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Bill would delay closing of postal centers

Friday, April 27, 2012
By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian 

Legislation approved Wednesday by the U.S. Senate would keep post offices and mail distribution centers open for now. 

Last year, the postal service announced its intentions to consolidate operations and close hundreds of facilities across the country, including the Richard G. Wilson Processing and Distribution Facility, which employs about 100 people, in an effort to save money after billions of dollars in losses. 

Several of Southeast Missouri's rural post offices are also slated for closure, including Daisy, Dutchtown, Whitewater, Old Appleton, Blodgett and Perkins. 

Senate Bill 1789 includes an amendment sponsored by Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill containing provisions to prevent rural post office closures, reform federal employee compensation benefits and preserve six-day delivery and current service standards. 

Earlier this week, the postal service circulated a smaller list of mail processing centers that likely would close if the Senate bill became law. Cape Girardeau's processing center was listed under the heading "potential to remain open." 

McCaskill's amendment prohibits the USPS from closing rural post offices during the next 12 months. After that, a rural post office could only be closed if the USPS can meet the following criteria: 

* Postal customers received the same access to essential items such as prescription medications and time-sensitive communications that are sent through the mail. 

* Businesses in the community do not suffer substantial economic loss, and the economic loss to the community resulting from the closure does not exceed the savings the postal service obtains by closing the post office. 

* The area served by the post office has adequate access to wired broadband Internet service. 

* The nearest post office is within 10 miles' driving distance. 

Some postal workers say the bill is only a temporary fix, designed to make sure mail service isn't interrupted before the November election. 

"It's just a short-term fix," said Audrey Humes, president of the Missouri Rural Letter Carriers Association and a mail carrier in Jackson. 

The legislation only temporarily stops facility closures and doesn't go far enough to protect six-day delivery, it simply delays a decision on it, Humes said. 

"It really doesn't address the problems we're facing. It only goes part way," said Greg Davidson, president of the American Postal Workers Union Cape Area Local 4088. 

Postal workers are pleased that the legislation gives the postal service an $11 billion refund of overpayments made in previous years to a federal retirement fund. It also allows the organization to make smaller payments to a future retiree health benefits account. 

This provision has been called a "bailout" by some media outlets, and that language bothers Humes. 

"This is not a bailout. We're asking for our money back," she said. 

Despite the bill's shortcomings, Davidson said he believes it will give the postal service a chance to increase its profitability. It allows the postal service new ways of generating revenue, including shipping alcoholic products and selling hunting and fishing licenses. Earlier this year, the postal service agreed to postpone any facility closures until May 15 to give congress time to act. 

Senate Bill 1789 will now be considered by members of the House of Representatives. 

"We know it's going to be a big fight in the House, but it was a long shot getting it through the Senate, too," Davidson said. 

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson said the house has its own postal reform bill, but she will not vote for it. 

"In comparison, the senate bill is a whole lot better for our rural post offices and our processing centers," Emerson said. 

Neither bill, however, deals with what Emerson said are the real problems facing the postal service including redundant upper levels of management and employee benefit reforms. 

Emerson said it is doubtful that the house will pass any legislation by May 15. 

"I don't know at the end of the day what's going to happen," she said. 

Blunt supports extending lower student loan rate

April 26, 2012 | Filed under: Education,News,Subscribers | Posted by: Eli Yokley 

— U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt said Thursday that he supports a proposal to extend a lower interest rate for federal student loans.

Blunt, a Missouri Republican, endorsed a $5.9 billion plan to extend the current 3.4 percent interest rate on Stafford student loans for another year.

“We ought to be doing everything we can to encourage the workforce to be as prepared as they can,” Blunt told reporters. “I agree with the idea that we don’t need to let this interest rate go up to 6.8 percent.”

Unless Congress acts, the rates are set to double in July. The rates were initially halved to 3.4 percent in 2007, with bipartisan support from Congress and President Bush, a Republican.

The issue at hand now is how to fund the increase. Republicans are calling to pull the funds from President Obama’s health care law, while Democrats want the extension to be funded by closing a tax loophole on wealthy individuals.

President Barack Obama, a Democrat, hit the campaign trail this week urging Congress to extend the lower rate.

Speaking in Iowa, Obama criticized U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-St. Louis, for referring federal involvement in the student loan industry as “stage three cancer of socialism.” In a statement issued soon after the president’s remarks, Akin said he was misquoted by Obama.

Blunt in minority as Senate advances Violence Against Women Act 

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • blambrecht@post-dispatch.com > 202-298-6880 | Posted: Thursday, April 26, 2012 6:15 pm
WASHINGTON • In a year when Democrats are using women's issues as campaign fodder, 15 Republicans crossed the aisle to join Democratic colleagues today as the Senate overwhelmingly approved a popular law that aims to prevent domestic abuse.

The Violence Against Women Act, passed on a 68-31 vote, reauthorizes more than $650 million in programs to aide victims of domestic and sexual violence. The strong vote could lend momentum to the legislation, but the GOP-run House is unlikely to respond so enthusiastically.

"We must end domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault and stalking in the United States," asserted Sen. Mike Crapo, R-Idaho, an author of the legislation. Crapo and Sen. Mark Kirk of Illinois were among seven Republican co-sponsors.

Democratic candidates are embracing women's issues in this election season, an offensive that gathered steam when Republicans criticized the Obama administration's requirement that insurance plans cover birth control.

"There is no war on women except a political one..." Sen. Charles Grassley, R-Iowa, said in debate.

Some Republicans believed they were being set up when Democrats added wording to ensure protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people and increase the number of visas for immigrant women who have been subject to abuse.

Despite widespread condemnation of violence against women from their ranks, 31 GOP senators, including Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., voted against the authorization.

Blunt noted in a statement afterward that he had supported a GOP alternative that was voted down.

"Everyone agrees that we must protect victims of domestic abuse and violence, and I have voted for VAWA (the Violence Against Women's Act) reauthorization every time it has come to the floor for a vote since I’ve been in Congress," he said.

Earlier in the day, Blunt told reporters: " I think our friends on the other side are stretching to see if they can extend what they think is a debate about women's issues as opposed to understanding that gas prices and lost jobs and unemployment are huge issues facing the country."

During debate, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., recalled handling domestic abuse cases as an assistant prosecutor in Kansas City 35 years ago.

"I remember like it was yeserday the feeling of helpleness as I sat across the desk from a woman who had been beaten within an inch of her life," McCaskill said.

McCaskill's campaign used the legislation as an organizing tool, asking people in a mailing today to join a petition urging reauthorization of a law that aimed "to prevent violent crimes against women and children. Yet Republican men in the Senate are playing political games with this life-saving legislation."

Obama, Akin tangle over congressman's use of 'stage-three socialism' in student loan debate

In Washington
By Jo Mannies Beacon political reporter 

12:16 am on Thu, 04.26.12

Updated at 1:34 pm on Thu, 04.26.12

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin’s penchant lately for comparing federal programs to “stage three socialism’’ has caught the attention of President Barack Obama, who told college students Wednesday in Iowa that the congressman’s remarks are “a new way to go off the deep end.”

Obama did not identify Akin, R-Wildwood, by name. But because of the phrase he targeted, political reporters and some GOP activists quickly figured out about whom the president was talking.

Obama’s jab was hard to miss, with video of it played all over the cable news shows Wednesday. Most of the TV hosts also identified Akin as the target.

Said Obama: "You've got one member of Congress who compared these student loans — I'm not kidding here — to a 'stage-three cancer of socialism.' Stage-three cancer! I don't know where to start. What do you mean? What are you talking about? Come on. Just when you think you’ve heard it all in Washington, somebody comes up with a new way to go off the deep end.”

Akin, who is running for the U.S. Senate, issued a statement later asserting that the president had misquoted him. Akin said he wasn’t referring to student loans as “stage-three cancer of socialism.” Rather, the congressman said he was talking about the federal programs providing them.

 “I was not saying that student loans are a cancer.  I referred to the policies where there is a government takeover of private industries,” Akin said.

He was referring to the change, since Obama took office, in which the federal government stopped subsidizing banks that offer the loan, and has instead offered Stafford loans directly to students – as was done a few decades ago.

Akin called it “the government takeover of student loans,” which he said reflected a similar approach toward health care and energy.

“I suspect the president was given a misquotation of what I actually said, but I am sure we have a fundamental disagreement on the role of government and what constitutes socialism regarding current public policy,” the congressman added.

Akin made his "socialism'' assertion about government involvement in the student loan process during last Saturday's debate in Columbia, Mo. with his chief Republican rivals: St. Louis businessman John Brunner and former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman.

Actually, Akin has embraced the phrase “stage three socialism,’’ or variations of it, for months as part of his standard campaign rhetoric as he seeks to win the Republican primary this summer and challenge U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, R-Mo., this fall.

The phrase has been a crowd-pleaser to conservatives. And the same may be true of the attention Akin has attracted from the president, who conservatives adamantly dislike. Obama's jab is likely to win points for Akin among the GOP's conservative base, at a time when he and his Republican rivals are jockeying over who's the most conservative.

Last Saturday morning, Akin used the phrase during his speech to hundreds of Republicans gathered at Lindbergh High School for the 2nd congressional district convention, which was Round Two of the state GOP’s presidential caucus process.

Akin contended that the nation as a whole, with Obama as president, is experiencing “stage three socialism.”

At least the congressman now knows that the president was paying attention.

Blunt, Democrats weigh in -- while Akin seeks cash
UPDATE: U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., made clear Thursday that he supports  federal student loans, while sidestepping Akin's criticism of the program.

"The grant and loan programs have been in place since World War II," Blunt said, and reflect the belief that the nation needs "a work force as prepared as they can possiblity be."

He added, "Access to some sort of assistance makes a difference to a lot of kids." Blunt noted that he was the first in his family to attend college.

Blunt said he didn't know what Akin had said and couldn't comment on it.

The Missouri Democratic Party, however, called on Akin to apologize to the nation's students.

“Todd Akin’s remarks were offensive on Saturday and they’re offensive today,” said Caitlin Legacki, Missouri Democratic Party spokeswoman. “Akin has refused to back away from his comments or his philosophy toward the federal government’s role in keeping college affordable. Akin is having the dangerous effect of pulling his primary opponents further right as he gains traction in this Senate race. While this position may help Akin in a Republican primary, it's just too risky for college students and middle-class families.”

The congressman, however, opted Thursday to seize the opportunity and the publicity -- by using the episode to raise money.

Akin's campaign sent out a fundraising email -- entitled "Special Alert" -- that included the text of Obama's remarks. 

"If you're tired of the president mocking those of us who fight for limited government, then stand with Todd Akin today," the e-appeal said. It featured links to his campaign website where donors can contribute online.

The congressman added in the appeal: "The president’s comments today show the deep divide between our philosophies of government -- mine of states’ rights and free markets and his of socialistic government expansion."

Area Democrats pick delegates 

Appointees to attend national convention
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CHILLICOTHE, Mo. — Missouri 6th District Democrats picked six delegates for the party’s national convention Thursday night, praising President Obama as a leader deserving of four more years in the White House. 

The gathering in Chillicothe represented another step toward forming Missouri’s convention delegation in September in Charlotte, N.C. 

Delegates for the 6th District included Bill Caldwell of Buchanan County. The other men selected were Bob Saunders of Clay County and Jeff Wright of Clinton County. 

Women elected were Barb Womack of Clay County, Sharon Aring of Platte County and Theresa Garza Ruiz of Jackson County. 

“I worked for the campaign full-time for six months (in 2008), and I was the chair of Buchanan County,” Mr. Caldwell said. “We were the only county in Northwest Missouri that Barack Obama carried, and I take pride in that.” 

The assembly heard speeches from the nominated delegates, who had earlier been chosen to represent counties of the newly expanded 6th District. The speeches featured individual backgrounds but also served as rallying points for issues central to Democrats. 

Ms. Womack cited women’s issues as a growing concern. “You know this is the year of the angry woman,” she said. 

A later nominee, Pauli Kendrick of Platte County, added, “I’m not an angry woman, but don’t mess with me.” 

Donnie Cox of Caldwell County said in his speech that rural Missouri should be represented at the national convention. 

“I want to show them that not all farmers are of the other party,” he said. 

Julie Vaughn, a Buchanan County delegate to the district convention, urged participation in the political process, especially among young people. 

“The best gift you can give them on their 18th birthday is a voter registration card,” she said. 

Daniel Smith, who teaches political science at Northwest Missouri State University, said the country is moving in the right direction under Mr. Obama, though maybe not as quickly as some would hope. 

“Change is great, progress is better,” he said. 

Mr. Saunders, former mayor of Liberty, Mo., chaired the meeting.
Missouri Senate race is also a battle of ethics complaints

April 27 David Goldstein The Kansas City Star 

The Missouri Senate race won’t be decided for another seven months, but the two sides have already filed three ethics complaints between.

The Republicans’ latest salvo came today, when the Missouri GOP asked the Senate Ethics Committee to look into whether Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill illegally solicited campaign contributions during a televised interview this week. Senate ethics rules and the U.S. criminal code both outlaw congressional employees from seeking political donations from inside federal buildings.

So far, the Republicans are ahead in the ethics wars. They’ve filed two complaints against McCaskill, while her party has filed one, against John Brunner, one of the Republicans seeking the GOP nomination to run against her. 

The GOP complaint stems from an interview this week that McCaskill gave to the MSNBC show, Hardball. She was not in the studio, but inside the Russell Senate Office Building during the interview.

Host Chris Matthews asked her about the extent of the spending against her for political ads paid for by super PACs and other outside independent groups. Under the law, many of those groups can spend as much money as they want and don’t have to identify where their contributions are coming from.

“Nobody I know thinks this good for American democracy to have these super PACs running around as a menace in this country,” Matthews said, “attacking people without an even (a) name under it whose paying for it.”

McCaskill responded: “I’m going to let Missourians know…if you don’t know who’s paying for it, don’t believe a word of it. On the other hand, I’m asking regular folks to be my super PAC. I’m really proud that we raised a lot of money last quarter. But 90 percent of it came in donations of less than $200, and on clairemccaskill.com, people can give twenty-five bucks and if we get a lot of those we’ll have our own super PAC and that’s the kind of PAC that should be ‘super,’ made up of regular people giving small amounts.”

Lloyd Smith executive director of the Missouri GOP, said in a statement:

“Senate ethics rules and federal law are crystal clear in prohibiting senators from soliciting campaign donations on federal property, but Claire McCaskill conducted a TV interview from the Russell Senate Office Building, directed people to her campaign website, and even suggested a donation amount.” 

In a phone call with reporters, Smith added, "At the very least, she violated the spirit of the law. We think she violated the letter of the law."

Erik Dorey, a spokesman for the McCaskill campaign, said that McCaskill "did nothing wrong."

"The fact is that what Claire said on Monday is true," he said. "She raised a lot of money last quarter and 90 percent of her contributions came from people who choose to go to her website and give small donations up to $200. That is not a solicitation in any way. Perhaps the question we should really be asking is how much taxpayer money the Missouri GOP has wasted by filing baseless ethics complaints for the sole purpose of getting media attention."‬
The Senate Ethics Committee dismissed the last ethics complaint that Missouri Republicans filed against McCaskill a year ago. That was over the controversy involving her use of her family’s private plane, which is allowed for official Senate travel. But her office had mistakenly charged a political trip on the plane to her official Senate office account, which is paid for with taxpayer funds.

McCaskill repaid the cost of the trip when she became aware of the improper charge, as well as the official Senate business travel even though they had been properly billed to the government.

The Missouri Democratic Party filed an ethics complaint last fall against Brunner with the Federal Election Commission. It alleged that the St. Louis businessman violated election law by delaying his filing as a candidate, even as he was spending money in support of his candidacy. By doing so, Democrats claimed that he avoided having to report the spending. 
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Mo. judge upholds minimum wage ballot summary

Friday, April 27, 2012
By David A. Lieb ~ The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- An initiative seeking to raise Missouri's minimum wage is a step closer to making the ballot after a state judge upheld the summary that voters would see. 

A group supporting the initiative said Thursday that it plans to turn in petition signatures next week to the secretary of state's office to qualify the measure for the November ballot. A judge Wednesday rejected claims that the initiative summary prepared by the secretary of state's office was unfair or insufficient. 

"We think it's good news. We're one step closer to making sure that the will of Missouri voters is being respected and we all get a chance to vote on this," said Lara Granich, director of Missouri Jobs with Justice, which is backing the initiative. 

But more hurdles may remain for the initiative. Cole County Circuit Judge Jon Beetem has scheduled a hearing Tuesday on a challenge to the auditor's financial summary. In a previous unrelated case, Beetem struck down the auditor's authority to prepare financial summaries for initiatives -- calling into question whether the signatures on petitions bearing fiscal summaries can be counted. 

The auditor has estimated that the minimum wage initiative could cost state and local governments more than $1 million annually in additional wages, but that income and sales taxes could increase by $14.4 million annually as a result of the larger paychecks. 

The same group backing this year's minimum wage initiative also supported a successful 2006 ballot measure that raised Missouri's minimum wage to $6.50 an hour with an annual cost-of-living adjustment. That measure included a provision requiring Missouri to abide by the federal minimum wage, if it was higher than the state minimum. Consequently, Missouri is currently following the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour. 

If approved by voters, the new measure would raise Missouri's minimum wage to $8.25 an hour beginning in 2013 with an annual cost-of-living adjustment in subsequent years. The measure says that if the federal wage rises above Missouri's, then Missouri would adopt the federal wage and begin applying the cost-of-living adjustment to that. 

"Those nickels and dimes that a cost-of-living adjustment gives working people" allows them to "keep buying as many gallons of milk and as many gallons of gas for your car as you could last year," Granich said. 

Business groups have sought for several years to repeal Missouri's current cost-of-living adjustment on the minimum wage, but those bills have been unable to pass the Legislature. 

Where did Missouri's 'puppy mill' debate go? 

Remember the puppy mill debate?

Only last year, it raged. Everyone seemed angry. Voters had approved a tough set of dog-breeding regulations, called Prop B, to take effect in 2011. But breeders cried foul. They said Prop B went too far, that it would kill the state's dog-breeding industry — no small thing, since an estimated 40 percent of all puppies sold in the U.S. came from Missouri.

So state lawmakers threatened to gut the law. This time, activists and voters got mad. They pointed to the state's reputation as the nation's "puppy mill capital."

The governor stepped in and helped negotiate a compromise. The new rules were watered down yet still gave Missouri some of the nation's toughest dog-breeding laws. Neither side seemed fond of the deal. And more fighting was promised in 2012.

But now, somehow, it feels as if it's all over, even the shouting.

"Things have quieted down from the public's standpoint," said Kathy Warnick, president of St. Louis-based Humane Society of Missouri.

"The issue hasn't been as hot this year," agreed Karen Strange, president of Missouri Federation of Pet Owners, which fought against Prop B.

Today, all sides claim some measure of victory while remaining wary of one another.

A major sign of the impact of the new rules can be seen in the number of state-licensed commercial dog breeders. It has plummeted, falling 21 percent last year and an additional 10 percent already this year, according to statistics from the state Animal Care Facilities Act program.

Just over 1,000 licensed dog breeders remain in Missouri, down from 1,802 in 2008.

"We're seeing a lot of those bad dog breeders going out of business," said Bob Baker, director of the Missouri Alliance for Animal Legislation.

But Strange viewed the dramatic drop differently. Yes, some of it was bad breeders getting out. But some good breeders also left because they could not afford to retool their kennels to meet expanded space requirements that will be phased in over the coming years. And some breeders were forced out by the weak economy, Strange said.

Anna Bresler of Cabool, Mo., was among the 182 commercial breeders who relinquished a state license last year. She ran Itty Bitty Pets, a 10-dog kennel specializing in Pomeranians.

She knows breeders who stopped doing business because of the new rules. And she doesn't like the regulations. But, illustrating the variety of reasons behind people dropping licenses, she quit because she felt she was getting too old to keep raising dogs. She and her husband couldn't travel as much as they'd like and still run a kennel.

Not only have the rules gotten tougher, enforcement has been ramped up.

Much of this renewed focus came before the Prop B debate, when Gov. Jay Nixon appointed Jon Hagler to take over the state Department of Agriculture. Hagler, who wears a cowboy hat and holds a Ph.D. in political science, cleaned house in the state's animal inspection unit.

Since his arrival, the number of annual inspections of breeders, kennels and shelters has jumped nearly 150 percent. Violations were up 47 percent last year from 2009.

Given the divisive way events unfolded last year, Hagler said he was "pleasantly surprised" at how the changes have gone over. "There's been surprisingly very little push-back."

But it hasn't all been calm and kindness.

Tempers flared late last year over how to define a vet visit. The dog-breeding industry argued that a visual exam by a veterinarian was enough. Animal activists objected. The final law was written to require that each dog has a hands-on checkup by a vet.

And heading into this year, the Humane Society of the United States was still threatening to push a ballot initiative requiring a 75 percent threshold instead of a simple majority for lawmakers to tinker with voter referendums. The effort was branded "Your Vote Counts."

The society was still smarting from lawmakers' tampering with Prop B. It and the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty had largely bankrolled the campaign to pass Prop B. And the national groups opposed the governor's compromise bill.

This led to a nasty split between the Human Society of the United States and Missouri-based groups such as the Humane Society of Missouri and the Missouri Alliance for Animal Legislation, which supported the compromise.

But quietly, last month, the Your Vote Counts campaign was disbanded. The energy of outrage was missing.

Wayne Pacelle, the national society president, said his group agreed to drop its quest in exchange for other legislative fixes. One big issue — still working its way through the statehouse — is the so-called 'shelter tax." It is an annual fee that animal shelters and rescues have to pay to fund state inspections, just as commercial breeders do. This tax was added under the compromise bill. Pacelle said it did not make sense to make rescues or shelters pay when they are "relieving a burden caused by breeders."

Warnick, of the Humane Society of Missouri, called the $5,500 fee her group now pays each year "a hardship."

The new state law also gives the state attorney general the power to file criminal charges for canine cruelty. State animal inspectors have referred 21 cases for prosecution. The attorney general also can seek to shut down kennels. Earlier this month, a judge issued a temporary restraining order to stop an unlicensed breeder in Willow Springs, Mo., from breeding dogs.

The next front in the dog-breeding wars might be online.

Hagler said the Agriculture Department is working on how to ensure breeders who sell puppies online are registered and following the law. Federal animal welfare laws do not regulate online puppy breeders, only breeders who sell strictly in the wholesale market, such as to pet stores. But that could be changing. The Humane Society of the United States has pushed to start federal regulation of breeders who sell online.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture said it plans to publish proposed rules for regulating online dog breeders later this year, when the puppy mill debate just might return.
Mo. Senate gives initial approval to judical reform resolution


JEFFERSON CITY • The Missouri Senate has given initial approval to a resolution that — if approved by voters— would change the selection process for Supreme Court and the Court of Appeals judges.

Senate Joint Resolution 51 would change the makeup of the state’s Appellate Judicial Commission and increase the number of nominees the panel gives to the governor.

The resolution needs another vote in the Senate and must also be approved by the House before it can appear on a statewide ballot.

“The changes in (the resolution) are common-sense changes that will allow Missourians to exercise more accountability over the selection process,” said Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay. “This will allow Missouri voters to have a larger voice.”

Senators spent nearly four hours debating the proposal today before voting to perfect the resolution.

In its current form, the seven-member Appellate Judicial Commission includes a Supreme Court justice, three lawyers elected by the Missouri Bar and three people appointed by the governor. The bar members and governor appointees serve six-year terms.

The Senate resolution would remove the Supreme Court justice and add another member appointed by the governor – leaving three bar members and four “citizen” members who would serve four-year terms.

The resolution also would tweak the commission’s work.

Currently, the group gives the governor a list of three candidates when filling vacancies in the Supreme Court or Court of Appeals.

The resolution would increase the slate to four.

During the senate debate, attempts were made to insert Senate oversight into the process or change the terms of commission members to make it harder for a governor to stack the board. Those proposed amendments failed.

Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said he thinks the commission could become more political.

“You have the governor making the whole decision,” he said. “It’s more partisan.”

The Missouri Bar also has panned the resolution, arguing that future governors would have too much power over the commission and the increase in nominees could diminish the quality of the process.

“The Missouri Bar is disappointed in the Senate’s voice vote to advance a measure that would inject politics and money into Missouri’s judicial selection process,” Missouri Bar President Lynn Whaley Vogel said in a statement. “We appreciate the thoughtful comments by several senators, but was surprised by the rushed nature of the debate as more consideration should be given to any issue that would change our state’s constitution.”

	Mo. Senate endorses changes to judge selection 
By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press

	JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A proposal to overhaul the way Missouri selects appeals court judges won first-round approval Thursday in the state Senate.
The proposed constitutional amendment, which would appear on a statewide ballot later this year, would increase citizen involvement on a special commission that nominates finalists for openings on the state Court of Appeals and the Supreme Court. It also would expand the list of finalists, giving the governor more choices for appointments.

Under Missouri's court plan, a nominating commission comprised of three attorneys, three gubernatorial appointees and a Supreme Court judge submit a panel of three finalists to the governor to fill vacancies on appellate courts. Whomever the governor appoints must stand for periodic retention elections in which people vote either "yes" or "no" on whether to keep the judge in office. A similar process is used to select trial judges in some urban areas.

That process has been under fire from some interest groups and Republican lawmakers, who complain that attorneys have gained too great a role in the nominating process and there is not enough accountability to the public.

Missouri senators endorsed a measure Thursday that would replace the judge on the nominating commission with someone picked by the governor. The courts would pick a former appellate judge to serve as a nonvoting member, under the Senate plan. In addition, the appellate commission would provide the governor with four choices for the bench instead of three.

The Senate-backed constitutional amendment needs another vote before moving to the state House. The possible changes would not affect similar commissions used to select trial judges in St. Louis city and Jackson, Clay, Platte, St. Louis and Greene counties.

Sen. Jim Lembke, who sponsored the constitutional amendment, said the measure is relatively modest. The adjustments "are commonsense changes to the Missouri plan that will allow Missourians to exercise more accountability over the selection process," said Lembke, R-St. Louis.

Better Courts for Missouri, which has advocated for changes to the selection process, praised lawmakers.

A chief proponent of the current judicial selection process, the Missouri Bar, said the Senate's constitutional amendment would politicize the courts and give future governors the ability to control the nominating commissions by choosing most of the members.

"These changes would harm a system that has produced fair and impartial judges for the people of Missouri for more than 70 years," Missouri Bar President Lynn Whaley Vogel said.

Missouri adopted its judicial selection process in 1940 to reduce the role of politics in the judiciary and lessen the influence of urban political machine bosses. But its critics have argued that politics still play a role. Criticism intensified in 2007 when Republican former Gov. Matt Blunt considered rejecting all three nominees for an opening on the Supreme Court. Blunt eventually appointed Judge Patricia Breckenridge, but the governor's chief of staff worked with conservative legal organizations to criticize the selection plan and to try to derail Breckenridge's appointment.

In 2010, Better Courts for Missouri backed a proposed ballot initiative that would have scrapped Missouri's current judicial selection method and replaced it with partisan elections. But the group failed to gather signatures to get the measure before voters.

Missouri courts have started releasing more information about judicial applicants to address complaints that the process has been too secretive. The courts now provide applications for the three finalists and reveal the names of those interviewed by the nominating commission.

Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, said failing to make any changes could provoke a more drastic overhaul and he feared the prospect of partisan elections to choose state Supreme Court judges.

"If we don't accept some reforms to the Missouri plan this year, I think we're looking at the elimination of the Missouri plan in the next few years," said Goodman, who cannot seek re-election to the Senate this year and is running in a partisan election to be a circuit judge.

---

Judicial selection is SJR51
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Mo. House aims to prevent factory failures

Friday, April 27, 2012
Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- The Missouri House has approved new requirements for economic development incentives after last year's collapse of plans for an artificial sweetener factory in Moberly. The measure now heads to the Senate. 

In a 95-43 vote Thursday, the House backed legislation that would require officials to share information about companies that seek development incentives. Executives of startup companies requesting incentives could be subject to financial background checks by the state. 

The measure now goes to the Senate. 

Sponsoring House member Jay Barnes, a Jefferson City Republican, says his measure would make the state check more carefully on projects it pitches to local economic development groups. 

But Republican Randy Asbury, whose district includes Moberly, voted against the bill. He says none of its provisions would have prevented the failure of the Mamtek U.S. Inc. project. 



Sweetener facility legislation is HB1865 
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Mo. House passes whistleblower, work comp bills 
By WES DUPLANTIER 
Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri House passed two pieces of business legislation Thursday aimed at overcoming vetoes by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon earlier this year.

Both measures now go to the Senate, which approved similar measures earlier in the legislative session.

The Republican-controlled House voted 86-66 for a bill that could reduce protections for employees who report wrongdoing in the workplace. The legislation limits "whistleblower" status to employees who report or refuse to carry out illegal acts. It also limits who can receive whistleblower reports and caps the amount of punitive damages a whistleblower can recover if an employer retaliates.

The proposal is a scaled-down version of a bill Nixon vetoed in mid-March that also including provisions related to workplace discrimination lawsuits.

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 cases.

The sponsor of Thursday's measure, Rep. Kevin Elmer said it would provide clarity for businesses by formally putting the rules into state law. Elmer's bill would supersede courts' earlier decisions.

"We're trying to balance the rights of individuals and the right to earn a living," said Elmer, R-Nixa.

A change offered by Rep. Sylvester Taylor would apply the law to all private businesses. The original bill exempted companies with fewer than six employees.

"I think if you have any employees, you have a duty and a right to protect them," said Taylor, D-St. Louis County. "I think they should be protected whether you have one or if you have 50."

But Democrats, including Taylor, spoke at length against the measure, complaining that it still didn't offer workers enough cover to report serious problems. They also took issue with bill's exemptions for state and local government entities - including the state's public colleges and universities.

Several Republicans joined the Democrats in voting against the bill.

The House also backed legislation Thursday that would bar employees from suing co-workers for on-the-job injuries.

Lawmakers approved similar provisions earlier this year as part of a larger bill on modifying the workers' compensation system, but Nixon also vetoed that measure.

In earlier debate, some Democrats spoke against the measure saying it would bar employees from suing co-workers even for intentionally caused injuries. But on Thursday, other Democrats indicated they were willing to compromise and voted in favor of it.

Majority Leader Tim Jones, the sponsor of the new measure, says it is an additional vehicle that lawmakers could use to make other changes such as overhauling the state's Second Injury Fund, which pays benefits to people with disabilities who sustain additional injuries on the job.

Jones said lawmakers don't know whether Nixon will veto this bill as well. The floor leader criticized the governor, saying Nixon hasn't told the Legislature what provisions he wants to see in a final version.

"The chief executive of the state is supposed to be the chief leader of the state and have the chief agenda of the state," he said. "We haven't seen that in the four years that we've dealt with him."

A spokesman for the governor said Nixon is negotiating with lawmakers about a workers' compensation measure, but he declined to comment further.

Jones' measure cleared the House on a 99-47 vote Thursday and now moves to the Senate, which is also considering measures that restructure the Second Injury Fund.

---

Whistleblower bill is HB2099
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Missouri Senate initially approves changes to judge selection

In Elections
By Jason Rosenbaum special to the Beacon 

4:56 pm on Thu, 04.26.12

The Missouri Senate initially passed a constitutional amendment altering the state’s nonpartisan court plan, a breakthrough for proponents of changing the system that selects some of the state’s most powerful judges.

After a lengthy debate, state Sen. Jim Lembke’s amendment was perfected in the Senate Thursday, but it still needs another vote before going to the House. If the legislature passes the amendment, voter approval would still be required.

Lembke’s amendment modifies the composition of the Appellate Judiciary Commission, which selects judges for the Missouri Supreme Court and the Missouri Court of Appeals.

Currently, the commission has three attorneys elected by the Missouri Bar and three laypeople appointed by the governor. It also includes the chief justice of the Missouri Supreme Court, giving attorneys a 4-3 majority on the commission. When a vacancy comes up, the commission submits three nominees for a governor to select.

Lembke’s amendment would replace the judge member of the commission with a layperson, giving gubernatorial appointees a 4-3 majority. It would also stagger the terms of the laypeople so that a governor can appoint all four members during his term. In addition, the amendment would increase the number of nominees a commission nominates from three people to four.

 “The other benefit is that people can point to someone who’s been elected to say ‘you’re responsible for this individual serving on the bench,’” Lembke said in a telephone interview. “In our republic, that is one of the most sacred things – that we can point to someone who is elected to represent us and say ‘you have to take ownership.’”

Senate's mood changes regarding judiciary 
While the Missouri House has in the past approved constitutional amendments changing the plan, such measures have always died in the Missouri Senate. The closest Lembke and others got was in 2009, when changes were filibustered and ultimately scrapped.
Lembke admitted, “I will say to a certain extent I was surprised. Because after working on this issue for the last seven years, I don’t think I ever thought that it would happen in the General Assembly.

“I was surprised, very surprised when we came back into session this year and was hearing from colleagues that they believed we needed to make some changes,” he added. “And it was (from) both those who support the current Missouri Plan and those that don't. They were hearing that a rumbling of those would prefer elections was louder than they had ever heard it before. So this momentum came not only from proponents of change.”

He added that antipathy over state legislative redistricting may have also played a role in moving his amendment amendment forward. 

"I can tell you this: That certainly was one of the components that I believed has raised interest in this issue,” said Lembke.

Better Courts for Missouri, an organization that's been pushing for changes to the plan for years, issued a statement Thursday praising the Senate for passing a "modest, common sense reform measure is a step forward for the Missouri Plan."

“If this bill passes both houses of the Missouri General Assembly, the people of Missouri will be able to vote on changes that will allow the average Missourian to exercise more accountability over the judicial selection process," said Better Courts for Missouri Rich Chrismer. "It is our hope that the Senate will send this bill to the House quickly so it can be put on the next ballot.”

Some organizations – such as the Missouri Bar – have strongly opposed changing the plan, arguing that the change politicize the process.  

Lynn Whaley Vogel, the president of the organization, said in a statement that the resolution “would hand future governors control of four out of seven commissioners within a single term in office, remove a Missouri Supreme Court judge from serving on the appellate judicial commission, and dilute the quality of the selection process by increasing the number of applicants nominated by the panel.”

By granting future governors full control over the commission that selects the candidates for appellate judge, Vogel said. “This would effectively eliminate Missouri’s merit-based judicial selection process.”

While state Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, put forward a failed amendment to prevent the governor from appointing all four gubernatorial members in a single term, he said during debate that he “had no problem putting the citizens over the lawyers.”

Sen. Jason Crowell criticizes attorneys's opposition to allowing more laypeople on a commission that selects the state's judges.

“I am so tired – and I am one – of listening to all these lawyers say, ‘We can’t have those people in charge,’” said Crowell, who is an attorney. “I mean, come on. … Just 'cause you went to law school, just let it go, guys. Let it go.”

In any case, Lembke said if the proposal makes it to the statewide ballot, he expects both sides to be well equipped and well organized.

“There definitely will be a substantial amount of investment on both sides of this issue as far as making their case with the voters of Missouri,” Lembke said. “Both sides will have the opportunity to make their case. In that regard, you havethe same type of battle if the legislature wouldn’t have been involved."

Lembke's amendment would not change the process for selecting judges in St. Louis or St. Louis County. Both areas select judges using the Missouri Plan, while more rural parts of the state -- besides Greene County -- elect judges.

Lawmakers may let Missouri casinos extend credit to gamblers 


JEFFERSON CITY • Missouri legislators have quietly taken the first step toward letting the state's casinos make loans to their patrons, a move that the gambling industry has sought for years but one that worries gambling opponents.

Under the measure, gamblers who passed a casino's credit check would be able to borrow money and exchange it for electronic tokens and chips to wager at the casino.

Proponents say the change would help Missouri's casinos attract high-end players, such as professional athletes visiting St. Louis. Without the change, they say those gamblers will cross the river and gamble in Illinois, where casinos are allowed to extend credit.

"You can't carry $30,000, $20,000 in cash," said Rep. Scott Largent, R-Clinton, sponsor of the casino amendment. "Some of these athletes who come in, they want to gamble. If they want to gamble that much, they should be able to."

The House Financial Institutions Committee tacked the change onto a banking bill Wednesday, with no debate. The bill then won the committee's endorsement on a vote of 13-1. It will go to the full House after the Rules Committee approves it.

Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, D-St. Louis, cast the only "no" vote, which she called a "protest against the process" of adding a complex change without time to review it.

Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, voted for the bill but now says she would have voted "no" if she had known what the amendment did.

"I made a mistake," Nasheed said. "I don't think gamblers should take out loans. You have gamblers who are addicted. It hurts their family. They lose their property. The divorce rate is high. We should try to protect them from themselves."

Barring casinos from extending credit was one of the safeguards in the original state law authorizing riverboat gambling. That law won voter approval in 1992 after a campaign that featured ads showing historic-themed riverboats plying the state's rivers.

Since then, much has changed. The state's 12 casinos are permanently docked. Gone is the law that limited gamblers to losing no more than $500 every two hours. Voters approved both changes after casino-funded campaigns.

The credit ban could be the next provision to fall. While many in the Republican-dominated Legislature oppose expanding gambling, the credit provision is being billed as a business issue.

Ten of the 15 states with land-based or riverboat casinos allow casinos to grant credit, said Mike Winter, who lobbies for the Missouri Gaming Association. High-end gamblers "have told us, 'We are not coming to Missouri because we can't establish a line of credit,'" he said.

Pinnacle Entertainment, which operates casinos in St. Louis and St. Louis County, already handles credit applications at its properties in Indiana and Louisiana.

"It just allows customers to access their money conveniently," said Neil Walkoff, executive vice president of regional operations for Pinnacle.

Under the bill, customers would have to qualify for a line of credit of at least $5,000. Drafters say that would weed out problem gamblers and others who couldn't afford to go into debt to gamble.

In Illinois, such loans must be handled using the same standards used by furniture stores, car dealers and other entities.

"It must be done in a commercially viable manner. They can't just give out markers willy-nilly," said Gene O'Shea, spokesman for the Illinois Gaming Board.

Critics of on-site credit say casinos entice people to wager more than they can afford, leading to bankruptcies and other social problems.

"Any time you make it easier for people who have gambling problems to increase their debt, then you make the problem worse for them," said Keith Spare of the Missouri Council on Problem Gambling Concerns.

If the loans are really aimed at out-of-state "high rollers," the amendment should be tailored for them, said Kerry Messer, who lobbies for the Missouri Baptist Convention's Christian Life Commission.

As it is, he sees Missouri residents — "the No. 1 patrons at Missouri casinos" — as the ones who would stand at increased risk of losing their homes, farms and children's college funds.

"It's a horrible amendment," Messer said.

If passed by the House, the bill will return to the Senate, which has been less inclined to pass gambling bills. Indeed, the sponsor of the underlying bill, Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, wasn't happy Thursday to learn of the credit amendment.

"That's a good way to lose your house or car," Richard said.

(The bill is SB813.)

Kevin McDermott of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

Mo. Senate backs checks of some drunken drivers 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Senate has approved a bill requiring people with multiple drunken driving convictions to undergo criminal background checks before getting their license reinstated.

Under current law, a driver with two or more DUI convictions must wait 10 years after the latest conviction to ask for a new license.

The Senate bill would require proof that the person has not been convicted of a crime involving drugs or alcohol in that 10-year period. Convicted drivers would have to submit two sets of fingerprints and pay the cost of the background checks.

The measure now goes to the House.

---

Background checks bill is SB893
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Two more bills give exemptions to company shipping radioactive material through Missouri

By JASON HANCOCK
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

Three bills in the Missouri House now include amendments that would exempt a Canadian company shipping radioactive material through the state from mandatory inspections and fees.

The Star reported Tuesday that the House Transportation Committee had quietly added an amendment to a Senate bill exempting one company from the fees and mandatory inspections. The company — Ontario-based Nordion Inc. — ships cobalt-60 through Missouri to sell for use in the sterilization of medical devices. 

On Wednesday the House Transportation Committee added identical amendments to two additional Senate bills, a move apparently aimed at improving chances that the provision would find its way to the governor’s desk. A stand-alone bill pertaining to radioactive material was never filed.

Under current law, passed in 2009, shipments of radioactive material are inspected upon entering the state by the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. For security, the shipment is then escorted border to border by the Missouri Highway Patrol.

But supporters maintain that cobalt-60 is highly regulated, that the containers used to ship it are certified by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to withstand severe accidents and that further inspections are unnecessary.

Critics, however, worry about the effect on public safety if an accident did occur or if the material fell into the wrong hands.

“Missouri’s always been a business-friendly state, but we’re not going to be business friendly at the expense of public safety,” said Rep. Jason Holsman, a Kansas City Democrat. “Our first obligation is to the citizens of Missouri, not a company shipping hazardous materials out of Canada.”

If these shipments create costs to the state, then the company responsible should also help cover those costs, Holsman said.

Nordion is charged $1,800 per cask of cobalt-60, plus a $25 fee for every mile traveled in Missouri beyond 200 miles. In the last two years the company has paid the state $293,000 in fees. 

But the new amendments have the support of Senate Transportation Committee Chairman Bill Stouffer.

“These types of shipments were moving through Missouri for 40 years before we instituted inspections and security escorts,” said Stouffer, a Napton Republican. “I think it’s an appropriate change to make that won’t impact public safety.”

The proposed amendment was written by Stephen Norton, spokesman for Gamma Industry Producers Alliance, a trade organization. Nordion is a member of the alliance.

Norton argued that strict federal regulations, such as inspections upon entering the country, make the state inspections and Highway Patrol escorts unnecessary. State resources should instead “be focused on their core mission and real safety concerns,” he said. 

Norton also stressed that the majority of the 2009 law would remain unchanged. Other radioactive materials — such as spent nuclear fuel — would still be subject to fees, inspections and security escorts.

Five nearby states — Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota and Nebraska — charge similar fees on radioactive material shipments. Kansas does not have a fee system in place, and Ohio repealed such measures last year.

Mo. lawmaker targets overtime at mental hospital
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A central Missouri lawmaker says overtime demands on employees at Fulton State Hospital have grown unreasonable, and she believes the Legislature should intervene.

State Rep. Jeanie Riddle, of Mokane (moh-KAYN'), says employees at the mental hospital frequently are forced to work double shifts because of staff shortages. Riddle says that puts tired workers in a dangerous situation. The hospital's patients include people incompetent to stand trial on charges of murder and rape.

Riddle's legislation would prohibit employees from being required to work more than 12 hours a day unless the governor declares an emergency.

The bill has already passed the House and got a generally warm reception Thursday in a Senate committee. But some senators want to provide greater leeway for double shifts beyond a declaration from the governor.

---

Mental hospital bill is HB1318.
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Contentious week reaches end in senate (AUDIO)

April 26, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Disagreements, accusations, judgmental remarks, and name-calling have made this a long week in the state senate, where debate was stalled for most of two days before budget work started. And once it started, floor leader Tom Dempsey kept the senate in session until all of the bills were passed—at 2:30 yesterday morning…

One Senator referred to some of his colleagues as a “gang of nine.” Another senator spoke of the appropriations chairman in disparaging terms. And a third senator accused a fellow senator of offering a minor amendment—adding $25,000 for alternatives to abortion services which already had more money than that already in the budget–just to get colleagues on the record about an issue. The day after the contentious budget debate, Dempsey had to step in and stop an escalating argument between the same two senators on the senate floor.

Dempsey says passage of the senate version fo the budget is a “big relief” that lifed a weight from his shoulders.

                                                                          
AUDIO: Dempsey
 

Download :26

Te senate finished the week by advancing a proposed constitutional amendment changing the makeup of the commission that nominates judges to the state appellate courts and the supreme court. Governors pick from among candidates recommended. The sponsor of the resolution has favored more drastic changes but says he had to agree to a half-loaf proposal to get the bill out of committee.

‘Right to Farm’ language stirs debate in Missouri House

April 27, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The House has passed another omnibus bill with several agriculture provisions. The greatest amount of debate focused on what it means to have a “right to farm.” 

A statute of Ceres, goddess of Agriculture tops the dome of the Missouri State Capital in Jefferson City. (Picture courtesy, Missouri House Communications)

The package includes a provision that would exempt farms from new state or local regulations that go into effect after they are in operation.

Some urban lawmakers, like Representative Tracy McCreery (I-St. Louis) say that gives an unfair advantage to established farmers. “It creates a tiered system where, depending on when your farm was incorporated, you would be able to follow different laws. I think a vote for this bill is a vote against the free market and against competition.”

Rural lawmakers say the protections are needed when new neighbors move in near a farm, and then try to force it to change how it operates through new local laws or lawsuits.

Representative John Cauthorn (R-Mexico) says his family has farmed the same land for 50 years. “(If) somebody moves in and starts complaining, if they’ve been there the same timeframe as I have, that’s fine. I don’t want to do anything not to be a good neighbor, but if we have someone move in that doesn’t like what I’m doing and is a new neighbor, I don’t think they have that right, or that freedom.”

Representative Jay Barnes (R-Jefferson City) says the law could actually protect local governments from putting themselves in legal jeopardy under the Constitution. “If the government takes your property, they’ve got to give you money for it. If a government changes regulations so much that they could put somebody out of business … that’s called a ‘regulatory taking.’ So what your bill is doing is probably actually protecting municipalities and counties from themselves if they’re going to overreach and try to put farms out of business that are already in business.”

The same language was included in another agriculture omnibus bill that the House passed last week.  Both packages are now in the Senate.

BLOG ZONE 
Angel investor subsidies don't create jobs, study finds 
Schulte could, in fact, benefit from such a credit. He has invested in three early-stage St. Louis companies, and he advises would-be entrepreneurs at St. Louis University's engineering school.

But Schulte, also an adjunct professor of economics at Lindenwood University, has crunched the numbers -- and he says the tax credits don't live up to their hype. Specifically, neither Kansas nor Wisconsin, which both created angel credits in 2005, gained any jobs as a result.

More than 20 states now have such credits, which subsidize wealthy people who invest in startup companies. Business groups have pushed the idea in Missouri for several years.

The Missouri House recently passed a bill that would authorize $6 million worth of 50 percent tax credits, meaning that the state would rebate half of the money invested in qualifying companies. A Senate committee held a hearing on the bill Wednesday, and Schulte was among the witnesses.

His message was not what the business lobbyists want the senators to hear.

His research says that Kansas and Wisconsin don't have any more jobs today than they would have had without the credit. Kansas did seem to get about 6,000 extra jobs in the credits' fourth and fifth years, but they had disappeared by last year.

Schulte's study doesn't attempt to explain why the credits don't work, but other research has pointed to a likely reason. “The angel tax credit just creates more lemons,” he says. “It encourages investment in companies that probably didn't have a good business case in the first place.”

The credits usually are aimed at technology-oriented businesses, although the Missouri bill has a broad definition that covers any business with “innovative technologies, products or services.” Regional Small Business and Technology Development Centers would screen applicants.

Therein lies the problem, Schulte says. State officials will be picking winners and losers, something governments typically don't do well.

In fact, sometimes they can't even tell when a business is real. A decade ago, Missouri offered something called the Rebuilding Communities tax credit, which was supposed to encourage business startups in poor areas of the state. A Post-Dispatch investigation found that $2 million went to phantom companies.

Even if Missouri manages to subsidize legitimate firms, it may not increase the total amount of capital available to the state's small businesses. “There is some evidence that by pushing so much money into technology, there may be some crowding out of investment dollars for other sectors,” Schulte says.

To be fair, job creation isn't the only argument used by advocates of the angel tax credit. They also talk about priming the pump and leveling the playing field.

In the past, both entrepreneurs and risk-taking investors were in short supply here, but recently, St. Louis investors have created several new funding sources to a promising crop of high-tech firms. “There are some situations where government needs to be involved, but this is not one of them,” Schulte says. “There is no market failure.”

On the western side of the state, the big worry is that Kansas' angel credit is siphoning investor money out of Missouri. The evidence, though, is scant. When the Kauffman Foundation ranked states on their rate of entrepreneurial activity, Missouri placed sixth and Kansas was 28th.

So, if Kansas has no jobs to show for its seven years of subsidizing wealthy investors, who should be emulating whom?

Akins Tries to Turn College Loan Dust Up with Obama into Fundraiser




GOP Senate candidate with voters in Liberty recently.

It took less than 24 hours.
Missouri Republican Senate candidate Todd Akin is using the President as a fundraising foil.
The Akin campaign sent out a blast e-mail Thursday highlighting the dust up.
Wednesday in Iowa, The President criticized Akin, although not by name.
But it was clear he was referring to Akin when he asked a crowd if they could believe a Congressman would compare the government college loan program to "stage three cancer".
That’s a line Akin used at a Senate debate last weekend.
The Akin fundraising appeal says, "If you’re tired of the President mocking those of us who fight for limited government, then stand with Todd Akin today. 
Click here to fight back and show Obama that an overreaching federal government deficit spending, and debt are no
Laughing matter!"

In a related note, Akin’s Missouri colleague, Senator Roy Blunt disagrees with Akin’s opposition to the government college loan program for students.
Blunt cited his past as a university president.
"I’m for the program," Blunt told reporters Thursday. He says the government student loan interest rate allows the program to function.

McCaskill’s Senate Office Gets New Press Secretary

Missouri Senator Claire McCaskill is adding another person Ti her press shop.
An e-mail says Drew Pusateri, will be joining her Senate staff, not the campaign.
According to the statement, Pusateri joins the staff "after working in Sen. Bob Casey’s press office, then later as Communications Director for a U.S. House race in Illinois, and—most recently—serving as Communications Director at the Japanese Embassy."

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

In Missouri, it’s always payday for somebody

By BARB SHELLY
The Kansas City Star 

The folks seeking to cap out-of-control interest rates on payday loans in Missouri prepared this week for a celebration in Kansas City. Through hard work and the efforts of hundreds of volunteers and church groups, they think they’re on their way to gathering enough signatures to get an initiative petition on the statewide ballot in November.

At the same time, lawyers for the short-term loan industry were filing a court motion to force the state auditor to essentially derail that initiative.

Also, the industry’s defenders dropped a $321,400 contribution into the campaign to defeat the initiative. Like more than $1 million donated previously for this purpose, the money is anonymous and its source untraceable.

Missouri government is beholden to wealthy special interests, and nothing illustrates that better than the trials of those who want the state to rein in abusive lending practices.

Their efforts got nowhere in a cash-saturated legislature. An analysis by Progress Missouri, a liberal advocacy group, shows that payday loan interests gave at least $738,000 to Republican and Democrat lawmakers and campaign committees over a 10-year period ending in 2011.

But Missouri, in theory, has an antidote for frustrated citizens. By collecting enough valid signatures of registered voters, they can try to enact legislation through a statewide ballot initiative.

It’s not an easy process. But it’s reasonable to think that with hard work and perseverance, ordinary people can affect public policy.

Oh, but here’s the rub: The initiative petition process is increasingly being taken over by the monied interests that have co-opted the legislature.

A clique of lawyers, consultants and lobbyists has become skilled at getting initiatives on the ballot — and keeping them off ballots. 

The first step is to challenge the ballot summary drafted by the Missouri secretary of state, and also the state auditor’s estimate of the fiscal impact of the initiative. 

As supporters of payday loan reform were gathering signatures, opponents were fighting to kill the initiative in Cole County Circuit Court, the jurisdiction for Jefferson City. 

On April 5, Judge Daniel Green ruled that both the ballot summary and the fiscal estimate were “inadequate.” He ordered both rewritten.

But to do so would kill the initiative. There simply isn’t time to gather the required number of signatures on petitions with the new language before the May 6 deadline.

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan and Auditor Tom Schweich both appealed Green’s ruling. Partly because of it, Schweich instructed his staff to cease with detailed fiscal analyses altogether until either the legislature or an appeals court clarifies the scope of his office’s work.

On Wednesday, Schweich announced that the well-connected law firm representing the payday loan industry, Graves, Bartle, Marcus and Garrett of Kansas City, had filed a motion to compel him to write a new fiscal note. (Green denied the motion Thursday.)

Schweich noted that the same firm, which includes former U.S. attorney Todd Graves and former state senator Matt Bartle, is arguing in a different case that the auditor lacks the constitutional authority to write a fiscal impact statement for a separate initiative petition.

“One minute they say I have no authority to write a fiscal note; the next minute they sue me demanding that I write one,” Schweich said. 

He added this zinger: “This is part of the corruption of the fiscal note process by special interest groups. The payday loan industry spreads money around Jefferson City like butter, and this is only the latest attempt to protect their 400 percent interest rate on payday loans.”

Schweich has been criticized, including by me, for arbitrarily freezing his role in the initiative process. But on further reflection, I say, good for him.

A process meant to help citizens has become an insiders game. Schweich, who by experience and temperament is still an outsider, has called it for what it is.

If appeals courts make the right decisions, voters may get to weigh in on payday loans. Otherwise, it will be the industry celebrating, and another small flame of citizen empowerment will have been extinguished in Missouri.

Five Questions with Ameren Missouri's Bill Barbieri
The IESI landfill in the village of Champ has been a dumping ground for tons of garbage from St. Louis area homes and businesses. Now, it’s about to give something back.

Ameren Missouri has spent the past few years preparing to convert some of the methane produced by the decomposing trash into enough electricity to power 10,000 homes.

The St. Louis-based utility constructed a plant on landfill grounds to scrub impurities from the gas and burn it to spin three 4.9-megawatt turbines. The project is part of Ameren’s efforts to comply with the state’s green energy standard, which requires that a percentage of electricity generated come from renewable resources.

The landfill gas project, dubbed Methane to Megawatts, is one of the largest of its kind in the nation, and uses methane that would otherwise be wasted.

Bill Barbieri, Ameren’s manager of renewables, helps oversee the project, which could go into commercial operation next month, two months ahead of schedule.

Is this Ameren’s first experience generating electricity from landfill gas?
Yes. The primary purpose of this project is helping to meet the Missouri renewable energy standard that was passed back in November 2008. We started working on the project prior to that standard because prior to that becoming law, the state of Missouri had a target goal (for renewable energy). So we had started negotiations related to this potential project prior to Proposition C.

When will this plant start generating electricity?
The official in-service date had been set for July 31 based on how everything is proceeding right now. They are actually generating electricity right now in this testing and commissioning phase. We’re going to keep our fingers crossed and hopefully we can be fully operational in the May time frame. Probably no later than June.

Is every landfill a candidate for a landfill gas generating project?
Really, you’re going to want size in a landfill and you’re going to want an active landfill. If you’re not refreshing that garbage in the landfill, once you cap it, the amount of gas decreases exponentially. Our understanding is this landfill will be operational into the 2070 time frame. So it’s going to provide enough gas for a long, long time.

How does this project stack up economically in an era of very cheap natural gas?
As far as new renewable projects, this is one of the more economic means of meeting the renewable initiative because we have high capacity factors because of the volume of the gas and because we’re able to generate 24-7. We have no intermittency. The real driving factor for us is compliance with the law to do renewables. But we try to balance that with overall economics.

Are there environmental benefits to this project given that methane is a potent greenhouse gas?
The primary benefit is taking a waste product that had to be flared and using that for generation. From an environmental standpoint, there probably is not a significant difference in the emissions by taking it and burning it for electrical generation (compared with) ... the destruction of the gas through flaring. But you’re taking a waste product and you’re able to generate electricity. And the theory is that it would displace other fossil generation, whether it’s coal-fired or natural gas-fired.



BILL BARBIERI 
What • Manager of Renewable Energy, Ameren Missouri

Age • 57

Education • St. Louis University, B.S. Business Administration

Career • Worked 18 years for Peabody Energy

Personal • Married with two adult children. He lives in Belleville.

The Star’s editorial | Debt vise tightens on students
Even when congressional Republicans and Democrats say they agree, they find ways to disagree.

Both sides claim they want to prevent interest rates on federally subsidized Stafford student loans from automatically doubling in July. That’s the good news. Interest rates soaring to 6.8 percent would affect 7.4 million Americans. 

The bad news: Each political party has its own idea of how to best pay the $6 billion it would cost to keep rates at 3.4 percent. Democrats like the idea of ending tax subsidies for oil and gas companies. Republicans prefer a raid on a health fund.

Surely the two sides can put politics aside for a moment and help young people evade an even deeper debt trap. A compromise before a House vote scheduled for today would be a great start.

Republicans are furious with President Barack Obama for barnstorming college campuses to push for legislation freezing the interest rate. However, the president deserves credit for moving the needle.

Although House Speaker John Boehner says Republicans never intended to let the rate double, they passed a budget that accounts for exactly that.

But holding interest rates steady is a small gesture in the face of mounting student debt, which was expected to hit the $1 trillion mark this week. Policymakers, colleges and students themselves must work to make higher education more affordable and avoid high debt levels. 

In Missouri, 65 percent of 2010 college graduates had taken on debt, with the average amount being $22,601, according to the Project on Student Debt. In Kansas, 57 percent of college graduate had loans to pay, with an average amount of $22,280.

Colleges and universities must do a better job holding down costs. The government should expand sanctions on schools that do a poor job preparing students for careers that will enable them to pay off the loans.

States must show a greater level of support for public higher education. Only recently did student tuition rates climb higher than state aid in many places.

Consumer education is vital. The government should do a better job making students and graduates aware of specialized loan repayment programs. And families need to seek sound advice about college financing options before taking on a loan.

Action is needed on many fronts, starting today in Congress.

Letters
Cox's meth bill targets criminals, not law abiders

Local and county elected officials have been working tirelessly to solve the problem of illegal methamphetamine production and abuse in our state. While I appreciate their hard work, I was pleased to learn that state Rep. Stan Cox has submitted legislation that will address the methamphetamine problem by targeting criminals, not law-abiding Missourians.

Cox’s bill would prevent illegal purchases of safe and effective medications containing pseudoephedrine (PSE) and bolster law enforcement’s ability to track down those who are buying PSE for illicit purchases.

Specifically, the bill lowers the annual and monthly amount a person can purchase or possess, enhances the real-time, stop-sale electronic system already in place in Missouri, and enacts tougher penalties on criminals caught illegally possessing PSE. 

For example, under the Cox bill, a person may only possess 15 grams of PSE at any one time (existing law allows for 24 grams). The lower limit focuses on those who would use PSE illegally and will not affect those using the products for their FDA-approved purposes. 

Most importantly, this bill would also stop criminals with a drug charge on their record from being able to buy medicines containing PSE without a prescription.

I want to applaud Cox for crafting this legislation. I believe it is a sound compromise between those who have advocated for a prescription requirement and those who want to ensure popular and reliable medicines containing PSE remain over the counter.

Let’s hope that this solution passes and we can attack the illegal meth problem and stop debating each other.

Samantha Hill
Candidate for Johnson County treasurer
Holden

Your Opinion: Oppose Ameren's yearly rate hike

Robert C. Kettler, Jefferson City

Thursday, April 26, 2012

Dear Editor: 

The more I read about SB759, the more I’m convinced that if passed it would be disastrous for AmerenUE customers. This bill is so loaded in assisting Ameren in their obsession with greed.

It’s difficult to understand how the consumer can see through this, yet our lawmakers are the sponsors of these type of bills. Are we the consumer missing something here, or have the lawmakers another agenda. I certainly hope not. 

This bill would allow Ameren to charge ratepayers somewhere between 40 million and $100 million for expenses. WOW ! From what I read, nuclear power in the U.S. is going nowhere, and it is not economical now or economical in the foreseeable future. 

Ameren is not destitute, or anywhere near filing bankruptcy, but did well enough last year that they granted their CEO a raise of 20 percent.

The everyday blue collar worker has never nor will he ever be granted a 20 percent increase and be thankful he or she is employed.

Raises of this magnitude are given to CEOs, and not the everyday worker.

His 2011 salary and benefits package amounted to $5.7 million. Perhaps this is why we are subjected yearly to rate increases to help accommodate the CEO’s salary and benefits package. 

We need to stop Ameren’s yearly rate increase, and our legislators are the key to solving this situation.

