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Missouri senators try to add their stamp as Senate addresses postal woes

In Washington
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

1:02 am on Mon, 04.23.12

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Senate plans to attack the Postal Service’s many problems Tuesday with rapid-fire votes on 39 amendments to a bill to allow the post office to cut costs and reduce services.

The bottom line: Without action by Congress to allow it to cut back, the Postal Service would face financial collapse. The government won’t allow that to happen, of course, but Congress faces a deadline of mid-May before the Postal Service starts closing 223 mail processing plants, including facilities in Missouri and Illinois. About 3,700 post offices, many in rural areas, are also on a tentative closure list.

The slew of amendments — including separate proposals by Sens. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Roy Blunt, R-Mo., related to post-office closings — will be offered to a major Senate postal overhaul bill that provides for postal employee buyouts and other cost-saving steps but would delay the Postal Service plan to eliminate Saturday mail delivery.

“I hope that there is a bill at the end of the amending process that I can support — that addresses the real problems the Postal Service faces rather than just managing the further decline of the country’s postal system,” said Blunt.

Given the tendency of lawmakers to protect their home states and respond to voter outcries, that may be a tall order. A report last week by the Government Accountability Office on the Postal Service’s financial straits found that “approximately 80 percent of its retail facilities do not generate sufficient revenue to cover their costs.” At the same time, partly because of congressional concerns, “the number of USPS-operated retail facilities, about 32,000, has remained largely unchanged” over the last five years.

With the Postal Service projecting a net loss of $14 billion for this fiscal year, most lawmakers agree that Congress needs to take some action. The underlying Senate bill, sponsored by Sens. Joe Lieberman, I-Conn., and Susan Collins, R-Me., would set up a gradual process for the Postal Service to close post offices and reduce service, with more input from communities.

A harsher GOP alternative, similar to a House bill, will be offered by Sen. John McCain, R-Ariz., to establish a board — buffered somewhat from congressional interference — to oversee the Postal Service and carry out tough measures to cut costs. With about 570,000 workers, the Postal Service is the nation’s second-biggest civilian employer (after Walmart). The rise of email and the decline in mail volume have led to steep losses.

According to the GAO report, transactions have dropped by 18 percent over the past five years, while mail volume has declined by more than a fifth. In fiscal year 2011, the Postal Service had a $5.1 billion loss and did not make its $5.5 billion retiree health benefits payment to the federal government.

“It is very clear that Congress and the Postal Service cannot make decisions” on tough cutbacks, McCain argued last week. He said the Lieberman-Collins bill’s call for a two-year study of cost controls before ending Saturday delivery would “delay what is absolutely necessary — and that is to have five-day-a-week delivery.”

Missouri senators offer different options 
One of the hardest-fought issues in Congress is the Postal Service proposals to close rural post offices, including 167 postal retail facilities in Missouri. (Click here to see an interactive map.)

To head off that plan, McCaskill and Sen. Jeff Merkley, D-Ore., have filed an amendment to block the Postal Service from closing rural post offices in the next two years. After that, rural post offices would be allowed to close only if the postal system shows that:

Seniors and people with disabilities would receive the same or substantially similar service, including access to mailed prescription medication.

Jobs and businesses in the community would not suffer economic loss, and the economic loss from the closure would not exceed the postal system’s savings.

The area served by the post office has access to wired broadband internet service.

The next nearest post office is no more than 10 miles driving distance.

As of Friday, the McCaskill-Merkley amendment had been cosponsored by 17 Senate Democrats and an Independent. “Our post offices are more than just brick and mortar; they’re the lifeblood for towns across our state and a source of good jobs in areas hard-hit by the economic downturn,” said McCaskill.

Critics say the amendment would tie the Postal Service’s hands at a time when it must reduce costs. “We’ve got 32,000 post offices in America,” said Lieberman. “That’s more retail outlets than Wal-Mart, Starbucks and McDonalds combined.”

He said the underlying legislation already allows appeals on post-office closings and “forces the Postal Service to consider other options” — such as consolidating post offices within a reasonable distance, reducing the number of operating hours or allowing contractors to provide retail postal services in small communities.

“We’ve got to find a balance here between the financial pressures on the post office — which if not responded to will take it down — and the continuing dependence that millions of American people … have on the post office.”

But, in a Senate speech, McCaskill said closing small-town post offices isn’t going to solve the Postal Service’s financial problems. “When you look at the numbers, closing rural post offices doesn’t help,” she said. “It’s … less than 1 percent of the postal budget. So in 167 different communities in my state, something that is essential far beyond the bricks and mortar for those communities would close — all in the name of 1 percent?”

For his part, Blunt told reporters that he shares the concerns about closing rural post offices but is not sure a two-year moratorium is the right approach. “I don’t want to just kick the can two years down the road,” said Blunt.

“That would be my biggest hesitancy about saying you can’t close anything for two years. I’d rather see them make a decision” to reduce opening hours or take other cost-cutting steps “rather than closing that post office totally, or not doing anything different for a couple of years.”

Blunt and Sen. Michael Bennet, D-Colo., filed a bipartisan amendment to give communities facing postal closures a “citizens' advocate” to represent their interests.

“Through balancing the needs of local communities with the Postal Service’s serious financial challenges,” Blunt said, “we can work to protect the mail delivery service without harming the rural communities and small towns that make up America.” 

Backing the underlying Lieberman bill, Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., said, “We need to get the Postal Service reform right.” In a Senate speech, he called for a flexible, bipartisan solution to “cut costs that are reasonable and enhance revenues” for the postal system.

“I know that every small rural post office cannot survive; many of them have failed in the past,” Durbin said. “But we have to understand what a critical element the rural post office is to the culture of these communities, to the identity of these communities — in some cases, to their very existence.”

With a few exceptions, most senators seemed to agree that it is essential for Congress to take action soon. And the Senate may be able to approve the Lieberman-Collins bill — most likely, with some amendments — this week.

“If we don’t do anything it’s only going to get worse, and a lot of people are going to lose their jobs and a lot of people who depend on the mail are not going to be able to get it in the same way,” Lieberman said.

	Mo. gov says state agencies using less energy 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon says state agencies used nearly 2.3 percent less energy last year after he ordered government to be more efficient.
Nixon's administration says that state agencies cut their electricity consumption alone by more than 6 percent.

Nixon signed an executive order in 2009 requiring state government to use less energy. The Office of Administration says the response included more efficient lighting and reducing instances of heating and cooling systems running at the same time.


FTC opposes Missouri bill on nurses' use of pain 
management techniques 

A federal agency is raising concerns about a Missouri bill that would restrict the kind of pain management some specialized nurses could administer.

A letter from the U.S. Federal Trade Commission said the bill “threatens to raise costs, limit access, and reduce choices for Missouri patients.”

The letter also said the bill’s effects “would likely be felt most acutely by Missouri’s most vulnerable populations — the elderly, the disadvantaged, and rural citizens.”

A Senate version of the bill was approved 26-7 on Thursday. Only licensed doctors would be able to use techniques such as using radiofrequency waves to burn away nerves and injecting drugs into the spinal column. The bill would not apply to certified registered nurse anesthetists or anesthesiologist assistants providing surgical, obstetrical or post-operative pain control.

Backers of the bill said the FTC’s criticism applies to a prior version of the proposal.

“The FTC’s opinion really didn’t have anything to do with the current bill,” said Dr. Ben Lampert, a Springfield physician and a member of the State Board of Registration for the Healing Arts.

Doctors backing restrictions on pain management sought a law after the healing arts board lost a case before the state Supreme Court in 2011 over nurses performing some pain procedures. The bill would allow the healing arts board to write rules for the procedures.

The Missouri Hospital Association hasn’t taken a stance on the bill but believes it would not affect current hospital operations, said spokesman Dave Dillon.

David Jackson, a lobbyist for the Missouri Society of Anesthesiologists, said the bill is about “unqualified health care providers killing nerves and treating chronic pain through invasive injections in the spinal column.”

“This bill is not about access to care,” Jackson said.
Jackson said the society is aware of only three certified registered nurse anesthetists who have ever attempted to perform injections that the bill would address.

The Missouri Association of Nurse Anesthetists opposes the bill. Certified registered nurse anesthetists are the only licensed providers of anesthesia services in 31 Missouri counties, according to the association.

Vicki Coopmans, president of the Missouri Association of Nurse Anesthetists, said the language of the bill is still too broad. “As the bill is currently written it would impact many CRNAs who perform chronic pain management procedures, and more importantly, the hundreds of patients they 
care for,” Coopmans said.

	Mo. bill targets instruction on sexual orientation 

	JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Republican leaders in the Missouri House are backing legislation that would limit the discussion of people's sexual orientation in public schools.
A one-sentence bill filed in the House would prohibit teaching, extracurricular activities or materials that discuss sexual orientation - unless they relate to the scientific facts about human reproduction.

The measure is sponsored by Rep. Steve Cookson, a Republican from rural southern Missouri. It's co-sponsored by House Speaker Steven Tilley, Majority Leader Tim Jones and more than a dozen other lawmakers.

The bill was assigned this past week to the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee, but time is running short for it to pass before the session ends in mid-May.

---

Sexual orientation bill is HB2051.

Online:

House: http://www.house.mo.gov 


	Mo. considers phasing out fees for animal shelters 
By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press

	JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers have moved to reduce state licensing fees for animal shelters and commercial breeders as nerves remain raw following recent battles over the dog-breeding industry.

Legislation approved last week by the Missouri House eventually would exempt animal shelters from the fees while reducing the maximum charges that commercial breeders pay for licenses from the state Department of Agriculture. Shelters lost an exemption from fees under a law approved in 2010, and the license charges for shelters, commercial breeders, kennels and others was increased last year from a maximum of $500 up to $2,500. Operators also pay a $25 fee to cover state efforts to crack down on unlicensed facilities.

Humane groups contend not-for-profit animal shelters should not be required to pay the fees because their purpose is to help the community and not earn money. One organization likened the charges to levying a hotel tax on homeless shelters. But opponents of exempting shelters from the fees argue that all facilities should pay their fair share toward Missouri's animal regulation efforts.

"The humane societies and shelters are not profiting from caring for these animals. They're doing this as an act of love for the animals and as a service for their community," said Bob Baker, the executive director for the Missouri Alliance for Animal Legislation. He added: "It would be like them saying you go in and inspect homeless shelters to make sure that they're providing proper care for the people and that they don't violate fire codes, but you don't go and tax them for those inspections."

On the other hand, reviewing the conditions at animal shelters and correcting problems when they are found costs money and others should not be required to pick up the tab, said Karen Strange, the president of the Missouri Federation of Animal Owners. Strange said the organization has suggested a more limited exemption from fees for small, rural shelters that adopt less than 50 dogs per year.

Strange said everyone should pay their fair share and that animal shelters would not be happy if they were asked to cover the costs for commercial breeders.

"We believe that people adopting animals should be willing to pay an extra dollar per animal to ensure they have proper care," Strange said.

Missouri agriculture officials reported collecting more than $534,000 this year from facilities covered by the state's animal care program, which includes commercial breeders, shelters, boarding kennels, pet sitters and others. The Agriculture Department estimates the proposed changes for the fees would cost about $84,000 - nearly all in lost fees paid by animal shelters. Officials said decreasing the maximum licensing fees paid by commercial breeders to $1,000 would cost state government about $81.

The House legislation dealing with licensing charges was approved 98-34, and it now has moved to the state Senate. Under the measure, animal shelters would be exempt from the fees starting in 2014, and state agricultural officials could decide to excuse shelters before then. Along with the fee changes, the measure would allow the agriculture director to deny or revoke the licenses for animal shelters that officials determine excessively profit from animal adoptions or sales.

Tension over Missouri's dog policies remains after voters approved a ballot measure in 2010 to create new rules for the breeding industry, including a limit of 50 breeding dogs and additional care requirements for the animals. The measure passed with about 52 percent of the vote with supporters in the Kansas City and St. Louis areas outweighing opponents in rural areas.

Before the new rules could take effect, state lawmakers last year approved legislation to replace much of the voter-approved law and then implemented an agreement between the state's animal welfare and agriculture groups.

---

Licensing fees is HB1934

Online:

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


	NAACP weighs in on St. Louis charter closures 
By HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH 
Associated Press

	KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The NAACP has sent a letter to a top Missouri education official questioning why the more than 3,500 students attending a network of soon-to-close St. Louis charter schools haven't been given the option of transferring to accredited school districts, as allowed under state law.

Adolphus Pruitt, the president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People's St. Louis branch, said in an interview that litigation was likely. He said several attorneys were being interviewed and the plaintiffs would be displaced charter school students.

At issue is the state Board of Education's decision Tuesday to close six academically and fiscally troubled charter school campuses run by Virginia-based Imagine Schools Inc. The closures are supposed to take effect after this school year ends, and education officials are working to find the students slots in St. Louis Public Schools and other charter schools in the city.

But the NAACP said the students also should be able to take advantage of a state law requiring unaccredited districts - like the one in St. Louis - to pay tuition and transportation costs to send students living within their boundaries to accredited schools in the same or an adjoining county.

Pruitt said charter students aren't being told that transferring to accredited schools is an option, and he believes the state has that responsibility after saying it would find new schools for the displaced students to attend.

Several lawsuits have been filed already over the transfer law. Suburban schools have refused to accept students from three unaccredited school systems in Kansas City and St. Louis while the litigation continues and the Legislature debates changes to the law.

The state Supreme Court said in 2010 that students living in unaccredited districts are owed free transfers and accredited schools must take them. But then it sent the lawsuit involved in that decision back to a St. Louis County court, where a trial was held in March to discuss several issues, including a claim by accredited schools that it's impossible to comply. The St. Louis judge hasn't ruled yet.

"Under the Missouri Supreme Court's ruling in Turner v. Clayton, these children have the option to go to St. Louis County schools," Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro said in an emailed statement. "If these schools begin accepting these students, our charter transition office will facilitate that transfer."

But Pruitt said Nicastro should use the power of her office to "induce" the accredited school systems to take city students.

"If she doesn't stand up and fight for those children, we are going to fight her," Pruitt said. "That is a fact."

Pruitt also said the state should give the St. Louis district partial accreditation if the suburban districts won't have to take transfer students. He said that would keep students from having the blotch of graduating from an unaccredited school system.

"I'm not saying that's the option we want them to take; I'm just saying that's an option," Pruitt said.

Pruitt also noted that the NAACP was part of an earlier desegregation case against St. Louis Public Schools and said the refusal to permit transfers could place the district in violation of a settlement in that case.

"If these were 3,800 white students I seriously question whether we would be having this discussion about whether the county schools would be willing to accept them and whether their options would be limited to an unaccredited school district," he said. "I seriously question that."




	Mo. bill would limit whistleblower protections 
By WES DUPLANTIER 
Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- About a month after Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed changes to Missouri's workplace discrimination law, Republicans lawmakers are pushing a pair of scaled-back measures that could make it more difficult for workers to seek legal protection for reporting wrongdoing by their employers.

In March, Nixon vetoed legislation that would have required workers who bring wrongful termination lawsuits to prove discrimination was a motivating factor - not simply a contributing factor- in the employer's action. If an employer were to wrongfully discriminate, the legislation would have capped the amount of punitive damages a plaintiff could recover at $300,000 or less, depending on the size of their former employer.

Leaders in the Republican-controlled House and Senate have conceded they don't have enough votes to override Nixon's action. Instead, the GOP is putting forward two bills that narrow who is eligible for whistleblower protection, when whistleblowers could win a lawsuit against their employer and how much money they could recover.

Nixon's veto message focused mainly on the parts of the original legislation that related to workplace discrimination, though he did take issue with that measure's whistleblower provisions, saying they would discourage people from reporting wrongdoing at the workplace.

But the GOP has pressed forward on the new bills, which have been endorsed by a House workforce development committee and could be taken up by the full chamber in the coming weeks.

A "whistleblower" is someone who reports wrongdoing at his or her place of employment. People who make such reports are often given protections to ensure that they are not the target of retaliation from their employers. Missouri does not have an official whistleblower law. Instead, the state's courts have decided who can sue and how much they can recover based on previous case law.

The new bills would limit "whistleblower" status to someone who reports an act at their workplace that is illegal or that clearly violates the state's "public policy" as expressed in its constitution, laws, rules and regulations. In order to qualify, the employee would have to make a report directly to a government agency, law enforcement or the company's human resources department.

A worker also could qualify for whistleblower protections if he or she refused to carry out a direct order from an employer that would break the law.

In a similar fashion to the vetoed workplace discrimination legislation, the new measures would require workers who bring lawsuits alleging that they were fired because of their whistleblower status to prove that was a motivating factor in their employer's action. It would similarly cap the damages they could recover.

Sen. Brad Lager, the sponsor of the Senate version of the workplace discrimination bill, said the original measure was aimed at protecting employers from frivolous lawsuits and making the state more business-friendly. He said that passing the new whistleblower measure would represent at least partial progress toward that goal and that lawmakers may try to pass a discrimination measure again next year.

"If the majority of the Republican caucus in the Senate feels that this is something worth doing, then we'll move forward," said Lager, R-Savannah, of the new bills. "The frustrating part for me is the (discrimination) provisions that have been taken out. Those issues are still important. Those problems still exist. Those challenges are not going away."

Among those opposed to the new measure is St. Louis attorney Jerome Dodson, who said its limitations on what qualifies as a wrongful act could make it difficult for an employee to decide whether he or she should report an employer in the first place.

"I believe it will have an enormous chilling effect upon employees," Dodson said.

----

Whistleblower bills are HB2099 and SB592.

Online:

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


Mo. attorney general candidate makes campaign stop in Cape

Sunday, April 22, 2012
By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian

Republican candidate for Missouri attorney general Ed Martin visited Cape Girardeau on Saturday for a meet-and-greet campaign stop hosted by U.S. Rep. JoAnn Emerson. 

Martin expressed distaste for government-run health insurance and the job being done by current attorney general Chris Koster, a Democrat, during the event held in Emerson's local office on Broadway. 

"On the issues, we are stronger," said Martin of his party's opposition to the Obama administration's health care law. Martin also attacked Koster for his switch to the Democratic Party in 2007 and said in his opinion Koster isn't filing enough indictments dealing with mishandling of money or immigration issues as attorney general. 

Martin was an aide to former governor Matt Blunt and is now a St. Louis lawyer. He will compete with the Livingston County prosecutor in the August Republican primary for a run against Koster. 

Martin's view on the role of attorney general has two parts, he said, the first being that it requires someone who stands between the government and the people, and the second being that the person has to be the lawyer for the state while being able to "be a leader and define interests" for Republicans and Democrats. 

"Standing in that gap is what you are supposed to do," he said. "I'd be standing up against ObamaCare and other intrusions." 

Martin has been criticized by Democrats for dropping out of several other races before announcing his run for attorney general. But Martin said Saturday he really wants the job. 

"Koster's already told people in Springfield he is running for governor in 2016 This is just a place [where] he's hanging his hat until he runs for office, and that's not what we need," he said. 

In addition to Emerson, who told around 30 people in attendance she is giving her full support for Martin as a candidate, the event was attended by Cape Girardeau Presiding Commissioner Clint Tracy and state Rep. Cole McNary, R-Chesterfield, an unopposed Republican candidate for state treasurer. 

8th District Republicans support mixed slate of presidential delegates

Sunday, April 22, 2012
By David Silverberg ~ Daily American Republic

POPLAR BLUFF, Mo. -- Three delegates and three alternates who pledged to support Mitt Romney on the first ballot during the National Republican Convention were elected Saturday during the Republican 8th Congressional District convention in Poplar Bluff. 
Three slates were nominated during the convention, which lasted nearly five hours. The other two slates were comprised of Rick Santorum and Ron Paul supporters. 

Delegates from the 30 counties in the 8th District voted first on the three slates. Romney's slate received 120 votes, Paul's slate 95 and Santorum's slate 58. 

On the second vote between the two slates with the most votes, Romney's supporters defeated Paul's supporters 158-114. 

The three elected delegates are Scott Clark, Cape Girardeau County recorder of deeds; David Courtway of Jefferson County; and state Rep. Jason Smith of Rolla, Mo. 

The three alternate delegates are Kathy Swan of Cape Girardeau, who is unopposed for state representative; state Rep. Shelly Keeney of Bollinger County; and John Kelly of Wright County. 

Butler County delegates voted 14 for Romney and one for Paul. Corey Brown, who announced each vote from the Butler County delegation, abstained. 

"I can't vote for Romney," Brown said. 

Eleven counties voted unanimously for the Romney slate, and their delegates were Reynolds, 2; Shannon, 3; Oregon, 4; Ripley, Ozark and Madison, 5; Wayne, Bollinger and Ste. Genevieve, 6; Wright County, 9; and Jefferson, 18. 

Four counties supported Paul unanimously, and their delegates were Mississippi, 2; Douglas, 7; Texas, 11; and Scott, 17. 

Six other counties favored Romney over Paul, and the votes were Cape Girardeau, 25-9; Carter, 2-1; Crawford, 8-1; Dunklin, 8-2; New Madrid, 5-2; and Washington, 6-1. 

Seven other counties favored Paul over Romney, and the votes were Stoddard, 13-1; St. Francois, 10-8; Phelps, 14-3; Perry, 6-1; Iron, 2-1; Howell, 9-6; and Dent, 6-1. 

Pemiscot County did not elect any delegates to the district convention. 

Eddy Justice of Poplar Bluff, who is serving his second year as 8th District Republican chairman and is the Butler County Republican chairman, was elected chairman of the convention. He was the only nominee. 

Several people commended Justice for his leadership in securing the site and making all the necessary preparations for the convention. 

"We have approximately 440 persons present," Justice said. The group included alternate delegates, visitors and members of the Poplar Bluff Police Department, who provided security. 

Justice thanked everyone for helping to make the convention successful, including U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau, who provided the lunch. 

Holly Lintner of Cape Girardeau County was elected secretary. She defeated Jared Hall of Dent County 171-96. 

A contest for selecting a presidential elector was decided by one vote. 

Bob Green of Licking, Mo., defeated Richard Montgomery of Poplar Bluff 139-138. 

"I appreciate all my good conservative supporters," Green said. 

Montgomery said he appreciated being nominated by Jeff Shawan of Poplar Bluff. 

"It would have been an honor to be selected. I am sure Mr. Green will do District 8 proud when he casts his vote for the Republican nominee for president," Montgomery said. 

Butler, Bollinger, Oregon, Ozark, Ripley, Shannon, Wayne and Washington counties unanimously supported Montgomery while Stoddard, Texas, Scott, Madison, Mississippi and Douglas counties unanimously voted for Green. 

Six other counties favored Montgomery: Cape Girardeau, 26-10; Carter, 2-1; Crawford, 7-2; Jefferson, 15-2; New Madrid, 4-3; and Wright, 8-1. 

Six other counties supporting Green were Dent, 6-1; Howell, 10-6; Iron, 2-1; Perry, 6-2; Phelps, 16-1; and St. Francois, 15-4. 

Delegations from three counties had tie votes -- Dunklin, 5-5; Reynolds, 1-1; and Ste. Genevieve, 3-3. 

Janet Engelbach of Jefferson County served as temporary chairman for nearly two hours as the Paul supporters tried to not allow the 18 Jefferson County delegates to be seated at the convention. After several votes, the Jefferson County delegation was allowed to be seated. An amendment to exclude the Jefferson County delegation was defeated 171-88. 

State Rep. Todd Richardson of Poplar Bluff welcomed everyone to Butler County. 

"We have to make sure Barack Obama is a one-term president," Richardson said. 

Medicaid access can be a challenge
 

Four-year-old Georgia McMackin has been on Medicaid since she was born.

Her mother, Victoria Thome, is grateful for the coverage the government program has provided — care like immunizations and visits to a medical clinic in Gainesville, where the family lives.

Medicaid also covered extensive dental work for Georgia, the pulling of five teeth and 16 crowns. Georgia’s two siblings, Taylor, 3, and Aiden, 8 months, are also on Medicaid.

It’s clear that Medicaid in Missouri effectively provides basic care to children. But the government program sometimes fails children who need to see specialists and dentists.

A report in 2011 by the U.S. Government Accountability Office found an issue with children on Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance Program. Their problems getting access to medical care or tests were reported twice as often as those reported for children covered by private insurance.

Thome, 20, who is unemployed, doesn’t complain about challenges the family has faced from being on public insurance, problems frequently cited by other recipients of Medicaid.
 

“It’s just pretty much always been there,” she said, referring to the government help. She explains, however, that help with complicated problems can be many miles away.

Thome initially took Georgia a local dentist but was told he couldn’t treat her extensive problems. For months, Thome had trouble scheduling an appointment for her daughter to see a pediatric dentist 85 miles away in Springfield. Appointment times conflicted with her work schedule at a fast food restaurant. She also had trouble coming up with the gas money for her mother’s aging van.

“We have a regular clinic that can take care of bumps and bruises, but if we need anything special we have to go to West Plains or Springfield,” said Georgia’s 
grandmother, Melissa Finney. “Up until 
recently we didn’t have the money or the 
way to get to Springfield.”

Employees at Gainesville Medical Clinic said the clinic can have problems getting referrals for specialized care.

“A lot of times we run into problems with the physicians in Springfield,” said Karen Hartley, the clinic supervisor. “Especially neurologists because they don’t like Medicaid. A lot of our patients are on 
Medicaid.”

Dr. Dan Sontheimer, the chief medical officer at CoxHealth, said doctors can be reluctant to see Medicaid patients because of the low reimbursement rate — often 80 percent lower than Medicare covering the elderly or private insurance.

“The states have chosen to budget it in a certain way, and those are the consequences of those decisions,” Sontheimer said.


In Ozark County, where Georgia lives, about 44 percent of children are on Medicaid or Children’s Health Insurance Program, also sometimes called the State Children’s Health Insurance Program. In Greene County, more than 23,300 children, or about 34 percent of children in the county, were on Medicaid or Children's Health Insurance Program in February. Statewide, the figure is about 33 percent.

Many dentists in Missouri won’t take Medicaid. Nine percent of Missouri dentists were enrolled as Medicaid providers in 2009, the latest year for which figures were available, according to the state.

Aaron Washburn, the assistant executive director of the Missouri Dental Association, disputed that figure. He said about a third of dentists in the state take Medicaid.

Washburn said dentists are reluctant to take Medicaid because of the low reimbursement rate and the rules in the program. He said the rate is often lower than the cost of providing care.

“It doesn’t even meet the overhead costs,” Washburn said. “Dentists are losing money when they treat Medicaid patients.”

Finney, the grandmother, said Georgia’s teeth were damaged in an accident when she was living with another relative about two years ago. Georgia’s mother was in the 10th grade when she became pregnant, and the child didn’t live with her mother until summer 2011.

By the time Georgia saw a dentist in Springfield, her gums were green with infection her grandmother said. Her relatives could see the roots of her teeth through her gums.“The gums above her teeth started to rot,” Finney said.

Georgia missed a week and half of school at Head Start after the surgery because she couldn’t eat regular food.

“Now she has a big old metal mouth, and it’s not even braces, poor baby,” Finney said.

Georgia’s teeth aren’t the only problem the extended family has had with access to medical care.

The family doesn’t go to the closest hospital, Baxter Regional Medical Center in Mountain Home, Ark., because some Arkansas doctors don’t take Medicaid from Missouri. Some adults in the extended family don’t have coverage because the Medicaid income requirements for adults are much more restrictive than the requirements for children.

Finney, 42, has diabetes but hasn’t seen a doctor since December 2010 when her husband was unemployed and she qualified for Medicaid. He now makes about $25,000 a year as a truck driver.

Finney, who is helping her daughter’s family financially, hasn’t been able to afford the two drugs she was taking to control her blood sugar.

“With me, I don’t take care of it,” Finney said. “Or I say we’ll take care of it later.”

Finney said when her teenage daughter fractured her left ankle, the family took her to the Gainesville Medical Clinic for X-rays. But Finney said no one at the clinic could read the X-rays. They had to be sent to West Plains, and that took time.

“It took two weeks to get a cast on it,” Finney said. “We couldn’t take her to school because she couldn’t walk at all. She still has problems with it. It’s like arthritis.”

Thome’s worries right now are many. The father of her two older children is in prison. Her husband and the father of her youngest isn’t currently living with the family. She is raising three children largely on her own without a high school degree.

Thome isn’t sure when or if she will get another job and takes the challenges she and her relatives have faced with Medicaid in stride.

“I have no complaints with Medicaid,” she said.
Medicaid access can be a challenge

Rural poor face hurdles getting kids' care in treatment program

Four-year-old Georgia McMackin has been on Medicaid since she was born.

Her mother, Victoria Thome, is grateful for the coverage the government program has provided — care like immunizations and visits to a medical clinic in Gainesville, where the family lives.

Medicaid also covered extensive dental work for Georgia, the pulling of five teeth and 16 crowns. Georgia’s two siblings, Taylor, 3, and Aiden, 8 months, are also on Medicaid.

It’s clear that Medicaid in Missouri effectively provides basic care to children. But the government program sometimes fails children who need to see specialists and dentists.

A report in 2011 by the U.S. Government Accountability Office found an issue with children on Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance Program. Their problems getting access to medical care or tests were reported twice as often as those reported for children covered by private insurance.

Thome, 20, who is unemployed, doesn’t complain about challenges the family has faced from being on public insurance, problems frequently cited by other recipients of Medicaid.

“It’s just pretty much always been there,” she said, referring to the government help. She explains, however, that help with complicated problems can be many miles away.

Thome initially took Georgia a local dentist but was told he couldn’t treat her extensive problems. For months, Thome had trouble scheduling an appointment for her daughter to see a pediatric dentist 85 miles away in Springfield. Appointment times conflicted with her work schedule at a fast food restaurant. She also had trouble coming up with the gas money for her mother’s aging van.

“We have a regular clinic that can take care of bumps and bruises, but if we need anything special we have to go to West Plains or Springfield,” said Georgia’s grandmother, Melissa Finney. “Up until recently we didn’t have the money or the way to get to Springfield.”

Employees at Gainesville Medical Clinic said the clinic can have problems getting referrals for specialized care.

State House candidate on third stolen car: 'This is why I'm running'
ST. LOUIS • Democrat Martin Casas went to bed banking on a productive day as a candidate for the state House. 

Instead, Casas woke up Friday morning at his Tower Grove East home to find that his car had been stolen.

Again.

For the third time.

"Our first car was never recovered. The second time they stole my car it was two days before Thanksgiving," Casas wrote in a letter to supporters. "The third time was this morning as I was getting ready for a long day of work and events."

Car thefts are not uncommon in Casas' part of town — there were 79 in his neighborhood last year, of more than 3,300 citywide.

Casas' vanished vehicle might have been easier to track if it was adorned with campaign stickers. But, alas, the car was "The Movie Mobile," — a Dodge Grand Caravan that Casas bought for his day job, running an outdoor movie company.

Casas passed along in his email to supporters a photo of an empty, oil-stained driveway with the cutline, "This is where my car should have been this morning."

Which is not to say Casas is angry.

"I imagine the thief doesn't have job," Casas said. "They almost certainly didn't get the education they deserve and therefore, are obviously desperate."

He added: "This is why I'm running for office. So the people who steal our cars, break into our homes and knock out people on the street don't have a reason to do these things."

That could make for an interesting discussion if Casas and his primary opponent, another young Democrat, Michael Butler, debate crime and justice issues.

Meanwhile, things could be worse for Casas — at least his car was not found torched on the side of the road after it was used in the attempted robbery of a gun store.

Not yet, anyway.

Missouri senators fight over proposed budget 


JEFFERSON CITY • For decades, the Missouri Senate rubber-stamped the state budget recommended by its appropriations committee. Senators said they deferred to the committee out of respect for the long hours members spent examining every line item.

That tradition has been gradually crumbling. But this year, a rebellion among majority Republicans threatens to become a mutiny as more senators demand changes in the budget. They say the state's term limits law — which caps service at eight years in each chamber — has changed the dynamics.

"It's a lack of trust," said Sen. Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield. "It used to be, senators knew they had to get along with their colleagues for several years. Now, it's, 'If you don't like it, you won't be here anyway.'"

To cool the tension, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, held up debate on the $24 billion spending blueprint for a week. Now, he has cleared the way for debate to begin as early as Monday. But deep divisions remain among Republicans, who control the chamber 26-8.

The budget is "on track to get started," Mayer said. "I'm not saying there won't be some bumps in the road."

The delay leaves only four weeks to complete the budget. After senators pass it, differences between the House and Senate versions must be reconciled by conference committees. The budget is due on the governor's desk on May 11. It takes effect July 1.

The biggest hurdle for Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, when he presents the plan will be the complaint from some conservatives that the budget isn't balanced.

The critics are led by Sens. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, and Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau. They say the budget relies on one-time funds to prop up spending, overestimates how much tax collections will grow and reserves too little to cover unplanned midyear expenses.

Lembke cites the use of $205 million in one-time funds, such as $40 million from a national mortgage settlement.

"We're kicking a can down the road," he said. "We've not done tax credit reform. We've not right-sized state government."

And since the budget assumes tax receipts will grow by 3.9 percent next year, the state could come up $75 million short if growth is closer to this year's 2.9 percent level, Lembke said.

Others questioned whether millions in projected Medicaid savings — for example, from using generic drugs — were inflated.

"It's wishful thinking," Purgason said.

When those bills come in higher than budgeted, the senators say, the state won't have enough money to pay them because only $17 million is planned as a reserve.

"To not have any money sitting aside … is just not realistic," Crowell said.

Schaefer defended the plan. He noted that the Senate's version spends $87 million less in general revenue than the budget proposed by Gov. Jay Nixon and passed by the House.

"We have one-time money in the budget every year," Schaefer said. "That's patently absurd to say this budget's not balanced."

Under the Senate's version, the state would spend $7.98 billion next year in general revenue — the pot of money the Legislature has the most control over. The rest of the budget is financed with federal and special or earmarked funds.

Schaefer said "it's not unprecedented" to have senators offer floor amendments to the budget. In fact, he plans to suggest some adjustments of his own.

One likely change, he said, would strip from the operating budget $1.2 million earmarked for a new Mississippi River port near the old Doe Run property in Jefferson County.

Crowell, Mayer and Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, have vowed to fight that project.

"There is no way the state should be funding that," Lager said.

The state has not paid for any capital improvements at ports since 2009. Six ports are awaiting funds through the Missouri Department of Transportation five-year improvement plan, but Jefferson County is not on that list.

Critics say the Jefferson County funding was driven by politics.

Stacy Hastie, CEO of St. Louis-based Environmental Operations Inc., is a partner in a firm that wants to develop the Doe Run site. Hastie has donated to politicians in both political parties, including House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. Tilley has used Hastie's corporate plane for campaign trips.

Crowell accused Tilley of engineering the million-dollar earmark to curry favor with companies such as Hastie's in the event that Tilley becomes a lobbyist next year when he leaves the Legislature.

"He's lining up his clients with state taxpayer dollars and earmarks," Crowell said.

Tilley did not respond to repeated requests for comment on Thursday and Friday. He has said he supports the project because it could create jobs for Jefferson County.

The developers envision a $100 million facility featuring a port and commercial and industrial uses — possibly including a new Doe Run plant using an alternative lead metal production process. Doe Run plans to close the current smelter because of environmental problems.

Schaefer said that while the port money is likely to be cut from the operating budget, it could be restored later in the capital projects budget. The House approved $1 million for the Jefferson County port as part of the capital bill on Thursday. That bill now moves to the Senate.

Other budget flashpoints could include proposals to slash preschool funding; shift job training money to community colleges from the Department of Economic Development; and require people on the blind pension program who don't qualify for Medicaid to begin paying premiums, co-pays and deductibles to receive state health insurance.

Budgeted state employees

This chart shows the number of full-time Missouri state employees budgeted for the current fiscal year versus the number proposed by the Senate Appropriations Committee for the fiscal year that begins July 1. The Senate committee's total of 55,555 is slightly lower than that proposed by Gov. Jay Nixon (55,691) and the House (55,580). The full Senate will take up the budget this week.

Current year's budget: Senate committee plan
Elementary/Secondary Education 1,711: 1,690

Higher Education 76: 76

Revenue 1,443: 1,403

Transportation 6,417: 5,813

Office of Administration 2,254: 2,177

Agriculture 410: 413

Natural Resources 1,784: 1,756

Conservation 1,843: 1,813

Economic Development 967: 928

Insurance, Financial Institutions/ Professional Registration 583: 581

Labor and Industrial Relations 824: 824

Public Safety 4,960: 4,971

Corrections 11,047: 11,039

Mental Health 7,440: 7,403

Health 1,727: 1,789

Social Services 7,355: 7,220

Statewide elected officials 993: 987

Judiciary 3,406: 3,406

Public Defender 587: 587

General Assembly 680: 679

TOTAL 56,507: 55,555

Source: Senate Appropriations Committee

Campbell couple worries bill in son's memory may be in jeopardy

CAMPBELL, MO (KFVS) - 

A Campbell couple is frustrated and disappointed after a Missouri law named in their son's honor may have hit a bump in the road. 

Brady Cunningham died in 2009 of a rare disease, just shy of his first birthday. His parents immediately went to work to get a state law passed that would potentially save other babies. 

The big question is whether that will still happen. 

Three years have passed, and the pain is still there. 

"You still think about him everyday," said Dustin Cunningham-Brady's Dad.

Brady Cunningham was born in April of 2008. Doctor's diagnosed him with Krabbe Disease, which is a genetic disorder that attacks the nervous system. 

"He only lived 11 months," said Jessy Cunningham-Brady's Mom. "There is no cure right now, but if this is detected at birth there's a possible cure." 

"We started a petition and next thing we know we were shaking Jay Nixon's hand," said Dustin Cunningham.

Brady died on April 6th, 2009. That July the Cunningham's enjoyed victory as the Governor signed "Brady's Bill". It requires an expansion of newborn screening requirements for five lysosomal storage diseases like the one that took little Brady's life. 

"Now knowing they're trying to take this away from him and future babies it's heart wrenching," said Dustin Cunningham. 

He fears a tight budget could leave the testing unfunded due to re-appropriations.  

The Cunningham's just want answers, and their son's legacy to live on. 

"It's just hard for us to deal with right now, but we've got to because we've got to look after other parents and their potential children," said Dustin Cunningham. 

They're hoping others would just for a moment put themselves in their shoes. 

"How would you feel if your child you spent a month in the hospital and doctors called you in and said, we don't know how long your child has to live," said Jessy Cunningham.

Brady's Bill is slated to take affect in July of 2012. 

According to State Representative Kent Hampton there is plenty of confusion right now on how the testing will be funded. He says the appropriations bill, House Bill 2010, passed the House and is now in the Senate.

According to Senator Jason Crowell the screening will be funded.

He says it appears the concern is with those who don't want the funding funded via the trust fund set up for the testing.

He believes supporters of this bill want the state to allow the trust fund to still get the fees, but pay for the screens with general revenue.

We should know more in the coming weeks how or if the testing will be funded.

Meanwhile, the 2nd annual Brady Alan Cunningham three-on-three scholarship tournament will be held on Saturday April 21, 2012 at the Campbell High School gym. All proceeds from the event goes to a Campbell senior.

Mo. auditor halts fiscal estimates for initiatives

Friday, April 20, 2012
By David A. Lieb ~ The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich has instructed his staff to stop preparing estimates about the financial effect of proposed ballot initiatives, citing recent court rulings that have clouded the authority of his office to carry out the task. 
In an internal memo obtained by The Associated Press under an open-records request, Schweich states that his moratorium on preparing fiscal analyses for ballot initiatives is to remain in effect until a state appeals court or the Legislature provides specific guidance for his office. He declined to comment Friday beyond what was written in the memo. 

The immediate effect of Schweich's new policy is that his office will wait on appeals before writing new financial summaries -- as ordered to do by trial judges -- for a ballot initiative limiting payday loans and another initiative that would repeal the state income tax in favor of an expanded sales tax. Supporters of initiatives have until May 6 to turn in petition signatures, which must have the official financial summary affixed to them. It's unlikely the appeals will be resolved by then. 

Schweich's frustration stems from three recent rulings in Cole County Circuit Court, which hear legal challenges to ballot initiatives because it is the home county of the state capital. 

On Feb. 28, Judge Jon Beetem struck down a 1997 law directing the auditor to prepare fiscal analyses for proposed ballot initiatives. Beetem ruled that the law violate a state constitutional provision that forbids laws from imposing duties on the auditor that are not related to supervising and auditing the receipt and expenditure of public money. Although the ruling came in a challenge to a tobacco tax initiative for which supporters were no longer gathering signatures, the decision could call into question all initiatives if it is upheld on appeal. 

But other Cole County judges don't seem to share Beetem's interpretation. 

On April 5, Judge Dan Green rejected a challenge to the auditor's authority to prepare financial analyses for initiatives. But Green struck down the auditor's fiscal summary for a payday loan initiative because it failed to take into account a certain category of short-term lenders that might also lose business -- if the measure is approved by voters -- and thus trigger an even greater reduction in tax revenues than the auditor's office had projected. 

Schweich's memo said the information about that particular category of lenders was not submitted to his office during the 20-day period he has to review initiatives. If the ruling is upheld, Schweich contends that opponents of future initiatives could routinely sabotage his financial estimates by waiting until court hearings to present financial data that should have been submitted earlier to his office. 

On April 13, Judge Pat Joyce struck down the auditor's financial estimate for an income-and-sales-tax initiative because it was based on information submitted by a proponent of the measure who the judge said had a "clear bias" and was not a credible source. By contrast, the judge found that an expert witness put forth by opponents during a court hearing was credible. The judge also objected to Schweich's fiscal estimate because she said it assumed the Legislature would follow through on the initiative's directive to raise sales taxes, although she said the Legislature cannot be compelled to do so. 

Schweich's memo said his office does not have the time or resources to try to determine the credibility of each of the hundreds of people who present data to his office. He said if his office must assume the Legislature will not carry out directives in initiatives, then it would be hard to determine the financial effect of such initiatives. 

Based on the court cases, "we cannot at this time write notes that will sustain a legal challenge by the well-financed proponents and opponents of the initiatives," Schweich wrote in the memo. "I cannot justify wasting taxpayer resources in an effort to do so until we have significant clarification from the courts of the legislature." 

In the meantime, his memo directs staff to issue financial summaries saying: "It is impossible to state the fiscal impact." 

MISSOURINET
Missouri chosen as site to produce next generation nuclear energy (AUDIO)

April 20, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

Westinghouse — a global leader in nuclear technology — has chosen Missouri as the location to develop and manufacture new generation small modular nuclear reactors.

Gov. Jay Nixon says it’s a once-in-a-generation opportunity that could spark a next-generation manufacturing industry in our state.

Kate Jackson, Westinghouse Senior Vice President and Chief Technology Officer, says the partnership coupled with Missouri’s workforce, strong foothold in the nuclear industry and central location create a competitive advantage.

Westinghouse will apply to the Department of Energy for project funding in May; Jackson is confident it will be approved.

No state legislative action or statutory change is needed to move forward … no taxpayer money would be used to fund the project.

Warner Baxter, president and CEO of Ameren Missouri, says the project will have a huge economic impact on our state.

The goal is to market the American-made reactors globally.

Westinghouse will apply for the competitive federal cost-share investment funds next month. If Westinghouse receives the investment funds — and Jackson says they will — they and Ameren Missouri would seek appropriate licenses from the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission to move forward with construction of a Westinghouse SMR at Ameren Missouri’s Callaway site.

Westinghouse says the project has unprecedented collaboration of all of Missouri’s electric power providers, including Ameren Missouri; the Missouri Association of Electric Cooperatives; the Missouri Public Utility Alliance; Associated Electric Cooperative Inc.; Empire District Electric; and Kansas City Power and Light.

Jackson adds that Westinghouse’s “experience, capabilities, and licensing expertise, coupled with Ameren’s working utility knowledge and Missouri’s highly skilled workforce, strong foothold in the nuclear industry, and central location create a competitive advantage to rapidly deploy SMR units here in the United States and elsewhere in the world.”


AUDIO: 

Download 
Jessica Machetta reports (1:19)

BLOG ZONE 
Missouri GOP Conventions:: Mo-4: Romney, Mo-5: Paul; Mo-6: Split

The Ron Paul campaign swept all three GOP delegate it’s at the state RepublicN Party Fifth District Convention Saturday.
The Mo-5 makes up much of Kansas City and Jackson County.
State Republicans held congressional district conventions throughout the state Saturday. 24 delegates and another 24 alternates were elected to the national convention in Tampa this August.
Former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney is expected to be nominated for President there.
The Missouri results showed Romney’s strength in the state. But also indicated he has not shut down all of his opposition.
Romney won 12 delegates. Rival Rick Santorum won 7, even though he has stopped campaigning.
Ron Paul won 4 Missouri delegates. New Gingrich won one delegate. Missouri will take 52 delegates to Tampa.
Here are the unofficial results according to the Missouri Republican Party.

Congressional District 1
Delegates
Heather Coil (Paul)

Connie Eller (Santorum)

Tom Schweich (Romney)

Elector
David Stokes

Congressional District 2
Delegates
Allen Icet (Santorum)

Phyllis Schlafly (Santorum)
Jim Talent (Romney)

Elector
John Judd

Congressional District 3
Delegates
Cody Baker (Romney)

Scott Dieckhaus (Romney)

Mitch Hubbard (Santorum)

Elector
Penny Quigg

Congressional District 4
Delegates
Carla Young (Romney)

Bill Kartsonis (Romney)

Mary Ellen Snider (Romney)

Elector
Stanley Cox

Congressional District 5
Delegates
Mark Anthony Jones (Paul)

Ralph Munyan (Paul)

Paul Trask (Paul)

Elector
Michael Koop

Congressional District 6
Delegates
Jim Willis (Romney)

Jim Rooney (Gingrich)
Matt Johnson (Santorum)

Elector
Matt Gerstner

Congressional District 7
Delegates
Gordon Kinne (Romney)

John Putnam (Santorum)

Patsy Wilcox (Santorum)

Elector
Layne Morrill

Congressional District 8
Delegates
Scott R Clark (Romney)

Jason Smith (Romney)

David Courtway (Romney)

Elector
Bob Green

Money from outside groups floods Missouri in bid to unseat McCaskill

 April 23 DAVID GOLDSTEIN The Kansas City Star 

"Where's the cavalry?"

That's the question some Democrats in Missouri are asking about the wave of outside money flooding the state to unseat Sen. Claire McCaskill. 

Largely conservative outside groups favorable to Republicans have so far outspent those favoring Democrats in the Show-Me State by as much as 7-to-1, according to campaign observers. Republicans have questioned whether the difference is that big. 

McCaskill, viewed as one of the more vulnerable Senate Democrats this year, is not without resources. She has raised $2.3 million since January and has $6 million in the bank. The veterans advocacy group VoteVets also recently spent nearly $200,000 to air a pro-McCaskill ad in Kansas City and St. Louis. And she is among the wealthiest members of the Senate.

But with corporations, unions and others now permitted to spend unlimited amounts of money, and big donors allowed to remain secret, some Democrats, including McCaskill, are wondering when their reinforcements are coming. 

"It's very hard," she said. "I really feel like I'm boxing shadows. I'd give anything if I knew who was buying these ads."

She's not alone. In several highly competitive Senate races across the country, spending on the airwaves by "super PACs" and independent nonprofit groups favors Republicans by wide margins.

In the key presidential battleground state of Ohio, "we're being outspent 10-to-1" by outside groups, said Justin Barasky, a spokesman for Democratic Sen. Sherrod Brown.

He said that the race is tightening and that the biggest challenge will be the financial advantage enjoyed by Brown's opponents.

"The threat of unlimited amounts of money coming in by outside groups makes any incumbent all the more worried about having sufficient funds to fight," said Michael Beckel, who tracks campaign spending for the Center for Public Integrity, a nonpartisan political watchdog group.

Part of the Democrats' problem is that most of the oxygen in their fundraising universe is being swallowed up right now by President Barack Obama's re-election campaign. Democrats also "don't have the number of eight-figure donors that Republicans have," said Democratic political strategist Steve Murphy. "We just don't."

But several top Missouri Democrats said they are not overly concerned about being outspent right now because McCaskill is holding her own in the polls.

"If we felt like her numbers were slipping, I think you would see more cash being spent," said Michael Kelly, former executive director of the Missouri Democratic Party.

McCaskill will face one of three Republicans vying for their party's Senate nomination: former state treasurer Sarah Steelman, Rep. Todd Akin from suburban St. Louis or St. Louis businessman John Brunner.

McCaskill has been trying to husband her resources for the fall, when she likely will need them the most. But she has spent more than half a million dollars so far on her own ads to try to counter the third-party onslaught. 

Since her election in 2006, McCaskill has tried to carve out an independent role in the Senate. She has worked with conservative Republicans on financial issues and has bucked her party and the White House on certain votes.

But her support of the president's economic stimulus program and the health care overhaul are the go-to issues that the third-party ads focus on against Democrats. They resonate with voters who are unhappy with the president, Congress and the economy and who have soured on the direction of the country, according to polls.

Some surveys, however, have lately shown a slightly positive uptick.

"It's her voting record that's probably being given more light of day by some of these outside groups that's going to give her the most problems," Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, said of McCaskill. It "makes the hill for her a little tougher to climb."

Some of the fattest wallets among the groups supporting Republicans belong to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce; Crossroads Grassroots Policy Strategies, a nonprofit group co-founded by Republican political strategist Karl Rove; and the 60 Plus Association, a conservative seniors advocacy group.

"I think people want a trusted messenger to give them information on issues," said Rob Engstrom, the chamber's senior vice president for political affairs. "That's what we're doing. We're not making it personal. There are many folks on the center-left who are communicating as well. We welcome that debate."

Independent groups leaning toward Democrats that have been active are the Patriot Majority PAC, Citizens for Strength and Security, and most recently VoteVets.

But Democrats such as McCaskill remain at a clear financial disadvantage on fundraising so far. 

The outside groups "just keep beating her down and driving up her negatives," said Steve Glorioso, who has helped run some of McCaskill's earlier campaigns. "There are no rules. It's the wild, wild West."

Social media make rumor mill faster, not smarter

 April 23 RICK MONTGOMERYThe Kansas City Star 

Admit it. Sometimes you're part of the social-media problem, spreading news and views you find online without knowing if the information is good.

Rumors and misinformation, granted, are ancient parts of discourse. But this is an election year, and social media platforms have turned the rumor mill into a supercharged rumor turbine, something that can be electronically manipulated and monitored. And that changes the political game.

Researchers will be closely watching how it plays out, especially through Twitter.

That's because they can. The open platform is enabling scientists to build computer models that help them see how misinformation travels.

"What makes social media different is that we have much easier ways of tracking how rumors spread," said Jonah Berger at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, who studies "social epidemics."

What worries many experts -- even some ardent defenders of free speech -- is that bad information that moves fast enough and far enough, through the power of Twitter, YouTube and Facebook, has the potential of warping the democratic process.

A well-crafted lie that goes viral the week before an election could affect outcomes.

That's the dark side of social media -- "there's more libel, more defamation, more urban myths and harmful information getting out," said David L. Hudson Jr., of the First Amendment Center, a think tank that advocates the tenets of our first freedoms. "I don't like to sound like a censor, I'm for free speech. But I am concerned about this open spreading of rumors ... and the rushing to judgment.

"We're approaching a sobering realization that this new, revolutionary media does come with some dangers."

Political campaigns this year will pour record sums -- perhaps 10 percent of their resources -- into establishing a presence in social media, which strategists view as both an opportunity and a potential curse. Some experts envision races hinging on the campaign errors, misstatements and smear tactics that rivals engineer to go viral.

When Twitter or YouTube push the propaganda, "it all becomes public ... which I think is a good thing," said Jeff Roe of the political consulting group Axiom Strategies, headquartered in Kansas City.

Using social media is free, making it a no-brainer communication tool -- not only for groups that seek to propagate their version of a story, but to the tens of millions of Americans on the receiving end. But Roe doesn't see it as a great bargain:

"Statements made in error that go viral can be very expensive to a campaign" when it needs to fight back. 

The technologies of new media turn everyone who uses them into news sources, blasting out information, with attached links, in one click. 

"There's a certain ego that goes with being the first to hear something and share it, whether it's true or not," said Eric Melin of Spiral16, an Overland Park consulting firm using 3-D imagery to chart the circuitous paths of attack tweets, damaging rumors and viral tales that spring from social media.

It may be a truth, a half-truth or the early stage of a hoax -- the finger found in Wendy's chili went viral in Facebook's early days before police exposed it as a scam. 

This urge, this snap reflex to share a rumor in an instant, has a name: FOMO -- fear of missing out, or being the last in your network to know.

Berger of the Wharton School has found that news on the Internet is most apt to go viral when it touches extreme emotions -- like laughter or anger. Both are kryptonite to businesses and organizations, including political campaigns, that are trying to project honest, everyday values.

In politics, "grass roots" is everything. But social media platforms have given rise to a new strategy to watch out for: the "Astroturf campaign."

It's designed to look like the online conversations of regular people when it's really spawned by insiders shooting automated messages they hope will catch fire.

Among those watching for this will be Indiana University computer scientist Filippo Menczer, whose research team first tracked Astroturf campaigns in the 2010 elections.

"Everyone's doing it -- fake tweets and fake accounts" in an effort to attract real-life Twitter followers into the discussion, he said.

And the wide-open nature of social media makes manipulation all the more tempting. Interactive service providers such as YouTube, Tumblr, Facebook, Pinterest and Twitter are effectively immune from lawsuits, thanks to a 1996 federal law.

"This is the wild west," Menczer said, "where there's no control whatsoever of social-media content."

Friend to friend

It's hard to knock what social media have achieved so far.

They've been credited with empowering the previously powerless, liberating peoples from oppressive regimes, exposing bad behavior among public officials.

(Some of that behavior was related to social media, such as the sharing of sexually explicit photos that drove U.S. Rep. Anthony Weiner, a New York Democrat, out of office.)

The instantaneous, friend-to-friend-to-friend magic of the platforms, however, also fueled swine-flu scares in 2009, when Kansas City-area schools had to respond to false rumors of outbreaks.

Even if the technology allows information -- and misinformation -- to spread in a flash, it allows countless users to fact-check and verify just as quickly, said Kevin Bankston of the Center for Democracy and Technology, a nonprofit that promotes free, unfettered expression on the Web.

"It's always been that a lie will make itself halfway around the world before the truth can get its boots on," Bankston said. "Today, the social media turbocharges that process...

"Still, this access we all have to knowledge and instantaneous sources of information is a good thing for humanity."

The old-fashioned forms of media put out bad information, too. It was The New York Times, after all, that erroneously declared U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords dead from a shooting in Arizona -- an embarrassment the newspaper attributed to a reporter bypassing editorial checkpoints to rush copy to the Web.

But only the Wild West of social media could deliver the following fake report on the @foxnewspolitics Twitter page.

@BarackObama has just passed. The President is dead. A sad 4th of July, indeed. 

A hacker had infiltrated the Fox News account, which had 36,000 followers, and began posting several reports of Obama having been assassinated in Iowa.

The fraudulent posts first appeared in the hours after midnight last Independence Day, and though FoxNews.com quickly spotted the hoax, the news network had to wait hours for Twitter to respond to Fox's request to reclaim the account.

Delays at Twitter kept the bogus news displayed past dawn.

Earlier this month, the FBI and New York Police Department opened an investigation into a potential terror threat after several digitally enhanced images of the New York skyline appeared on an Islamic terrorist group's online forum. The graphic carried a caption, "Al Qaeda coming soon again in New York."

Terrorist organizations commonly weave empty threats into social media. The "coming soon" graphic is likely another one, said Steve Stalinsky of the Washington-based Middle East Media Research Institute, which monitors the Web activity of terrorist groups. But could a flurry of idle threats lead to a "cry wolf" complacency that puts America at greater risk of a real attack? 

"The Taliban has several Twitter accounts and they're very social-media savvy," Stalinsky said. "YouTube is totally infested with Jihadi propaganda ... Why is this allowed to happen?"

Most social-media platforms will flag or remove hate speech and deceptive spam when such material is brought to the service provider's attention. Twitter early his year announced it will restrict offensive content "in countries that have different ideas about the contours of economic freedom."

The company cited the examples of France and Germany, which ban pro-Nazi content.

Gone viral

Recent cases of social-media causes gone viral underscore the benefits of the public platforms as well as the drawbacks.

Last month, the hottest video in the history of YouTube turned out to be artful spin, the story of an east African conflict almost two decades older than YouTube itself.

The "Kony 2012" mini-documentary nonetheless seemed fresh, credible and urgent to Twitter and Facebook users, who shot out links to the half-hour video, from friend to friend, until it drew more than 25 million views.

The clip elicited public horror and a supportive U.S. Senate resolution for the "invisible children" of Uganda, youngsters abducted and enslaved as soldiers by rebel leader Joseph Kony. 

Foreign-policy experts eventually pointed out that Kony hadn't been stirring much trouble and hadn't even been seen in Uganda for several years. Donating money to help the country capture him, as the viral video implored, might not be such a wise thing, traditional news sources reported.

An online petition campaign launched by a Texas mother set off alarms over a ground-beef additive dubbed "pink slime." The cheap, finely textured filler has been served up on school lunch trays, diner counters and kitchen tables for decades, and it's treated with ammonium hydroxide to kill bacteria.

The federal government and some food-safety groups say pink slime is safe. But the public outcry was virulent enough to shut down some meat factories and drive grocers to clear their shelves of ammonia-treated beef.

Many school districts, bowing to online petitions, pledged from here on to serve only the more expensive, slime-less beef.

As with "Kony 2012," the pink slime controversy raised awareness and triggered citizen action in ways once unimaginable. But food without the additive will require more cattle, and industry groups say the public will pay more to stock school cafeterias.

David B. Schmidt, president of the International Food Information Council, issued an online statement:

"Something is seriously out of kilter in our communications environment when safe food products and proven technologies can be torpedoed by sensationalist, misleading, yet entertaining social media campaigns. We should all take several steps back and remember the critical thinking skills we were taught in school."

Defenders of unregulated social media, and there are plenty, counter: We were also taught democracy in schools. If not for throngs of Facebook friends and everyday tweeters, U.S. Rep. Chellie Pingree, a Maine Democrat, may never have introduced a labeling bill to at least let consumers know when they're buying pink slime.

<p>Choice.org -- the petition site that gave rise to the pink-slime crusade (and also sharpened national attention on the killing of Florida teen Trayvon Martin) -- removes discriminatory causes and postings that call for violence. Website spokeswoman Megan Lubin said those cases were rare: "Most everyone is responsible when using" the open platform.

"It was the first time in history that more than 1 million comments were generated on a food petition at the FDA," said Sue McGovern, spokeswoman for the Just Label It Campaign. "The exact number was 1,149,967 ... It's those mammoth, historical numbers that Washington, D.C., is taking a look at" in the viral age.

Tracking tweets

Some contend the best way to thwart the dangers of social media is to fight fire with fire -- better technology.

The U.S. government is pushing to detect online persuasion campaigns and to develop "counter-messaging" software against "adversaries (who) may exploit social media and related technologies for disinformation," according to a Pentagon statement to The Wall Street Journal.

"It's an arms race," said disinformation sleuth Menczer of Indiana's Center for Complex Networks and Systems Research, recipient of a $2 million Defense Department grant. "We may develop better detection tools only to see political and commercial interests invest in beating these tools."

The center he directs has a website, Truthy.indiana.edu, that monitors the Twittersphere to detect how political groups take advantage of it.

The Truthy project spotted suspicious patterns in the 2010 elections. Several Twitter accounts created simultaneously -- along with Web links launched the same day -- gave the illusion of real people having conversations. In fact, they were dummy accounts automatically tweeting and re-tweeting each other.

Followers of those accounts would get the sham tweets and be directed to Web sites resembling news organizations, Menczer said. Some of the reports would accuse a campaign's opponent of backing legislation such as health reform and cap-and-trade proposals for personal gain.

Once the strategy goes viral and a topic, or "meme," is followed -- with Menczer's computers tracing common hash tags, URLs and repeated phrases -- digital images of the activity do resemble a biological virus.

But tracking this tangle of tweets, links and retweets back to the original source can be difficult, giving political campaigns deniability if confronted about the schemes.

In the 2008 Massachusetts race for U.S. Senate, Wellesley College scientists P. Takis Metaxas and Eni Mustafaraj detected a pattern of "Twitter-bombs" against Martha Coakley, the Democratic candidate.

During the week leading up to the vote, the researchers noted a spike in Web searches that directed users to a disproportionate flurry of tweets smearing Coakley. The social-media traffic built enough for Google to tag the race a "trending topic," and Republican Scott Brown scored a surprise victory.

The race in Massachusetts "was the first election in which social media absolutely changed the conversation," said Mustafaraj, who noted the anti-Coakley tweets carried morsels of truth.

"In order for these things to spread, it can't be a complete falsehood," Mustafaraj said. "You hope that other media will pick up on the story."

In time, other research shows, a social-media falsehood finds ways to die. Tracking the tweets from the zone of an earthquake that devastated Chile in 2010, computer analyst Barbara Poblete discovered that accurate reports from victims traveled faster and farther than did the false rumors.

Melin, of Overland Park's Spiral16, notices the same: Bad information has ways of correcting itself, a phenomenon that social media defenders attribute to the collective wisdom of crowds.

Making news in The Huffington Post

AT ATTENTION: The Huffington Post blogged today about legislative advancement of Missouri’s so-called “Don’t Say Gay” bill.

The bill, which is intended to eliminate discussion in public schools of sexual orientation other than “in scientific instruction concerning human reproduction” advanced to committee yesterday after a first reading.

The blog notes that The Vital Voice, a St. Louis-based newspaper focusing on lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender issues, says the bill is not only a direct move to squelch discussion of gay issues and sexuality, but that it would "keep Gay-Straight Alliances from meeting on school grounds at approved extracurricular entities."

Tennessee advanced a similar bill last year, according to The Huffington Post. That bill died but another one just like it was introduced this year and was approved by the state House earlier this week.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Missouri can't afford to leave $400 million on the table 

Christian Gooden

Shelley Blecha (left), Stacey Brody (center) and Mary Brody, Stacey's mother-in-law, sit together on Feb. 28, 2012, in the Missouri Capitol during a rally bringing attention to day cares where children have died. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Forty-four of the 50 states in the nation don't allow it. Missouri does, and in 2011, the practice denied state agencies nearly $400 million that Missourians desperately needed for health care, education, infrastructure and other essential services in every part of the state.

Only Missouri, Alabama, Louisiana, Iowa, Montana and Oregon treat federal income tax as a deductible expense for state income tax purposes, according to a report by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, a 32-year-old, non-partisan, research and analysis organization based in Washington, D.C. It is a costly tax code luxury that produces no noticeable public benefit and is ripe for reexamination by the Missouri Legislature.

 

The state continues to struggle with the after-effects of the Great Recession of 2007-2008, which already has forced deep cuts in crucial state services all over the country. Missouri's 2012-2013 fiscal year, which starts July 1, probably will be worse because special federal funds that eased financial pressures on health care and education services for the last two years have run out.

Missouri's budget is projected to fall short of the current year's level by $500 million (according to the governor's office) to $800 million (according to the Missouri Budget Project). Recovering $400 million would spare Missouri's 6 million residents a lot of hardship.

Yet Missouri's Republican-dominated House seems so intent on embarrassing itself with meaningless protest votes on federal health care legislation and slipping millions of dollars of favors into bills for pals and contributors that it can't be bothered with exploring the possibility of helping constituents with an additional $400 million.

 

State Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, D-St. Louis, and 30 co-sponsors (all Democrats) introduced legislation to eliminate the deductibility of federal income taxes. It was referred to a legislative committee, but no hearings were scheduled.

Last week on the House floor, Ms. Oxford tried to attach her bill, HB 1617, as an amendment to three other bills under consideration, which at least would keep it alive. Her colleagues refused. She told us that she intends to keep trying.

Even if it passed the House, Ms. Oxford's legislation still would have to get through the state Senate and be signed by Gov. Jay Nixon to become law. Then it would have to be submitted to the voters for approval under Missouri's Hancock Amendment because eliminating the deduction would leave more income subject to state taxation and increase revenue — which, of course, is the reason for doing it.

 

GOP legislators would argue that HB 1617 would result in a tax increase. And a party that won't increase the nation's lowest state tax on cigarettes (to the detriment of individuals' health and the state's Medicaid budget) or collect taxes on online sales by out-of-state businesses (to the detriment of Missouri retailers) is not going to mess with any kind of tax increase whatsoever.

Ms. Oxford knows that better than most people. But her idea is worth a hearing. Forty-four other states, including some every bit as conservative as Missouri, have found it to be a good idea. Sooner or later Missouri will, too. But there will be a lot of needless suffering until that day comes.

Missouri shouldn't cut child care funds

Did you know that Missouri is currently in a race straight to the bottom in terms of supporting working families? The Senate Appropriations Committee recently endorsed a plan to cut child care programs by almost $30 million. This proposed cut would make Missouri last in the country for supporting child care.

The cuts look like this:

• $16 million cut from child care assistance: eligibility would be cut to 103 percent of federal poverty level.

• $13 million cut from grants to create new spaces for infants and toddlers and from contracts to provide training and coaching that increase the quality of care.

What does this mean for our state?

• This would eliminate child care assistance for 6,190 children. Working and single-parent families would suffer most and would face difficult decisions that could involve quitting their jobs because they can’t afford to pay for child care.

• Child care providers will lose out on funding to assist them with creating child care slots within child care programs for our infant and toddler population. Any family knows that infant toddler openings are the most challenging to find even with the current funding. Take away this funding and openings could be almost nonexistent in many towns, making it nearly impossible for parents to work.

• Training and coaching for child care programs will take a major hit, if not eliminated completely. Child care providers depend on early childhood experts to come into their facilities to assist them with basic training like safe sleep practices, health and safety issues, and special assistance for child care programs that want to meet excellence standards though accreditation.

Take away these services and providers must navigate the child care profession on their own. We want the individuals in our community that care for our children to have the training and support they need and deserve.

The proposed budget cuts will be going to the Senate floor for debate next week. Please take time to call your state senator and tell them:

• Do not cut child care assistance funding.

• Child care assistance keeps families working.

• Child care training and coaching helps provide a safe place for children while parents work or go to school.

• Missouri is already 49th in the country when it comes to providing child care assistance. Do not put Missouri at the bottom.

If you don’t know your state senator’s contact information, visit http://www.senate.mo.gov to access a legislator look-up tool. Enter your zip code and you have all the information you need.

This is an important issue that can’t be ignored. Every voice counts. Please let yours be heard.
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The Rev. Mark Struckhoff is executive director of the Council of Churches of the Ozarks. 
Editorial: In failure of Imagine charter schools, there is opportunity 

In seven years, will educators and politicians across the nation be talking about St. Louis as the next New Orleans?
That's the question that we hope St. Louis Public Schools Superintendent Kelvin Adams and Missouri Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro ask themselves as they face the daunting challenge of placing 3,800 children in new schools because the for-profit Imagine charter schools are closing.

That the state shut down Imagine Schools Inc. is a very good thing. The company's leadership clearly was more interested in making money than in improving public education in St. Louis. The schools, meant as an alternative to the unaccredited public schools, actually performed worse than almost any schools, public or charter, in the state.

The Imagine schools were the epitome of what sometimes is wrong with the education reform movement. Change for change's sake is no change at all.

So, now, with the spring semester nearly over and fall not that far away, Mr. Adams and Ms. Nicastro are faced with the challenge of placing 11 percent of the school district's enrollment in schools that are better than the ones that are closing.

It won't be easy.

And the challenge is bigger than finding enough open desks.

"The challenge here is placing them where they want to go," Mr. Adams told the Post-Dispatch's Elisa Crouch.

Mr. Adams knows about such challenges. He was part of the team that accomplished the almost incomprehensible task of reopening and, indeed, recreating from scratch the New Orleans public school system after Hurricane Katrina devastated that city.

Now, seven years after that natural disaster, the New Orleans schools are seen as a gem for urban public school renewal. Several things led to that success, including adopting the right sort of charters, such as the non-profit KIPP schools, which operates nine schools on five campuses serving 2,500 students in New Orleans. KIPP does charters right. It has a school here and inevitably will be a part of the solution.

In New Orleans, the disaster brought opportunity to improve teaching evaluation standards and attract better principals. The unprecedented challenge lured from all over the country talented educators who wanted to be a part of something special.

St. Louis' challenge doesn't quite rival New Orleans' challenge. But finding a spot for 3,800 children is among the most historic challenges any big-city school district can face.

The key will be for Mr. Adams and Ms. Nicastro to cast a wide net.

Many parents will need to be convinced that the St. Louis Public Schools are improving, and facts say that they are. Other charter schools will have to find some space. Suburban districts will have to show the willingness to open their doors to schoolchildren seeking quality schools. Mr. Adams might have to accelerate his existing plans to open up district-sponsored charters, and the state will have to move quickly to make sure they are worthy of support.

The opportunity here is for the St. Louis region and state school officials to provide a model for the dysfunctional Missouri Legislature, which has failed to implement rules to guide school officials in how to respond reasonably and quickly when schools, public or charter, fail.

The failure of Imagine schools has opened the door to history for St. Louis Public Schools.

Carpe diem.

Bond: End the Energy Two-Step, Rein In Regulators

As gas prices across the nation hit mile-high levels, Americans are rightfully angry about the long trail of broken promises by politicians.

For decades, politicians on both sides of the aisle have stumped for a common-sense national energy policy that moves our country toward energy independence. Yet, years later, America remains reliant on foreign despots for our energy needs.

By pledging support for an “all of the above” energy strategy while bureaucrats in his agencies thwart domestic expansion — such as the Keystone XL pipeline — President Barack Obama is just the latest perpetrator of this energy two-step.

There are a number of agencies in Washington that have gone overboard with regulation writing aimed at energy, but the worst actor is the Environmental Protection Agency. At my last count, the EPA has almost 30 major regulations and more than 170 major policy rules in the works.

The latest shot from the EPA occurred at the end of last month, when the administration unveiled its new greenhouse gas rule. The new rule would, in effect, prevent coal-fired plants from being built because the technology required to capture and store carbon dioxide underground is not yet commercially available.

Unfortunately, this is just the latest of the EPA’s swath of regulations aimed at the heart of our energy future, which will increase families’ energy costs — forcing them to choose between paying their air-conditioning bill and saving for their kids’ college or investing in their retirement.

These regulations will force states to choose between supplying low-cost energy for families, farmers and businesses or complying with federal rules. And these regulations will force businesses to choose between employing American workers or relocating to lower energy-cost countries.

While the EPA has gone off the rails with regulation writing, all regulation is not bad. The government should step in and regulate to protect Americans from abusive practices and to keep our communities safe and healthy.

For example, when serving in the Senate, I worked with the late Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.) to achieve the Acid-Rain Trading Compromise and the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990. This was no easy feat — debate lasted five weeks, and the Senate considered 180 amendments. But the landmark compromise worked because Congress recognized the complexity of the problem — providing almost a decade to implement the acid rain rules, bringing all of the stakeholders to the table and getting a buy-in from affected businesses and the American people.

Right now, the only bipartisan consensus is that the EPA’s go-it-alone approach is the wrong one. Earlier this year, a bipartisan group of 221 Members of the House signed a letter to the White House urging the administration to block the costly greenhouse gas rule.

Led by Reps. John Barrow (D-Ga.) and Ed Whitfield (R-Ky.), the lawmakers asked the White House to stop this latest power grab by the EPA because of the “devastating impact it will have on jobs and the economy.” I couldn’t agree more.

This approach by EPA bureaucrats to circumvent Congressional authority and overregulate is not good for families struggling to pay bills, for businesses that need to create jobs, for our limping economy or even for the environment — as the largest polluting countries, such as China and India, won’t be imposing similar regulations.

Just last month, the EPA’s overreach and power grab was recognized by the court system. Two major court rulings slammed the EPA’s water agency for regulatory overreach. I could not have said it better than one federal district court judge who said the EPA resorted to “magical thinking” to grant itself broad new authority.

It is essential that elected representatives listen to the American people who no longer want unelected bureaucrats such as those at the EPA imposing onerous new regulations that block or reduce the production of domestic energy sources.

Instead, policymakers and bureaucrats need to make it easier to tap into traditional energy sources in an environmentally responsible way — coal mining, hydraulic fracturing of natural gas, offshore drilling and state-of-the-art nuclear plants — and to invest in clean energy sources for the future.

Kit Bond is a former Republican Senator from Missouri and founder of Kit Bond Strategies.
Editorial: Lots of 'ifs' in Missouri's latest nuclear gambit 

The most important sentence spoken or printed about the allegedly "transformational" plan to build small, modular nuclear reactors in Missouri is buried at the bottom of an Ameren Missouri news release.

"Given these uncertainties," the sentence begins, "undue reliance should not be placed on these forward-looking statements."

The sentence is required under a 1995 federal law called the Private Securities Litigation Reform Act that protects corporations when they lay out plans that may or may not come to fruition.

On Thursday, Gov. Jay Nixon and executives from Ameren and nuclear-industry giant Westinghouse announced a grand plan to seek a $452 million grant from the U.S. Department of Energy to develop the next generation of nuclear reactors: small, modular units that produce about 225 megawatts of power compared to the 1,000-megawatt monsters now in disfavor.

If Westinghouse gets the grant, it says it intends to design and build the first units for use at Ameren's Callaway County plant, working with researchers at the University of Missouri's engineering programs in Columbia and Rolla, thus planting the seeds for a multi-billion-dollar industry based right here in the Show-Me State.

If a chunk of that $452 million is spent in Missouri, it would be a welcome boost to the state's economy.

The key word here is "if."

If Westinghouse gets the grant, and if Congress appropriates the money, and if a market actually develops for new nuclear power, and if the smaller reactors are financially feasible, and if the industry ever figures out what to do with its dangerous waste, then, yes, the agreement could be, as Mr. Nixon said Thursday, "transformational."

Of course, "transformational" is the same word Mr. Nixon used nearly two years ago, at the same spot outside the Governor's Mansion in Jefferson City, when he announced a different agreement with Ameren that was supposed to be "transformational."

That plan, which involved legislation that would force consumers to finance a nuclear plant before it was ever operational, assuming risks that Wall Street still won't take, has been abandoned in favor of the new "transformational" plan.

The political lure for Mr. Nixon is the promise of jobs, even if in a best-case scenario they're years down the road. But there is always a cost for those jobs, and that's an important part of the equation.

Ameren is keeping open the possibility that if it ever does apply for a permit to build a nuclear reactor, modular or not, it will seek an "enhanced" regulatory framework. Our guess is that "enhanced" means customers would pay up front.

Then there will be tax breaks and other incentives, probably a lot of them, sought by Westinghouse to bring its operation to the state. This is how the game is played, and if Missouri wants to win, it will play.

We'd rather see some transformational work done on improving Missouri's schools, or its moribund tax base, or its low health care rankings. But our leaders seem to be busy chasing the next great business idea, only to wash their hands of it and ask us to turn away when reality falls short of their grand pronouncements.

Missourians can be hopeful. It never hurts to hope. But this is the Show-Me State, and we've seen this transformational play before.

The Star’s editorial | Capitol Watch: Bucking broncos and one balking governor

Stop the presses!

Fasten your seat belts for this news. We’re actually seeing some progressive legislation move in the Missouri legislature.

A measure that passed the House as part of a larger judiciary bill narrows the sentencing disparity for trafficking of powder cocaine and crack cocaine.

Unduly harsh punishments for even small quantities of crack cocaine have contributed to the high incarceration rate of African-American males. The Sentencing Project, a national group, published a report last year showing that Missouri has the highest disparity of any state.

Under current law, someone would have to be convicted of selling 75 times as much powder cocaine to receive the same sentence as someone charged with selling crack cocaine. A defendant convicted of selling six grams of crack cocaine faces a 10-year mandatory minimum sentence same as someone convicted of selling 450 grams of powder cocaine.

That policy has destroyed lives and families and overcrowded the state’s prisons. The House bill, which passed with broad support, requires trafficking of 28 grams of crack to warrant a 10-year mandatory minimum sentence.

Although parts of the judiciary bill need work, the disparity correction is a pragmatic move that the Senate should endorse and send to the governor. It’s also a brief respite from the usual craziness. (See below.)

Governor No

Another week, another veto by Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback.

The latest nixed a procedural bill updating the state’s banking code. The GOP governor didn’t like the portion that would have enabled an independent board to appoint regulators, rather than his office.

Brownback, who relishes control, said the change would impair “efficient and uniform” management.

Legislators are still scratching their heads, so to speak, over Brownback’s veto of a bill concerning licensing exams for barbers. He also scratched a bill transferring control of an oil and gas depletion trust from the state to county governments. That had passed the legislature without a single vote of opposition; the governor’s veto is presumed to be a shot at Senate President Steve Morris, the moderate Republican whose district would have benefited from the change. 

And that’s just the small stuff. The legislature has yet to vote on big issues such as redistricting, tax reform and school finance. 

We should note that Brownback has signed a number of bills, including a recent one to designate Clyde, Kan., as the official home of the Kansas Watermelon Festival.

Yee-haw!

This was the Missouri legislature at work this week:

• The House passed a bill guaranteeing citizens the right to conduct and participate in rodeos. We can all breathe a collective sigh of relief.

• A bill making it illegal to film, tape or videotape activities at livestock operations or farms without the owner’s permission passed the House. It would also be illegal to get hired or otherwise get access to an agricultural operation under false pretences.

Dubbed the ag-gag bill, this gives cover to business owners who engage in abusive and unethical practices. It’s unnecessary legislation, unless it’s to protect someone who is doing something wrong.

• By a vote of 108 to 44, the House passed a bill declaring the federal Affordable Care Act to be unconstitutional and that anyone who attempts to enact it in Missouri will be subject to criminal penalties. 

We thought it was the U.S. Supreme Court’s job to declare laws unconstitutional, but the bill’s sponsor, Republican Rep. Kurt Bahr of St. Charles, apparently knows otherwise.

All of these bills have yet to be heard in the Senate, which is gearing up for the mother of all budget fights. So they may fall by the wayside. 

But they certainly give Missourians cause to wonder why it is necessary to send 163 members of the House to Jefferson City for five months of this sort of posturing.

Letters | Catholic Church, breast cancer, child care
Troubles with church

The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops campaign addresses perceived problems with the Obama administration. It claims it’s not partisan, but that’s disingenuous.

Rep. Chris Smith, at a December hearing said, “The Obama administration’s bias against Catholics is an affront to religious freedom and a threat to all people.” 

The facts speak otherwise.

According to the administration, $673 million in federal grants went to Catholic-affiliated organizations between 2009 and 2012, compared with $549 million the prior three years. News reports said the bishops protested a decision by federal officials not to renew a contract for sex-trafficking victims.

But from 2006 through 2011, the conference received all of the $19 million in federal funds dedicated to helping sex-trafficking victims recover. The bishops doled out the funds to subcontractors to provide services on the bishops’ terms.

The bishops barred the subcontractors from discussing contraception or abortion or providing information and referrals on these gynecological issues. These restrictions prompted the ACLU to sue the Department of Health and Human Services. The case is still ongoing.

In 2012 bids to help these women, the money went to agencies determined to provide the best service, and it wasn’t the Catholic Church.

Bill Duncan-O’Neal
Overland Park

Breast cancer detection

A bill before our state legislators seeks to require that information about breast density be provided in mammography reports sent to patients (4-10, A1, “Breast cancer bill delay criticized”). This is not a novel concept. 

Connecticut passed similar legislation in 2009 based on the American College of Radiology’s Breast Imaging Reporting and Database System, and numerous other states are pursuing similar legislative action. Mammography remains the standard of care for breast cancer screening in women over 40 years of age.

Sadly, this technology is simply limited in situations of dense breast tissue. Numerous studies have shown that in this screening population increased breast density is an independent risk factor for breast cancer.

“Increased breast density” has not been uniformly reported and remains vague. It is imperative that physicians are provided this information in a standardized way of “quantifying” this descriptor and are able to use this information to assess relative risk for patients.

Only with this complete disclosure will patients and their physicians be able to make informed decisions about breast cancer risk and appropriate screening options.

I strongly support passage of Senate Bill 407.

Amie C. Jew, M.D.
Aasha Surgical, P.A.
Overland Park

Child care choices

Recent exposés on child care providers with criminal records have given parents pause about who to leave their children with while they’re at work.

At The Family Conservancy, we work with hundreds of child care professionals each year. Many child care providers strive to give good care and education to children, but selecting the right provider is critically important — especially in light of the continued increase in reports of child abuse and neglect in Kansas and Missouri.

Child care providers are required to be licensed, which means they have been inspected by local health departments for basic, minimum health and safety standards. It’s not an endorsement of the care.

We highly recommend visiting at least three providers, asking a lot of “how-would-you-handle-this-situation?” questions and getting references from other parents. And most important, listen to your gut and pay attention to any uneasy feelings you might have.

Kansas City has a lot of good child care providers, but it’s up to the parents to select the right one.

Betsy Vander Velde
President and CEO
The Family Conservancy
Shawnee

LED light for cows a lot of government gas

Your reporting on “Got LED? Cows seem to respond” on April 14 did not merit front-page placement. 

I learned several years ago at a convention that stray RF voltage from fluorescent lights had a negative effect on milk production. Paul Dettloff, a veterinarian and a consultant to Organic Valley, cautioned never to use fluorescent lighting in a dairy barn. He cautioned against other types of stray voltages from defective transformers and improper grounding.

So, before we get too giddy, I suggest that the agriculture department do its homework and listen to Dettloff’s lecture. Here is an excellent example on how government spends our tax dollars on unwarranted “research” to help cows. Give me a break.

My cows do just fine eating in the dark, especially after a hot July day. They are able to graze in the dark and pick and choose their diet.

I never have needed to outfit them with headlights. And furthermore, what is the value of increasing milk production by any percentage only to have a government herd buyout to reduce production? Our farm policies and food production paradigms are insane.

Art Ozias
Breezy-Hill-Farm
Centerview, Mo.

Hartzler out of touch

I recently received an email from the 4th District’s self-acclaimed tea party representative, Vicky Hartzler, and boy is she as far out as most of these right wing nuts on one subject especially. She says, and I quote: “In my talks with the job creators at the event, I repeatedly heard of the problems with costly unemployment benefits. They say the benefits create a disincentive for people who are offered employment to take the jobs.”

This woman must have never been on unemployment and felt the shame of not having a job and not getting enough funds to support a home, car or family. The far right has used this old beat-down verbiage before, categorizing the poor and middle class as “leeches” on society.

I suppose if you are worth $3 million to $15 million, you cannot have any conception of trying to live on unemployment. Rep. Hartzler, you owe an apology to the unemployed in the 4th District, along with the rest of the unemployed in this country who are seeking jobs.

May you be fortunate enough in November 2012 to pick up these great benefits.

George Wheeldon
Archie, Mo.

Real corporate world

I read with some amusement the April 18 article, “Tax day protesters fault corporations,” about the 99 percent protest against corporations regarding their payment of taxes, or rather perceived lack of payment.

“Corporate taxes” are one of the biggest hoaxes ever proffered on the American people by our esteemed legislators. I don’t know whether the protesters are not bright enough to figure it out or whether they think we are too stupid to figure it out.

Corporations do not pay taxes. They never have and they never will. They simply pass those on to us, the consuming public.

If corporations are asked to pay higher taxes, they will simply raise the prices of their goods and services to cover that amount, and you and I will wind up paying those taxes in higher prices. So if you want to pay more for everything you purchase, just keep on demonstrating for higher corporate taxes. Welcome to the real world.

Dick Wells
Olathe

Standardize curriculums

The issue of inconsistency in school curriculums should be tackled immediately. Students transferring from one school district to another must completely alter their classes.

All districts in Kansas should have common standards so that if I am in Algebra 1 in one district and I transfer, it wouldn’t put me behind. This issue occurs a lot with seniors who transfer, which sets them back or makes it more difficult for them to graduate.

I would greatly appreciate it if this problem could be corrected.

Ebony Williams
Lenexa

Remember GOP stand on women’s issues

The “Ann Romney never worked a day in her life” kerfuffle is manufactured hooey (4-13, A1, “Another front in ‘the mommy wars’ ”).

We all feel sure she has indeed worked hard, but we’re just as sure she has never found it necessary to be employed outside the home while raising her children. This, of course, is what the commentator meant when she said Ann Romney has “never worked.”

Some mothers who are financially able to stay at home choose not to. And some mothers who stay at home would tell you they are desperate to find a job or maybe they hate being home all day every day.

Women are not all one thing, not all one way, and don’t all think alike. We don’t all have the same opportunities and the same blessings or burdens.

I sincerely hope, though, that when the tongue-wagging that was sparked by this comment fades away we do not forget this very important point: Only one political party in America is run by people who want women to have fewer choices, less autonomy and more heartless restrictions on our reproductive and health care options, and that is the Republican Party.

Joan Hancock
Raytown
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House's vote to cut food stamps does not reflect nation's values

Deficit reduction is an important national priority, vital to our long-term economic security. However, we cannot seek to solve this problem by disregarding our national values.

Unfortunately, the House left values on the sideline last week when it moved forward with a proposal to cut food assistance for our nation's hungry by more than $33 billion. Making this decision in the name of deficit reduction does not excuse cutting anti-hunger programs at a time when need has never been greater.

Taking care of our neighbors is at the core of American tradition, and feeding those in need is a shared responsibility. This value is reflected in Washington, D.C., through anti-hunger programs like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (food stamps). It also is evident in the generosity of the St. Louis Area Foodbank's volunteers and donors.

While some suggest hunger is better solved by local charity, I can say from the front lines that charity cannot do it alone. Foodbank works daily to meet an ever-increasing need. It is a continuing battle to keep up with demand as we are faced with declining federal support for the Emergency Food Assistance Program. It would be impossible for food banks to make up the difference if SNAP were cut.

Hunger is a national problem and thus needs a national solution — starting with a strong federal commitment to programs like SNAP.

Congress should put the nation's interests first and meet in the middle to craft policies that spur economic recovery and protect families when opportunity remains out of reach.

Frank Finnegan • St. Louis County
CEO/President, St. Louis Area Foodbank
Unconvincing arguments

In the guest commentary "Kill at will" (April; 19), state Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, tries to frame the narrative regarding our Second Amendment rights with a simple cause and effect between gun ownership and the murder rate (an overused ploy). In the process, she ignores what appear to be more obvious causes for shooting deaths, as her two main examples demonstrate.

First, the shooting death of Decora Jenkins by her aunt Erika Wherry appears to be a lack of restraint on the part of Ms. Wherry. Second, Ms. Nasheed mentions generally the shooting deaths that have taken place since the passing of the Castle Doctrine. Why doesn't she mention any further specifics about these shootings? Could it be because most of these were the result of homeowners defending themselves during home invasions? In these cases it is unlikely that the men killed would have been killed if they were not invading someone else's home (duh).

And, of course, Ms. Nasheed never mentions the Second Amendment. Thus, her arguments will remain unconvincing to me and other supporters of the Second Amendment. So she and others want to limit or even take away our rights because some people lack restraint and because gun ownership poses a danger to people who break the law? Uh, sorry, but that doesn't convince me to forfeit my rights and then put myself and my family at the mercy of the state and law-breakers. No, it only makes me want to buy a gun.

David I. Lewis • Clayton
Uphill struggle

Bravo to two of our state legislators who have enough sense and sense of responsibility to speak out against the prolific use of guns in our community and throughout the United States! What has become of our society when almost anyone can carry a gun and use it at will? We have regressed, and I do not believe that our Constitution intended for these spontaneous, reactive shootings that are occurring everywhere.

I could not believe that the Legislature is considering allowing guns to be carried on the MetroLink and other public transportation. I agree with state Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur, who said in a letter to the editor (April 15) , "It doesn't make me feel safer." And state Rep. Jamilah Nasheed's guest commentary, "Kill at will" (April 19), reflects my uneasiness with our country's steady increase of gun violence.

I fear these two courageous state representatives have an uphill struggle with the current state Legislature. I wish them success in their pursuit of laws that can protect the public from the current outrage of gun violence. I sincerely hope the other legislators will wake up and come to their senses.

Leanne Schneider • St. Louis County
Missing the mark

State Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, misses the mark in her guest commentary "Kill at will" (April 19). She wrote that "321 Missourians were murdered with guns," but she doesn't report how many of those were committed with guns legally purchased and used by their legal owners. I suspect there were few.

She said, "Our black homicide victimization rate of 34.7 per 100,000 resulted in the worst in the nation and more than seven times greater than the national rate overall. Staggeringly, a gun was used in 87 percent of these murders." Again, the question remains: How many of the guns were legally purchased and used by the legal owner?

Ms. Nasheed rails against the NRA, which advocates legal and responsible ownership and use of firearms. Which, if any, of her ideas suggests keeping individuals from illegally obtaining and using guns? That would correct attitudes about guns and reduce the number of murders.

Phillip Wells • Dellwood
Good people

In "Phony mommy wars" (April 19), Maureen Dowd attacks personal choice, which strikes me as funny coming from someone who is all about choice. I'm glad the Romneys chose to set up house in suburban Boston in 1971, "befriended other young Mormon couples and (keep) to their cloistered, conservative, privileged, traditional, white, heterosexual circle." While feminists were busy pushing abortion, Ann Romney and other moms were busy raising children.

What's wrong with "traditional"? Ms. Dowd may see the Romneys as "cloistered" and "privileged," but I see them as good people exercising their God-given American freedoms.

Maureen Totterer • O'Fallon, Mo.
Punishment for gluttons

Kudos to Rep. Stacey Newman for filing a bill in the Missouri Legislature regulating vasectomies ("Gender politics," April 17). Her gesture throws into brilliant perspective the Puritanical gender bias at the root of this year's witch hunt aimed at regulating women's access to contraception and abortion.

Why stop there? Why not regulate and restrict access to lung cancer treatment for smokers? Or to medications to control high cholesterol or high blood pressure for those who overindulge in fatty and salty diets? If (per Rush Limbaugh) making contraception accessible is tantamount to paying women to have sex, aren't these other medications and procedures paying people to be gluttons?

Bradley Fratello • St. Louis
Ready for compromise?

Here's a word you don't hear often in Jefferson City: Compromise.

Republicans seem to think that voter identification is one of the key issues of our time, so I propose this compromise: Democrats will agree to the voter ID initiative if Republicans will agree to require the registration of all guns. Even though there's no credible evidence of fraud committed by voters, there's plenty of evidence of crimes committed by gun owners. If we're going to ID voters, let's ID guns.

What do you say, Republicans? Compromise?

Mark Travers • St. Louis County
