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St. Louis attorney pleads guilty in campaign donation scheme

By Virginia Young, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
ST. LOUIS • Lawyer Ed Griesedieck pleaded guilty today to a misdemeanor in connection with a campaign finance laundering scheme involving former Gov. Roger Wilson.

Griesedieck, 53, admitted misappropriating $5,000 from Columbia-based Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co. by getting the insurer to reimburse him for a contribution that his law firm made to the Missouri Democratic Party.

Under federal sentencing guidelines, Griesedieck faces probation to six months in prison and the possibility of a fine, though prison time is unlikely for a first-time offender in a white-collar crime.

Griesedieck, who appeared before U.S. Magistrate Mary Ann Medler, will be sentenced on July 9.

As part of the plea deal, Griesedieck agreed not to practice law for 18 months and the U.S. attorney's office agreed to recommend that Griesedieck's law license be suspended for 18 months.

However, a decision on his license is up to the Missouri Supreme Court, which handles lawyer discipline.

Both Griesedieck and Wilson were indicted on federal misdemeanor charges by a grand jury late Wednesday.

Both admitted that Griesedieck's law firm, Herzog Crebs, made a $5,000 donation to the state Democratic Committee in August 2009 and was later repaid for the donation when Griesedieck falsely billed Missouri Employers Mutual for legal work.

At the time, Wilson was chief executive officer of the insurer, known as MEM, and approved the payment.  According to court documents, the scheme was orchestrated by MEM's then-board chairman, the late Doug Morgan of St. Louis County.

Griesedieck also made a $3,000 contribution to the Democratic Party in December 2009.  Morgan initially agreed to repay that money but when he did not, Griesedieck billed MEM, according to the plea agreement.

The scheme came to light when MEM's in-house counsel questioned the billing. At that time, Wilson denied knowledge of the contribution and issued a personal check to Herzog Crebs to repay the donation.

Wilson, a Democrat from Columbia, was the lieutenant governor when Gov. Mel Carnahan's plane crashed in October 2000; Wilson stepped in as governor until January 2001, when he retired from public office.

Griesedieck is no longer with the Herzog Crebs law firm. He was represented today by Clayton attorney Matt Schelp.

MEM claims to have controls in place after Wilson scandal 

By Mark Slavit, KRCG 

Officials with Missouri Employers Mutual tell KRCG 13 News that they have controls in place after former Missouri Governor Roger Wilson was indicted in a campaign donation scheme.

Authorities said Wilson misappropriated $5,000 from a firm created by the state legislature to provide worker's compensation insurance and where he served as CEO.

Wilson faced a small group of reporters in St. Louis and said he made a mistake and that he apologizes to everyone.

Representatives of Missouri Employers Mutual said “MEM believes the company had and still has sound governance and controls in place. We discovered this situation ourselves, which speaks to the effectiveness of those processes. Still, MEM took the opportunity to review all of our processes and governance procedures through internal and external, independent reviews and made improvements”.

Wilson’s indictment is the latest scandal at Missouri Employers Mutual.  Authorities indicted 2 former board members last year for alleged theft and fraud.  Wilson could face up to 6 months in a federal prison.

Wilson’s sentencing is set for July 9.

Mo. committee asked to review Medicaid contracts 
By Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers plan to investigate Medicaid contracts after a company's recent lawsuit challenging the awarding of a managed care contract.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer wants the Government Accountability Committee to review the competitive bidding process used by the state Office of Administration.

Mayer requested the inquiry this week. That comes after Molina Healthcare sued the state claiming it violated competitive bidding laws in awarding a contract earlier this year to Centene Corp. instead of Molina.

Meanwhile, the Missouri Supreme Court appointed a new judge Friday to preside over the Molina lawsuit. The high court chose retired St. Louis County Circuit Judge Bernhardt Drumm after retired Boone County Judge Frank Conley recused himself. Conley had been chosen Thursday to hear the case.

ACE supporters rally against district takeover

By Joe Robertson, Kansas City Star

The founders of Kansas City’s African-centered education program summoned all the campus’s children, staff and its drum corps Friday to rally against the school district’s plan to take it over.

Parents like Catherine Brown came out, listening to community leaders and preachers and 11-year-old Isis Thompson, who vowed, “By any means necessary, we will not be moved.”

Brown, who has four children on the K-12 campus, said she would have some difficult decisions to make.

Kansas City Public Schools Superintendent Steve Green has announced that the school district will operate the African-centered program next year, ending the often rocky relationship with the Afrikan Centered Education Taskforce Inc.

Green has not changed his mind.

The school district will be scheduling meetings soon to talk with parents and children about what they would like to see in the African-centered programming going forward.

They will want parents like Brown to be a part of that.

But if the district isn’t bringing back the leadership team, led by Audrey Bullard and the task force, Brown said, her hard choice will be figuring out where outside the district she can send her children.

“We’re already looking,” she said. “That’s the voice of many parents on this campus.”

The school district remains committed to providing an African-centered education school, Green said earlier this week. But concerns and conflicts with the task force and its contract prompted him to end the contract after this school year.

Friday, district spokeswoman Eileen Houston-Stewart said the district understands that parents will have to make the best decisions they can for their children.

“We’re opening it up to them (to help plan the school),” she said.

So far, “about a dozen” parents have filed forms with the district saying they intend to re-enroll next year, she said. 

The district hopes to draw more interest from the campus, which has about 1,000 students from kindergarten through high school, from the meetings to come.

Task force leaders and supportive pastors called on the crowd to keep pressuring Green to change course. Going back 20 years when Bullard was principal of Chick Elementary School, they said, the African-centered programming that she brought to Kansas City has been one of the strongest in the district in achievement and parental involvement.

Task force board member Linwood Tauheed urged the crowd to “wrest power from those who think they have it.”

“I’m asking all of you to stay in this fight,” he said. “Stay in this struggle.”

Big Jump in Meth Explosions, Fires Since Advent of One-Pot Labs 

By Ed Pruneau, Washington Missourian
Since the advent of the so-called “shake and bake” or “one-pot” meth-making process, the number of incidents involving explosions and fires — and serious injuries — has increased dramatically in Franklin County.

“We’ve worked more of these (meth-related fires) in the last two years than we did in the previous decade,” remarked Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, head of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit.

Last month, two people were burned, one seriously, when a one-pot meth lab exploded as they were driving in a car near St. Clair. A third suspect in the car was not injured. The vehicle was destroyed.

The man who sustained serious injuries had been holding the lab — contained in a 2-liter plastic bottle — on his lap when it exploded.

County authorities do not keep specific records on the number of people who have been burned or otherwise injured in meth lab explosions and fires, but they agree that it’s much higher since the one-pot meth burst on the scene in 2009.

“In the last two years, 80 percent of the meth lab fires I’ve investigated have involved one-pot labs,” said Jim Schuhmacher, Franklin County arson investigator.

The Process
The one-pot method combines the first three steps of a conventional meth lab, which involves cooking different ingredients resulting in noxious odors, hazardous byproducts and the risk of explosion and fire.

“You’re basically making anhydrous ammonia at the same time you’re converting pseudoephedrine (from cold tablets) to methamphetamine base in the bottle,” Grellner explained previously.

“When you shake it up it creates the chemical reaction through heat and pressure,” he said. The bottle must be “burped” from time to time to release the pressure or it will burst, spewing the caustic chemicals in all directions. Those can cause serious chemical burns.

Grellner said with the old process, investigators typically would see meth-related fires between late October and early March when people would be cooking meth indoors around space heaters or open flames which could ignite explosive vapors.

Then beginning in 2008, because of stricter controls on anhydrous ammonia, meth cooks began making the compound themselves. If something went wrong it resulted in “horrendous explosions” that twisted houses off their foundations and “blew off body parts,” Grellner said.

“In late 2009 and early 2010, we started seeing the one-pot labs,” Grellner said. “In 2011, 90 percent of the meth lab fires and explosions we saw were related to one-pot labs.”

During the one-pot process there is a chemical ignition triggered inside the plastic bottle.

“Even if you do everything right, every time you make it, there’s fire in the bottle,” Grellner explained. If the bottle bursts, it “turns into a flamethrower,” he said.

“It’s like having a time bomb without a timer.

“The scary thing is we’re seeing more of these occurring in vehicles,” he added.

The Costs
Grellner said between one-quarter to one-third of burn unit cases around the country involve people who were injured in meth fires and explosions. The cost to care for the victims is $6,000 per day.

“That cost goes directly back to the taxpayers and the people who pay insurance premiums,” Grellner noted, because the meth cooks typically do not have jobs or insurance.

“That’s another cost to society that the pharmaceutical industry doesn’t want you to know about,” he remarked. “And they aren’t paying for it.”

Number of E. coli cases in Missouri rises to 13

By Bethany Christo, Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — Four more cases of E. coli have been confirmed in Missouri since Friday morning, bringing the total number of cases in the state to 13.

Three of the 13 cases were reported from Boone County, said Gena Terlizzi, public information officer for the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. The remaining cases were split up between Cooper and Howard counties with three each and Camden, Clark and Jackson counties with one each. The location of the most recent case, for which information was released around 6 p.m., has not yet been disclosed.

E. coli refers to a group of bacteria that can be found in drinking water and certain foods, which have been contaminated by small amounts of animal or human fecal matter, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

According to the CDC, certain foods are considered high risk for an E. coli infection, such as raw milk, unpasteurized apple cider and cheese made with raw milk. Terlizzi and the department thinks one possible cause of E. coli's presence in Missouri might be from the consumption of raw milk, but no conclusions have been finalized.

All 13 cases have led to an onset of illness, according to a health advisory issued by the health and senior services department. Seven of the 13 people with the bacteria have been tested and found to have matching strains, and three more have pending results, expected next week.

Of the seven cases with matching patterns, five people have reported the consumption of raw dairy products from the same farm. Three additional cases are under investigation for which laboratory reports are not available. 

Symptoms of the infection include severe stomach cramps, bloody diarrhea, vomiting and possible fever, according to the health advisory. Most symptoms improve after five to seven days from the onset of diarrhea. Some patients go on to develop hemolytic uremic syndrome, which is a life-threatening condition that can result in permanent kidney damage, according to the advisory.

A 2-year-old girl has reportedly developed the syndrome. Another 1-year-old child, previously reported as possibly having the syndrome, was tested and did not have the correct pattern for it.

A longstanding debate rages on about the health advantages and concerns of raw milk. Proponents argue that its freshness and longevity surpass any pasteurized milk sold in grocery stores and that precious nutrients are lost in the pasteurization process, according to a previous Missourian article. Opponents counter that the nutrients lost during pasteurization are minimal and that the quicker expiration dates are worth it for the security of knowing E. coli won't be consumed. 

The health advisory states that there is no proof of any benefits that raw milk offers. It also states that the major nutrients in milk are not affected by pasteurization and that raw milk can actually grow harmful bacteria. 

Missouri currently has one permitted facility, located in Galena, that has obtained the proper permit for retail sale of raw dairy products, according to the Missouri Department of Agriculture.

Terlizzi could not be reached again to comment on which farm five of the cases are reportedly connected to.

Only certain jurisdictions permit sales, and producers and processors wishing to sell raw milk or cream at farmers' markets have to first apply to the Missouri State Milk Board for a permit. Only after complying with regulations pertaining to proper bottling, capping and labeling can they then sell raw milk products, according to the Department of Agriculture's code of state regulations.
Graded raw milk may not be sold in retail stores under these regulations. Missouri law specifically allows an individual farmer to sell raw milk or cream in Missouri if it's purchased at the farm where it was produced or if delivered to the customer for his or her own personal use, according to the health advisory.

The regulations also state that each local health department should follow its own discretion with regard to selling raw milk at farmers' markets. Many local health departments follow the Food and Drug Administration Food Code. 

The state health department has been working closely with the local public health agencies to look for trends or patterns to narrow down the cause of the E. coli outbreak.

AP exec named leader of MU journalism institute

By Associated Press, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
COLUMBIA, Mo. • Randy Picht, a longtime executive at The Associated Press and most recently the news cooperative's chief of bureau in four states in the upper Midwest, has been named as executive director for the Donald W. Reynolds Journalism Institute at the Missouri School of Journalism.

Picht, 52, will be the institute's second executive director and succeed Pam Johnson, who retired in 2011. The institute promotes journalism as a tool to strengthen democracy, and was created in 2004 by a $31 million gift from the Donald W. Reynolds Foundation.

"We're delighted to have persuaded Randy Picht to take this job," said Dean Mills, dean of the Missouri School of Journalism. "He's a perfect fit, having worked on both the news and business sides of journalism at a national level. And he has an impressive history of both innovating and bringing innovation into practice — precisely RJI's mission."

Picht was most recently the AP's bureau chief for Minnesota, Nebraska, North Dakota and South Dakota. He began his AP career in Albany, N.Y., in 1983 and worked in bureaus in Rochester, N.Y., St. Louis, and Kansas City, Mo., before transferring to New York as business news editor in 1997. He was appointed director of the cooperative's stock market tables operation in 2000.

In 2002, Picht was named to lead Capitolwire, an Internet start-up business purchased by the AP. He was appointed chief of bureau for Missouri and Kansas in 2005 before taking on a series of special assignments for the AP beginning in 2008.

Springfield-area needs move slowly in legislature

By Josh Nelson, Springfield News-Leader
The sluggish pace of the Missouri legislative session is about to pick up dramatically as members of the General Assembly attempt to tackle an array of issues before the mandatory May 18 adjournment date.

Back home, Springfield-area officials are watching intently to see if their top concerns will be on lawmakers’ to-do lists. Among those issues are avoiding deep cuts to higher education, providing more money for circuit court commissioners and fixing the state aid formula for public schools.

A handful of those priorities have been addressed in the first three months of the session. But several officials expect a flurry of activity in coming weeks.

“It doesn’t seem like much (time), but most of these bills will pass in the final days or final hours,” said Jim Viebrock, the Greene County presiding commissioner and a former state representative.

Education issues

A large portion of the legislative session has focused on fending off a possible 12.5 percent reduction — or about $106 million — to higher education funding. Gov. Jay Nixon included the cut in his fiscal 2013 budget in order to close a $500 million deficit, caused by the expiration of federal stimulus money and changes to federal Medicaid funding.

House and Senate budget writers agreed to maintain flat funding for public colleges and universities — largely through cuts to social service and health care programs. The House approved a budget last month, and the full Senate is expected to debate the spending plan this week.

Clif Smart, the Missouri State University interim president, said that while he’s encouraged by lawmakers’ actions so far, a lot can change before a budget is fully agreed upon.

“I think we’re a long way from a resolution on this,” Smart said.

Springfield superintendent Norm Ridder said he hopes a fix to the school foundation formula, which directs state aid to classrooms, will pass this year. The formula is currently underfunded, which is creating inequities among various districts in the state. Several proposals are being weighed, but a larger debate over school reform in St. Louis has delayed those measures.

“A lot of noise is being made, but no action,” Ridder said.

County concerns

Greene County also has a number of priorities, several of which are now being addressed in House and Senate bills.

On Thursday, the House gave final approval to a judicial omnibus policy bill containing measures allowing the county to keep more money from traffic fines and increasing funding for circuit court commissioners.

The bill now heads to the Senate.

But for the third year in a row, the Senate Appropriations Committee also recommended cutting $2.7 million for county assessor offices across the state.

That could put a crimp on the Greene County budget if county officials have to provide funding for the local assessor’s office, which calculates taxes for the county school districts and county government.

“If they cut that, we would really be scrambling,” Greene County’s Viebrock said.

Leaders in the House and Senate were confident there would be enough time to address various legislative priorities and pass a budget within the next five weeks.

Lawmakers and Gov. Jay Nixon must fully agree on a budget by May 11. The General Assembly adjourns at 6 p.m. May 18, according to state law.

Missouri lawmakers mull allowing school bus ads 
By Chris Blank, Associated Press, Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Bright-yellow school buses could be outwardly splashed with advertisements with some additional ads inside for passengers heading to classes and field trips.

Cash-strapped Missouri school districts are receiving less funding from the state to help pay for transportation costs, so lawmakers have proposed allowing the sale of advertising space on school buses to give schools a financial boost.

Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, said many districts need the money after several years of tight budgets. He said advertising already is found around Missouri's schools, and permitting ads on buses could create a new revenue stream.

"Have you been to a football stadium, a basketball court or a baseball field for any of our local sport groups? If you have, you will notice advertising because, unfortunately, funding is not there, and that's why advertising has helped pay for sports programs in schools all across the state," Kelley said. "This is not a new concept."

One education official who supports the idea is Steve Chodes, the chief financial officer for the Springfield School District. His district anticipates receiving about $1.6 million for transportation assistance this school year - that's down from $2.4 million in the 2008-2009 academic year.

Chodes said Springfield schools are starting to consider whether it's feasible to place ads on the district's maintenance vans. He said it is impossible to know if the district would opt for ads on buses, but that it would be helpful to have the flexibility to do so.

"School districts are leaving no stone unturned to come up with additional sources of revenue," he said.

School bus advertising legislation narrowly passed the Missouri House this month and now is to be considered by the state Senate. The proposed legislation would allow school boards to adopt advertising policies but would limit exterior advertising to the passenger side of the school bus, targeting pedestrians rather than risking an additional distraction for motorists. Any advertising inside school buses would be limited to health and safety-related messages.

The size of the ads would be restricted, and the state Board of Education would be responsible for developing regulations to prohibit ads containing sexual material, gambling, tobacco products, alcohol and political campaigns or causes.

Half of the revenue that schools would earn would need to be directed for fuel and student transportation costs. Local officials could use the remainder as they pleased.

About a dozen states allow some form of advertising on school buses, including Colorado, New Jersey, Tennessee and Texas. Other states have considered the idea. Officials say the concept popped up about 15 years ago and has surfaced during the two most recent economic downturns.

But school bus advertising has prompted concerns over safety and over targeting children with advertising they cannot avoid.

The Missouri School Boards' Association said that selling advertising is worrisome, and cited a concern of the possibility of ads that would cause particular controversy when emblazoned on a school bus.

"The intention is good in that it's an attempt to help us deal with the underfunding of school transportation," said Brent Ghan, a spokesman for the Missouri School Boards' Association. "We think that it's unlikely that it would really have a significant impact on that, and we just wonder if this is really an appropriate way to fund our school transportation system."

The National Association of State Directors of Pupil Transportation Services, which opposes ads on buses, warns that the advertising could distract other motorists and compromise bus features designed to attract attention and keep children safe. The organization said school buses' distinctive yellow hue has been a standard since 1939.

"The purpose of advertising is to get people's attention, and so, by design, it's getting people's attention to the advertising rather than the bus," said Bob Riley, the group's executive director.

State experiences vary with use of death penalty 

By Andra Bryan Stefanoni

First among states for executions is Texas, which has put to death 481 prisoners since the death penalty was reinstated in 1976.

Oklahoma

Oklahoma ranks third with 98 executions, including two in 2011. Earlier this year, the state of Oklahoma executed Gary Roland Welch at the state penitentiary in McAlester for the 1994 slaying of Robert Dean Hardcastle in Miami, Okla.

Oklahoma’s attorney general’s office also is appealing a stay of execution issued for an inmate who was scheduled to die last week.

Garry Allen was set to die Thursday, but on Wednesday afternoon, federal Judge David Russell issued the stay, ruling that Allen’s claims that he is insane and ineligible for the death penalty should be reviewed.

Oklahoma Attorney General Scott Pruitt’s office immediately filed its notice of appeal with the 10th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals. In the appeal, the state argues that courts have found Allen sane and that he’s capable of understanding his execution is for the 1986 murder of Gail Titsworth.

Allen has been diagnosed with schizophrenia and his attorneys argue his mental state deteriorated on death row.

Missouri

Missouri has 47 people on death row and ranks fifth in the number of executions since 1976, with 68.

The most recent prisoner to be put to death in Missouri was Martin Link, who was executed on Feb. 9, 2011, for the 1991 kidnapping, rape and murder of 11-year-old Elissa Self-Braun, of St. Louis.

Chris Collings, of Wheaton, is the most recent Missourian sentenced to death row. On March 23, jurors agreed on capital punishment for his kidnapping, raping and slaying of 9-year-old Rowan Ford.

Others from Southwest Missouri on death row are Cecil Clayton, sentenced in December 1997 by a Jasper County jury for the 1996 first-degree murder of Barry County Deputy Christopher Castetter, and Mark Christeson, sentenced in September 1999 by a Vernon County jury for three counts of first-degree murder in the 1998 deaths of Susan Brouk and her two children.

Kansas

Kansas now has nine people on death row, including Gary Kleypas, who was sentenced to death for the killing of Carrie Williams in 1996 in Pittsburg.

The death penalty was first abolished in Kansas in 1907 by Gov. Edward Hoch. In 1935, the death penalty was reinstated, but no executions took place until 1944. The state had the death penalty statute in effect until a 1972 U.S. Supreme Court ruling struck it down.

After the 1976 U.S. Supreme Court ruling that reinstated the constitutionality of it, numerous attempts were made to reinstate the death penalty. Gov. John Carlin vetoed reinstatement legislation in 1979, 1980, 1981 and 1985.

The current death penalty statute was enacted in 1994 when Gov. Joan Finney allowed it to become law without her signature. In 2004, the Kansas Supreme Court ruled capital punishment unconstitutional, but it was reinstated after the U.S. Supreme Court decided the Kansas death penalty was constitutional.

In 2010, the Kansas Senate was one vote short of voting to replace the death penalty with life without the possibility of parole for the crime of aggravated murder.

Cape property owners have used $3.4 million in preservation tax credits since 2007

By Melissa Miller, Southeast Missourian
For Mike Hess' downtown business, historic preservation tax credits made all the difference. 
When the facade of his downtown bar, Breakaway's Bar & Billiards, started crumbling in 2009, he decided it was time for a major building makeover. 
After taking the building back to the way it looked when it was built in 1896, Hess was soon approached with an opportunity to transform his business again by opening a new location for the St. Louis-based HotShots franchise. 

"Being in an attractive building led to an outside interest coming to this area," said Hess, who received $52,300 in state historic preservation tax credits toward the $230,863 renovation. "It was definitely a turning point for my business." 

He soon went from five employees to more than 30 and is serving more customers, bringing in more sales and paying more in property, sales and payroll taxes. 

Since 2007, Cape Girardeau property owners like Hess have redeemed $3.4 million in historic preservation tax credits used on nine projects, including the Marquette Hotel, the old L.J. Schultz School and the Southeast Missourian building, according to the Missouri Department of Economic Development. Four more projects have been awarded $226,250 in historic preservation tax credits that haven't yet been issued. 

Both commercial and residential structures may qualify for the tax credits, which are equal to one-quarter of the renovation cost. 

Historic preservation tax credits have been the topic of debate in Jefferson City for years, often used as an example of how the state's 61 tax credit programs are costing the state money while other programs go unfunded. 

Tax credit reforms failed to pass during a special session last fall, and the current legislative session is winding down without any action on tax credits. 

A cap of $75 million was suggested by a 27-member tax credit review commission appointed by Gov. Jay Nixon in 2010 to study the state's 61 tax credit programs. 

In 2011, the state issued $115.4 million in historic preservation tax credits, more than it had during the two previous years but fewer than it did five years ago. In 2007, the state issued nearly $176 million in historic preservation tax credits, and that number dropped to $107 million in 2009 and to $95 million in 2010. 

So far this year, more than $30 million in historic preservation tax credits have been issued, according to the Department of Economic Development. 

Property owners must complete the renovation work and send documentation to the Missouri Department of Economic Development before they are issued a voucher they can use to pay their state income tax. The tax credits may be applied to their state tax payments for the next five years. The credits also may be sold to other businesses or individuals, who then use them to pay their taxes. 
The bulk of Missouri's historic preservation tax credits go to projects in St. Louis and Kansas City. Last year, projects outside of the two metro areas accounted for 15 percent of the credits issued. 
Dr. Steven Hoffman, director of the Historic Preservation Program at Southeast Missouri State University, said he believes outstate Missouri is just now figuring out how to use the credits. 

"There is a learning curve in how to use them effectively," Hoffman said. "We're just figuring it out and just now developing the capacity to do it," he said. 

Historic preservation projects require architects and contractors who know the details of the tax credit program. The building's materials and layout must be authentic to the building's time period. 

'To a degree a wash' 

That's proven to be a challenge for some local developers, who say while the tax credit is a benefit, it also adds to the project's total cost. 

"The quality of the house ends up being stronger when you utilize the credits because of the materials you use, but I would not say it's more economical unless you do a large, large project," said Jason Coalter of Centurion Development in Cape Girardeau. "It's probably to a degree a wash because it costs a lot more to do it that way. You have a lot of red tape, logistics and paperwork." 

Centurion received $43,373 in historic preservation tax credits toward a $195,044 rehabilitation project for a house on Middle Street. The company has also been approved for $58,750 in credits each for two houses on the same street. 

Coalter said he applied for the credits when the housing market was stronger for what he hoped would lead to a neighborhood revitalization. 

His company has been restoring houses on the city's south side and leasing them out in an effort to bring higher-end property values to the area. They've been working on other rehab projects without historic tax credits, including the former Future Fitness building at 1231 Broadway. 

The tax credit's restriction on things like floor coverings and wall placements led developer Kenny Pincksten, who is renovating the 143-year-old Julius Vasterling Building at the corner of Broadway and North Sprigg Street, to opt out of the program. 

"I wanted the luxury of making my building a little more marketable," he said. "By me opting out of the tax credits, it put me in a position to have a few less guidelines and restrictions. I wanted reconfigure to bring modern conveniences to the building." 

Filling a gap 
Hoffman said tax credits aren't designed to help a developer do something they were going to do anyway. "They're designed to help fill in the gap between doing something in a way that helps preserve it and just putting it back in service," he said. "It's not just like giving candy to a developer." 

Renovating a historic building is more labor-intensive than building something new, said Hess, HotShots owner. 

Besides the jobs created by his business for his employees, his renovation project and others like it also create construction jobs. 

While historic tax credits are creating opportunities for some, Sen. Jason Crowell said Missourians need to consider that the credits are taking state funds away from other programs. 

Crowell pointed to possible cuts to Southeast Missouri State University funding and proposed cuts to a health care program for the blind recently passed by the Missouri House of Representatives. 

"We are number one in the country in historic tax credit expenditures. We're 45th in the country in per-capita higher education funding and we're in the low 30s in per-pupil expenditure in K-through-12 education funding. How many people will hold their hand up proud and shout with pride that's where we find ourselves as a state?" Crowell said. 

Crowell said he believes there is time yet this session to take action on reforming the historic preservation tax credit program, but he's not optimistic that will occur. 

"I think the tax credit takers have bought politicians with their campaign contributions," Crowell said. 

Congressional candidate Bob Parker, others speak at Cape tea party rally

By Melissa Miller, Southeast Missourian
Those who attended a Cape County Tea Party rally Saturday at Capaha Park said they came to learn more about solutions to the problems facing the country. 
The economy, property rights, education and overreaching government regulation were among the topics discussed by speakers throughout the day. 
"The American Revolution Part 2: A Return to the Constitution" rally also included musical performances and several vendor displays. 

Congressional candidate Bob Parker, who will face eight-term incumbent Jo Ann Emerson in the August Republican primary for the 8th District U.S. House seat, said that while the event didn't draw hundreds of people, those who were there could make a difference. 

"When you get this many people motivated and involved you can do a lot of great things here in Cape County," he told the crowd of about 40. 

Parker, a cattle rancher from Raymondville, said he became active in politics due to "out of control" regulations being placed on farms. 

The Cape County Tea Party does not endorse any specific candidates, but Parker spoke as part of a presentation by Tom Ritter, radio host with Republic Broadcasting. 

Other speakers were Carl Bearden of United for Missouri, Cindy Redburn of the Constitution Party of Missouri, Cape Girardeau County Auditor Pete Frazier and Mike Maharrey of the 10th Amendment Center. 

Brian Elder of Perry County said he hoped the tea party rally would help wake up the public. 

"Our country is in peril," he said. "If we don't do something now, it's going to be too late." 

Jean Fowler of Delta said the speakers at the rally were informative. 

"It is important that we get Obama out of there and take our country back," she said. 

Horse slaughter battle heats up

By Deirdre Shesgreen, Springfield News-Leader

WASHINGTON — Sue Wallis sounds at once confident and nervous when it comes to legislation in Congress to ban the slaughter of horses for human consumption.

In a recent interview, the Wyoming state lawmaker and entrepreneur touted the pro-horse-slaughter lobby’s firepower in Washington. And she said opponents, including animal-rights heavyweights like the Humane Society of the United States, are on the defensive.

But Wallis also said she and her nascent company, Unified Equine, are working against the clock, scrambling to get a horse-slaughter facility up and running in southwest Missouri before there’s any vote in Washington that would ban the practice.

“We’re not going to be pushed into doing something that would compromise in any way, shape or form the very important considerations around horse welfare,” said Wallis. But after Mountain Grove residents objected to Unified Equine’s plans to open a plant there earlier this month, she said “we’re working as fast as we can” to find another suitable location for a facility in Missouri.

In Washington, the legislative gears are grinding — slowly — on legislation that would ban the purchase, sale or transport of horses to be slaughtered for human consumption.

Called the Horse Slaughter Prevention Act, the bill is sponsored Sen. Mary Landrieu, D-La., and has 26 co-sponsors. Rep. Dan Burton, R-Ind., has introduced a companion measure in the House, with 160 other lawmakers signing on.

Both sides have deployed top lobbyists to do battle over the anti-slaughter proposal — and a parallel effort to reinstate a temporary ban on horse slaughter.

The seeds for this fight were planted last fall, when Congress nixed a long-time provision barring the U.S. Department of Agriculture from using federal funds to inspect any meat processing plants that slaughtered horses. Plants that aren’t inspected by the USDA cannot ship meat across state lines, so the provision, which had been in place since 2006, had effectively ended domestic horse slaughter.

Americans don’t eat horse meat. But it’s a delicacy in some European and Asian countries, where Wallis and others see an export opportunity.

Blunt, the top Republican on the Senate agriculture spending subcommittee, was a key player in reversing the inspection ban. He and others argued that it closed off a good end-of-life option for horses, when their owners no longer need or want them.

The result, Blunt and others say, was a spike in abandoned and neglected horses — and an end to the $65 million-a-year horse-slaughter industry.

That provision was “not good for horses or people who want to invest in horses,” Blunt told reporters earlier this month.

But the lifting of the ban has energized animal-rights activists and horse lovers, who say slaughtering horses is inhumane and unnecessary.

“The practice of basically cutting up horses alive or partially conscious is so abhorrent to most people, and that’s exactly what happens even in well-regulated slaughter plants,” Landrieu said. Her description of horse slaughter echoes what the Humane Society says occurs at plants in Canada and Mexico, where U.S. horses have been shipped for slaughter.

“Horses are not raised for slaughter,” she said. “They should be humanely put down, which costs less than a month of care, after 30 years of work and service.”

Landrieu said she’s hoping her proposed ban will gain traction in the coming months. “I’m going to be able to concentrate a little more on it in the late spring, early summer,” she said.

If the bill came up for a vote in the House or the Senate, “we would win,” said Wayne Pacelle, president and CEO of the Humane Society, who has been lobbying for the ban. “We’ve got the votes.”

But even proponents of the bill say it’s unlikely to get far in this Congress.

Rep. James Moran, D-Va., a co-sponsor of the House measure, said at a news conference last week that the proposed ban faced steep hurdles in the House Agriculture Committee, where support for horse slaughter is strong.

“They consider it a part of the agricultural industry,” Moran noted.

Rather than pushing for a permanent ban, Moran said the easier route is to reinstate the USDA funding prohibition on inspections.

He noted that last year, the House Appropriations Committee approved his amendment to keep the ban in place, although it was stripped out later in negotiations with the Senate.

He plans to try again this year, but said the result “is all a matter of public support.” So it’s no wonder the Humane Society and other groups are working to gin up public sentiment in their favor.

The news conference with Moran last week featured a 9-year-old horse aficionado, Declan Gregg of New Hampshire, who described in gruesome detail for reporters what he said happens when a horse is slaughtered for meat.

Officials with the Equine Welfare Alliance and the Wild Horse Freedom Federation said horse owners around the country have been weighing in with petitions and letters. “The momentum is building so great,” said Jo-Claire Corcoran, a board member with the equine group.

But Wallis and others shrug off that assessment. Wallis said Landrieu’s permanent ban and even Moran’s temporary prohibition have “zero” chance of passing, because it would re-open the emotional question of what to do with horses whose owners no longer need or want them.

“You’re going to close down the only outlet remaining for those horses that aren’t wanted,” she said. “You are going to condemn thousands of more horses to a miserable death of starvation and neglect.”

In any case, Wallis noted, the pro-slaughter forces aren’t taking any chances. They’ve got a former Texas congressman, Charles Stenholm, who served as the ranking Democrat on the House Agriculture Committee, pressing their case in Congress.

“This morning I was in Jesse Jackson’s office, Charlie Dent’s office and Denny Rehberg’s office,” Stenholm said in a recent interview, ticking off the names of the top lawmakers on the House Appropriations Committee. Jackson is an Illinois Democrat, Dent a Pennsylvania Republican and Rehberg a Montana Republican.

Next Stenholm plans to target all the members of the House Agriculture Committee.

“We have to prevent this,” said Stenholm, who is making the pitch on behalf of the Livestock Marketing Association, which wants to be able to sell horses for slaughter, as it does with cows and other livestock.

Stenholm said he’s arguing every angle — from the economic benefits of a revived slaughter industry to the animal-welfare pitch about old, neglected horses.

But one of his most urgent pleas brings him back to Wallis and Unified Equine. She is courting investors from Belgium for her Missouri venture, but they could get scared off if they think Congress will reimpose the horse slaughter ban.

“Are you going to invest your money in a plant that Congress may, in a whim, take away?” Stenholm asked. “We’ve got to get more certainty. That’s why we’re working this issue.”

Asked if she felt like she was under the gun because of pending legislation to ban such facilities, Wallis said, “Of course.”

But, she said, “we’re moving right along. We have narrowed down our options (for a new site); we will likely have a facility ready to open by the end of the summer.”

Missouri's Senate race a key in national battle between the parties 

By Bill Lambrecht, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

WASHINGTON • Claire McCaskill recently visited Missouri gas stations to argue that Congress should end subsidies for oil companies.

Her campaign, which she dubbed a "Fighting for Fairness" tour, prompted Republicans to argue that punishing oil companies would be tantamount to passing a tax hike on consumers.

Such a back-and-forth is being repeated in key Senate races across the country.

Lines of attack in Senate races this political season are remarkably similar: Republicans blame Democrats for higher gas prices and a new health care law that they complain means more government intrusion; Democrats hammer Republicans for tax and energy policies that they say favor the wealthy.

Missouri's Senate contest, in which three Republicans are vying to take on McCaskill, is one of a handful that ultimately could determine which party controls the Senate next year.

Polls since last month show that Missouri is one of at least eight states with opposing Senate candidates or presumed candidates separated by no more than 5 percentage points. The surveys point to an intense battle for Senate control and an election with the potential for surprises.

"With a huge number of Senate races this tight, the Senate picture might be the most interesting thing on election night," said Tom Jensen, a pollster with Public Policy Polling, a Democratic-aligned firm.

Democrats began with a structural disadvantage, defending 23 of the 33 Senate seats on November ballots. Democrats hold Senate control by a margin of 53-47, which includes Joseph Lieberman, an independent who caucuses with the Democrats.

Republicans need four seats to take over — or three, if the GOP captures the White House, in which case the vice president would cast deciding votes on legislation and leadership in a deadlocked Senate.

Of the races where the incumbent is the Democrat, McCaskill's "is the toughest" to win, said Sen. Richard Durbin, D-Ill.

A GOP operative confirmed last week that the Republican Senatorial Campaign Committee thus far has reserved $25 million in advertising time in six states — Missouri, Wisconsin, Virginia, Montana, Nevada and New Mexico — in its drive to capture the Senate.

While Republicans have a strong chance to do so, the narrative has shifted in recent months with the improvement in the economy and the unexpected retirement of GOP Sen. Olympia Snowe in Democratic-leaning Maine.

Larry Sabato, who directs the University of Virginia Center for Politics, rates the race to control the Senate as too close to call. "It's looking like it will be a closely divided Senate, no matter how you look at it," he said, noting that big issues — such as a European recession — could yet have a major bearing on the outcome.

In Maine, where Barack Obama won with 58 percent four years ago, Snowe's stunning announcement on Feb. 28 further complicated handicappers' tip sheets. Polls suggest that the biggest beneficiary of her departure is not one of several Democrats vying for the nomination but a political independent — former two-term Gov. Angus King.

King has declined to say which party he would caucus with in Washington. But his recent assertion that he supports Obama for re-election suggests there's little doubt that he'd be counted among Democrats. Republicans are hoping that a three-way race will allow their candidate to slip in.

Political analyst Stu Rothenberg, who publishes a nonpartisan political newsletter in Washington, views Missouri's race as a toss-up but tilting Republican. Overall, he counts at least 10 competitive races and says that Obama's job rating in November could have a potentially decisive impact on several of them, including those in Massachusetts, Virginia and Nevada.

"It just jumps out at you how many races are close and continue to be close," he said. "The country is polarized, many states are polarized and you have a large number of states that could go either way."

Along with Missouri and Maine, here are races to watch as the battle for the Senate heats up:

Nebraska • Republicans expected an easy pickup after unpopular Democrat Ben Nelson retired. The GOP still is favored, but the decision by former Sen. Bob Kerrey to return to his red-state roots to run for Nelson's seat alters the equation. Kerrey, 68, was a severely injured Navy SEAL and Medal of Honor winner who ran for president 20 years ago. He's been a New Yorker in recent years and, after bouts of indecision, returned home to face a residency challenge. Polls showing him trailing three GOP hopefuls.

Massachusetts • Democrats' best hope of capturing a GOP-held seat may be in the hands of consumer advocate and Harvard professor Elizabeth Warren. But incumbent Republican Scott Brown already defeated one popular woman (Martha Coakley) in a special election to fill the late Edward M. Kennedy's seat. And Brown, one of his party's most appealing new figures, has worked to separate himself from Republican orthodoxy in Washington, even posing for photos recently with Obama. The outcome will hinge on the sentiments of hundreds of thousands of voters who didn't turn out when Brown won.

Virginia • This is a heavyweight contest with presumed GOP candidate George Allen seeking a return to the Senate in a race against Tim Kaine, a former governor and most recent Democratic National Committee head (and University of Missouri graduate) in the seat opened with the retirement of Democrat Jim Webb. Webb's victory over Allen six years ago was due partly to an ethnic slur Allen uttered. Allen is running on anti-government themes that have long been his strong suit. Kaine is raising more money, but Allen won't want for resources due in part to a new super PAC that will be accepting unlimited donations on his behalf. Women's issues could be a key for Kaine.

Nevada • A staunch Republican state as recently as the 1980s, Nevada is trending blue with a changing population now 26 percent Hispanic. That could be a challenge for GOP Sen. Dean Heller, appointed last year when Republican John Ensign resigned after his extramarital affair became public. Heller is in a tight race with Rep. Shelley Berkley, his New York-born Democratic challenger, who is trying to persuade him to agree to reject spending in the race by outside groups unfettered by limits. Heller called the proposal "a sideshow in Berkley's campaign circus."

Montana • Like McCaskill, Sen. Jon Tester is a moderate Democrat who arrived in Washington in 2006. But moderates in both parties are imperiled these days, and Tester is no exception. The GOP candidate, Rep. Denny Rehberg, is a rancher (he raises cattle and cashmere goats) and a veteran politician with an independent streak. Rehberg is doing his best to tie Tester to Obama, who is unpopular in Montana. The burly, buzz-cut Tester's hopes for keeping his seat may well ride on his populist appeal and his aw-shucks charm.

Wisconsin • Wisconsin, where the Aug. 14 primary is even later than Missouri's Aug. 6 election, is another toss-up state where the winner in a Republican field even more crowded than Missouri's will take on Democratic Rep. Tammy Baldwin. They will compete for the seat opened with the retirement of Democrat Herb Kohl. The GOP candidate — possibly former Gov. Tommy Thompson — will almost certainly take aim at Baldwin's staunchly liberal credentials but will have less than three months to make the case.

North Dakota • Republicans sound confident that their candidate, Rep. Rick Berg, will pick up the seat opened by the retirement of Democrat Kent Conrad. And they could be right given that John McCain beat Obama here by nearly 9 percentage points in 2008. But Democrats believe that voters will be drawn to the personal story of their candidate, Heidi Heitkamp, a breast cancer survivor and former state attorney general who is running ads noting that her mother was a janitor and her father a high school dropout.

New Mexico • Democrats see this state as having turned almost reliably blue (Obama won by 15 percentage points in 2008), but Republicans are excited about former Rep. Heather Wilson's chances to pick up the seat opened by the retirement of Democrat Jeff Bingaman. She is a moderate, a graduate of the Air Force Academy and a Rhodes Scholar who will face either Rep. Martin Heinrich (a University of Missouri graduate) or state auditor Hector Balderas in November.

Hawaii • In the contest for the open seat of retiring Democratic Sen. Daniel Akaka, Republicans recruited a candidate of distinction in St. Louis-born Linda (Cutter) Lingle. (Her family left St. Louis when she was 12.) Lingle is her adopted state's first female governor, first Jewish governor and a newspaper entrepreneur. But she will probably be competing against popular Rep. Mazie Hirono on a ballot topped by Hawaii-born Obama, who won the Aloha State by 45 points four years ago. Despite polls showing a clear advantage for Hirono, the race is rated only "leans Democratic."

Work to restore Mississippi County levee expected to begin in June

By Scott Welton, Southeast Missourian

CHARLESTON, Mo. -- If things go as planned and the river doesn't rise, Mississippi County may see its levee restored to its original height. 

Presiding County Commissioner Carlin Bennett presented what sounded like good news about the frontline levee during the regular County Commission meeting Thursday. 

Bennett said he learned during his meeting with representatives from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on Wednesday that the corps plans to award the contract around May 31 to rebuild the northern crevasse in the levee up to 55 feet. 

"They are actually out in the field today showing the holes to contractors," he said. 

Bennett said 30 contractors so far have shown an interest in bidding on the work, although the scope of the project may be beyond many of them. 

Work on the levee should begin around "the middle of June," Bennett said, and contractors are "ready to go, so it will go pretty fast." 

The work, which is expected to be completed within 90 days, he said, will build the base of the levee wide enough so that it can be built back to its original height of 62.5 feet. 

Contracts to build the levee to 62.5 feet are expected to be awarded following the project taking it up to 55 feet, Bennett said. 

Bennett said the corps' chief hydrologist was confident that "we won't have [a flooding event] this year." 

Commissioners noted it was about this time last year that weather conditions leading to the spring flooding began. 

"It started raining Easter Sunday and didn't quit," commissioner Steve Jones said. 

Analysis: Turnout below 1 pct in Mo. GOP caucuses 
By David A. Lieb, Associated Press, Southeast Missourian
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Undeterred by a downpour on a Saturday afternoon, a well-dressed woman scurried from her car into the foyer of Westminster Christian Academy and paused, a bit perplexed. Is this where the Republican presidential caucus was supposed to be, she wondered.

Yes. But she was a couple hours too late.

Two-hundred-seventy-eight others had arrived before 10 a.m., spent several hours counting - and re-counting - their votes in a repeated show of raised hands and already had departed before the rain even started. The woman was left out of Missouri's Republican presidential selection process. But she had plenty of company in that regard.

A total of 17,576 people - less than one-half of 1 percent of Missouri's registered voters - participated in the local Republican caucuses that occurred between March 13 and April 10, according to figures provided to The Associated Press by the Missouri Republican Party.

That's far fewer than the 252,185 people who cast Republican ballots in February's non-binding presidential primary. And way fewer than the 588,844 people who voted in the 2008 Republican presidential primary, when the results actually counted toward awarding Missouri's delegates to the Republican National Convention.

The low turnout for Missouri's 2012 caucuses should provide sound proof that primaries are better - and deter any major political party from relying on caucuses in the 2016 presidential election, said Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan.

"Choosing a president is serious business and people want to have a say in it," said Carnahan, a Democrat. She added: "It's really just a shame in a year where there was such interest in the Republican Party about who their nominee was going to be that it was such a confusing process."

To recap: The caucus system was not the first choice of the Missouri Republican Party. By law, Missouri's presidential primary is scheduled for February. But in an attempt to avert a rush to the front of the presidential selection process, the national Republican Party threatened to cut half the delegates of states such as Missouri, unless they moved their primaries back.

The Republican-led Legislature passed a bill in 2011 to delay the primary until March 2012, but Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed it while citing objections to unrelated parts of the bill. Nixon then added the issue to the agenda for an autumn special session. But divisions arose among Republican senators, and the second attempt to delay the primary failed to pass. To avoid getting penalized by the national party, the Missouri Republican State Committee chose to use a March caucus system as the starting point for selecting its presidential delegates - leaving the $7 million February primary as a nonbinding public opinion poll.

The Republican Party declined to provide the AP a county-by-county breakdown of the participation rate in its caucuses. But it did provide some highs and lows. At the upper end, 2,914 people participated in the caucuses in St. Louis County, the state's most populous jurisdiction.

Just seven people showed up for the Republican caucus in Mississippi County - not even enough to cover the five delegates and five alternates that caucus participants were to select for the April 21 district convention and the June 2 state convention. The small group at the Mississippi County caucus ended up electing a slate of delegates that included some people not actually present.

Perhaps not surprisingly, few Republicans are clamoring to use the caucus system again when selecting a 2016 presidential nominee.

All three of this year's Republican candidates for secretary of state - state Sens. Scott Rupp and Bill Stouffer and state Rep. Shane Schoeller - said they would use the position as Missouri's chief election official to encourage a return to a binding presidential primary.

Like the woman left out in the rain, Rupp and Schoeller were among those unable to participate in this year's caucuses. Schoeller said he went to the Greene County caucus but had to leave after a couple hours - before the group elected delegates - to attend a previously scheduled campaign event on the other side of the state. Rupp said he had to miss the first attempt at the St. Charles County caucus because of a family wedding and missed the makeup caucus because the Legislature was in session.

Had Republicans relied on a primary election to bind their presidential delegates, Rupp and Schoeller could have spared the few minutes necessary to cast ballots or voted absentee, an option not available at a caucus.

In retrospect, many Republican officials may wish the caucuses of 2012 never occurred.

State Republican Party Chairman David Cole said in a written statement to the AP: "In the future, we will encourage even more voters to participate by working to return to a binding primary for the purpose of selecting Missouri's delegates to the national convention."

Farmers worry about losing option of feed with antibiotics
By Michael Gulledge, Springfield News-Leader

Ozarks farmers could soon see restrictions when purchasing feed for their livestock.

Some farmers worry that feed producers will self-impose restrictions based on guidelines released Wednesday by the Food and Drug Administration to help stop the creation and spread of antibiotic-resistant bacteria.

The guidelines, which are voluntary, call for prescriptions by veterinarians for feed with antibiotics. The FDA believes that will help decrease the amount of resistant strains of bacteria that get into the food supply. Currently, some farmers, such as Don Fahrni, a cattle buyer from Russellville, regularly use this type of feed to help grow animals larger and faster.

“Cattle gain more weight in fewer days so you don’t have to own as many days,” Fahrni said while attending an auction at the Springfield Livestock Marketing Center. He said he uses antibiotics with his cattle and didn’t know the full impact of the guidelines at this time.

Fahrni did say that antibiotics can help increase profit margins. He said if they were banned completely, those margins could decrease.

“It’s such a competitive industry so you’re working on a small amount of profit,” Fahrni said.

Veterinarian Chuck Dake, of Miller, said that preventive antibiotics keep animals from getting sick, allowing them to grow larger faster.

“When animals don’t get sick and don’t go off feed, they consume more feed during that time and gain more weight,” Dake said.

American Farm Bureau Director of Congressional Relations Kelli Ludlum said while it is still looking into the guidelines, it has concerns about making feed with antibiotics harder to get.

“We have some concerns making these important animal health tools harder to access,” Ludlum said. She added that the bureau wants to study the impact of antibiotics in animal feed and their impact on human health, but does not want restrictions without scientific proof.

Finding veterinarians to write prescriptions could also be an issue, said Eldon Cole, regional livestock specialist at the University of Missouri Extension.

“It will create a greater burden on veterinarians, and some areas don’t have enough veterinarians available,” he said.

Jeff Windett of the Missouri Cattlemens Association echoed that concern.

He also said that for the Missouri beef industry, antibiotics are expensive. He said the price alone keeps them from being overused.

Limiting the “cross use” of antibiotics between humans and animals is also important, said Keith Goyne, associate professor of environmental and soil sciences at the University of Missouri.

Some general antibiotic types are used for both animals and humans, and bacteria that develop resistance in an animal can carry that resistance into humans, Goyne said.

“From an environmental and human health aspect, I think it’s probably not a bad idea to limit drugs that are cross-used between animals and human health,” he said.

Windett said the Missouri Cattlemens Association does not agree with the FDA’s conclusions.

“From what I understand, the follow-through on the assumption that there is widespread resistance in humans as a result of farm animal use,” Windett said. “We are not comfortable with that conclusion.”

Farmers use a continual preventive dose of antibiotics in food and water to prevent the rapid spread of disease, Goyne said. If one animal gets sick, then the disease can spread to other animals in a confined area very quickly. The preventive dose keeps the diseases from spreading out of control.

“A small problem, if handled immediately, can stay a small problem,” Dake said.

“Sometimes you can have 40,000 to 60,000 birds in those sheds,” he said. “You have a high density of organisms in a very confined area. If one of them gets sick, then it can rapidly spread through the livestock.”

Adopting the guidelines is also an issue, Cole said.

“There are obviously good parts about it,” he said. “Getting it into practice may be more of a challenge.”

State Rep. Lincoln Hough said that he uses vaccinations and boosters but doesn’t use antibiotic-laden feed.

“This is probably a little indicative of the local foods movement,” Hough said, “something that’s been growing in popularity.”

Mo. candidates face filing deadline on Monday

By Associated Press, KFVS

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - Missourians will get a fresh look at how candidates are faring financially as the 2012 election season ramps up.

Candidates for state offices face a 5 p.m. Monday deadline to file quarterly finance reports with the Missouri Ethics Commission. Those reports list how much a candidate has raised and spent from January through the end of March. They also detail how much a candidate still has in the bank.

While some candidates have been raising money for months, others may not have too much to report yet. That's because the deadline to file for office was March 27 - four days before the close of the financial reporting period.

Missouri may slash children's services 

By Nancy Cambria, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Heroin addiction among parents and a poor economy are pushing more children into Missouri's foster care system at a time when lawmakers want to cut nearly $13.6 million from the state foster care budget and eliminate dozens of child protection jobs.

And those aren't the only cuts proposed for children in the Missouri Legislature's scramble to plug budget holes for next year.

A legislative committee last week proposed cutting $16 million in child-care subsidies for low-income families and an additional $13 million to encourage private day care and preschool expansion.

"We've got to make some very hard decisions and find the money," said Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia and chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee.

Schaefer and other legislative leaders said they are running out of options, especially because it appears unlikely that the Senate will pass a tax amnesty bill that could have generated up to $70 million in delinquent taxes.

While some critics say the latest cuts have unfairly targeted children, Schaefer said all parts of government have to bear the burden. The House, for example, has proposed $30 million in cuts to programs for the blind, though some of those were restored last week in Senate action. The children's cuts, meanwhile, grew larger as the week progressed.

Most of the Senate-proposed cuts are in the Department of Social Services, which accounts for one-third of the state's budget allocations. The department manages the state's child protection system as well as day-care subsidies to help low-income families afford child care so parents can work.

State officials said the proposed cut would mean that to qualify for the day-care subsidy, a family of three would have to earn less than $19,663 annually, down from the current threshold of $23,290. Only two states have lower income thresholds. If the subsidy cuts are approved, Missouri will rank last in the nation for eligibility.

Officials with the Department of Social Services estimate 3,860 children would lose subsidized child care and an additional 2,330 children would see a reduction in subsidies.

"It means that families who work and who make more than the federal poverty level may not be able to keep their jobs, and they may have to resort to going back on welfare," said Carol Scott, CEO of Child Care Aware of Missouri.

Scott said an additional $13 million cut to funding for child-care facilities and training would reverse a state effort to help quality day cares and preschools create more licensed spots for infants and toddlers.

These cuts were in addition to a decision last week by the Senate committee to cut the $11.8 million Missouri Preschool Project in the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education and move some of the money to Parents as Teachers of Missouri.

In the foster care arena, the largest reduction would eliminate an $11.8 million discretionary fund the Department of Social Services uses to supplement spending on foster care, group homes and adoption subsidies.

State officials also estimate 42 jobs would have to be eliminated because the lawmakers want an $897,000 reduction in salaries. That also would trigger the loss of $503,000 in federal money.

Officials say staffing cuts could threaten the Children's Division's standing with the Council on Accreditation. That accreditation, achieved two years ago, was a priority set by lawmakers in 2004 after a toddler died of child abuse while in foster care. The state paid $19.7 million to overhaul Missouri's child protection system to gain the accreditation. Included in that effort was the hiring of more workers to reduce foster child caseloads.

"Resources are being tightened in an era of increasing need for foster care, and that's an issue about keeping kids safe," said Kevin Drollinger, executive director of Epworth Children and Family Services. "That's all of our responsibility."

Children's advocates further worry the cut could force the Department of Social Services to cap compensation to foster parents and eliminate some adoption subsidies, particularly for older and special-needs children.

"They say it's all about the kids and the kids are taken care of, but if you keep cutting, it doesn't really feel that way," said Kelly Cutter, a St. Charles County foster parent who receives about $210 a week in state subsidies to foster two brothers, 7 and 1. The children came into her care when they were an infant and 5 years old because their parents were addicted to heroin and unable to care for them. The Cutters hope to adopt the boys.

Melanie Scheetz, executive director of Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition in St. Louis, said the cuts could deter foster parents from taking on more than one foster child, which would separate siblings in foster care.

During hearings two weeks ago, Schaefer said the $11.8 million discretionary pool for foster care was fiscally sloppy and referred to it as "a slush fund with very few strings." He said the state already has other established funds in the Department of Social Services to cover foster care, group homes and adoption subsidies.

But state officials say the fund is essential to meet the needs of foster children.

"Somebody has called it a 'slush fund.' It is not," said state budget Director Linda Luebbering.

Luebbering said that because foster children are often moving between different kinds of settings, and because children enter and exit the system at different rates, the state needs a flexible fund to pay for services. Without it, she said, the state would not be able to cover all costs.

Schaefer said if the state does fall short, it can seek supplemental funding from the Legislature next year. But critics say that process is slow and unreliable.

Budgeting for foster care and adoption has become increasingly tricky because of an influx of children into foster care. For nearly a decade, Missouri saw significant decreases in the number of children in foster care. But from 2009 through 2011, the number jumped by nearly 1,500 children, an increase of 10 percent. Last year 15,738 children were in state custody at some point in the year.

Jefferson, St. Louis and Franklin counties all saw foster child increases over that two-year period. Child advocates said growing heroin abuse among parents is sending more young children into foster care while the bad economy is putting older children out on the streets or into the child protection system.

Marc and Kristina Bowyer of Ballwin said they are watching the state budget negotiations closely because any loss of adoption subsidies will hurt them and the four siblings they have adopted out of foster care. They expect to adopt the fifth this year.

"I can't imagine getting less than we get," Kristina Bowyer said of the adoption subsidy.

Tailor Institute at risk of losing funds; organization works with those with autism

By Erin Ragan, Southeast Missourian

Funding provided by the Department of Economic Development for programs of the Tailor Institute inside Southeast Missouri State University's Autism Center is again in question this year. 

Around $200,000 that goes to the Tailor Institute through the department's workforce development program was among cuts in a version of the state's annual budget approved by a Senate committee Thursday. The legislature is working toward balancing a $500 million shortfall in the budget projected for next year. 

The Tailor Institute works with teens and young adults throughout the autism spectrum who are considered "high functioning" by providing therapies and life enhancement programs offering preparation for entrance into vocational or college settings. "Giftedness," or talents and skills clients have, are identified through assessments and built upon with the institute's programs, said Jenny Knoderer, the institute's executive director of management and funding. 

Programs at the institute are also funded through private donations, some small grants and proceeds from an annual fundraiser. 

The institute was also at risk of losing its contract with the state at the same time last year during the legislative budget process. That funding did come through, however. 

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, helped set up the state funding for the Tailor Institute and the autism center, which opened in 2010 and also houses the Thompson Center, which focuses on early interventions, and Touchpoint Autism Services, which provides clinical and home care for clients with autism. 

Crowell said he will be looking at ways the state could still fund the institute in the coming weeks during legislative conferences before a final budget is presented for the governor's approval. The funding was never supposed to be permanent anyway, he said. 

"It was going to be a temporary program to get the Tailor Institute up and on its feet," Crowell said. 

According to Knoderer and the institute's founder, Dr. David Crowe, the institute will continue to provide its programs even without state support. 

"It would change the face of our programs a little bit and we would need to make some adjustments, but we are confident we would be able to find the funding that is needed," Knoderer said. She said the state funding has been helpful in doing what it was intended to do, which was get things started for the institution and that it would be good to still have it in the future, but that regardless, no doors will be closing. 

Around 20 clients are currently being served with the institute's programs and assessments. The institute does not charge clients for services. The number of assessments the institute is providing has risen about 25 percent from last year. 

"We absolutely believe that we will be fine," Knoderer said. "We are confident we will be able to get additional grants and people who have been interested in our program will help and new interest will come along." 

Crowe said that in recent years when the legislature reviewed whether the institute should receive funding that members recognized the importance and effect of its programs. 

"I understand the issues with the budget," he said, "but I think by the time the powers that be sit down and really take a look at what we are doing, they will see that it has tremendous promise for the future in creating a lot more independence for a lot of people who otherwise wouldn't have it." 

Mo. senator seeks to expand work 'misconduct' rule

By Associated Press, KFVS

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - A Missouri senator wants to expand the kind of job-related misconduct that can disqualify people from receiving unemployment benefits.

Missouri law currently defines employee misconduct as breaking an employer's rules deliberately.

The bill by Republican Sen. Will Kraus, of Lee's Summit, would include accidental violations - unless the employee could prove ignorance of the rule's existence.

The legislation would also broaden the definition of "misconduct" to include violations of an employer's rules outside the workplace and on an employee's own time.

Kraus' bill has been endorsed by a Senate committee and could be debated by the full chamber in the coming weeks.

Broadband stretches farther for rural residents

By Ray Scherer, St. Joseph News-Press

Efforts to bring broadband service to all rural Northwest Missouri residents continues gathering steam this year. 

One of the region’s rural electric cooperatives is among those helping to lead by example. United Electric Cooperative Inc. — which has members in eight area counties — is installing an advanced fiber-to-the-home network throughout its territory. Crews with the Atlantic Engineering Group in Georgia installed the first strand of the cooperative’s fiber in January. Missouri BroadbandNow Director Damon Porter said the cooperative is helping reach the state’s goal through construction of its network. 

“They’re doing very well on their project,” he said. 

The work seeks to provide high-speed data, voice and video services capable of delivering broadband speeds. Approximately 1,300 miles of distribution fiber within a designated fiber service area will be installed. In-home installations are tentatively set for the summer. The cooperative has more than 4,000 members and serves almost 60 rural businesses. 

A $21.2 million package, consisting of grant and loan funds, is underwriting the project. 

Meanwhile, two regional planning commissions will soon resume their roles in helping develop long-range broadband plans. The Northwest Missouri Regional Council of Governments and affiliated partners will participate in an April 30 town hall meeting in Maryville. The Mo-Kan Regional Council and its associated stakeholders will host a town hall meeting May 1 at Missouri Western State University. All interested parties and service providers are invited. 

Missouri BroadbandNow is an initiative which seeks to foster a public-private partnership to build access throughout the state in the next two years. 

Arnie Kreek, an economic development planner with the Northwest Missouri Regional Council of Governments, said the draft plan identifies strengths and weaknesses toward introducing broadband for all communities. The plan will be shared with regional technology planning team members ahead of the April 30 meeting. 

“We felt it was very important to keep them involved,” Mr. Kreek said. “We’re making progress.” 

Matt Schoenfelder, a member of the Mo-Kan staff involved in broadband, said the St. Joseph meeting will build upon analyses of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and challenges held in 2011. 

“We’re going to be reviewing the plan as it’s coming together, based on feedback,” Mr. Schoenfelder said. 

Mr. Porter said the regional teams will also discuss the plan’s priorities and data collected from residential and business surveys. 

“The next go-round of meetings is a culmination of the last 12 months,” Mr. Porter said. “It’s going to arm these communities with a document.” 

Grand River Mutual Telephone is involved in a project that will install several hundred miles of fiber in its Northwest Missouri territory, he added. 

Most of the state’s rural broadband installations should be completed by next year, Mr. Porter said. A mild winter has helped allow construction to proceed. 


Missouri Broadband Now has touted the program as key to communities’ long-term economic survival.
Missouri National Guard officer in limbo 

By Phillip O’Connor, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Missouri National Guard Capt. Charity Summers was serving in Afghanistan in 2007 when her former partner allegedly forged her signature to obtain a $3,000 grant from a state emergency relief fund for military members.

In November, based in part on Summers' testimony, a Cole County grand jury indicted Chief Warrant Officer Melissa D. Ireland, who is scheduled to appear in court next month on forgery charges.

Yet, Summers, 34, remains under investigation by the National Guard. The 13-year veteran was blocked from taking a company command at Fort Leonard Wood and was reassigned to a staff job at Guard headquarters in Jefferson City. Her once-promising military career has stalled. And the Guard refuses to release her from her full-time duties to accept a civilian job.

"I'm still trying to wrap my brain around it," said Summers, an Auxvasse, Mo., native who now lives in Columbia.

A Missouri National Guard spokeswoman declined to comment, saying laws and military regulations prohibit discussion of personnel matters.

Until September 2010, when she received a call telling her she was the subject of an investigation, Summers was considered a rising star, said her former commanding officer, Lt. Col. Michael J. Fayette. She had done a tour in Bosnia as a combat medic and served with the military police as a convoy commander in Afghanistan. Back in Missouri, despite being a junior officer, Fayette gave her the high-profile task of putting together an organizationwide improvement program at Guard headquarters.

"Career-wise everything was going well for me at that point," Summers said.

In the phone call, Summers said she was told she had been "flagged," the military term for suspending any favorable personnel actions. The measure barred her from taking command of a unit at the regional training institute at Fort Leonard Wood, one of the final requirements needed for her promotion to major.

Summers later received a memo that alleged she had fraudulently obtained $3,000 from the Military Family Relief Fund.

The memo also alleged that Ireland, a 21-year National Guard veteran who managed the relief fund, also was involved in the fraud.

Missouri established the fund in 2005 to help Guard and reserve members who deployed after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Modeled after similar programs in other states, the fund has distributed $520,400 to 250 families in emergency grants ranging up to $3,000. The program is funded through donations and by a checkoff box on the Missouri income tax form.

In her first meeting with Lt. Col. Amy L. Anderson, the investigating officer, on Dec. 6, 2010, Summers denied applying for or signing the grant check.

Summers said she grew concerned when Anderson then began quizzing her about her relationship with Ireland. Prior to her Afghanistan deployment, Summers said she agreed to let Ireland handle her finances while she was overseas.

Summers told Anderson only that Ireland was a friend. Now she acknowledges she had been in a personal relationship with Ireland but worried that such an admission would have violated the military's "don't ask, don't tell" policy on homosexual relationships then still in effect. She said she feared that acknowledging the relationship would have ended her military career.

"I was pretty scared," she said.

She also said she became more upset as the questioning continued.

"I felt very betrayed by (Ireland)," she said.

Summers said Anderson said it was obvious the signature on the grant application did not match Summers' handwriting and was sympathetic initially.

"(Anderson) said, '...we'll try to take care of this quickly," Summers said.

In a second interview with Anderson a month later, Summers said she turned over her bank records and leave forms from her time in Afghanistan that clearly showed she wasn't home at the time the grant check was signed.

"I answered all (Anderson's) questions," Summers said.

Summers said months went by without hearing anything more. Then in May 2011, Summers said she was told to report to the deputy staff judge advocate or staff lawyer, to be questioned by investigators from the Cole County sheriff's and prosecutor's office as part of a fraud investigation.

In that meeting, Summers said the civilian investigators told her, "If you don't tell us everything we're going to arrest you."

At that point, Summers said her thoughts again turned to Ireland.

"What else did she do to me? What else is out there? My mind was racing," Summers said.

She requested legal counsel. The interview ended.

Later, Summers and her attorney, Daniel Dodson, met with civilian authorities. Dodson said the authorities told him they had searched Summers' computer for any e-mail records of conversations between Ireland and Summers concerning the grant but found nothing.

Ireland, meanwhile was transferred to the Guard's recruiting battalion while the investigation continued, Summers and Fayette said.

Eventually, Dodson said the authorities told him they no longer considered Summers a suspect and had notified the military of their findings.

Yet, Summers said, she remained under military investigation.

Summers said she went to her new supervisor, Col. David W. Newman, seeking an explanation as to why she remained under investigation.

She said Newman approached Col. W. Glenn Hagler II, the Missouri National Guard's chief of staff, and was told that the Guard would follow the recommendations of civilian authorities once their investigation was completed.

By now, frustrated with the process and certain that her military career had been derailed, Summers said she went to the Missouri National Guard's inspector general, who referred her back to Lt. Col. Jay Keller, the deputy staff judge advocate. Summers said Keller refused to talk to her because she had hired a lawyer.

When her attorney, Dodson, followed up with a call to Keller, he said he was told that Summers still needed to answer questions in the military investigation. Dodson said he then called the Cole County prosecutor, who reiterated that they considered Summers a witness in their case and had no idea why she remained under military investigation.

Cole County Prosecutor Mark A. Richardson said he could not discuss a pending case but noted that Ireland's indictment states that she had written and authenticated a check to Summers without Summers' permission.

In November 2011, Summers said she testified before a Cole County grand jury. Ireland was indicted. If convicted, she faces up to seven years in prison and a $5,000 fine. Ireland could not be reached for comment. Her lawyer declined to comment. After the indictment, Summers said she dismissed her attorney after she said Newman, her supervisor, told her that his hiring was part of the reason she continued under military investigation.

"They said it looks suspicious because you lawyered up and it dragged out the process," she said.

Three days after Ireland's indictment, Summers notified Newman that she wanted to resign from her full-time National Guard job and accept a civilian job in Arizona.

Newman said he would need to check with Hagler, the chief of staff.

Summers said Newman told her that Hagler refused her request, saying she could not be released while still under military investigation. Summers said she was incredulous.

"Why am I still under investigation when Ireland has been indicted?" she said.

The Guard declined to make Anderson or other officers available for comment.

Summers remains in limbo. She can't move forward in her military career, yet can't leave the Guard until the military investigation is complete. She is still flagged and hasn't been told when the investigation might end. She had to turn down the civilian job offer.

"If they fire me tomorrow, I have no job. I'd essentially be jobless for something I didn't do," she said.

"I have literally sacrificed every aspect of my life for this organization because I love it so much," Summers said. "I have sacrificed my relationships with my family and friends because the military did come first. I always went above and beyond, and now all of that has been taken from me."

MISSOURINET
UPDATE: Griesedieck pleads guilty in federal court

By Jessica Machetta

The St. Louis attorney indicted alongside former Governor Roger Wilson has also pleaded guilty to misappropriating funds to make a donation to the Missouri Democratic Party.

Edward Griesedieck has admitted he is guilty of taking $5,000 from the Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Company.

Griesedieck has agreed to surrender his law license for a year and a half as part of his plea.

Wilson pleaded guilty yesterday.

Both will be sentenced in July, facing up to one year in prison and up to $100,000 in fines.

For background, read U.S. Attorney says Wilson case ‘a one-time incident’ and Former Gov. Wilson indicted
Corps: more room needed in Missouri River channel, not reservoirs, for flooding

By Mike Lear

The Corps of Engineers has released a study that suggests more room to hold flood waters is needed along the Missouri River channel, not in its upstream reservoirs.

The study evaluated how greater storage allowances in the reservoirs would have performed in historic runoff years between 1930 and 2011. The findings say more storage would not have prevented widespread damage in the 2011 flood, or the need for record releases from those reservoirs.

Northwest Division Commander Brigadier General John McMahon says it showed that additional flood control storage, alone, is not the answer.

“We’ve got to have adequate channel capacity to accommodate whatever flow we decide to.” What that means is, “generally, it’s moving the levees further back to accommodate whatever flow you want to design an improved system to.”

General McMahon says since the 1944 Flood Control Act was written, conditions on the River have changed. “The levees that were envisioned in that original authorization, some of them were never built. In other cases, they weren’t separated by the recommended distances to accommodate 100,000 cubic feet-per-second flows. In addition to that what we have is a lot of accumulation of soil deposits in the flow way and channel degradation.”

He says increasing channel capacity does not necessarily mean taking land out of farm production. “You can still farm on the wet side of the levee when it’s not flooded there, which is most of the time. And oh, by the way, there’s always what we call ‘interior drainage,’ that is land taken out of production that’s on the dry side of the levee but because of local drainage it’s flooded and it stays flooded because there’s no accommodation for draining that field through the levee. So the notion is not it’s an either/or proposition.”

The Corps says the report is not intended to be a complete analysis of impacts and is not a decision document. General McMahon says, “it begins the dialogue in the Basin to help discern what we might do in the future to reduce flood risk, to increase performance of the system and its resilience, to minimize damage due to events like we endured during 2011.”

Senator pushes proposed law he would be violating 

By Bob Priddy

A plan to keep motorcyclist from continuing to ride without proving they are competent cyclists is halfway through the legislature. It is being pushed by a state senator who would be violating the law if the bill makes it through the House and is signed by the governor. 

The problem is people who get a temporary motorcycle license that is good for six months and then renew it time after time without ever taking the test that proves to examiners they have the skills to operate their motorcycle safely.         

The senate has sent the House Senator Dan Brown’s proposal  allowing only two renewals of the temporary license.  If no skills test is taking during those 18 months, the rider has to take the written test all over again.

Current law also says temporary permit holders 16 and younger cannot have passengers on their cycles. Brown’s bill extends that restriction to temporary licensees of all ages.

Brown calls himself a “prime example of a person who’s abusing the system.”  He’s had a temporary permit for four years.  He says he’s not much of a motorcycle rider but he knows he should take the skills test. 

BLOG ZONE 

KRASKE: The tragedy of the Roger Wilson case, Brownback’s struggles, McCaskill’s fate

By Steve Kraske, Midwest Democracy, Kansas City Star

When my mind starts whirring, it can be downright scary: 

One phrase heard often in Jefferson City on Thursday was this one: “It’s a tragedy.”

Yes, it is.

I’ll say this plainly: Former Missouri Gov. Roger Wilson, who pleaded guilty in a campaign money-laundering scheme, was the finest retail politician I’ve covered.

By that I mean, he was better with regular folks, more gregarious, more real, than any candidate I’ve seen. He simply personified Missouri. All that talent made his inability to win the governorship on his own even more perplexing.

The knock on Wilson was he lacked the all-consuming drive that stoked the fires of so many other candidates. He disliked fund-raising.

Missouri Republicans did a smart thing: Recognizing Wilson’s potential, they ran a tough candidate against him in 1992, when Wilson won the lieutenant governorship the first time (state auditor Margaret Kelly), and another one four years later (former Chiefs quarterback Bill Kenney).

Those campaigns wore Wilson out. When a third straight state-wide run beckoned in 2000, he wound up aborting his bid even though he was a front-runner.

The Wilson case is a tragedy.

Speaking of Wilson, another unusually gifted pol is in trouble, if you believe some of U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill’s fellow Democrats.

It’s not just last month’s Rasmussen poll, which showed all three leading Republican Senate candidates — Todd Akin, Sarah Steelman and John Brunner — topping her in head-to-head matchups. (Rasmussen polls tend to skew Republican.)

What worries Democrats are her strong ties to President Obama, who remains woefully unpopular in Missouri, and her backing of the health care reform act, which has scant support in the state. 

McCaskill’s fund-raising numbers remain robust. She’s terrific on the stump. And she is ferocious.

But McCaskill won her seat in 2006 in a big Democratic year by only 3 percentage points. This year may not match that one in electing Democrats.

Watching Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback struggle with a solidly Republican Legislature this year makes me wonder:

If he was to one day become President Sam Brownback, how adept would he be at working with a divided Congress — or at least one with a healthy number of Democrats?

Proof of just how tough a struggle it has been will come in the wrap-up session beginning April 25, when much of the legislature’s heavy lifting will be done. Early forecasts suggest the wrap-up could be the longest ever, as lawmakers grapple with Brownback’s ambitious agenda.

Brokered Republican convention? Never going to happen again. Too much media. Too much money.

This fall’s presidential campaign will be the ugliest yet. An incumbent president dogged by a sour economy. A challenger who struggled in the primaries. All that money. Fasten your seatbelts, folks.

FORMER GOV. ROGER WILSON’S INDICTMENT, GUILTY PLEA, MAKE NO SENSE TO INSIDERS 


By Jerry Berger, Berger’s Beat

Former Missouri Governor Roger B. Wilson’s federal court case Thursday had legal eagles and corporate CEOs scratching their heads. Wilson pleaded guilty Thursday to a single misdemeanor count of misappropriation of funds, via a $5,000 campaign donation to the state Democratic Party from Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance when he was President and CEO of the workers compensation insurer based in his hometown of Columbia, Mo. But as CEO, Wilson reportedly had broad discretion to authorize company spending for many times that amount without clearing it with his troubled and troublesome Board of Directors. And, as another CEO notes privately, there was no company policy or law prohibiting the insurer from making campaign donations. “Anheuser-Busch, Monsanto, law firms – they all make huge campaign donations. Roger’s company didn’t prohibit using firm funds for such donations. So how was there a misappropriation? This stinks and every CEO who thinks he or she has broad latitude better watch for second-guessing now,” says the biz insider. Roger Wilson had an untarnished record for about 25 years in the state Senate, as lieutenant governor and finally as governor for 84 days when the late Mel Carnahan was killed in an October 2000 plane crash. Wilson was widely credited with reassuring a grieving state and keeping an experienced and steady hand on the wheel of government. Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder,  a Republican, told the Columbia Missourian of his Democratic predecessor Wilson: “”It is a surprise, and a sad one to those of us who know and like Roger … The real question is who put him up to this? This didn’t come from Roger waking up one morning and deciding to start laundering money for the first time in his career.” A Democratic insider, who spoke on condition of anonymity for fear of reprisals from Governor Jay Nixon, says there is growing concern about what Wilson told the feds in their long-running investigation. “The word is Roger cooperated fully, and told them everything he knew, so there should be some nervous people at the Nixon campaign, starting with Jay Nixon who was more than willing to have his henchmen throw Roger under the bus.”

FORMER GUV WILSON SETS EXAMPLE FOR CANDOR IN APOLOGY 


By Jerry Berger, Berger’s Beat

If you are tired of public apologies that are only intended “if anyone was offended,” or which otherwise try to squeeze between the raindrops of actually shouldering responsibility, here’s something refreshing. After former Governor Wilson walked out of a St. Louis federal courtroom Thursday following a guilty plea to a misdemeanor, here is what he told reporters, according to the Columbia Daily Tribune’s ace political correspondent Rudi Keller: “”I made a mistake. I have publicly acknowledged that mistake in court. I apologize to everyone for my mistake. I will bear the consequences of my mistake. I will have no further comment pending sentencing.

Democrat Kander releases new fund-raising numbers in secretary of state bid

By Jason Rosenbaum, St. Louis Beacon

Democratic secretary of state hopeful Jason Kander has roughly $648,000 of cash for his bid for the statewide office, according to an official summary sheet provided by his campaign.

Kander, a state representative from Kansas City, raised $252,755 in monetary contributions during the fundraising quarter that ended on March 31. After spending $46,436.50, Kander has $648,567.02 of cash on hand.

 “As we campaign across the state we continue to add new supporters on a daily basis,” Kander said in a statement. “I am particularly pleased that over the past three months 89 percent of our contributors were Missourians and 61 percent of our contributors were first-time donors to my campaign.”

Candidates for statewide and legislative offices are expected to release the details in the coming days from the fundraising quarter that stretched from Jan. 1 to March 31. The filing deadline is Monday.

Kander, an attorney who previously served in the Army National Guard, is facing Kansas City native Md Alam in the Democratic primary. Three Republicans – state Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, and House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard – are competing for the Republican nomination.

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, a Democrat, is not running for re-election.

At NRA meeting, Romney works to win over skeptics

By Dale Singer, St. Louis Beacon

Mitt Romney tried to convince a sometimes skeptical meeting of the National Rifle Association Friday that his commitment to fighting for Second Amendment rights is genuine, strong and long-held.

Former Speaker Newt Gingrich, still in the race against Romney for the GOP presidential nomination, and former Sen. Rick Santorum, who withdrew from the race earlier this week, appeared to have a stronger base of support from the “Celebration of American Values” at the NRA annual convention at America’s Center downtown.

But there was little doubt that no matter who they thought had the strongest stand on the right to bear arms, the man for whom they had the strongest dislike is Barack Obama.

Starting his talk by saying he wanted to give two positive words about the Obama administration, Gingrich drew a roar from the crowd when he added:
“I think the words good bye are very positive.”

And Wayne LaPierre, the group’s longtime CEO, also worked the audience up by challenging another long-time antagonist — the national media — to tell the truth about the NRA and what it stands for.

Asking group after group to stand and show how broadly based the organization is — from law-enforcement officers to health-care workers to teachers to stay-at-home moms and more — LaPierre told the media:
“See us for who we really are, and see if you can tell it straight.”

LaPierre and the others stressed that to help defeat Obama in the fall and restore the Second Amendment to what the NRA considers its proper place, the organization and its members need to go “All In” between now and November: Fight for all of its victories, all of its rights and all of its freedoms.

“Everything is on the line in 2012,” a statement of principles for the group declared.

“When the sun goes down on Election Day,” LaPierre said, “Barack Obama will have us  to thank for his defeat.”

One of the issues that got the biggest response from the crowd was criticism of Attorney General Eric Holder and the administration’s “fast and furious” program that led to weapons winding up in the hands of Mexican drug dealers. Playing a video that showed Holder in 1995 talking about “brainwashing” Americans to make gun use as unpopular as cigarettes, Chris Cox, the NRA’s legislative director, told the forum:

“President Obama needs to fire Eric Holder, and in November, we need to fire the president.”

Romney, who appears headed for the electoral showdown with the president this fall, got his biggest ovation from the crowd when he introduced “my sweetheart, Ann Romney.” Comments earlier this week about her having never held a job have become a Republican rallying cry, and she gave a shout out to all moms and dads working for their families.

“I happen to believe all moms are working moms,” her husband said, “and if you have five sons, your work is never over.”

Noting that some people call the NRA and its members a single-issue group, Romney said, “That is high praise when the single issue you are fighting for is freedom.”

He expanded on that theme, saying that he thought the Obama administration has worked to limit Americans’ economic, religious and personal freedoms by expanding government rather than letting Americans be free to build their own prosperity.

“This administration thinks the economy is struggling because the stimulus was too small,” he said. “The truth is, the economy is struggling because government is too big.”

“The answer for a weak economy is not more government,” Romney added. “It is more freedom.”

Romney criticized Obama for seeing the constitution as a living, evolving document instead of he called something that is “timeless and defining.”

“I don’t want to transform America,” the former Massachusetts governor said. “I want to return America to the principles that made this nation great.”

Gingrich and Santorum sounded similar themes. The former House speaker said the NRA has been too timid in pushing for gun rights worldwide, and said he would submit to the United Nations a treaty that would expand the right to bear arms “to every person on the planet.”

Santorum — who told the approving crowd that his wife could not join him because she was home with their ill daughter, Bella, but she “owns way more guns than I do” — said the greatness of the United States comes not from its governmental programs but from the rights that all Americans have inherently.

Calling on the NRA members to make sure conservatives win elections all up and down the ticket this fall, he added: “This is about America’s freedoms.”

And, he added, though she’s only 3 years old, his daughter Bella is now a life member of the NRA. “I hope it’s a long life,” he said to strong applause.

Skepticism inside and out

The response from the crowd at the forum to the certain applause lines from the politicians was not always mirrored by people who were viewing the vast exhibit hall in the convention center Friday morning.

Standing in a long line waiting to get their picture taken with R. Lee Ermey — a retired Marine gunnery instructor and actor who was wearing a red, white and blue shirt emblazoned with the logo “Team Glock” — Jeff Denzler of Argenta, Ill., said gun rights are his No. 1 issue when it comes to deciding who he will vote for this fall.

“I think everything follows,” he said.

So which of the Republican candidates most closely mirrors his feelings about the right to bear arms?

“I hate to say it,” he said, “but Ron Paul, because he supports it over everyone else.”

Who would he vote for in the expected race between Romney and Obama? Denzler said he hasn’t decided yet.

John Wood of Indianapolis, standing next to him, said he thinks Romney is a little weak on the Second Amendment, but he is teachable.

“I feel like Mr. Romney has a few things to learn,” he said, “and the NRA can help him. Mr. Obama has no idea about the Bill of Rights.”

Pointing to the crowd milling about, Wood added:

“This is America. These are the people who live in this country and have made this country what it is. To take away our rights is totally wrong. Mr. Obama and the entire Democratic Party have pretty much proven they want to take away our rights.”

To Cathy King of Columbia, Mo., Romney’s record on the right to bear arms is one that matches her own attitude.

“If we don’t defend ourselves,” she said, “who will defend us? Each individual is responsible for defending themselves and their home. You can’t depend on anyone else to do it.”

She said Romney would have “plenty of people around to keep him in check. Obama wants to make it one big government. Romney wouldn’t do that.”

Outside the convention hall, members of organized labor held up signs indicating they weren’t happy at all with Romney.

“Romney: Mr. 1%,” said one. Another read: “Romney: 100% Out of Touch.”

Steve Johnson, an organizer with Teamsters Local 688, recalled how Romney had expressed his views against gun rights during earlier campaigns, including support for the Brady bill. He put his doubts this way: “I know a hunter when I see one. He’s not a hunter.”

And Mike Melson, with UAW Local 2250, called Romney a “flip flopper. He can’t be trusted.”

Asked who he would vote for in a Romney-Obama race, Melson demurred.

“That’s a wonderful conversation for another day,” he said. “We have a thousand messages, but today our message is, he’s a flip flopper and can’t be trusted.”

Guns, holsters, targets and more

In the exhibit hall, convention goers had a wide range of merchandise and services to take a look at.

There were guns to heft, holsters to put them in, sights to improve their aim, plugs for their ears, targets for practice, clothing to wear, animal trophies to be stuffed and safes for keeping weapons when they aren’t in use.

Seminars included ones on dog obedience, advanced sausage processing, methods of concealed carry and one titled “Refuse to be a Victim.”

One popular booth instructed women in the Flashbang, a holster that they can tuck under their shirt beneath their bra. It was sold in various styles, including the Marilyn, the Sophia and the Betty.

And while there was a smattering of Cardinals clothing in the crowd, to remind people of the big event happening on the other end of downtown, most of the colorful T-shirts had slogans more relevant to the issue at hand:

“The Gathering Storm. We’re from the Government…and we’re here for your Guns.”

“African Lion,” another said, with a picture of the king of beasts, with a photo of the president underneath and the caption: “Lying African.”

“Guns don’t kill people,” read still another. “Dads with pretty daughters do.”

Showing a target with a number of hits bunched toward the center, another shirt read: “This is my idea of Group Therapy.”

And one young man’s shirt had pictures of a handgun and a Bible, with the legend:

“Two things every American should know how to use. Neither of which are taught in school.”

Bid to Eliminate Missouri Income Tax Hits a Wall at Court, Judge Cites Flaws by Auditor Schweich and Sec of State Carnahan

By Michael Mahoney, 20 Pounds of Headlines

A Cole County circuit judge has dealt what may be a severe setback to a move have a statewide Missouri vote on whether or not to eliminate the state income tax.

The measure in being pushed by wealthy St. Louis businessman, Rex Sinquefield.

In a ruling issued late Friday, Judge Patricia Joyce says the financial summaries for the tax measure prepared by Republican State Auditor Tom Schweich are not accurate. Judge Joyce called the summaries “insufficient”, “unfair”, and prejudicial”.

“This ruling disrespects Missouri’s balanced budget amendment and the General Assembly’s role with this measure. We had hoped that any opinion on the dispute over the growth future of Missouri would in fact be written by the Judge, not just the opposing trial attorney,” said Travis Brown. He is a member of the group, ‘Let Voters Decide’. It is supporting the tax reform plan.

Brown indicates they may appeal the ruling.

Another group, ‘Missourians for Fair Taxation’, praised the ruling.

“Judge Joyce directed that the basic ballot summary of the measure clearly tell voters their “yes” vote will “instruct the legislature” to dramatically raise the state sales tax on just about everything Missouri families buy every day, including a nickel sales tax for every dollar spent on groceries,” said spokesman Scot Charton.

Judge Joyce also says the ballot summary prepared by Democratic Secretary of state Robin Carnahan is “wrong as a matter of law’.

Judge Joyce is ordering the required summaries be re-worked. The deadline for submitting approved petitions with enough valid signatures is in early May. The court’s ruling may not give opponents enough time to make the corrections before the deadline.

Missouri law requires any state-wide vote measured like this to give voters a summary of the financial impact of the measure if it is approved.

Judge Joyce says Auditor Schweich relied heavily on the estimates offered by boosters of the tax plan. Joyce does not believe those estimates are accurate.

The summary prepared by the auditor offered a wide range. It said the tax reform measure could save the state up to $300 million, or cost the state up to $1.5 billion.

Joyce noted there was other evidence she thought was more accurate. That estimate is that the measure would definitely cost the state much more, $7.5 billion.
The Judge wrote, “In both the Fiscal Notes and the Fiscal Notes Summaries, the Auditor is not informing the proposed signers and voters of the true fiscal impact of the measure in an unbiased fashion.”

Judge Joyce’s opinion also criticized the required ballot summary drawn up by Democratic Secretary of State, Robin Carnahan.

That summary says the state legislature would be required to enact laws creating new taxes to replace the ones voters might eliminate.

Joyce’s ruling says there is nothing in Missouri law that requires the state’s lawmakers to do that. That’s why she wrote the summary is “wrong, as a matter of law.” 
INFLUENCE IN CREATING LAWS 


By Jerry Berger, Berger’s Beat

Progress Missouri will release research on Monday exposing the influence of the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) in creating laws in Jeff City. Expected speakers include Sean Soendker Nicholson of Progress Missouri; former Rep. Bob Quinn; union labors Charlie Elrod; former Rep. Bob Quinn and retired teacher Carol Weatherford.  Blasting what he calls the group’s “radical agenda,” Rep. Mike Colona announced this week that he was ending his relationship with ALEC.  Known ALEC members and supporters in the legislature include Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, State Co-Chairman; Rep. Jason Smith, State Co-Chairman; Sen. Jane Cunningham, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder and Former Speaker Ron Richard. . .Barrister Jim Fox celebrated his newly single status during happy hour at the new Mid-County hotspot, “Blackfinn.”  Fox was joined by fellow trial attorneys Todd Muchnick and Aaron Haber, two of our town’s part time residents.  Butch Bernard and Gerald Dunne, both back from the Cardinals’ opener from their winter digs in Naples, Florida.  “Drinks for the house” were on Muchnick, who last month hit Safeco Insurance Co. for a $650k verdict in an underinsured motorist case, having rejected Safeco’s $175k settlement offer.  Toasting nearby were: prominent real estate broker Mike “Bones” and Mary Noel Donovan, who celebrated Aary Noel’s stewardship of their daughter’s basketball team to its first district championship; K.C. Arns and Meredith Mills Arns, accompanied by their heir, Nicholas “Bubba” Arns and attorney Jerry Crowder and David Waltrip. . .Devotees of Protzel’s Deli, Kathy and Bill Gianino, enthused over the Oct. 20 wedding at the Crowne Plaza of their son Tony to Kimberly Clayton.  The Gianino family of restaurants are Frankie G’s, Bill Gianino’s and Joey B’s. . .According to the Economist, SLU prof Kevin Scannel has found 500 languages in use on Twitter and has set up a website to track them including Gamilaraay, an indigenous Australian language, thought to have only three living speakers.
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Wilson Indictment, Plea a Shocker!

By Washington Missourian

Missouri Democrats and other citizens who know Roger Wilson were shocked with the news that he was indicted and quickly entered a guilty plea to a political donation money scheme. The former governor and an attorney, Ed Griesedieck, St. Louis, were indicted for secretly taking money from a state-created insurance firm and donating it to the state Democratic Party. Griesedieck is expected to plead guilty also.

Why did they do it? That’s the question on people’s minds. Both had to know what they were doing was wrong. As far as we know both men had spotless records until now. Wilson was well liked and an effective leader in his party and as a state official. As lieutenant governor, he became governor when Gov. Mel Carnahan was killed in a plane crash in October 2000. Wilson served as governor only for three months.

Wilson headed the Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co., created by the state but which operates as a private company with headquarters in Columbia. Wilson resigned last year and people wondered why. Now we know. He was under a federal investigation. The crime the two men are charged with is a misdemeanor. Wilson will be sentenced in July. The punishment could be probation to six months in prison and/or a fine. Prison time is said to be unlikely for a first offense in a white collar crime.

The money involved was $8,000 and it came from the insurance company and from Wilson. It has been reported the scheme was orchestrated by the late Doug Morgan, St. Louis County. He was a former chairman of the insurance firm. To conceal the gift, the Griesedieck firm made donations to the state Democratic Party and were reimbursed by Wilson and the insurance company, which paid the law firm based on bogus bills for legal work. Wilson approved the payments. Griesedieck’s law firm was not involved in the illegal actions.

After his guilty plea, Wilson said he made a mistake and apologized to the public. That mistake unfortunately casts a shadow over the positive record Wilson had as a public official. He rejected the idea of running for governor, a post many believe he could have won, because he said he didn’t like raising funds for a campaign. We don’t understand how he could go along with Morgan in the scheme. Of all people, he knew what he did was wrong. The same is true of Griesedieck, a lawyer who had a legal information show on a major St. Louis radio station.

Another sad consequence of this scandal is that it reinforces the feeling some people have that most politicians elected to public office are on the take and that corruption reigns in politics. Our political system may offer a fertile ground for dishonest opportunities, but the truth is the vast majority of our elected officials are honest and even serve the public at a personal loss due to the sacrifices they make. It is the dishonest people engaged in the political process who peddle personal agendas for gain for themselves and for whom they represent who muddy the playing fields, creating an evil environment. The honest people in the political process must have their guard up to ward off the temptations offered.

Politics has ruined many people who fell victim to the temptations.

The Star’s editorial | Hurting blind people, coddling gun owners

By Kansas City Star

Deficit budgeting 

Give Kurt Schaefer credit. Unlike Ryan Silvey, his Missouri House counterpart, the Senate budget chairman is at least trying to take a more thoughtful approach to health care for blind Missourians. 

Whereas Silvey, a Kansas City Republican, favors eliminating the longstanding aid program, which serves about 2,800 persons, Schaefer has proposed a more nuanced plan that calls for recipients to pay monthly premiums and deductibles. 

To be sure, health care for the blind shouldn’t even be on the cutting board. The recipients have less than $20,000 in assets. Most are unemployed and many have medical conditions that will make it nearly impossible for them to obtain insurance on the individual market. 

And Schaefer’s proposals would likely save the state only about $5.4 million on the $28 million program. 

At least Schaefer, a Republican from Columbia, is looking for a middle ground, a refreshing change from the scorched earth approach of the House budget process. 

Unfortunately, the Senate Appropriations Committee chaired by Schaefer is embracing the terrible idea of cutting funding and reducing income eligibility limits for child care subsidies. Missouri’s income threshold is already the 48th lowest in the nation. 

Loss of the subsidies would force thousands of low-income parents to choose between leaving their jobs, placing their children in danger or scrimping on food and other necessities to pay child care bills. 

Lawmakers have dug themselves into a hole by refusing to consider revenue-generating measures. Even a $50 million tax amnesty program is being rejected by Senate hard-liners. But balancing a budget on the backs of blind people and low-income working parents shows a collective deficit of character. 

Sore loser 

Sam Brownback voted against the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform Act when he served in the U.S. Senate. And just because it became the law of the land doesn’t mean he has to like it. 

That was the Kansas governor’s message when he announced he wouldn’t sign two bills recently approved by his Legislature. The bills are minor procedural measures required by Dodd-Frank, but Brownback isn’t dirtying his hands with them. They’ll become law without his signature. 

He announced he has asked Kansas Attorney General Derek Schmidt to investigate the Dodd-Frank act “in order to begin the process of defending Kansas from this unconstitutional incursion of federal authority over the states.” 

We’d rather the Kansas attorney general spend his time fighting crime and protecting the state’s consumers. As for Brownback, it becomes clearer every week that the governor is playing to a national conservative audience that loves this show of defiance, even if it is completely meaningless. 

NRA welcome mat 

Everyone who is anyone in Republican politics, from Mitt Romney on down, is stopping in St. Louis for the four-day National Rifle Association convention now under way. 

The Missouri legislature is also going out of its way to create a hospitable climate for the gun lobby. 

The House has passed a bill allowing owners to store guns in cars even if property owners object, and another designating gun owners as a special protected class against workplace discrimination. 

Members are considering a bill that would enable people to carry guns on buses and other forms of public transportation in Kansas City and St. Louis, even if the city governments object. A separate resolution proposes a constitutional amendment specifying that every citizen has the right to possess or purchase ammo, lest there be any doubt. 

A sweet deal 

Not everyone in the Missouri Capitol has a problem with raising revenues. A coalition of advocacy groups, led by Progress Missouri, sponsored a bake sale on Tuesday to raise money for the state treasury. 

“Until legislators get serious about a streamlined sales tax, stop coddling cigarette companies and ask multinational corporations to pay their fair share, we have to invest in our public structures and systems somehow!” Progress Missouri explained. 

The sale raised a whopping $238 for the state’s general fund. We wouldn’t call that half baked, but a reasonable increase in Missouri’s lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax would make a whole lot more sense.

Time for all to pay fair share of taxes

By Matthew Patterson, Springfield News-Leader

On tax day, who will pay their fair share?

Tuesday is tax day for millions of Americans. On Monday, the U.S. Senate is scheduled to vote on the proposed “Paying Your Fair Share Act,” (Buffett Rule) an act that would ensure that one of the world’s wealthiest men doesn’t pay a lower tax rate than his secretary.

Under the Buffett Rule, Americans who earn $1 million per year or more would be subject to a 30 percent tax rate. Many millionaires derive their wealth from investment income, which typically is taxed at 15 percent. That tax rate is lower than what most of the rest of us pay.

More than anything else, the Buffett Rule is a guiding principle. It holds that the very wealthiest Americans should pay taxes at a rate at least equivalent to middle-income workers. As Warren Buffett himself put it in a New York Times op-ed eight months ago, it is unfair for the mega-rich to “pay a lower part of our income in taxes than our receptionists do, or our cleaning ladies, for that matter.”

This is a principle that both parties should embrace — President Ronald Reagan called for higher taxes on the rich back in 1985. Consider Reagan’s statement:

“We’re going to close the unproductive tax loopholes that allow some of the truly wealthy to avoid paying their fair share,” Reagan argued. Such tax loopholes, he added, “sometimes made it possible for millionaires to pay nothing, while a bus driver was paying 10 percent of his salary — and that’s crazy.”

So why now are conservatives, including Sen. Roy Blunt, fighting so hard to keep taxes from being fair? How does the economy grow if the middle class is hampered by a tax burden greater than those who make millions a year?

We know what a successful economy looks like. It’s an economy that works for all of us. It’s an economy where every American has a good job, can educate their kids, support their family and retire with security.

But this successful economy won’t happen by accident. It will only happen by the decisions and investments we decide to make together. However, we have encountered a difficult roadblock on the way toward rebuilding the middle class and expanding opportunity for those who aspire to join it.

What is that roadblock? It’s CEOs of corporations who are “too big to fail.” It’s greedy Wall Street speculators and the lobbyists in Congress who do their bidding.

It’s conservative obstructionists in Congress who on Monday will oppose the Buffett Rule and the idea that we all should pay our fair share.

What is the solution? On Monday, each member of the U.S. Senate will have the opportunity to fix the tax system so millionaires don’t pay lower taxes than their secretaries and all the rest of us. The decision they make will say a lot about their values and whether they’ll put voters ahead of their multimillionaire campaign contributors.

Editorial: Missouri's Medicaid contract process flawed, should be re-bid 

By St. Louis Post-Dispatch

When Michael Neidorff calls, governors listen. He said so himself.

The chief executive officer of Clayton-based Centene Corp. told The Wall Street Journal in 2006, "I call a governor, I usually get a call back within 24 to 48 hours."

No doubt, Mr. Neidorff's generosity in making campaign contributions helps.

It doesn't take a cynic to think that the $400,000 Centene and its executives, including Mr. Neidorff, gave in campaign cash to various Missouri politicians played a role in Centene receiving a lucrative contract in February to provide Medicaid services in the state.

Gov. Jay Nixon received $85,000 in Centene-related cash, some of it conspicuously close to the time when a Centene subsidiary, SynCare, received a smaller contract last year.

There were questions about how that SynCare contract was awarded. SynCare's connection to Centene appeared nowhere in the bidding documents. It was reported that the SynCare-Centene connection made Nixon administration officials "nervous" once the contract was awarded.

That nervousness now may blossom into full-blown anxiety, thanks to a lawsuit filed by a Centene competitor, Molina Health Care. The case is expected to be heard this week in Cole County Circuit Court.

More ominously, Molina's lawyer is Paul Wilson, who served as an aide to Mr. Nixon in both the attorney general's and governor's offices. As governor in 2010, Mr. Nixon appointed Mr. Wilson to fill a vacancy on the Cole County Circuit Court. As a judge, before returning to private practice, Mr. Wilson heard cases that alleged bidding improprieties in the awarding of fee office contracts in the Nixon administration.

Mr. Wilson knows bidding law.

The lawsuit he filed for Molina alleges numerous, detailed and egregious violations of state law related to the awarding of the Medicaid contract to Centene. Until February, Molina was one of several managed-care companies competing to provide Medicaid services in Missouri.

But the Nixon administration arbitrarily changed the bidding rules. It capped at three per region the number of companies that would provide Medicaid services.

Molina's lawsuit alleges that the cap violated federal rules. It further alleges that the bidding rules were changed to help Centene and that a state official who was in the middle of a dispute with Molina helped grade the winning bids.

The lawsuit doesn't mention Centene's generous campaign contributions. It doesn't have to. Across the nation, campaign cash is an underlying and nagging issue as large, public managed-care companies — Centene, Molina, WellPoint, UnitedHealthCare and others — compete over billion-dollar contracts that can make or break their bottom lines.

Did WellCare's $125,000 donations to then-Illinois Gov. Rod Blagojevich in 2005 help land a contract in that state? It sure didn't hurt.

Just last week, both Centene and Molina lost out on contracts in Ohio, and their share prices immediately suffered. No wonder corporations feel pressured to contribute to politicians.

If the SynCare debacle was smoke, then the Centene contract being awarded while excluding a company that has been providing Missouri Medicaid services with high marks for 16 years should be the fire.

Justice demands that the Cole County court issue an injunction that would reopen the state bidding process.

State governments must implement rules and procedures that insulate the awarding of state contracts from politics. Otherwise, there will always be a whiff, and perhaps even the stench, of pay to play.

Moves will aid education in Missouri

By Springfield News-Leader

After more than three years of economic struggle and bad news, we are pleased to be hearing about some positive signs for education in Missouri and the Ozarks.

The state Senate is moving in the right direction to provide community colleges with additional money to train more people in the health care fields. A proposed change in the House would allow underused scholarships roll into a program that would benefit part-time students. Ozarks Technical Community College is not only in line for some of those benefits, the school is developing some innovative efforts of its own to make school more accessible.

The News-Leader’s Jefferson City reporter Josh Nelson has been giving us some good news out of the state Capitol recently. Last week, he reported that the Senate Appropriations Committee is searching for ways to avoid funding cuts for higher education without cutting health care services for the blind. It looks like they may pull it off. That is good news for the blind, since the House had recommended cutting the health care program to keep from cutting higher education as proposed by Gov. Jay Nixon.

It is also good news for higher education. Missouri State University was facing a $6.16 million decrease in state aid under Nixon’s plan, while OTC was looking at an 8 percent cut in its $9.6 million in state funding. The schools will not have to face those cuts, thanks to the lawmakers’ hard work.

OTC got some more good news from the Senate committee. Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, announced that he is trying to get $3 million for new medical job training efforts at community colleges. With a present and future need for more health care workers facing area hospitals, this is good news all the way around. The $660,800 that will go to OTC will help an additional 66 students get associate’s degrees in nursing or certification as an emergency medical technician.

In an economy where going to school full time may not be an option for many students, there is more good news. A proposed change in the Missouri House Education Budget Committee would move funds from underused state college scholarship programs for full-time students to a popular scholarship program available to part-time students.

OTC is also finding ways to make school more accessible with its “hybrid” classes. The online classes, which include only one in-class day a week, mean students can work, juggle families and save money on gas.

Ingenuity and cooperation can make a lot of good things happen.

Editorial: Pew Center study points to way to more tax credit accountability 

By St. Louis Post-Dispatch

That the Pew Center on the States would rank Missouri as one of 13 "leaders" in the country for how state government analyzes the effectiveness of tax credits will come as a surprise to anyone who has closely followed the issue in recent years.

Let's just say the study graded on a curve.

The fact is that most states do nothing to determine whether the billions of dollars they waive for businesses as tax incentives actually create any of the promised jobs.

That's stupid public policy, which is the point of the study.

At least Missouri has studied the issue. It hasn't done much about it, but at least it's studied it.

In 2010, Gov. Jay Nixon commissioned a panel led by business leaders and legislators from all over the state to examine Missouri's 61 tax credit programs. These programs, which reduce the amount of revenue available to the state by several hundred million dollars per year, allow businesses or investors to apply for tax credits that can be applied to state income tax bills. It's estimated that the various programs — some for good causes, others of dubious value — will cost Missouri taxpayers around $800 million next year.

That's a lot of money. It should be spent wisely.

That most states aren't even trying to determine how the money is being spent is a travesty. But studying its tax credits, finding problems and doing little about them might be even worse.

The tax credit commission recommended eliminating some tax credits, curtailing others, consolidating several of them and placing a cap and expiration date on all programs. The sunset date is key because it would require supporters of the various incentives to make their case to the Legislature that their tax credits serve a valuable purpose.

"When states forgo revenue by offering economic development tax incentives, they have less money to spend on education, transportation, health care, and other critical services. Conversely, if states do not use incentives or use them well, they may be missing opportunities to create jobs and attract new businesses," Jeff Chapman, senior researcher for the Pew Center on the States, wrote in the report.

That was the same argument that Mr. Nixon, a Democrat, and Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, made unsuccessfully last year in both the regular and special legislative sessions. They said, correctly, that it's bad public policy to allow tax credit programs to grow unfettered while cutting education, health care and other essential needs.

Their proposal failed because the developers who benefit from the state's two largest tax credit programs — low-income housing and historic redevelopment — convinced key lawmakers to block attempts to rein in those programs.

They want to live by different rules than everybody else, and that, too, is bad public policy.

Missouri should take up the mantle of tax credit reform and heed the recommendations of Mr. Nixon's tax credit commission. Failing that, the state's budget problems won't get better.

Missouri should follow the example of Oregon. The Pew study pointed out that in 2011, Oregon did what Missouri lawmakers failed to do by putting sunset dates on all of its business incentive programs.

Good for Missouri that it has taken the first steps toward more fiscal accountability for the taxpayers. It's time to finish the job.

Benefits seen in having Missouri voters identify with political party

By Ed Janosik, Springfield News-Leader

I heartily agree with John Lilly that Missourians should register by party. If people vote either for the Republican or the Democratic party most to all of the time, I see no reason why they should be reluctant to identify themselves. There is no need to be ashamed, indeed, there is reason to be proud of associating one’s self with the two major parties in the United States who have helped steer this nation through financial, social and military crises.

It is the party loyalists who keep our two parties alive. It is the cadre of activists who help recruit candidates, staff boards of elections, encourage their members to participate in elections and contribute funds to their preferred party. Real party professionals consider their opposite numbers as worthy opponents, not as enemies, not unlike professional athletes, who vigorously compete against one another in the arena, and then shake hands and walk shoulder to shoulder to the sidelines.

The work of party activists is made much easier and more efficient if they know the party preference of voters. I came to Missouri from New Jersey where it was the responsibility of the bipartisan County Board of Elections to register people as Republicans, Democrats or independents. Party workers could obtain from the board of elections a list of voters by street address. A precinct worker could take the street address list, walk the streets of the precinct (usually 700-800 voters) and see who was registered in each party, and any gaps in the street addresses would tell him or her who was not registered. In Missouri, the smallest political unit is the ward, which can comprise of thousands of voters, making it impossible for any personal contact between the political worker and potential voter.

Another benefit of party workers knowing who their supporters are means that householders are not bothered by workers for the party they oppose. I have heard stories from some canvassers in Springfield of unpleasant and ugly confrontations on the doorstep between a party worker and a voter of the opposite party who felt strongly about their allegiance.

The difference in political customs in various states in the union can be attributed to variations in political culture. The eastern part of the United States is much more densely populated than the vast areas between the Appalachian and Rocky Mountains. By the mid-19th century, governments of the major cities in the United States were dominated by tightly disciplined political parties. Some of the more corrupt ones of which were located in Boston, New York and Philadelphia. This led to the establishment of very small political units that could be personally overseen by one individual.

While such intricate party organization is not needed in Missouri, Lilly’s suggestion that we have party identification on registration would be a tremendously useful tool for political party workers.

Letters to the editor, April 14 

Prescription-only cold pills would reduce health care access
Over the last few years, the debate about how to best control the spread of methamphetamine across our state has occupied a tremendous amount of time and energy in the Missouri Legislature, and this year is no different.

As Missourians, we should be proud that a number of our elected leaders are passionate about winning the battle against meth, a horrendous drug that wreaks havoc on our families and communities. While we're all committed to reaching that goal, it's important that our approach balances the need for aggressive law enforcement with the basic rights of responsible citizens.

AARP Missouri represents more than 750,000 members in the state. For these men and women, access to quality, affordable health care is critically important. AARP has been watching the debate in Jefferson City very closely. Of particular concern is legislation recently introduced by Representative Dave Schatz, R-Sullivan, House Bill 1952, which would require all Missourians to obtain a prescription before buying over-the-counter cold and allergy medicines containing pseudoephedrine.

We believe HB 1952's prescription mandate would impact all Missourians, but for our members, the burden would be especially acute. Under a prescription mandate, thousands of people who normally would drive to the local pharmacy to buy common cold and allergy medicines would have to start consulting with a doctor before doing so.

For retired Missourians who typically depend on health care services more than other citizens, the influx of new patients would make it more difficult for them to receive the quality care they deserve. AARP members would encounter difficulty making doctor's appointments as crowded hospitals and overextended medical facilities become commonplace.

Lack of access to quality health care would be even more challenging for our members who have mobility issues. Many of these individuals depend on the assistance of friends and family members who deliver nonprescription cold and allergy medicines. That type of access would be dramatically curtailed under a prescription mandate.

We can and will make significant progress against meth production and abuse in the years ahead, but Missouri lawmakers must protect the basic rights of all citizens, especially our seniors. We encourage the Missouri Legislature to pursue solutions that punish criminals, not responsible citizens.

Norma J. Collins • Kansas City
Advocacy Director, AARP Missouri
Examine and learn
"Bill would require checking for fraud in school testing" (April 4) raises serious concerns about educational practices locally and statewide. Relying on self-inspection of state tests by districts is a poor way to save money. The state is spending $8.4 million to administer, score and report test results, but hasn't spent an additional $45,000 to ensure their validity. Furthermore, the state already has cut costs by dropping important learning outcomes from the tests that require more time to score.

Not only does the state make no effort to find cases of testing irregularities, but it also misses the opportunity to validate exemplary practices that lead to significant improvement in student learning.

In education, unexpectedly high test scores are accepted as a favorable outcome with no attempt to validate the results. If schools are raising student achievement in an exemplary manner, their methods should be studied, documented and expanded to other schools. If results are found to be fraudulent, disciplinary action should be taken.

I was director of evaluation and testing in the St. Louis Public Schools. We usually found that gains far exceeding reasonable expectations resulted from testing irregularities. Our investigation used methods similar to those available from the state's test publisher, followed by in-depth interviews, re-testing and other methods to determine if irregularities occurred and who was responsible. Several cases resulted in serious disciplinary action. We also visited schools that had favorable achievement levels and reported practices that contributed to their success. Our assessment of educational quality was not restricted to standardized test results.

Jerry Powers • St. Louis
Adding safeguards
Regarding the editorial "Mailing it in" (April 11): House Bill 2109 merely seeks to add additional safeguards against voting fraud by amending three sections of the Missouri Revised Statutes by requiring proof of citizenship at the time of a person's voter registration and proof of a valid Missouri drivers license or Missouri state identification at time of voting on election day or by absentee ballot.

HB2109 allows proof of U.S. citizenship before a local election board by merely presenting a valid birth certificate issued by a governmental authority, a U.S. passport or U.S. naturalization documents. Under the Full Faith and Credit Clause of the U.S. Constitution, a government-issued birth certificate with proper notary seals or other official attestation from any of the other 49 states would appear to be sufficient under Missouri law to prove U.S. citizenship based on birth, which no local election board could contest.

Nonetheless, in the modern age of computers when false legal documents can be created with great ease and craftsmanship, election boards should be given some latitude of discretion to challenge a person who seeks to commit identity fraud. HB2109 waives fees for any person in Missouri seeking an authenticated copy of his Missouri birth certificate for purposes of voter registration. HB2109 specifically recognizes the voting rights of Missouri residents on active duty in the U.S. armed forces as protected under federal law. HB2109 does not require ballots cast by active military duty to be notarized and authorizes fax transmission of those ballots when they cannot be physically delivered to local election boards. Presumably, Missouri residents on active duty in the military have government identification proving who they are for purposes of casting absentee ballots. HB2109 sets forth the circumstances under which an election crime is committed if a voter is subjected to coercion or placed under duress by any third party assisting in voting.

The Post-Dispatch reported earlier this month that only 14 percent of St. Louis County's 655,000 registered voters bothered to show up at the polls on April 3. I have no fear of legislators in Jefferson City trying to erect barriers to voting when the voters themselves make that job easy for local election boards by failing miserably to exercise their right to vote in the first place. At the last election held in St. Louis County, I was the first voter at my polling place.

Alan Jay Koshner • Chesterfield
Far from serious reform
I have worked in health care for decades. Even though the modern medical system can achieve miraculous things and have thousands of highly dedicated and motivated professionals, there is no denying they are in the "Dark Ages" when it comes to accountability. No other industry enjoys the privileged status of health care.

Between 100,000 and 180,000 people die each year because of medical mistakes. Because the health care industry seldom talks about it, the situation continues as one isolated personal tragedy after another.

The first time I tried to get information from a doctor who made a medical error that resulted in a patient's death, his only reply was, "The patient most likely would have died anyway."

Medical school doesn't prepare doctors for the inevitable mistake and malpractice scenario. The only thing most doctors know how to do in response is to such a situation is to disappear for a few days. Some deny their mistakes. Many families are understanding, but to ignore them often turns an unfortunate situation into a malpractice suit because the family can't get information any other way.

If doctors and hospitals are partly responsible for overlooking the magnitude of medical errors, the malpractice attorneys must also take their share of the blame. Their willingness to turn non-life threatening problems into lucrative settlements make them more a part of the problem than the solution.

There is no question that we need greater accountability in health care. But, and this is an extremely important qualifier, to require this without going after serious reform of the legal profession when it comes to medical malpractice litigation is treating the symptom, not the disease.

Even as a victim of medical malpractice myself, I know that greater accountability by doctors alone is far from the answer. As much as our legislators will deny it, because many have legal backgrounds and because the legal profession has a stranglehold on most legislative processes, we will see serious reform only when the people demand it.

In world of health care reform, the Obama plan doesn't even come up to the minimum standard of serious reform. When discovering and punishing those who pursue frivolous malpractice lawsuits is as serious a venture as trying to find and discipline "bad" doctors, then our nation will be motivated about improving the overall quality of the delivery of health care services in America.

Les J. Hauser • St. Louis
We are Anna Brown
Anna Brown lost her life because of the region's and the nation's neglect of its homeless and uninsured populations. Ms. Brown is one of many faces within the United States and St. Louis County who live on the streets and are denied what should be a basic human right: access to health care. Rather than figuring out who is wrong or right, we all should agree that Ms. Brown's death was unnecessary and could have been prevented.

As a former employee of an area homeless mission, I have seen firsthand that difficulties that the Anna Browns of the world contend with daily, just fighting for survival while dealing with life-threatening illnesses, such as heart disease, cancer or AIDS.

In 2011, 16 percent of the population was without health insurance. That is a frightening fact. The homeless population continues to grow. These should facts should be the cause of serious conversations among St. Louis and St. Louis County elected officials and churches.

In this election year, we should allow our voices to be heard by demanding that our elected officials — national and local — address the issues of chronic homelessness and the uninsured.

We must brace ourselves for an unfavorable decision from the Supreme Court on the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. Let us keep the spirit of Anna Brown within all of us by organizing to fight the system of oppression and exploitation.

Grady Brown • St. Louis
She didn't have to die
In "In living memory" (April 10), Stephen Kelly of St. Mary's Hospital claims that the hospital did no wrong to Anna Brown, but he skirts the bad the hospital apparently did. Medical malpractice is irrelevant to the hospital's failing to provide care in this case.

Did they call the police to have her arrested for trespass? She died in jail soon after from an apparently misdiagnosed or undiagnosed illness. How did the police come to arrest Ms. Brown? Who called them?

Even if you accept Mr. Kelly's excuses for missing the blood clot, nothing would excuse a decision of St. Mary's to call the police to arrest its patient. She probably was being disruptive, but, from all accounts, she was not mobile, which limits her disruptive capacity.

Why couldn't St. Mary's have made her comfortable? Why not keep her overnight for observation? Even if it was a scam to get a bed for the night, so what? What is the risk to St. Mary's (money), compared to the  risk to Ms. Brown (death)? 

If the police had not been called,   Ms. Brown would have slipped into distress at a hospital instead of in a jail cell. Her odds of survival would have been much higher. She probably didn't have to die. 

An insured person presenting with Ms. Brown's symptoms might have been kept for observation. Jesus did not call the pharisees against the lady at the well. St. Mary's was acting here for Jesus. It should not have turned Ms. Brown away. It should have cared for the least of us, the way Jesus commanded us.

Charles A. Harter • St. Louis
Letters to the editor, April 15 
Act for positive change
The days of tax-increment financing are numbered, and the evidence of the ineffectiveness of TIFs rapidly is becoming overwhelming.

The Ellisville mayor and council have a rare chance to make a real difference. A large majority of Ellisville residents clearly are against the proposed TIF, but the program hinges on a largely pro-TIF council. With state legislation to restrict TIF pending and with a groundswell of anti-TIF sentiment area-wide, rejecting the Ellisville TIF can be a key turning point. It is a chance to turn something for the better, even at the "cost" of commercialization of one-quarter of an intersection and maybe some minor city services.

The mayor and council should act for positive change and turn down the TIF. Will Ellisville help lead the area away from TIF, or will Ellisville opt for selfishness to the long-term detriment of the area?

Dan Duffy • Ellisville
Pretense of profundity
Charles Krauthammer makes a big deal out of how lawyer Michael Carvin "devastatingly" responded to Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer's suggesting that "by being born, one enters into the market for 'health care'" ("Obama v. the Supreme Court," April 8). Mr. Krauthammer makes this out to be an absurd statement as Mr. Carvin responded by replying: "If birth means entering the market, the Congress is omnipotent, authorized by the Commerce Clause to regulate 'every human activity from cradle to grave'."

Mr. Krauthammer gets paid big bucks for writing columns that jump to such extraneous conclusions.

What about the food market? Doesn't birth enter one into the food market? Or what about potable water or clean air, not to mention shelter or some measure of security? Why have a Food and Drug Administration or an Environmental Protection Agency? Or any kind of consumers protective agency? Or a police force or whatever else civil society has agreed to provide the newborn?

Aren't we given any credit at all for being smart enough to see through such pretense of profundity?

William B. Lewis • Edwardsville
No common ground
Kevin Horrigan's column "Who needs government" (April 8) is the perfect illustration of why there can be no compromises with liberals. Mr. Horrigan attempts to explain (mockingly) conservative views of government without even coming close.

Conservatives see government services as essential. Garbage pickup and air traffic control, to name a couple from Mr. Horrigan's mockery of conservatives, are viewed by conservatives as expected government roles. Conservative opposition to government is to an intrusive government that forces the people to buy a product or service or forces religious organizations to provide services against their religious beliefs.

Liberals support unlimited expansion of government requirements and controls — a government solution for every issue — even for issues that are not issues. That is why there never can be common ground between conservatives and liberals.

Tom Lawrence • Ballwin
Better knowing
Regarding "Guns may be allowed on Metro" (April 10): The issue of allowing a concealed weapon on MetroLink is or will become a non-issue, as was the case with concealed carry itself. I would feel safer knowing that I was traveling with several legitimate concealed-carry permit holders than knowing there were none.

There are no "gun-free zones" and never will be — unless a search is performed on everyone. Look at the mass shootings that have occurred in the last decade. Many were in "gun-free zones" — schools, medical facilities, "group meeting places," etc. Much of this carnage could have been prevented had there been people in attendance who had the capability to put down the gun-carrying aggressor.

Bill Prins • St. Charles
Pseudo-tirades
The Post-Dispatch has a daily opportunity to use its valuable space and editorial platform to advocate for ideas that support the paper's Platform or to explain its views of the issues of the day. We "civilian" letter-writers do our best to garner a position in the "Your Views" section by writing cogent, well-thought letters on issues that are dear to our hearts. We work to trim word count and be succinct in making our points so that the paper might publish our thoughts. We cherish the opportunity to be chosen for that honor.

When we see silly, pseudo-tirades like "Outgunning 'em" (April 13) appear in the "Our View" section, we are disheartened that the editors seem to lack our appreciation for the resource at their disposal. Except for Saturdays, of course; everyone deserves a little fun.

Tim Keeney • Webster Groves

Defending against would-be kings

This weekend's NRA convention brings with it thousands of tourism dollars and, because it's an election year, a couple of politicians taking aim at gaining votes by invoking the Second Amendment.

What they most likely will not do is actually address the Second Amendment head-on; they will not come out and say that the Second Amendment has nothing to do with sport shooting or hunting. This is the Second Amendment: A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.

The Second Amendment provides for the free and law-abiding citizenry of this great country to defend it against tyrants, dictators and would-be kings. That's it. Idiot pundits like to quote the line "when guns are outlawed, only outlaws will have guns." Not true at all. When guns are outlawed, only outlaws and the military (and thus, the person planning a military coup) will have guns.

Meg Dunn • St. Charles
Wings of wax
Regarding "Out gunning 'em" (April 13): Of course, when the NRA comes to town for its convention the anti-Second Amendment crowd starts howling and baying like a pack of wolves.

The anti-gun crowd had its shining moment in 1994. The Clinton administration, the Democrat-majority Congress and the Brady campaign successfully banned "assault weapons."

But Congress paid for this breach of the Second Amendment. After the next election, Democrats were voted out of power. It took years before they returned to power.

The anti-Second Amendment crowd has been counseled time and time again to respect the Second Amendment. Icarus was warned by his father not to fly to close to the sun on wings made of feathers and wax.

You would think by now that the anti-gun crowd with their wings of wax would have learned something.

Tony Grillo • Fenton
On your best behavior
Was the headline on the sports page "Bang, bang, bang II" (April 10) misplaced? Perhaps it belonged on the front page with the stories "Guns may be allowed on Metro" and "NRA brings big bucks."

My gun-toting colleagues, working with the NRA to ensure that no home is left "unprotected," no person unarmed and no bus weapon-free, continue to impose their view that concealed weapons are a deterrent to crime.

It is the ultimate fear-mongering tactic. Anywhere you go, someone might be packing, so be on your best behavior. We aren't comfortable enough with trained law enforcement officers, so, apparently, we need vigilantes who have taken a class to be at the ready in some unexpected moment of stress on a moving vehicle filled with passengers unable to easily escape.

It doesn't make me feel safer.

State Rep. Jill Schupp • D-Creve Coeur
Letters to the editor, April 16 

More urgent needs
Regarding "Public gets input on Arch project" (April 10): We've lost sight of priorities and our common sense. I've worked downtown near the Gateway Arch for over 20 years. Getting to the Arch and Laclede's Landing is not a problem. Interstate 70 and Memorial Drive usually are not problems. I think it's pretty to come downtown on I-70 and see the Arch and its grounds. The proposed reroute of Memorial Drive is a mess, and taking out the Arch parking garage just eliminates close covered parking when we don't have a surplus on the Landing.

Asking the federal government or voters for funds to pretty up this area is nonsense. Instead of spending money on an I-70 study or consultants, spend money to improve the schools, trash service and police and firefighter protection.

If private funds can be found, why not look at widening the approach and underground depressed sections of I-70 downtown to six lanes total to alleviate the traffic bottleneck. It would be a regular tunnel. As for a "lid" over the existing depressed section, I'd rather see the newly covered portions have the beautiful plantings like we have in the median of Market Street south of Broadway.

There are too many more urgent needs right now.

Barbi Diehl • Oakville
Patriarchal luxury
I'm a dumbfounded Catholic — also, a fallen-away one. Growing up and attending St. Rita's parish school, I often was humiliated and punished with a ruler or pointer in front of my classmates. This was never discussed out of the confines of my immediate family. The emotional scars still are hidden in my psyche, but they were torn open by "Bishops tell Catholics to disobey 'unjust laws'" (April 13).

What a farce. What arrogance. Only a patriarchal-driven society of pampered men can preach "do what I say, not what I do." The same church for decades, if not centuries, sheltered child abusers and condoned the killing of people who would not acquiesce or convert to Catholicism during the Inquisition.

The "religious liberty" these men want is the liberty to be left alone to live in the luxury of a male-only hierarchy. Being able to dominate women and dictate to us what we will do for family planning keeps us subservient to them. The Catholic Church is up against the 21st century. What passed as a nurturing entity to its parishioners is now dictating political issues from the pulpit and calling for civil disobedience in the face of mandated contraceptive coverage from insurers.

We want the freedom to use contraception; politicians and churches will not deter us from our right to use it.

R. Hollrah • St. Charles
Changing the subject
Regarding "Bishops tell Catholics to disobey 'unjust laws'" (April 13): Roman Catholic Bishops excommunicate (kick out) members who in conscience disobey church laws that members feel are unjust (i.e., St. Stanislaus Kostka Catholic Church board members). In fact, the church has a history (albeit ancient) of torturing those who dare to question its dogmas or edicts.

This storm surrounding the issue of contraception, a rule that most of its members have ignored for decades, is now the "hook" on which the church "fathers" (no women allowed) have decided to fully engage, while child abuse continues to be reported worldwide. It looks as if the church fathers are trying to change the subject.

Tom Harig • University City
Fairness for the middle
During this election season as the rhetoric seems to be rising about taxes and everyone paying his fair share, particularly former Massachusetts Gov. and Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney, might we address the same question to the nearly 50 percent of Americans who live here, enjoy substantial entitlements and pay virtually nothing?

Those of us in the middle are being short-changed. Neither party, as near as I can tell, seems very upset or concerned about "fairness" for the middle.

Robert Hughes • St. Louis County
Answer the questions
Regarding "The nimbus returns" (April 5): The last thing I would do is defend David Spence, a candidate for the Republican nomination for governor, or Reliance Bank. But, as a gubernatorial candidate, Mr. Spence has the duty to answer questions about his directorship at Reliance and its participation in the Troubled Asset relief Program.

The Post-Dispatch has the same obligation, including reporting:

• TARP worked nationally and for all the St. Louis banks in which we, as taxpayers, have invested.

• TARP investments in banks are not loans; TARP is an equity investment. Taxpayers now are shareholders in Reliance.

• Yes, TARP provided the reserves necessary to make possible the loan to Mr. Spence. But TARP also provided reserves that permitted Reliance to make and renew hundreds of millions of dollars in other loans.

• It would have been a bad business decision for Reliance to have repaid TARP; Reliance then probably would have had no means to replace the lost equity or reserves. Reliance's loan to Mr. Spence had nothing to do with its ability to repay TARP.

• The 800-pound gorilla is whether Reliance ever will be able to make enough money to repay TARP or attract investors who are willing to take a risk on Reliance, investing their money to replace TARP. This is the question the Post-Dispatch should investigate.

Being accurate in writing about Reliance and TARP will make that more likely to happen.

John L. Davidson • Des Peres
Respecting other women
It seems to me that the Democrats just can't make up their minds. Back in 2008, then-Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin, the Republican vice presidential candidate, was attacked by Democrats because she was a working mom with five kids, which meant she must be uninformed on everything. Now Democratic strategist Hilary Rosen has suggested that Ann Romney, the wife of Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney, a former governor of Massachusetts, never worked a day a in her life and can't possibly be informed enough to advise her husband on women's issues.

Really? A mother who raised five boys, whose husband probably was gone a lot making a living, doesn't know anything about women's issues?

So tell me Democrats, which is it? Is it moms who work outside the home or stay-at-home moms who don't know anything? Many stay-at-home moms give up many extras to stay home and raise their families as a choice (that choice thing).

I stayed home to raise my kids. I was the Girl Scout leader and the room mother. I was the one who drove kids to after-school activities and field trips. I was the one who took your child to out-of-town sports competitions because you were working. I was the one the schools called to help with special events. I was available.

Many women choose to work outside the home, and many don't have the luxury of a choice; but as women, we need to respect each other and the choices that all women make in their lives.

Carol Size • Des Peres
