ballot since at least 1996. 

The scene was similar across the state, where more than 570 people filed for the U.S. House and Senate, the legislature, circuit judgeships and five statewide offices, including governor. It's the third-highest number of candidates in the past 18 years. 

Missourians interested in running for governor have a few more days to enter the race. The filing period for Missouri's August primaries ended at 5 p.m. Tuesday for most offices. But officials extended it to 5 p.m. Friday for governor, three state House seats and two state Senate seats -- one each from Kansas City and St. Louis. Officials took that step after some candidates withdrew close to the deadline. 

Numerous candidates filed Tuesday, but there were no major changes for the year's top two races -- U.S. Senate and Missouri governor. 

In local House races, only Rep. Shelley Keeney, R-Marble Hill, joined Swan as having the luxury of avoiding often costly and time-consuming campaigns that come with uncertain outcomes. 

Swan will essentially assume the seat currently held by Rep. Wayne Wallingford, a one-term incumbent who is taking a gamble by running for Missouri's 27th senatorial district. Wallingford is running against Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, who both created open House seats with their decisions. 

Swan said she didn't know if the lack of other candidates meant that most people were pleased with the idea of her taking the job or was more an indicator of apathy. 

"Many times with an open seat there is more than one candidate," she said. "I just feel very blessed I have this opportunity. I'm accepting this opportunity as a blessing and I'm not questioning it." 

Tuesday saw only two new faces in other local House seats. Neal E. Boyd, the opera-singing winner of 2008's "America's Got Talent," officially filed Tuesday for the Sikeston-area 149th seat after announcing he would do so earlier this month. Boyd, a Republican, will face incumbent Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie. 

Another Democrat on Tuesday joined the nearby 148th House race, which also includes a portion of Sikeston. Bart Ziegenhorn, son of former representative and current Scott County Commissioner Dennis Ziegenhorn, filed Tuesday as well, where he will face Mike Marsh in the Aug. 7 Democratic primary. The winner of that contest will square off in the Nov. 6 general election against the winner of the Republican side, either former Sikeston mayor Josh Bill or Holly Rehder, a small-business owner and former campaign staffer for U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson. 

Ziegenhorn, 30, says there was no specific reason he filed on the last day. The first-time candidate said there was no strategy behind it. 

Ziegenhorn, who sells real estate and insurance, said he's always been interested in politics and that he was inspired by his father, who served as a state representative for 14 years and the last eight on the Scott County Commission. 

"I've always grown up following in his ways, and I learned from the best," Ziegenhorn said. "Everybody's got a good chance in this race. We're all newcomers. I'm just going to get out and introduce myself to the public and they can take it from there." 

The filing deadline also firms up the 146th House contest, where Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, is running against primary challengers Gerald Adams, a Jackson School Board member, and Van Hitt, a former Jackson High School football coach. 

A familiar face joined the race for Missouri's 8th Congressional District, meaning that four challengers are looking to unseat Emerson, who was first elected in 1996. Libertarian Rick Vandeven of Chaffee ran against Emerson two years ago, along with Democrat Tommy Sowers and Independent Larry Bill. 

Vandeven said Tuesday he plans to run on a platform of improving the economy through the reduction of the size and scope of the federal government. 

"The first piece of legislation that I will introduce is the formation of a committee to review all federal laws and regulations in order to repeal those that are preventing individuals from living peaceably and working," he said in a prepared release. Also running in the 8th District are Emerson, Democrats Todd Mahn and Jack Rushin and Republican Bob Parker. 

At the county level, four Cape Girardeau County officeholders are assured another four-year term, including Sheriff John Jordan, Coroner John Clifton, Treasurer Roger Hudson and 1st District Commissioner Paul Koeper. None of those races drew challengers, and 

Koeper and Hudson were congratulated shortly after 5 p.m. Tuesday as they exited the Jackson Administration Building. 

"Obviously, I'm happy," 

Koeper said. "I hope it means people think we're doing a good job." 

Three other county seats drew challengers, including the hotly contested public administrator job, in which voters will choose from among 13 Republicans and one Democrat. On Tuesday, Sharon Schuessler was the last to file for the job on the Republican ticket. 

Schuessler has worked for the past eight years in the county clerk's Cape Girardeau office in voter registration. But she also pointed to her 25 years experience running a blacksmith and garage business with her husband. Like many Schuessler said she was surprised to see such interest in the job that requires the office holder to provide care for the county's roughly 150 incapacitated residents. 

Echoing many of the other candidates, Schuessler said: "I have such a passion for people with disabilities and physical challenges. I have a big heart for people with these needs." 

Other races include the county commission's 2nd District, where incumbent Jay Purcell will try to stave off challengers Charlie Herbst and Moe Sandfort. The county assessor seat saw three newcomers who want to take over for the retiring Jerry Reynolds -- Bob Adams, Ron Andrews and Amy Jones. 

Field is set in Missouri elections 

BY JAKE WAGMAN —stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, March 28, 2012 

ST. LOUIS — Battle lines are set for the coming campaign season in Missouri, as the close of candidate filing came Tuesday without last-minute surprises.

The key race of local interest remains virtually unchanged from the first day of filing in February, when U.S. Reps. William Lacy Clay and Russ Carnahan, both Democrats from St. Louis, filed for the same seat.

Carnahan, whose current seat was eliminated in redistricting, had hoped that the state Supreme Court could revive his district. But the court let the filing deadline pass without acting, although judges did uphold a new map for state House legislative races, which may have led to some shuffling further down the ballot.

Clay and Carnahan — who endured an increasingly tense relationship as the prospect of a face-off loomed — will compete in the Aug. 7 primary for the right to the Democratic nomination in the 1st District, a nod that all but assures a ticket back to Capitol Hill.

A third Democrat, Candice Britton, who lost to Clay by a wide margin in the 2010 primary, also has entered the race to represent the merged district.

In the 2nd Congressional District, which is safe GOP territory, well-funded Republican Ann Wagner of Ballwin has a clear path to victory in her attempt to replace U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, who is running for U.S. Senate. In the GOP primary, Wagner faces a cast of lower-profile candidates, highlighted by Dr. Randy Jotte, a former council member in Webster Groves.

Some late maneuvering made one contest — the Democratic primary for lieutenant governor — more crowded. The position is not an open seat, but incumbent Republican Peter Kinder, who decided against a bid for governor amid a wave of unwanted headlines about his association with a former stripper, is viewed as vulnerable.

Former state Auditor Susan Montee, ex-state Rep. Judy Baker of Columbia, and current state Rep. Sara Lampe of Springfield all entered the contest on the first day, in addition to former state Rep. Fred Kratky of St. Louis Hills.

On Tuesday, the Democratic field gained two more contenders, including frequent St. Louis candidate Bill Haas, bringing the total primary field to eight.

The winner of the Democratic scrum will take on Kinder in the fall, if he can survive a primary battle of his own. Northwest Missouri state Sen. Brad Lager has collected hundreds of thousands of dollars from some of Kinder's old donors in a bid to keep Kinder off the ballot in November.

At the top of the ticket, Gov. Jay Nixon is firmly ensconced as the Democratic nominee. But another Republican entered the race for governor, although it is unclear how much momentum his campaign will carry.

Anti-cloning advocate Fred Sauer, who has clashed with Nixon's attempts to help biotech startups in the state, entered the race for Republican primary for governor on Monday.

Although some Republicans say they are not thrilled with St. Louis businessman Dave Spence — who has poured $2 million of his plastics fortune into the race — some of those conservatives have already backed the underdog in the GOP primary, Bill Randles, a former attorney from Kansas City.

If there was another Republican who some thought could be nudged into the race, it would have been either Jane Cunningham or Jim Lembke, two St. Louis-area state senators who were causalities of a revised redistricting map.

Cunningham, however, endorsed Spence and has ruled out seeking statewide office this cycle, while Lembke has decided to test his chances in new Democratic-friendly boundaries for the district that covers south St. Louis County.

Not surprisingly, Lembke has drawn three viable Democratic challengers: Former state representatives Mike Vogt and Sue Schoemehl and current state Rep. Scott Sifton, who filed on Tuesday.

In another state Senate race, incumbent St. Louis Democrat Robin Wright-Jones drew primary challengers from the Legislature. State Reps. Jamilah Nasheed and Jeanette Mott Oxford have signed up to take on Wright-Jones, whose re-election hopes have been hamstrung by an Ethics Commission inquiry.

Thousands pack Capitol for religious rally

Rally for religious freedom draws big crowd to Jefferson City

Written by Josh Nelson and Linda Leicht
Springfield News-Leader
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- More than 1,000 people from all corners of Missouri packed into the state Capitol on Tuesday for a rally to promote religious freedom.

Participants wearing red shirts filled three floors of the building. Many wore stickers that alternately asked people to promote or pray for religious freedom in the country. Most of their concerns and criticisms were targeted at the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which conservatives call Obamacare.

“This is America,” said Steve Rupp, Missouri Right to Life Vice President, to the crowd.

Tuesday’s rally coincided with the beginning of U.S. Supreme Court arguments on the constitutionality of the federal health care overhaul. The Missouri Senate also gave first round approval to a bill Tuesday that would allow business owners to refuse coverage for procedures that may violate their religious views, such as contraceptives or sterilization procedures. The measure — Senate Bill 749 — is sponsored by Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue.

Outside, a large crowd of union members assembled to protest against Republican-led efforts in the House and Senate to repeal several measures related to organized labor.

Concern over power

Hundreds of southwest Missouri residents, arriving in buses, were among those in the crowd, including Hollister resident Judy Cates, who said she was upset with the proposed federal rule requiring religiously affiliated institutions, such as Catholic hospitals and universities, to provide insurance coverage for contraceptive prescriptions.

“I just think they really overstepped their bounds,” said Cates, who added that she is worried the new law could eventually provide abortion coverage. Federal law now prohibits tax money to go toward funding abortions.

Springfield resident Tom Scanlon, who drove up on his own, echoed the views of many attendees who said they worried the health care overhaul will give the government too much power over individual choices on health insurance. That may lead to government restricting other individual rights, he said.

“I’m concerned about the First Amendment and rights to religious freedom,” Scanlon said.

For many of the people attending the rally, which has been repeated in 23 state capitals around the country, this issue has motivated them to social activism for the first time. Chuck Ball of Springfield, a member of Immaculate Conception Parish, said he is worried it is an attack on the Catholic Church.

“This issue is not about denying women access (to health care),” he said. “It has everything to do with telling the Catholic Church what they must do.”

The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops has called for a change in the mandate that requires insurance coverage of contraception, claiming it “violates conscience rights and religious liberty.”

Penn backs church. Kathy Betzen of Fordland said the issue inspired her to take off work and ride to Jefferson City for the day to let her legislators know that she opposes the federal mandate and supports Senate Bill 749.

“The Constitution must be respected,” said Betzen, who believes that the Affordable Care Act will eventually lead to government-sponsored abortion, euthanasia and reduction of medical services. Her next step, she said, is up to God. “I will go into it with a lot of prayer and listen for God’s answer,” she said.

For Noreen Penn, this is one of many issues she has stood up for.

Penn helped start The Kitchen Inc. in the 1980s, was president of the Interfaith AIDS Society, has been an outspoken advocate on women’s issues and is a life-long Democrat, but on this issue she stands with her church.

“It gives you such a sense of hope,” she said of the rally. “You can change and you don’t stand alone.”

Sharon Wiedelman, director of family life ministries at Immaculate Conception, worked to organize the buses to Jefferson City. She was thrilled that three buses and several carpools took more than 150 people from the area.

“I love that we’ll all speak with one voice,” she said. “We are all children of God asking that all humanity be respected.”

Rallies draw thousands to Missouri Capitol 

Mar 27, 7:43 PM EDT

By DAVID A. LIEB, CHRIS BLANK and WES DUPLANTIER 

Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Thousands of people crammed into the Missouri Capitol and spilled out across its lawn Tuesday as religious groups and unions held nearly simultaneous rallies decrying federal health care policies and state legislation affecting workers.

Inside the Capitol, thousands of people clad in red condemned President Barack Obama's policy requiring insurance companies to cover the costs of providing free birth control to women working at religious-affiliated institutions such as hospitals and colleges. Church leaders from several Christian denominations said religious freedoms are under assault.

Outside the Capitol, thousands of union members wearing bright orange and green shirts rallied against efforts by the Republican-led Legislature to pare back wage requirements on public works projects and to make Missouri a "right-to-work" state in which union dues cannot be a condition of employment. Rally leaders said workers' rights are under assault.

The combined crowd for two gatherings was one of the largest in the past decade at the Missouri Capitol, which hosts events for interest groups on a nearly daily basis during the legislative session. Capitol Police provided no official crowd estimate.

Adding to the intensity of the religious rally was the fact that the U.S. Supreme Court was hearing arguments Tuesday on a challenge to the constitutionality of the 2010 federal health care law, which requires most Americans to have health insurance or pay a penalty beginning in 2014. Also stirring the crowd was the fact that both the state Senate and House were debating legislation Tuesday intended to push back against Obama's health care policies.

"The Obama administration has declared war on religion and freedom of conscience," Missouri Baptist Convention Executive Director John Yeats said at the rally in the Capitol Rotunda, where cheers and applause echoed loudly off the stone walls.

Rally participant Shirley Church, 73, who traveled to the Capitol from the western Missouri town of Belton, called Obama's insurance requirement for contraception one of the "most critical issues in America today" because of its encroachment on religious freedom.

"We're going to have to stand up, we cannot back down, we cannot give in to this. If we did, we would be betraying Christ Jesus," Church told a reporter.

Shortly after the religious rally, the Missouri Senate gave initial approval to legislation allowing employers to refuse to provide insurance coverage for birth control and sterilization procedures, unless a doctor deems the treatments to be medically necessary. The bill also would allow the state attorney general to sue the federal government if federal officials move to force employers to include birth control coverage in their insurance plans.

The House, meanwhile, gave initial approval to legislation allowing health care institutions or workers to refuse to participate in abortions, sterilizations, embryonic stem cell research or other procedures that violate their beliefs.

The House bill was endorsed with almost no debate. But some Democrats delayed a vote in the Senate before finally relenting with a declaration that the legislation was a "do-nothing" bill that duplicates some provisions already in state law with the intent of appeasing religious voters.

Nonetheless, "this is an anti-woman bill," said Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis County. "You're trying to tell me what to do with my own body."

The Senate was expected to debate legislation Wednesday limiting the "prevailing wage" that must be paid on some public works projects, including when rebuilding after disasters. That legislation was one of several proposals that drew the ire of the union members who gathered Tuesday at the Capitol.

"All these issues aren't just union issues, they're workers' issues," said Ed Finkelstein, a spokesman with the Building and Construction Trades Council. "As they affect workers, they affect the whole economy."

Among those addressing the union crowd from the Capitol steps were Gov. Jay Nixon, Attorney General Chris Koster and Treasurer Clint Zweifel, all Democrats. Nixon already has vetoed two bills relating to workers' legal options that Republicans contend are needed to make Missouri more attractive to businesses. One would have made it harder to win workplace discrimination lawsuits; the other would have brought occupational diseases under the workers' compensation system, potentially limiting the money that could be won through lawsuits. Nixon has said both would have turned back the clock on workers' rights.

"They're just deciding that they want to build the future of this economy by attacking working people," Nixon said. "Together, we're putting a steel-curtain-style defense in place and fending off those fights."

Religious and union groups rally at State Capitol
March 27, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Dick Aldrich
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Thousands of Missouri citizens flocked to the State Capitol Tuesday in a show of force on separate issues.

Inside the Capitol, more than a thousand protesters ringed all three levels of the rotunda in the center of the building, as religious leaders from the Baptist, Assemblies of God, Lutheran and Catholic churches rallied against the Obama administration’s health care mandate on religious institutions.

Outside, under a glorious 80 degree sun, thousands of union workers, bused in from all over the state, gathered on the south lawn of the Capitol to voice their disapproval of legislative efforts to change prevailing wage laws, limit minimum wage, and make Missouri a “Right to Work” state.

Even to veteran observers of large groups descending on the seat of state government, Tuesday’s crowds seemed historically large.

Large roars echoed through the marble hallways of the Capitol as a mostly red-clad group cheered on religious leaders who called for the Obama administration to stop mandates that health insurance carriers for religious institutions offer free birth control to employees.

Kathleen Sebelius, the secretary of health and human services, has come up with several ideas to insulate religious institutions from being involved with the free contraceptive program, but so far, nothing has met the approval of church leaders, including Catholic bishops.

“Compliance with this ruling means we must choose either to close our institutions, or capitulate our faith,” said Dr. John L. Yeates, Executive Director of the Missouri Baptist Convention. “It’s an absolute shame…for the state to demand this from its faith communities.”

“This is not about women’s issues at all,” said Maggie Karner, director of Life and Health Ministries for The Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod. “It’s an issue that concerns all women, and all men, and concerns all Americans. It concerns our constitutional rights.”

As expected, the harshest criticism of the policy came from Catholic Archbishop of St. Louis Robert J. Carlson, an outspoken critic of the plan.

“Mr. Obama, you should know we are ready to suffer for our convictions,” said Carlson. “You can fine us, and we won’t pay. You can put me in jail, I don’t care.”

Raucous cheers rang through the downtown streets of Jefferson City as the impressive crowd of union workers welcomed Democratic Party leaders to their outside rally.

Governor Nixon paid tribute to the “hard working citizens of our state,” and sited Bureau of Labor Statistics figures that showed that Missouri unions have added 41,000 new members in the last four years.

“We stood with you, we will continue to stand with you each and every day to protect the rights of our working families,” said Nixon.

Nixon told the crowd that elements inside Missouri “want to build up the economy by attacking working people.” He went on to name legislation to make the state a right to work state, bills to end teacher tenure, changes to the prevailing wage law and cuts to labor department inspectors in the House budget proposal as hostile moves against union labor.

“These folks want to make us into Wisconsin, Ohio or Indiana,” said Nixon. “Together we’re putting up a steel curtain defense and fending off those fights.”

The crowd also heard from State Treasurer Clint Zweifel, and the event was hosted by veteran Democratic state Sen. Tim Green, D-St. Louis.

China Hub group to regroup, revive bid to make Lambert cargo hub
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

2:41 pm on Tue, 03.27.12

By the end of this week, leaders of the stymied effort to transform Lambert St. Louis International Airport into an international cargo hub hope to have their mission back on track.

A panel headed by Dan Mehan, chief executive of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, is expected on Friday to present a report detailing how to reorganize the longstanding Midwest China Hub Commission and kick-start the campaign to woo the Chinese and other international shippers to use Lambert as a trade gateway.

That report will include recommendations on a new commission chief. Mike Jones, a top adviser to St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley, expects to step down after four years as the commission's chairman, with the aim of reshaping the group “to transition into a more permanent operating structure.”

The commission also will have fewer financial resources since no additional state aid is expected.

Still, Mehan says, one element of the reorganization will be a heightened role for state officials, in an apparent attempt to make the hub effort less of a regional issue and more of a Missouri trade effort.

State House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, says he expects his chamber’s soon-to-be-unveiled economic development bill to resurrect proposed state tax breaks for freight-forwarders, to encourage them to direct more cargo shipments in and out of Lambert.

The other legislative portion of the trade pitch – tax credits to encourage more warehouse construction around Lambert – is less likely to find support in the General Assembly, Tilley acknowledged.

And even the freight-forwarder portion may face obstacles in the state Senate, where Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, has promised to continue his fight against state tax credit programs.

Crowell helped kill proposed breaks for the China hub proposal – also known as Aerotropolis – during legislative efforts last year.

He got some help from legislators wary of what they viewed as an ill-conceived quest to encourage more trade with China, seen by some as taking away manufacturing jobs that used to be in the United States -- and Missouri.

Effort focused on world trade, just not China

Mehan says that too much has been made of the Chinese angle and not enough of the trade from other countries that St. Louis and Missouri business leaders hope to attract to Lambert.

“It’s not just the Chinese; it’s the whole effort to land international flights at Lambert,’’ said Mehan. “Just because the legislature could not agree on the tax credit package, that hasn’t changed the business objective. The business case is still there, and we’re going to pursue it.”

Last fall, for example, legislators heard from farmers who already ship live animals and grain to China and believe they’d save money if they could ship from St. Louis instead of transporting the animals and farm products to Chicago.  But rural lawmakers, in particular, also heard privately from small businesses that feared they would be hurt if more overseas goods were shipped into the Midwest through St. Louis because the land transportation costs would likely be cheaper.

In any case, soon after the General Assembly killed off the last tax-credit package last fall, a Chinese cargo airline ended what had been hoped to be weekly cargo flights into Lambert. The last flight was in late October.

Airport director Rhonda Hamm-Niebruegge sees a possible link between the lack of legislative action and the lack of Chinese flights. “In our opinion, ‘yes,’  it had an impact,” said the director in a recent interview.

Hamm-Niebruegge acknowledges that she’s “very disheartened’’ by the lull in Chinese cargo flights although she notes that the contract remains in place.

The director added that she remained convinced that, from the Chinese perspective, “when they looked at Lambert, there were a lot of good reasons why this made sense to them. They saw a plan that worked into their long-term strategy.”

Lambert has been touting its location in the heart of the Midwest -- as well as its excess capacity ever since Trans World Airlines, which had a hub at Lambert, was bought out by American Airlines in 2001.

Authority for state tax credits has been sought to encourage the construction of more warehouses next to the airport. Critics have cited some nearby warehouse vacancies, but Hamm-Niebruegge says the shortage is of the type of warehouses – especially refrigerated facilities – that shippers need.

Of the six warehouses owned by the airport, the director says five are leased to various airlines, while the sixth is leased to China Cargo, the airline that briefly flew planes into Lambert.

China Cargo told Lambert officials that it cancelled weekly flights because of “a lack of demand’’ in the United States for Asian goods.

But Jones says it’s his understanding that Chinese cargo flights into Chicago have increased, which “if true, validates the point we were trying to make’’ that Lambert could be a viable alternative.

Aside from the lack of Chinese flights, Hamm-Niebruegge is concerned that St. Louis’ efforts may get nosed out by those elsewhere, where state governments appear to be more supportive. “A lot of other states out there understand the benefit of doing these things,” she said.

Her examples include neighboring Illinois. “Here’s a state that believes,” the director said. “They’re putting their money forward, which validates our point.”

MidAmerica making its move

Such a competitor, although both sides avoid using that word, is MidAmerica St. Louis Airport in Mascoutah, Ill., where officials say they've been wooing China and other countries far longer than Lambert.

A few weeks ago, the St. Clair County Board approved $550 million in tax-exempt revenue bonds for a Chesterfield-based company, Strategic Air Cargo Inc., to sell to finance the construction of a hangar, warehouse and office building. Strategic Air is seeking to entice international cargo traffic.

County board chairman Mark Kern emphasized that the county isn’t on the hook for the bonds’ repayment. It will be up to Strategic Air to find bond buyers and to repay them.

St. Clair County also has provided incentives for the construction of a new refrigerated warehouse adjacent to MidAmerica’s runway. After 23 years, the facility will be wholly owned by the airport.

MidAmerica also set up a system where it acquires aircraft fuel at a wholesale cost, which Kern says allows the airport to sell the fuel at a lower cost.

The political backdrop in Illinois also is friendly,. “We find the legislature and the governor’s office to be supportive of our effort,” Kern said.

Kern emphasizes that he sees the campaign to promote MidAmerica as one that helps the entire St. Louis region and plays down any rivalry between Illinois and Missouri.

And there are differences in the approach being taken by boosters of MidAmerica and Lambert, he said.  “We’re building a trade route, as opposed to this hub strategy.”

“Our goal is to put tires on the runway, fuel in the airplanes and create jobs for the region in partnership with private business,’’ Kern said.

Back in Missouri, Mehan dismisses any negative talk by critics. He also praises the years that the commission, area businesspeople and political leaders, including the Regional Chamber and Growth Association and St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, have spent hosting Chinese trade and business executives, saying such work provided a platform for the next stage.

“The next phase of that is to put meat on the bone,’’ said Mehan.

But Jones warns state officials and the General Assembly can play a decisive role. “If you’re on a bus with flat tires,’’ he said, “You’re not going anywhere.”

Mo. workers' comp insurer to pay $2M dividend
Mar 28, 5:01 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co. says it will pay more than $2 million in dividends this spring to more than 11,000 policyholders.

The Columbia-based workers' compensation insurance company says the payments will go to those who had policies in effect in 2009. The company says it also will be reducing rates for 2012

A recent state audit of the insurer had suggested it pay a dividend, noting that the company had built a surplus of more than $160 million.

Missouri Employers Mutual was created under a 1993 state law. The company has come under scrutiny at the state Capitol as officials weigh whether it should continue to carry a federal tax-exempt status or be spun off as a new, entirely private insurance company.

Missouri Employers Mutual to pay first dividends
BY JIM DOYLE • stltoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, March 27, 2012 6:30 pm

Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co. plans to pay about $2 million in dividends to 11,033 policyholders this spring, the state-sponsored workers' compensation company announced today.

It will be the company's first dividend since its creation by the  Missouri Legislature in 1993 to encourage competition and lower workers’ compensation premiums for employers, particularly small businesses.

“It took many years of successful operation before we established the financial strength needed to pay a dividend,” Jim Owen, the insurer's president and chief executive, said in a written statement.

The dividend recognizes members whose policies were effective in 2009, company officials said. Policyholders at all premium levels will receive a percentage of the premium they paid based on their loss ratio results. Dividends will not be paid to policyholders whose policies had too high a loss ratio.

MEM’s decision to pay a dividend occurred a month after Missouri state auditor Tom Schweich issued a report that criticized the firm for giving out huge severance checks to former executives and hefty bonuses to other employees.

His audit also found that the firm had bankrolled business jaunts to Hawaii and Mexico, along with sports tickets and suites for its board members, executives, employees and guests.

The insurer operates like a private entity, while enjoying federal tax-exempt status and other advantages that its private competitors lack, the audit found.

As an “independent public corporation,” the firm has avoided about $50 million in federal taxes since 1993, enabling the firm to build a $163 million surplus and increase its market share to 16 percent, the largest in the Missouri’s workers’ comp insurance market.

Schweich undertook the audit after the Post-Dispatch raised questions last year about MEM’s policies and expenditures.

Meanwhile, Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, who held a hearing on MEM last year, has introduced legislation that would require the insurer to sever its close ties to state government, which could threaten the firm's nonprofit status and its lucrative tax breaks.

Birth control legislation advances in Missouri Senate
The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY -- The Missouri Senate gave first-round approval Tuesday to a measure letting employers refuse to provide health insurance coverage for birth control in some instances. 

The legislation, endorsed in a voice vote, would let employers deny coverage unless an employee has a medical need for birth control. 

Democrats called the measure a “do-nothing” bill, noting that most of the bill’s provisions are already in state law and that Republicans had merely brought the bill up to appease religious voters. 

The measure must be approved once more before it goes to the Missouri House. 

Meanwhile, in another voice vote, House members endorsed legislation allowing health care providers to refuse tasks that violate their religious or ethical beliefs. 

The legislation would prohibit punishment of doctors, nurses and others who refuse to participate in abortions, sterilization, embryonic stem cell research and certain other procedures. Workers could not be fired or suspended or have wages reduced. 

Health care institutions also would not be required to perform medical procedures or research that violate their beliefs. 

It needs another round of approval before moving to the Senate.

Mo. House OKs changes to sex offender registry 

Mar 27, 11:16 PM EDT

By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Republican-led Missouri House gave first round approval Tuesday to legislation that would allow some people eventually to be removed from the state's sex offender registry.

Sponsoring Rep. Rodney Schad said the registry must be sufficiently narrow to be a notification tool and not additional punishment. In recent years, lawmakers have expanded the public sex offender registry.

"We've piled on to the point that the registry no longer means anything to the public," said Schad, R-Versailles. "The public has become numb to the registry."

Under the legislation, several offenses no longer would require state registration, including promoting obscenity and furnishing pornographic materials. In other cases, people could petition a state trial judge to be removed if they meet certain requirements. Petitions for removal could be filed after 20 years for those convicted of particularly serious offenses such as forcible rape, forcible sodomy or child molestation - crimes that Schad labeled as the "seven deadly sins." People convicted of other sex offenses would need to wait 10 years before they could seek removal.

The local prosecutor, who would need to be notified by the person making the request, could present evidence suggesting some requirements for removal had not been met. Prosecutors also would need to make "reasonable efforts" to notify the victim of the sex offense of the dates and times for court hearings on the petition. Requests for removal would be granted unless the person has not properly registered, committed another offense requiring registration or failed to complete probation and sex offender treatment programs.

Lawmakers endorsed the legislation by voice vote during an evening session with few people watching from the public galleries. The measure needs another vote before moving to the state Senate. There was little apparent opposition to the measure, and Schad said the legislation was discussed at night to avoid conducting the debate in front of the many children who visit the state Capitol during the day on school field trips.

Besides allowing people to be removed from the registry, the legislation also would exclude juveniles who are required to register as sex offenders from the public list posted online.

--- Sex offenders is HB1700

Missouri lawmaker seeks hearings on National Guard neo-Nazi allegations 

BY PHILLIP O'CONNOR • poconnor@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8321 stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, March 28, 2012 

A state senator on Tuesday asked a legislative committee to investigate the Missouri National Guard's handling of allegations that it had a neo-Nazi in its ranks.

The request by Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, followed a March 18 report in the Post-Dispatch that detailed the state's lack of action almost a year after co-workers complained about Sgt. Nathan Wooten.

According to three co-workers, Wooten was a self-proclaimed neo-Nazi who had a portrait of Adolf Hitler in his living room, tried to recruit others to the cause and named his son after a notorious leader of the German SS.

At the time, Wooten also was a National Guard sergeant whose full-time state job was serving on a state military honor guard that pays last respects at the funerals of Missouri veterans, including veterans who fought against Hitler in World War II.

A lawyer for Wooten on Tuesday denied the allegations.

"Nathan Wooten is not a member of the National Socialist Movement, has never been a member of the National Socialist Movement, has never applied for membership to the National Socialist Movement, never filled out a form, never tried to become a member," Capt. Carrie Lamm-Clark said.

Hours before the Post-Dispatch story was to be published, a Guard spokeswoman notified the newspaper that Wooten had been fired from his $27,000-a-year state job with the funeral program and that a separate investigation by the Guard was in its final stages.

Stouffer said he wants the committee to investigate why it took a newspaper investigation to fire an employee "openly promoting the neo-Nazi cause" and who served as part of a honor guard "for soldiers that fought this same type of ignorance and hate abroad."

"My fear is that the National Guard and the current administration do not have the proper protocols to investigate and terminate those that are not behaving in an appropriate manner," Stouffer wrote in a letter Tuesday to Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, who chairs a committee that oversees veterans' issues. "Most importantly, I want the committee to investigate whether the current administration had a role in avoiding the controversy by doing nothing."

Wooten's attorney criticized what she considered a lack of due process.

"I think that it's very sad that basically anyone has failed to verify the facts they've put forward in this situation, and that's unfortunate for Mr. Wooten," Lamm-Clark said. "Much of what's been stated about him is not true. He's entitled to his due process rights."

Lamm-Clark criticized Stouffer for implying that Wooten's case was not handled quickly enough.

"You have to allow him time to defend himself," she said. "So just to chop off his head without allowing him to defend himself is inappropriate, especially when most of what has been put forward about him is incorrect."

For now, Wooten remains a National Guard member. His enlistment is up in May and he could be barred from re-enlisting. The U.S. military bans participation in extremist groups and groups that "actively advocate supremacist doctrine, ideology or causes."

Lamm-Clark said that Wooten has appealed his dismissal from the state job.

Wooten's former co-workers who filed complaints against him said they were happy to hear of the request for a legislative investigation. All three left the funeral program after the state failed to remove Wooten.

"It shouldn't have taken a news article for them to do what should have been done in the first place," said Brandon Knott. "They can't sweep it under the rug anymore."

Another former co-worker, Eddie Ratliff, said: "As far as I'm concerned, everybody involved in this should be gone."

The third co-worker, who asked not to be named because she feared retaliation from extremists, said Wooten's views were well-known among National Guard members in the Macon armory and that some continue to support him.

"There's a lot of people that want to believe he's innocent," she said. "Some think we were out to get him and made stuff up."

The co-worker said she felt Wooten received far more support from the military than did the co-workers who complained about him.

She said she was contacted by Jill Delgado, a state employee who works for the Guard as director of state resources, on the day Wooten was terminated.

"She asked if I was OK, which I thought was funny since I believe they dragged their feet a lot."

In addition to the co-worker complaints, the Southern Poverty Law Center, which monitors National Socialist Movement websites, collected several comments posted by someone who identified himself as Nathan Wooten from Missouri in 2008. The center characterizes the National Socialist Movement as one of the largest and most prominent neo-Nazi groups in the United States, notable for its violent anti-Jewish rhetoric and racist views.

A spokeswoman for the Anti-Defamation League, a nonprofit civil rights/human relations group, said the league also had reported Wooten to the Army in 2009, saying he had created a personal profile on New Saxon, a white supremacist social networking site operated by the National Socialist Movement.

Lamm-Clark said she contacted the commander of the National Socialist Movement.

"He said he doesn't even know Mr. Wooten," she said.

"Mr. Wooten is not a white supremacist, and I think that some of the things that people have said about him are very sad. He's very nervous. Just as much of his personal beliefs have been misconstrued, he's very fearful if he says anything to defend himself it will be misconstrued."
Mo. senator seeks insurance for inspection shops
Mar 28, 5:01 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Vehicle inspection stations in Missouri would have to carry insurance to cover vehicle damage done by employees, under legislation moving through the state Senate.

Missouri requires inspections every two years for older vehicles. They can be performed at auto repair shops or other stations certified by the State Highway Patrol.

Sen. Robin Wright-Jones, a St. Louis Democrat, says that if the state is going to require drivers to get their vehicles inspected, it should also require shops to hold liability insurance.

The Senate has endorsed a measure requiring the shops to carry that insurance. The legislation must be approved once more before going to the House.

Thursday meeting will detail mortgage settlement benefits for homeowners

Wednesday, March 28, 2012

By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian
Help is coming to Missourians with mortgage troubles. 

This week Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster's office is sending assistant attorneys general to every county in the state to spread the word on how homeowners may benefit from the national mortgage settlement with the country's largest lenders. 

Meetings will be held at noon and 6 p.m. Thursday in the Commissioners Room of the County Administration Building in Jackson. 

People who were foreclosed upon by Bank of America, Citigroup, JP Morgan Chase, Wells Fargo or Ally/GMAC Financial between Jan. 1, 2008, and Dec. 31, 2011, are eligible to receive a payment of up to $2,000, but that amount depends on the number of people who respond. 

This week's meetings are aimed at getting as many people as may qualify to register with the Attorney General's office. These individuals should also contact the bank that foreclosed on them. 

"We are enlisting the help of consumers to ensure we are able to bring into Missouri what we're entitled to under the terms of this settlement," said Doug Ommen, chief of the consumer protection division of the Missouri Attorney General's office. "We want to do what we can to make sure that eligible Missourians receive that penalty amount." 

He estimates as many as 25,000 Missourians may have been the subject of abusive foreclosure servicing processes. 

Ommen, who was involved in negotiating the national settlement, said one of the most abusive foreclosure servicing practices he's seen is called dual tracking. Customers who called their bank were told by one department of the bank to stop making payments to help make them eligible for loan modification, while at the same time, another arm of the bank was sending them a notice of foreclosure. "That advice made matters worse and put them at risk of foreclosure," Ommen said. 

The settlement also offers relief to homeowners who aren't yet in foreclosure, but are headed there. 

Homeowners who are 30 days or more behind on their mortgage and their homes worth less than they owe on their mortgage with one of the five banks may be eligible to reduce the amount they owe on their house, refinance to lower their payments, sell their house for less than they owe the bank or suspend or lower their payments if they are unemployed. 

For homeowners who are current on their payments, but have an interest rate higher than 5.25 percent and their home is worth less than they owe to one of the five banks, may be eligible to refinance and reduce monthly payments by at least $100. 

Those in active duty military service, or who were when their mortgage troubles began, may also qualify for help as part of the settlement. 

This is the largest multistate settlement since the tobacco settlement in 1998. The national mortgage settlement involved 49 states and the District of Columbia. Oklahoma did not participate. 

In addition to the relief given to individual consumers, states will receive penalties and compensation for economic harm caused by the unfair and deceptive conduct of these banks. The state of Missouri will receive more than $40 million; how this money is spent will be determined by the governor and the legislature, Ommen said. 

A national settlement administrator will be selected later this spring to carry out the claim process. The cash payments to foreclosure victims and loan modifications will be handled directly by the banks involved. They may not begin until 2013 and may take until 2015 to be fully implemented. 

The settlement also includes the first nationwide reforms to servicing standards, which banks must follow in the foreclosure process. These will benefit all consumers, regardless of whether their mortgage is currently owned by any of the five banks, Ommen said. One of reforms requires banks to provide a single point of contact throughout the foreclosure process. 

"We've received over the last several years over 1,000 complaints from consumers who struggled to figure out even who to talk to at the bank," Ommen said. "They would get misdirected or they would get contradictory advice. Banks have certain requirements of behavior we now can enforce and we want to make sure consumers know that." 

In Cape Girardeau County, the number of foreclosures has been falling. 

In 2011, foreclosure documents were filed for 172 properties, according to Recorder of Deeds Scott R. Clark. That is the lowest number of foreclosures recorded since 2008. 

So far this year, foreclosure documents have been filed on 33 properties, he said. 

In addition to registering with the attorney general's office at Thursday's meetings, those who think they may qualify under the settlement can register online at www.ago.mo.gov/mortgagesettlementinfo.ht ... or call the mortgage hotline at 855-870-7676. 

Study finds St. Louis area's economy throttling down

BY TIM LOGAN • stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, March 28, 2012 9:00 am

As the nation struggled to emerge from the recession, the long-sluggish St. Louis economy, for once, looked sprightly by comparison.

Now, as the U.S. economy picks up speed, our region is falling behind once again.

That’s the thrust of several new reports, including one issued Wednesday by the Brookings Institution, that show the region’s economy cooling in the last three months of 2011, according to Brookings.

The data comes on the heels of a report last week from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis that found the region “performing well below the nation” on several key measures, and a new forecast from St. Louis University projecting job growth here will lag the rest of the country this year. The trend highlights how the broader economic recovery varies much depending on where you live, and how little a place like St. Louis can do to change that.

The latest study, which focused on the fourth quarter of 2011, showed St. Louis slipping back to the middle of the pack, after faring relatively well on Brookings’ quarterly rankings of large metro areas earlier last year. Economic output grew slower, and the region actually lost jobs. Only the housing market remained relatively strong.

Brookings saw the same trend in several places that had been growing on the back of manufacturing and technology, said Howard Wial, the report’s co-author, and while those sectors in St. Louis are not huge, they helped drive growth.

“Broadly speaking, manufacturing has been a big star of this recovery, but its growth slowed nationwide over the course of last year,” Wial said.

After a strong first half of 2011, factory employment in St. Louis slipped a bit toward the end of the year. The information sector — which includes many high-tech jobs — shrank too, declining by about 1,000 people, according to federal labor statistics. The ranks of government employees shrank by 3,700 hundred, or 2.2 percent.

In all, the region has shed nearly 10,000 jobs since its post-recession peak in April, once seasonal changes are taken into account, according to data from the St. Louis Fed.

Some experts say those numbers may overstate the region’s losses. Jack Strauss, an economist at St. Louis University, points to a different survey — taken from households instead of businesses — which found 3,000 more people working in January than were a year ago, a gain of 2 percent.

That study likely counts more people who work for startups and small businesses, Strauss said, which have become a key piece of the region’s strategy to move the economy forward.

He pointed to figures showing that small-business creation here has outpaced the nation over the past two years, and a recent study by the Kauffman Foundation ranking Missouri sixth among states in startup activity last year, after a string of rankings in the 40s.

“There’s some hope there,” he said. “On small business growth, we’ve been at least modestly successful.”

LINGERING DOWNTURN

Still, for some, it feels like the recession never quite ended. People are spending less, hurting businesses even three years later, said Rebecca Zoll, president of economic development group North County Inc.

“Our members tell us that it’s still pretty tough out there,” she said. “Especially smaller businesses.”

That’s not to say there’s been no good news. In her part of the region, Zoll points to the new National Personnel Records Center in Spanish Lake, an expansion at the headquarters of WorldWide Technology in Maryland Heights and plans to build a green auto plant in Hazelwood.

Across the Missouri River, Greg Prestemon, president of the Economic Development Center of St. Charles County, says he is seeing mild improvement across a lot of sectors.

“Relative to a couple of years ago, things are much more stable,” Prestemon said. “And look at companies like Express Scripts and the big financial services firms here. If they’re not doing well, they’re doing a pretty good job covering it up.”

Even so, the region has 75,000 fewer jobs than its pre-recession peak, and a recent study by forecasting firm IHS Global Insight predicted those jobs won’t come back for at least two years. Regions that are rich in energy, technology and high-end manufacturing continue to grow faster than more-plodding, if diverse, economies like St. Louis.

St. Louis University researcher David Rapach predicts job growth here of 1 percent this year, compared to 1.7 percent for the U.S. Unless a sector of St. Louis’s economy takes off, Strauss said, that trajectory won’t likely change.

“We’re a passenger. If the U.S. engine speeds up, we’ll speed up with it. If the engine sputters, we’ll get hit as well,” he said. “We’re in the backseat. We can’t even holler at the guy driving and tell him how to steer.”

MISSOURINET
Supreme Court upholds Missouri House map
March 27, 2012, By Bob Priddy 

The state supreme court says the new Missouri House of Representatives districts are legal. The court has waited until this last day of filing for legislative seats to say the map drawn by a panel of appellate judges is okay. A dozen criics of the plan had charged the panel violated the state open meetings law by drawing the lines in secret, and that the legislative districts it drew violate constitutional standards for being contiguous.

A circuit judge in Jefferson City had upheld the district lines and had noted opponents had not proven it is possible to develop a better plan.

The special judicial panel was appointed to draw the map after a bipartisan citizens commission failed to agree on a plan. The commisison drew criticism by conducting most of its business behind closed doors. Some legislation has been introduced in the general assembly requirting future reapportionment commissions to conduct their business in public.

The supreme court, in announcing its ruling, has not said why it has waited until this last filing day to endorse the commission’s map. The court has not announced a ruling on a challenge to the lines of the state’s eight congressional districts.

Senate advances anti-contraception coverage bill (AUDIO)
March 28, 2012, By Bob Priddy 

One side says the bill clarifies a religious freedom issue for Missouri employers and workers in the face of an Obama administration edict about employer-provided health care insurance.  The other side says it’s a useless piece of anti-woman legislation.
Senator John Lamping of St. Louis  says the Affordable Care Act had the support of Catholic Bishops and other religious leaders until the January 20th announcement by the Obama administration that coverage of birth control services would be required in employers’ healthcare plans. 
He says his bill is needed to clarify Missouri’s existing law that says employers cannot be forced to provide that coverage if it conflicts with their religious or moral standards. 
But St. Louis Senator Maria Chapelle-Nadal says if the protections already are on the books, there’s no need for Lamping’s bill. “If Missourians want a bill that does nothing, here you go, here’s a bill that does absolutely nothing,” she says.
Lamping says the bill does add sterilization to avoid pregnancy to the list of things healthcare plans do not have to cover.   The bill does allow coverage for sterilization and contraception as medical treatments or procedures not connected with avoiding pregnancy.        
                               

He says the Affordable Healthcare Act and the January 20th announcement concentrate enormous and arbitrary power in the hands of the Secretary of Health and Human Services. He says his bill is necessary to protect the state and its employers from the excessive use of that power.
Another favorable vote sends the bill to the House.

 


AUDIO: Lamping/Chappelle-Nadal debate 54:00
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BLOG ZONE
Missouri GOP Caucus Update: Challenges Filed from Clay and Cass Counties
Michael Mahoney – 20 pounds of Headlines
Delegates vote at Clay County GOP caucus March 17.

Challenges have been filed with the Missouri Republican Party in connection with at least two of the March 17 presidential caucuses in the state.

The State GOP confirmed that they have received delegate challenges from the Clay County caucus. They have also received a challenge from the Cass County caucuses.

Both are in the Kansas City area.

Missouri GOP spokesman Jonathan Prouty did not elaborate on the nature of the challenges.

In Clay County, Ron Paul forces used many parliamentary maneuvers in an effort to gain control of the meeting. More than 600 delegates that were officially registered at the meeting on the William Jewell campus in Liberty.

In the end, the Ron Paul forces were lost their bid at electing their own chairman and other executives of the meeting.

A unity slate prevailed over a Ron Paul slate .

But the session grew heated at times. Clay County Republican Chairman Ben Wierzbicki threatened to shut the meeting down at one point. He also threatened to have sheriff deputies remove some people he considered were being disruptive. None of that happened.

In Cass County, there were charges the Caucus Chairman ignored the vote for a slate of Rick Santorum delegates and alternatives.

Critics accuse Caucus chairman, Ron Johnson of selecting delegates who preferred someone else than Santorum for the nomination to fill out the slates. He included himself on the slate. Johnson prefers Newt Gingrich for the nomination.

The Santorum forces believe they offered full slates of delegates and alternative. Chairman Johnson ruled they did not .

He cited a Missouri GOP caucus rule stating that all slates must have the complete number of delegates and alternates to be accepted.

There was also another major problem with the March 17 Missouri caucuses. The St. Charles County Caucus was shut down before any delegates could be selected. That caucus has been rescheduled for April 10.

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch reports the delegates selected at the Jefferson County Republican caucus, also on March 17, may be challenged as well

The delegates selected at the county caucuses are scheduled to meeting for another meeting at the Congressional District level on April 21.

“MAD MEN” RETURN WITH WHOPPING RATING, TRAYVON MARTIN TRIBUTE, BETTY WHITE TO BE ROASTED
March 27, 2012 2:07 pm | Author: Jerry Berger 
Jefferson City’ Judge Nanette Laughrey has ordered Camdenton, MO schools to fix its web filter which now allows kids to see anti-gay websites but not pro-gay ones.  The attorneys in the case – Tony Rothert of ACLU for the gay students and Tom Mickes for the district – are from St. Louis. ..Everything’s getting “politicized” these days, even coffee.  Conservative activists at the National Organization for Marriage (NOM) are attacking Starbucks’ for the company’s gay rights.  (Starbucks’ execs – along with corporate leaders of Boeing and Nike – helped successfully push for gay marriage in Washington state. . .The main Rally Against Rush and For Women’s Health will begin at 12:30, tomorrow (Wed.) on the north side of the Capitol in Jeff City to “drive the message home to Speaker Steve Tilley to give up his plan to honor Rush Limbaugh with a bust in the Missouri State Capitol.  More than 35,000 have reportedly signed petitions and letters saying “No way”. . .Sunday night’s airing of AMC’S Emmy-winner, “Mad Men,” garnered a whopping 3.5 million viewers with hefty showings in all demographics. . .”May you go the way of Oprah,” talk-radio host Glenn Beck says of Tom Hanks on the latter’s pro-Obama documentary. . .Jane Fonda will portray First Lady Nancy Reagan in the feature, “The Butler”. . .Among the r&b stars united for a tribute song to Trayvon Martin are: Chaka Khan, Eric Benet, Kelly Price and Angela Bassett. The celebs are recording a public service announcement following the format of 1985′s “We are the World”. . . Barbara Walters will serve as roastmaster for the May 16 gala in honor of Betty White at NYC’s Friars Club. . .Microsoft has launched its newest partnership for its Xbox Live with thousands of hours of entertainment – excluding games.  Xbox Live includes HBO, GO, Xfinity TV, MLB, TV. . .Tribune Co. is informing consumers that its satelite service might not carry “American Idol”, “Glee,” “Modern Family” among other programming. . .Kelly Lamm, on-air host of “Kelly’s Deliciously Alive Show” on Sports Radio 1380 AM and Westplex Radio 100.7 FM,  is telling all that the show’s event and expo will get underway at 11 a.m., May 6 at the St. Charles Community College’s Center Gymnasium. . .

Missouri, Illinois planners fretting cutoff in federal transportation funds
BY BILL LAMBRECHT • Political Fix stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, March 28, 2012 

WASHINGTON • Yet another high-stakes impasse in Washington has transportation officials worried about what happens if Congress allows federal highway and transit spending to expire on Saturday.

The Senate earlier this month approved bipartisan legislation that continues transportation funding for two years with little change. But in the House, deep divisions among Republicans over the government's role in supporting transportation stands in the way of taking up the Senate legislation or passing a bill of their own.

On Tuesday, the House failed for the second time in as many days to pass short-term extensions after complaints from Democrats about resorting to a stop-gap, two-month solution. Meanwhile, Senate Democrats have declared that they have no interest in short-term extensions after passing their a two-year, $109 billion transportation bill March 14 by an overwhelming 74-22 vote.

That leaves little time for compromise and no sure solution just as the season for highway and mass transit projects gets underway.

The Missouri Department of Transportation could be forced to cancel its annual bid-letting scheduled for April 20, said Bob Brendel, the department's special assignments coordinator.

"We are definitely concerned," he said. "Contractors need to to put their bids together and plan their work. Skipping one letting has a big impact."

John Nations, president and CEO of Metro, said the impasse threatens capital projects for the bi-state transit system — from purchasing buses to new equipment for MetroLink.

Nations said that repeated uncertainty has made it difficult for his agency to plan for the future. The transportation bill that expires this week is operating on its eighth extension since expiring in September 2009.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, is hoping for a resolution that can advance several projects in St. Louis. They include: $35 million for the new I-64 overpass at 22nd Street; $30 million for new connections between the Bottle District and Laclede's Landing; and $30 million for reconfiguring an interchange to provide better trucking access to industrial areas in North St. Louis.

Debate on the House floor on the two-month extension showed the gulf beween the parties.

Directing his words to Republicans, Rep. Peter DeFazio, D-Ore., said: "You guys hate government so much, you hate America so much, that you won't do what is needed to put this country back together."

Replied Rep. Bill Schuster, R-Penn.: "We love America. We love the widsom of the American people and the wisdom of state governments to make decisions also."

Illinois Chamber of Commerce president Doug Whitley said the looming failure threatens thousands of construction jobs in his state. He said he believes that House Republicans should relent and pass the Senate's two-year funding plan after having failed to reach agreement among themselves on a five-year legislation.

"I think a two-year effort is a positive sign because the Senate passed something in a bipartisan manner. It's not as big and doesn't last as long. But it will get the Congress a win. And the U.S. Congress needs a bipartisan win to demonstrate to the American people that they can govern this nation," he said.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Government is public service, not the family piggy-bank 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, March 28, 2012 12:10 am

The good-government group Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington last week reported that 82 members of Congress had family members on the payrolls of their offices, campaigns or political action committees.

The big stars were Reps. Alcee Hastings, D-Fla., who pays his girlfriend/staffer about $160,000 a year, and Jerry Lewis, R-Calif., whose wife/staffer made $512,000 between 2007 and 2010. Rep. Ron "Limited Government" Paul, R-Texas, paid six different relatives a total of $304,000 in the last two election cycles.

Locally, the big star was Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis. In the 2008 and 2010 election cycles, his campaign committee and political action committee paid a combined $303,847 to the law firm of his sister, Michelle Clay, and to his father's scholarship fund.

This is not a new issue for Mr. Clay. In 2005, he rose to the defense of ethics-challenged Republican Majority Leader Tom DeLay of Texas, who had been accused (among other things) of putting relatives on the campaign payroll.

"I don't see what's wrong with having family members help you advance your political career," Mr. Clay said at the time.

Michelle Clay was paid mostly for "professional fundraising services." In the 2008 cycle, the campaign raised $674,852. Ms. Clay was paid 15.8 percent of that, or $106,603 for her troubles. In the 2010 cycle, when Mr. Clay raised $693,370, his sister's firm was paid $140,504 for fundraising, or 20.2 percent.

There is no national standard for what professional political fundraisers are paid. Costs can be very high for first-time candidates who must reach out to new donors. But, in 2010, Mr. Clay was a 10-year incumbent running in a hyper-safe district against token opposition. Nearly two-thirds of his contributions came from political action committees, and 31 percent came in large contributions from individual donors. How hard could it be to tap that donor base?

Ms. Clay may have to work harder this year. Redistricting has placed her brother and fellow incumbent Democrat Russ Carnahan in the same district. Donors already are choosing sides. Mr. Clay's friends in the rent-to-own industry — for whom he staunchly defends the rights of citizens to be ripped off in the cause of instant gratification — have kicked in more than $24,000 for his campaign.

To Mr. Clay's point, "I don't see what's wrong with having family members help you advance your political career," here's the issue: People don't elect politicians so they can feather their family's nest.

Pardon the idealism, but it's not a family business, it's public service. If having you in government service is so wonderful, family members should volunteer.

Thirty-eight members of Congress earmarked nearly $150 million in recent years to family businesses, employers or associated nonprofits.

Twenty members, including Mr. Carnahan, used campaign money or PAC money to donate to a relative's political campaign. In Mr. Carnahan's case, it was the campaign of his sister, Robin Carnahan, in her unsucccessful bid for U.S. Senate in 2010.

Fourteen members, including Mr. Carnahan, charged interest on personal loans they made to their campaigns.

This kind of thing breeds cynicism. It demeans the role of government. It helps explain why the most recent Gallup Poll shows that only 12 percent of Americans approve of the job that Congress is doing. It's a wonder it's that high.

Missouri lawmaker's threat against newspapers no service to state

Lawmaker's effort to punish for opinions is a dangerous step

5:56 AM, Mar. 28, 2012  
A Missouri House Tax Reform Committee has approved a bill that would remove a sales tax exemption on various printing supplies newspapers purchase, using the estimated $4.2 million taxes expected from the move toward the $28 million cut from health care services for the blind.

Sounds like a simple matter of eliminating one tax loophole to help fill a funding hole somewhere else. But it’s not. Instead, it is a not-even-veiled threat against newspapers for writing editorials the bill’s sponsor doesn’t like.
Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, made no secret of the fact that he saw the move as a way to punish newspapers’ editorial boards for suggesting that the panel’s earlier move to cut those needed health care services was a mistake. The News-Leader was among the newspapers taking that position.
Silvey said that editorials critical of the proposed cuts in services to the blind, as well as previous editorial stances against special tax breaks for manufacturing and other industries, prompted his bill. “Surely if they think we should raise taxes and get rid of corporate welfare, then they should be first in line,” he told News-Leader reporter Josh Nelson.
Although newspaper representatives spoke against the bill, offering eloquent arguments about the economic impact on the industry and the legitimate use of the exemption, we agree that newspapers should be willing to consider taking a hit along with other industries if needed social services are being impacted.
However, Silvey’s comments sound more like legislative punishment than a genuine concern to balance the budget and serve the state’s blind citizens. The tax exemptions he is targeting are also available to mining, agriculture and video rental services. None of them were included in Silvey’s bill, despite the fact that the income from newspapers would barely make a dent in the $28 million needed to ensure medical services for the blind.
It is a dangerous position for Silvey to take. If he is so thin-skinned that he cannot handle some healthy criticism, he should get out of public office. If he would use that public office to punish anyone who criticizes him, he should rethink his public service.
The freedom of the press stated in the First Amendment is not just a high ideal. It is an important part of what keeps this country free so that the other rights listed in that amendment – religion, speech, assembly and petition – are also guaranteed.

Our Opinion: Withdrawal of constitutional change welcomed
News Tribune editorial

“You say you’ll change the constitution Well, you know ...” -John Lennon/Paul McCartney
Organizers have abandoned an effort to change the process of changing change.

Confused?
Let’s try to sort this one out.
Your Vote Counts!, a group financed primarily by the Humane Society of the United States, has halted an initiative petition campaign to place a proposed constitutional amendment before Missouri voters.
The amendment would make it more difficult for state lawmakers to alter laws approved by voters. The amendment would have required a three-fourths majority in both the House and Senate to change laws approved by voters through the initiative process.
Constitutional amendments — whether proposed by the Legislature or by the people through the initiative process — require statewide voter approval.
State laws — whether enacted by lawmakers or by the people through initiative — may be amended by lawmakers by a simple majority vote in both chambers.
Your Vote Counts! began pursuing the constitutional amendment after lawmakers changed Proposition B, a voter-approved law that increased restrictions on Missouri’s dog breeders.
Proposition B and the now-abandoned amendment drew strong opposition from the state’s agriculture industry. Agriculture interests organized under Missouri Farmers Care to fight what it considered an assault on livestock agriculture by largely out-of state interests.
We’re pleased Your Vote Counts! has abandoned its effort, but probably not for the same reasons cited by the group’s campaign manager, Dane Waters.
He said he believes the campaign succeeded in raising awareness among lawmakers and “there’s nothing to be gained by the animosity that has been created” with the agriculture industry.
We respectfully disagree.
We believe much can be learned by discussion, debate and a vote on the dividing lines between the power of the people and the Legislature, and between the interests of animal welfare and agriculture.
We welcome withdrawal, however, because Missouri’s amendment-battered constitution doesn’t need another barrage, particularly one initiated to send a message to lawmakers. 

Response- - Blunt no expert on Constitution
5:53 AM, Mar. 28, 2012  Springfield News-Leader
Roy Blunt says he doesn’t like what he calls “Obamacare.” Right off the bat you know this is all politics because “Obamacare” is Republican political-speak. Roy is an expert at politics, but not constitutional law. The Supreme Court will hear days of legal arguments from real experts about whether the health care law is constitutional. The good senator cites a recent poll. He says 72 percent think the health care law is unconstitutional. Really?

Most of that 72 percent are people who know a lot less than Roy. No education, some education, and no education in constitutional law. Still they claim to be experts. Picture a Tea Party rally with people yelling about what is and what isn’t constitutional. They don’t have a clue, they think they are experts and they vote. They don’t get to vote on constitutionality. Not even the Senate gets to vote. That’s the court’s job. I wish they knew more facts and fewer sound bites. Sound bites and slogans are easy. Thinking is hard.
Letters for Wednesday, March 28, 2012


Toll for I-70 in Missouri

Some valid concerns have been raised about toll roads on Interstate 70 in Missouri. Look over the state line at what Kansas has done. K-Tag is great. Most over-the-road truckers use it. It should be placed at every entrance and exit, allowing traffic to flow. 

I have heard discussion of outsourcing toll roads. The state of Missouri should be careful to maintain control. You may have needs for entrances and exits that are driven by safety, not profit. Adding a toll on I-70 is a chance to upgrade a major artery while putting the cost on those who use it. It needs more capacity.

Lee Biard

Lenexa

Reckless disposal of abortion records

As a licensed mental health professional in Missouri and Kansas, I am appalled and disgusted at the discarding of over 1,000 abortion files in a public recycling bin (3/27, A1, “Abortion files tossed into recycling bin”). The cornerstone of ethical practice of medical and mental health professionals is a strict adherence to HIPAA guidelines and the protection of patient information and treatment. It is disheartening to imagine that a professional who is legally and ethically charged with securing and properly disposing of such private information would act in such an egregious and insensitive manner as former Dr. Krishna Rajanna did by disposing of highly personal and sensitive abortion files.

Regardless of one’s position on abortion, it is incomprehensible that a person would act so carelessly. I commend the woman who was vigilant and mindful in her efforts to notify the proper entities of the discarded files. 

I am relieved that Mr. Rajanna is no longer licensed to practice medicine, and I sincerely hope that a thorough investigation is conducted to determine if he can be held accountable for his inexcusable and knowingly reckless actions.

Diane Bigler, LCSW

Kansas City
Cable confusion

I find it interesting that several cable companies are constantly letting us know what wonderful services they can provide. However, I have yet to read in correspondence or hear through verbal communications that if you have a “bundle” connection and your television goes down, you also lose your telephone and Internet connections during that time.

Then, if you try to contact your provider via a cellphone, you can use many precious minutes being transferred multiple times or put on hold. I had to learn the hard way.

Doris Parker

Shawnee
Independence police tax debate

Independence taxpayers have been hooked, gutted and filleted to the tune of millions of dollars wasted so far on the Bass Pro area bailouts, with no end in sight. Independence City Hall is fishing for more tax dollars again.

The bailout hook is dressed with the “Crime Stops Here” lure, dangling at the end of a slick ad campaign. The shiny spinner is a police badge.

As any bass pro knows, the trick is to get the hapless little fishie to chase the flashy spinner in hopes the fish will swallow the lure — hook, line and sinker.

Be wise, little fishies. Ignore the lure. Keep your eye on the hook. Vote no more bailouts on Tuesday. 

Henry R. Carner

Independence

 
I am supporting the Independence police initiative next Tuesday for the simple reason that more police on the ground are needed and improved response times will be a deterrent to criminals. 

Anyone who has ever ridden along with an officer knows the difference a police presence makes in a neighborhood. For those of us who don’t live in gated communities, this is needed for property protection and most importantly, safety. 

The demands on an officer’s time, especially during the night shift, are endless. I’ve seen it. 

The city needs to offer a reasonable workload so that officers will remain here and be engaged in their areas of the community. Thirty-four additional officers will go a long way.

We cannot hold our need for greater safety hostage to any past missteps by the city leaders. Those who think we can are putting the city’s future welfare in jeopardy. We can’t afford that. 

If there is any city mismanagement involved, the best way to combat it is to have dedicated funds that will be overseen by a citizen’s committee. We have that opportunity on April 3rd. Please vote yes.

Lee Williams

Independence
Directive for women

In today’s sexually active world, being against fully-funded health care coverage of birth control is illogical, unrealistic and discriminatory toward women, especially for Catholic bishops or anyone who cares about women and preventing abortions. 

Half of all pregnancies in this country are unintended, and many result in abortions. To reduce these numbers we must encourage prevention through easy access to birth control.

Pregnancy has many maternal health risks, including death, making birth control basic health care. Almost all women, no matter of their faith, use birth control.

Not having this health benefit at the many religiously affiliated hospitals and universities would mean discrimination against a great number of women and restriction of their religious freedom. 

At a world population of 7 billion people, we have accomplished the directive to be fruitful and multiply.

It is time that we trust and take care of women.

Patty Brown, RN

Independence
Blind trust, obedience

Politicians and religious leaders love to throw around the word “evil.” Maintaining the traditional concept of evil is dangerous.

Perpetuating the idea of evil makes humanity vulnerable to the creation of more oppressors and victims. As history clearly shows, this particular mindset illustrates how humanity easily justifies its benevolent and wrathful “gods,” and justifies its crimes and injustices against humanity, such as the Crusades, Holocaust, Taliban and so on.What is often touted as evil is really ignorance — a lack of awareness, lack of experience, or lack of intelligence. If we could collectively begin to replace the emotionally charged word “evil” with a more well-defined concept of ignorance, it would ensure a greater level of intelligence and wisdom at work. 

Substituting perceptions of evil for ignorance would likely facilitate more discussion that would nurture comparatively more intelligent perceptions and actions, born out of a refined awareness and greater appreciation for the values of understanding, collaboration, cooperation and respect.

Patriotism, fear and evil are very effective tools in the hands of governments and religious institutions, making it much easier to manipulate and control the masses and exact blind trust and obedience.

Diana Skill

Kansas City

Kansas for wealthy

Here is an idea: Let’s put the lawmakers on a one-year furlough without pay or benefits. This would help balance the budget without cutting education, Medicaid and other needed programs. Then send Gov. Sam Brownback and Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach on a political junket to check on illegal immigrants, abortion providers and look for new money to give away to their big business cronies.

We don’t need any more inane, mean-spirited laws generated to serve the needs of the rich and social conservatives. 

If Brownback and the GOP of “small government” continue to give away tax dollars to their friends with this new brainstorm of tax reform, the remainder of Kansas will continue to decline. Who wants to live in an environment of frivolous social manipulation and tax giveaways to the rich?

Wait, maybe that’s his plan: a Kansas of only the wealthy conservatives and big business. The middle class and poor can go elsewhere.
Dale Thomas

Leawood
Same sex marriage

People need to be aware of the injustice in the ban on same-sex marriage. It is still illegal in the state of Kansas.

The benefits of allowing same-sex marriage are numerous. It will affect not only the couples, but also the economy.

Allowing the marriages results in millions of dollars earned because of wedding parties and guests traveling to a state where same sex marriage is permitted. It is silly that Kansas gives up that much money.

The couples can go to another state to get married anyway, so why don’t we just accept it and reap the benefits? It is time that we stop this discrimination.

Years ago African Americans were discriminated against for their skin color. In today’s society that is considered wrong. But why is it OK that we still discriminate based on someone’s sexual orientation? 

I strongly believe that people in this country should have the right to marry the person they love. 

Addie Dolan

Leawood

Beautiful days in KC

How amazing it has been for us living in the Kansas City area to have enjoyed such a mild winter. We’ve had many days without overcoats, boots or difficult driving conditions.

But have you noticed the real treat that we were afforded this year? 

Have you felt the serenity and calmness at eventide?

Have you seen the beauty of the sunsets with colors that glow and warm the heart?

It causes one to pause, to reminisce of days gone by, to think of family and friends, those close and dear, far and near, especially those who have sacrificed, no longer walking beside us, who have provided for us that we may relish this moment.

Carrie Jacobs-Bond’s poem says it best: “(When You Come To) The End Of A Perfect Day.”

Lane Klein

Prairie Village

Letters to the editor, March 28 

...Let residents vote on park tax

In November, St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley submitted a 2012 budget to the St. Louis County Council that called for the closing of more than 20 county parks. Hundreds of citizens descended on the County Council in opposition to closing parks. Ultimately, a temporary budget compromise was reached to keep the parks open, but many park personnel were discharged and other park budget cuts were made. A worse budget situation in 2013 may require the closing of or reduction in county park and recreational facilities. Many municipalities are facing similar budget challenges.

Mr. Dooley recently established a St. Louis County Parks Green Committee to make a comprehensive review of our parks and recreational facilities. This citizen-driven committee includes representation from all parts of the county. Our charge is to make recommendations to Mr. Dooley and the County Council about what the county parks system should look like, what services it should provide and how it should relate to municipal park and recreational facilities. Available funding will play a very big role in making these recommendations.

The Great Rivers Greenway organization, with the support of several civic and business organizations, is attempting to get the state law revised to allow a ballot issue to be voted on by St. Louis, St. Louis County and St. Charles County residents for a dedicated parks sales tax. The revenue from this tax would support needed improvements to the Gateway Arch grounds and create a dedicated revenue stream to county and municipal park and recreational systems.

I urge our state representatives and senators to support the needed revisions to the state law, and I urge the County Council to pass the ordinance to allow citizens to vote for this parks funding measure.

Richard "Skip" Mange • Clayton

Chairman, St. Louis County Parks Green Committee

No more obstacles to smoke-free law

Regarding "Smoking bans may be at odds" (March 20): I am appalled the casino and bars are trying to pull the wool over the eyes of voters with their loophole-laden initiative. The so-called smoking ban being bankrolled by the casino and pushed by the bar owners is a very weak and flawed proposal. It has zero consideration for public health and does nothing to provide real protection from secondhand smoke.

The group said it wanted to give owners a choice. We don't need a weak bill to give owners a choice — they already have one. If passed, nothing would change in St. Charles County. Those restaurants with smoking sections would get to keep them and bars would be just as smoky as they are now. Unfortunately, what would change is our ability to get a stronger smoke-free law in the future. The casinos and bars want to protect their own interests with a charter amendment that could be changed only by another vote of the people, making a stronger law that actually gets the smoke out of indoor places nearly impossible.

We don't need more obstacles. We need a real smoke-free law that will protect us from the harmful smoke in our bars, restaurants and casino.

Kevin Nash • St. Charles County

A lot at stake

This week, the Supreme Court is hearing arguments on the health care reform law. There's a lot at stake for Missourians. For years, Missourians have been denied health insurance or charged exorbitant rates for a wide range of what the industry calls "pre-existing conditions." As Deaf and Hard of Hearing System Change Advocate at Paraquad, I hear too often about people being denied health insurance for no other reason than that they are deaf or hard of hearing. Others in our state have been denied for everything ranging from diabetes to previous injury to cancer.

The Affordable Care Act will change that. Already, insurance companies can't deny coverage to children based on pre-existing conditions. In 2014, adults will be protected, too.

There are a lot of other benefits in the law, too. If you have employer-sponsored coverage now and you like it, you can keep it. But if something happens and you don't have that option any more, you will have far better choices than you do today.

Opponents of the Affordable Care Act are asking the Supreme Court to undo all of this. The Supreme Court should follow existing, well-established precedent and uphold the entire Affordable Care Act. There's a lot at stake.

Thomas Green • St. Louis

Constant interference

Are we living in a land of milk and honey, where the pheasants roam the yards and we feed on the honey from the bees and eat pecans and walnuts from the trees, as they did long ago in the Bible? In reality, we live in the United States, where everyone is expected to do his part to make this country work.

We are all dreamers. If a person wants a dream house or anything else, he has to earn it or work for it. We can't or shouldn't expect the government to dish out living assistance, such as housing, medical insurance, food, etc. Government housing turned out to be a disaster.

Not everyone needs medical insurance. Most families are healthy and don't go to the doctor for years except for minor problems. This constant interference by the government is making things worse.

We are all dreamers. My dream is living in the Garden of Eden without the snake.

Eleanor Sumowski • Troy, Mo.

Moral fiber

U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan's proposed federal budget demonstrates his profound ignorance both of the poor and of economics. The poor are not poor because they are complacent, have a dependency-mentality or are unwilling to work. They are poor because our economic system is not capable of creating enough decent-paying jobs. Even at so-called "full employment," 4 percent of job-seekers will be out of work. There always will be many people at any given time who need help.

One might think that people who benefit greatly from our economic system, like Mr. Ryan, would have compassion for those the system does not adequately support. If Mr. Ryan wants to talk about moral fiber, he should be targeting the decadent excesses of many of the super-rich, who would get even richer under Mr. Ryan's plan and who are too greedy to pay more taxes ("Ryan's Dickensian plan," March 23).

I invite Mr. Ryan to join the impressive coalition of religious groups who are working to create a Circle of Protection around the most vulnerable citizens of our country. The supporters of the Circle include the leaders of Bread for the World, Catholic Relief Services, Catholic Charities, Church World Service, Episcopal Relief and Development, Lutheran World Relief, the National Association of Evangelicals, the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, Sojourners, World Vision and many more.

I think they know far more about moral fiber than Mr. Ryan does.

Clint McCann • Webster Groves

Narrow truth, big lie

I agree with everything Dana Milbank said about U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan's budget ("Ryan's Dickensian plan," March 23), but I wish he had left out the part in which he quoted former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney, a candidate for the Republican nomination for president, out of context. Putting in that paragraph destroys Mr. Milbank's credibility.

After Mr. Romney said, "I'm not concerned about the very poor," he went on to say that it was because there is a safety net for them, but not for people with more income. That notion is best exemplified by people who make too much to qualify for Medicaid but can't afford health insurance.

Taking this quote out of context is a retail version of what the late Andrew Breitbart did wholesale — using a narrow truth to tell a big lie.

I hope Mr. Milbank did this in error.

Dan Kilper • Crestwood

