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Steelman says Democrats use Violence Against Women Act to distract voters

By Jo Mannies Beacon political reporter 

5:15 pm on Wed, 05.02.12

9:29 pm on Wed, 05.02.12

Former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, a Republican candidate for the U.S. Senate, contended Wednesday that the Democratic focus on the federal Violence Against Women Act -- and her recent failure to know the details of the measure -- are "a distraction" to avert public attention from more serious government failings.

"None of the economic issues that our country is facing have the Democrats dealt with," she said in an interview.

If those fiscal matters, including the nation's debt, are not addressed, Steelman contended, the federal government won't have money to fund initiatives like the Violence Against Women Act, which focuses on investigations and prosecutions of such crimes.

A spokeswoman for the Missouri Democratic Party replied later, “If Sarah Steelman thinks domestic violence is a'distraction,' there are thousands of women and children across Missouri who would be willing to tell her otherwise."

Steelman was interviewed as she waited to address several dozen tea party activists who had gathered in a parking lot in Fenton to hear her and other speakers, along with entertainers, on a stage erected by the Tea Party Express.

Steelman is among six U.S. Senate candidates in various states who have been endorsed by the California-based group, which is sending two buses around the country to highlight the candidates and promote their fiscally conservative views.

"We believe she is a fighter," said Amy Kremer, the Express' national chairman. "She reminds me a lot of Sarah Palin."

Kremer added that the fact that Steelman is a woman could be a plus for Republicans since the Missouri Democrat the party hopes to unseat is U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill.

Although gender wasn't the reason the tea party group is endorsing Steelman, Kremer observed that the fact that Steelman is a woman "levels the playing field" and negates much of the Democrats' War on Women talk.

Kremer said that the size of Wednesday's crowd wasn't important. "Judge us by what happens on Election Day," she said, touching off applause. "That's what matters."

Tea Party Express at odds with Ed Martin

The Tea Party Express also says the small turnout was, in part, because of a last-minute change in the location of its Fenton rally – and it’s blaming Missouri attorney general candidate Ed Martin for the switch.

The event was previously scheduled at the Victory Fieldhouse in Fenton, where Martin and fellow Republican Cole McNary, a candidate for state treasurer, have their campaign headquarters.

Martin’s campaign had even been sending out e-releases for days promoting the Victory Fieldhouse site.

But now, the Tea Party Express contends that Martin was under pressure from Steelman’s rivals to back out. Her opponents in the Aug. 7 primary include St. Louis businessman John Brunner and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood.

Sal Russo, chief strategist of the Tea Party Express, said, “We are extremely disappointed in attorney general candidate, Ed Martin, for caving into outside pressure and cancelling our location at the last minute.

“The Tea Party Express rallies have always welcomed all competing candidates to our rallies, even when we have strongly endorsed one of the candidates,” Russo said. “Mr. Martin, however, has bowed to pressure from other candidates who did not want to compete with Sarah Steelman who enjoys strong support from the Tea Party Express and leads in every recent primary and general election poll of Missouri voters.

 “When other candidates put pressure on Mr. Martin and he caves into it, they do not present a very attractive choice to voters. In fact, it reinforces our strong support for Sarah Steelman, who will not only win the primary, but she will defeat Sen. Claire McCaskill.”

A spokesman for Brunner said its campaign had not exerted any pressure on Martin.

Martin's campaign manager Steve Michael said in a statement that other factors were at work. “When contacted by the Tea Party Express recently, we readily agreed to host an event that was to be for all candidates in this region including those in contested primaries," he said.

"In the last few days, the Tea Party Express has made it clear that theirs is a candidate-specific effort. Therefore, their event has strayed from what was originally agreed upon, and they have said they will gather at another location. Ed and Cole will be hosting a volunteer event this evening at which all candidates are welcome.”

Local tea party groups dispute endorsement

Russo added a veiled threat: “The Tea Party Express endorsed Ed Martin in 2010 in his failed congressional bid. I hope that his inability to keep his word today will not inhibit his ability to mount a strong campaign against liberal Attorney General Chris Koster. "

Russo also observed: "Mr. Martin also would enhance his prospects for success by returning phone calls.”

The Tea Party Express is ignoring the local controversy prompted by 17 Missouri tea party groups who have protested the Tea Party Express' endorsement of Steelman in writing.

Allies of Steelman's rivals assert that it may have been that opposition from Missouri tea party groups that contributed to Martin's decision to withdraw his invitation.

Sandy Garber, a member of the St. Charles County Republican Central Committee, was among those attending Steelman's event. Garber emphasized that she and several others were there in support of the Express' conservative views. Garber is an activist with K & N Patriots, a tea party group that is not endorsing any candidates.

Steelman said she wasn't going to get involved in the dispute over tea party endorsements: "I respect each individual tea party in this state."
Candidate sees national debt as critical in U.S. House race

Ken Newton

St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:36 pm CDT May 2, 2012
Congress continues to acquire new credit cards to make the minimum payment on existing credit cards. Bob Gough likes this analogy without really enjoying it.

The Jackson County Republican, a candidate for Missouri’s 6th District congressional seat, believes the national debt to be America’s great crisis and hears few federal officeholders talking about it ... and even fewer acting on it.

“We borrowed more money in order to pay the interest on a debt we already have,” Mr. Gough said. “That can only lead one way, to bankruptcy.”

If any one thing stirred the Lee’s Summit resident to run for the U.S. House, it was the vote of incumbent Rep. Sam Graves last August to raise the national debt ceiling. Mr. Gough said his fellow Republican had “to be held accountable for this vote.”

The Budget Control Act passed in the House with 174 Republican votes and 95 from Democrats. It raised the nation’s borrowing cap while authorizing a budget-cutting “supercommittee” and forcing a vote on a balanced-budget amendment, among other things.

The work of the committee came to nothing, and the proposed amendment went down to defeat in Congress.

At the time, Mr. Graves said approval was necessary for the nation to “avoid default” and that Congress “will not solve the problem with one vote.”

Mr. Gough admits his run against a six-term congressman amounts to “charging at windmills.” But he recognized no other way of putting the issue before residents of the 6th District.

“He’s well-liked ... he looks like a congressman,” the challenger said of Mr. Graves. “It is not possible to defeat him. I’m a realist.”

Mr. Gough is no Johnny-come-lately to the discipline of taxpayer advocacy. A dozen years ago, he founded the Jackson County Taxpayer’s Association. This group fought the county stadium tax, helping defeat one part he called the “odious” rolling roof idea, and more recently opposed the Kansas City Zoo tax and a Lee’s Summit school issue.

The former Army infantryman taught high school math, though he claims people don’t need this background to understand the debt situation.

“I don’t think this is rocket science,” the candidate said. “I have a degree in mathematics but I think you just need to be familiar with arithmetic to see the problem.”

Mr. Gough said Congress lacks the will to cut spending without being forced to. Leaving the debt ceiling in place would be that compelling force, he said.

The debt ceiling tops $15 trillion after another increase in February that Congress had the authority to reject, but didn’t. Mr. Graves voted in favor of a non-binding “resolution of disapproval” regarding the president raising the debt ceiling in February. But Mr. Gough thinks lawmakers don’t even bother giving lip service to the subject.

“Maybe there’s a wink-wink, nudge-nudge when they talk about cutting debt,” he said. “The debt that Sam Graves voted for, our children’s children are going to be paying that off.”
ALEC group loses massive funding following companies’ mass exodus
The organization is not publicly understood due to secrecy, but recent criticism is starting to shine light on business practices. 

By Jeremy Truitt 

Published May 1, 2012

Following heavy public backlash toward Florida's "Stand Your Ground" law, several major corporations have severed ties with the under-the-radar non-profit the American Legislative Exchange Council.

In light of the nationally publicized Trayvon Martin case, advocacy groups have called for corporations to cut ties with ALEC, which many say is responsible for the bill keeping Martin's killer out of jail.

ALEC is a self-described conservative political organization that promotes "limited government, free markets, federalism and individual liberty," according to its website.

ALEC pushes its agenda and sponsors legislature nationwide, including in Missouri.

Within the last several months, many of ALEC’s biggest donors have withdrawn support, including Coca Cola, Kraft, Pepsi and McDonald's. One of the most recent corporations to cut ties with the organization is Yum! Brands, which includes fast-food giants Pizza Hut, Taco Bell and KFC.

Many progressive and liberal groups have applauded decisions like these. On April 19, advocacy group Color of Change released a statement praising Yum! Brands’ decision.

“Today, employees in Yum! Brands' corporate headquarters have dropped ALEC,” Color of Change Executive Director Rashad Robinson said. “In doing so, the operator of KFC, Pizza Hut and Taco Bell has restored its belief that it stands in favor of crafting legislation in view of the public, rather than behind closed doors.”

Founded in Chicago in 1973 by two conservative politicians and business owners, ALEC has grown to have more than 2,000 members nationwide. Headquartered in Washington, D.C., ALEC has ties to numerous companies including Wal-Mart, Pfizer and Kraft foods, according to its website.

“The main thing ALEC does is vent ideas that come to them on a national basis,” said Gary Burton, former Missouri state chairman of ALEC. “They get input from legislators and corporations all over the country, and when an idea gets passed by the legislative members and business members, the idea moves forward nationally.”

Although this might be the most public scrutiny ALEC has experienced, some argue that the organization has always been extreme. Liberal watchdog website ThinkProgress.org accuses ALEC of "hindering democracy," and says it is committed to "a regressive economic agenda that includes union-busting, repealing the minimum wage and, of course, cutting taxes on the very rich."

ALEC operates in a very simple way. Each of the 50 states has legislators who pay dues to be members of ALEC. When businesses, legislators, citizens or committees want to further a legislative plan, they can ask for input from ALEC.

What the organization does from this point is what some people find problematic. ALEC takes an idea, and with collaboration from various political organizations and businesses, then drafts model legislation from that idea, Burton said.

The organization then gets approvals from the corporations and legislators it represents. The legislative ideas are next made available to its members across the U.S. From that point, any legislators in the country can pull model legislation from ALEC’s national chapter and push that agenda in their home states.

Legislators involved in ALEC as well as legislation ALEC pushes are secret, which raises concerns for some, Progress Missouri Executive Director Sean Soendker Nicholson said.

“They do not disclose their donors or the process by which they create legislation,” Soendker Nicholson said. “They don’t register as a lobby organization. The bills just pop up in the state legislature, but they’re actually written by and largely for corporations.”

An example of an ALEC-modeled bill is the previously-mentioned “Stand Your Ground” law, which helped experienced massive national scrutiny following the Trayvon Martin shooting in Florida. The law states that if individuals feel they are in direct danger, they have legal protection to defend themselves, even through deadly force.

“The Florida law expands an existing and already sufficient law of self-defense,” Soendker Nicholson said. “It is a legal precedent that if you’re being threatened, you can defend yourself. This is common sense.”

Authorities have attributed the Florida law to the delayed arrest of George Zimmerman, since he is claiming self-defense during his encounter with Martin.

“The 'Stand Your Ground' law makes the Trayvon case almost impossible to prosecute,” Soendker Nicholson said. “Curiously, the bill was a direct ALEC bill and the National Rifle Association was a member of the ALEC board at the time it was actively promoted.”

Similar legislation was pushed in Missouri in 2007 but did not pass, according to a Progress Missouri report.

In Missouri, the recent voter identification legislation is at the heart of an ALEC-sponsored bill. The Supreme Court struck down legislation in 2006 that would have required voters to have photo identification to vote. The court ruled it created a “heavy and substantial burden on Missourians' free exercise of the right of suffrage,” according to the court’s published opinion.

Critics argue the proposed amendment would disenfranchise voters who are poor, elderly and disabled. Proponents argue the bill is aimed at preventing voter fraud in Missouri. What is not disputed, however, is that the bill is an ALEC model.

“This is not about putting up barriers for people who want to vote," Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-District 21, said in a news release. "We're just trying to make sure our elections are secure and fair. Missouri always has very narrowly decided elections, where one vote can change the outcome."

Critics like Soendker Nicholson say it unfairly alienates some voters and stops various minorities from voting.

“There is very little evidence to support the voter ID fraud argument,” Soendker Nicholson said. “In Missouri there are no documented cases of voter ID fraud. ALEC and its conservative counterparts are manufacturing a problem that doesn’t exist, and if these new restrictions pass, thousands of hardworking Missouri residents will be unable to vote.”

ALEC fits into the spectrum of public debate when discussing the issue of the democratic process. Its secret legislative agendas are only made available to members, and the public has no involvement in the formulation of any laws until they are finalized and on the ballot, Burton said.

“Voters aren’t part of ALEC," Burton said. "It is in fact a private organization, but we do represent the private sector, which is made up of all kinds of people, including voters. As far as pushing an agenda, we have never done that. The model bills have to be at the direction of a legislator.”

This process is why ALEC benefits society, Burton said. When local legislators in North Dakota or Louisiana, for example, has access to successful ideas from other parts of the country, they are better able to serve their local constituents.

“We publish sample bills and make them available for anyone who likes to pick them up,” Burton said. “They still go before the public and the public has their say through a ballot vote. When a legislator pushes a bill alone and without assistance, it frequently doesn’t have much input, but when they push ALEC-modeled legislation, that bill has gone through many arenas and is typically polished.”

Regardless of the issue, citizens appear to be heavily divided on whether ALEC serves as a benefit or hindrance to the democratic process. Although the Supreme Court ultimately squashed the Missouri voter identification law, ALEC continues to craft similar legislation across the country.

“If ALEC was just some transparent conservative charity, then their model bills wouldn’t be so secretive,” Soendker Nicholson said. “If they are here to help the average citizen, why are dozens of major corporations severing ties with them? If their right-wing agendas are too extreme for corporate America, they’re too extreme for Missouri and we need to return the voice to the people.”

Missouri lawmaker announces he is gay, denounces school bill

BY ELIZABETH CRISP • ecrisp@post-dispatch.com > 573-635-6178 stltoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 3, 2012 12:10 am 
JEFFERSON CITY • A Republican lawmaker on Wednesday announced he is gay and called on his colleagues to drop a bill that would restrict discussions about sexual orientation in public schools.

The so-called "don't say gay" bill appears unlikely to pass this legislative session, but Rep. Zach Wyatt of Green Castle in northeastern Missouri said he wants supporters to withdraw the bill.

"I just couldn't be silent anymore," Wyatt said. "I really hope they step back and look at the whole situation."

The bill would prevent any class, classroom material or extracurricular activity from "discuss(ing) sexual orientation other than in scientific instruction concerning human reproduction."

Wyatt and other opponents say it would outlaw gay-straight alliance groups and send a negative message to confused teens.

The proposal has been skewered on cable television and it has left national gay rights activists questioning Missouri lawmakers' priorities.

Rep. Steve Cookson, a Republican from Fairdealing in southeast Missouri who is sponsoring the bill, gave no indication he would withdraw the measure. Cookson said detractors are distorting its "true intent."

"In a time when our public schools continue to struggle financially, we want their focus to be solely on core education issues such as math, science and reading; and not on topics that are better left for discussion in the home at the discretion of parents," he said in a statement.

He said the bill would not prevent kids who are struggling with their sexuality from speaking to school counselors in private.

"My bill does not target a particular sexual orientation but instead says instruction or materials related to any sexual orientation should not take place in our public schools," he said.

Nineteen other Republican representatives, including House Speaker Steve Tilley of Perryville and Majority Leader Tim Jones of Eureka, have signed on as co-sponsors.

e conservative Missouri Family Network is urging more lawmakers to publicly support it. The group also is trying to build support for next year's session.

"Through the discussion of 'sexual orientation' (which is now in every Missouri public school as far as we know of) our students are being taught about all kinds of sexual fetishes as though they are normal, acceptable and even desired," the group wrote in an e-alert this week. "It is through programs related to 'sexual education' that students are taught to be so 'tolerant' that they can no longer distinguish between 'tolerance' and personal acceptance, even to the point of encouraged experimentation."

The legislation would have to move quickly through the Capitol to pass before the session's May 18 end. Leaders in the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee, where the bill is currently assigned, have indicated that they won't bring it forward, Wyatt said, but he worries the language could be added to another bill or that there will be a stronger push next year.

"Hopefully next year, this bill doesn't see the light of day," Wyatt said. "There are more important things going on in our education system than this."

Jones, who sets the chamber's calendar in his floor leader role, said he would consider bringing up the bill if it makes it to the floor, but he stopped short of calling it a priority in the final weeks of the session. But as one of the bill's co-sponsors, Jones defended its intent.

"I find it interesting that some of the critics of this bill who constantly rail about keeping government out of our bedroom now want to put the bedroom into public schools," Jones said. "I think that's a bit of irony there."

Wyatt, who beat Democrat incumbent Rep. Rebecca McClanahan in the 2010 election, announced last month that he would halt his bid for re-election because he was accepted into the University of Hawaii's marine biology program.

"I didn't want to leave the House not making an impact in the issues in which I wanted to make an impact," he said.

An Air Force veteran and the state's youngest lawmaker at 27, Wyatt said he was bullied in school — both over his weight and the perception that he was gay.

"I don't want to see any other kid in the state of Missouri bullied," he said. "They should always feel safe."

Two openly gay Democrats are currently serving in the Missouri House and one in the Senate. But Wyatt is Missouri's only openly gay Republican legislator and, homosexual rights groups say, the only openly gay Republican state lawmaker in the country.

A similar "don't say gay" proposal has been unsuccessfully proposed in Tennessee the past two years. The proposals in both states have been denounced by several national organizations that range from the American Academy of Pediatrics to the Human Rights Campaign — the nation's largest gay rights advocacy group.

Comedian Stephen Colbert recently mocked the Missouri proposal on his television show.

"Finding out that homosexuality exists is a slippery slope to acceptance," Colbert said on Monday's episode of The Colbert Report. "Where does the tolerance end?"

A.J. Bockelman, executive director of the Missouri-based gay advocacy group PROMO, said he suspects the bill here may have been inspired — at least in part — by the American Civil Liberties Union's fight to unfilter gay-friendly websites on school computers. The ACLU this year settled its lawsuit against the Camdenton R-III School District in central Missouri. Under the agreement, the district had to stop blocking content based on gay-positive viewpoints.

"It's mean-spirited and ill-advised," Bockelman said of the proposed legislation.
Missouri lawmaker announces he’s gay, denounces ‘don’t say gay’ bill

By JASON HANCOCK

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

JEFFERSON CITY -- After deciding this year would be his last in the Missouri General Assembly, Zach Wyatt says he wanted to do something truly meaningful. He just didn’t know what. 

But when news broke last month about a bill pushed by his fellow Republicans that would restrict discussion of sexual orientation in public schools — dubbed the “don’t say gay” bill — Wyatt finally knew what he had to do. 

On Wednesday, he publicly announced for the first time that he is gay. According to the Gay & Lesbian Victory Fund, a national group that works to elect gay, bisexual and transgendered people to public office, Wyatt is now the only openly gay Republican currently serving in a state legislature in the United States. 

“I will not lie to myself anymore about my own sexuality,” said Wyatt, a first-term state representative, at a news conference in the Capitol. “Today I ask you to stand with me as a proud Republican, a proud veteran and a proud gay man who wants to protect all kids.”

The decision was not easy, he admitted. Wyatt, 27, grew up in Novinger, a rural town in northern Missouri with fewer than 500 residents. He lives just 10 miles away in Green Castle, where he raises cattle.

All throughout school he faced bullying for his weight and for “not always being perceived as the most masculine of men,” he recalled. Although he probably always knew he was gay, he said he was never able to truly accept it.

“Accepting is a much different thing,” Wyatt said. “It’s probably the hardest thing to come to terms with. I’ve always ignored it and didn’t even think about it or talk about it.”

After graduating from high school, he immediately joined the Air Force, serving several years as a linguist. The day he returned home from the Air Force was “the same day I signed up to run for the legislature.” 

He won in 2010. 

“My life has been very hectic. I just kept going on to the next thing, so I feel like I just didn’t take the time to reflect on things until last year,” he said in an interview with The Star. 

That’s when he was finally able to be honest with himself about his sexuality, he said. But even then, he kept it a secret from almost everyone. 

That is, until the introduction of House Bill 2051. It calls for a prohibition on teaching, extracurricular activities or materials that discuss sexual orientation in public schools except in “scientific instruction concerning human reproduction.” 

The bill, which has attracted national attention, counts among its co-sponsors House Speaker Steve Tilley and House Majority Leader Tim Jones, both Republicans. 

After casting numerous votes that he said went against his personal beliefs on the issue in order to toe the party line, Wyatt said he was finally fed up with the “bigotry on gay issues from both sides of the aisle.”

He opened up to family and close friends last week, and went public in the hopes of helping kill the legislation once and for all. 

“It’s time to step up and lead on this issue,” Wyatt said. “This bill is just simply wrong.” 

Critics contend the legislation could ostracize children who are exploring their sexual orientation and prevent meaningful intervention to stop bullying. They also fear it could eliminate more than 80 gay-straight alliances in schools across the state. 

“The bill is a ridiculous waste of time,” said Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat who before Wednesday was one of only three openly-gay lawmakers in Missouri. “We should be talking about beefing up our anti-bullying laws and making it safe for kids. But this law actually makes a school a more dangerous and hateful place.”

To its supporters, including lead sponsor state Rep. Steve Cookson of Fairdealing, the outrage the legislation has sparked is a result of people mischaracterizing what it actually would do. 

Cookson, a Republican, said the bill only seeks to keep any discussion of sexual orientation out of the classroom and doesn’t specifically mention homosexuality. He believes schools should focus on core subjects, such as math and science, and leave everything else to parents.

“When we start going off in other directions that I feel like are social engineering, we’ve lost focus on what our core mission in schools is, and that is to teach skills we need to be successful,” Cookson said.

The bill would not prohibit a student struggling with sexual identity from talking to a school counselor, he said, it would just keep that discussion out of the classroom. 

Cookson, a retired public school teacher and superintendent, said he introduced the legislation because he’s trying to represent “my part of the state. I don’t think people in our area want any kind of sexuality taught in our schools.” 

Abram Messer of the Missouri Family Network said he believes homosexuality is a choice and not biological. His organization supports Cookson’s bill because it simply tells schools “we want you to teach biology and leave the rest to parents, the community and churches.” 

Despite calls from Wyatt and numerous Democratic lawmakers to withdraw his bill, Cookson said he will not. He does, however, concede that it stands little chance of passage this year. It was assigned to the House Education Committee, whose chairman has said it will not get a hearing. 

But by going public, Wyatt said he hopes to help others who may be struggling to come to terms with their own sexuality and motivate Republicans to join him in opposing the bill. 

“I think there are a lot of people out there like me who are just afraid to tell society who they truly are,” he said. “Maybe they just need one person to come out. I want to show that I’m still the same guy my constituents voted for, I just also am gay.”

Three other Republican lawmakers — state Reps. Donna Lichtenegger of Jackson, Noel Torpey of Independence and Anne Zerr of St. Charles — stood with Wyatt at his news conference Wednesday. 

“I wanted to be there for Zach and support him,” Torpey said. 

Wyatt’s time in the legislature is nearly up. He surprised his district earlier this year when he decided not to run for re-election. Instead, he’ll move to Hawaii to study marine biology. If nothing else, he said, he hopes he can show people that the Republican Party isn’t the party of bigotry. 

And he doesn’t fear any backlash or cold shoulder from his party. So far, at least, he said the reaction has been positive.

“If I can stop one kid from hurting themselves or taking their life, then I’ve done my job as a representative,” Wyatt said. “I’m still the same person I was when I woke up this morning, and I’ll be the same person when I go to bed tonight.” 

Lichtenegger supports homosexual state rep; has not read proposed legislation to limit discussion on sexual orientation
Thursday, May 3, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- State Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, was one of three Republican legislators who stood by fellow GOP Missouri House member Zachary Wyatt on Wednesday as he publicly announced he's gay. 

But Lichtenegger stopped short of joining the Kirksville, Mo., Republican in calling on House majority leaders to end legislation that would limit discussion of sexual orientation in public schools, saying she had yet to read the so-called "don't say gay" bill. 

"I was there as a friend of Zach Wyatt, period," Lichtenegger said. "I was only there because he asked me to be there because he was coming out of the closet. Whether he's gay or straight, he's still my friend and I wanted to support him." 

Wyatt, who was elected in 2010 along with Lichtenegger, held a Capitol news conference Wednesday at which he said he was disclosing his sexual orientation for the first time. Wyatt and several other lawmakers denounced a bill that would prohibit teaching, extracurricular activities or distribution of materials that discuss sexual orientation unless they relate to the scientific facts about human reproduction. 

Other Republicans who joined five Democrats at the news conference included Anne Zerr of St. Charles and Noel Torpey of Independence. 

Lichtenegger said she had yet to read the bill and declined to comment on it until she does. But she did say that she had no idea that a denunciation of the bill was going to be a part of the conference. The bill appears unlikely to pass before the session ends, but has generated attention. Comedian Stephen Colbert mocked the Missouri proposal on his television show. Republican Steve Cook sponsored the bill and says he won't withdraw it. 

"I don't know anything about the bill," she said. "I don't know what the bill is." 

Lichtenegger came under fire last month for a Facebook post that she shared with other Republican lawmakers that joked about same-sex marriage being "legalized perversion." She said Wednesday that is not a view she ascribes to, though she said she does oppose gay marriage. Lichtenegger said she didn't read the entire post and shared it with others because she thought the first couple of lines were funny. The posting was a list compiled as a "Californian to Texan" translation guide and included 31 phrases. 

"I didn't read the whole thing," Lichtenegger said. "I learned a valuable lesson from that. Read it all before you send it. Some of it was hurtful at the end, and I didn't realize it was there." 

Since then, Lichtenegger apologized to the entire Democratic caucus and talked to a few openly gay House members to offer personal apologies. 

While she said she doesn't support gay marriage, Lichtenegger said she doesn't feel homosexuals, or anyone else for that matter, should be bullied. She admitted that she was bullied as a child because she lived in a children's home and was impoverished. 

But she said it was not her place to judge others or to debate homosexuality based on any religious beliefs she may have. 

"I believe that those people have to go to their god," Lichtenegger said. "I am not wise enough to condemn anybody. It's not up to me to judge anybody." 

Lichtenegger has gotten to know Wyatt in the two years that they have each served in the House. She also says she knows that he struggled with his decision, saying that it "has not been easy for him." 

But she refuses to back away from a friend just because he is gay, saying that would be "stupid. He has been there for me. I'm going to be there for him." 

She also said she wasn't worried that her support of Wyatt would hurt her in the August Republican primary, where she is facing challenges from Gerald Adams and Van Hitt. 

"If I lose an election over that, then I lose an election over that," Lichtenegger said. "But between me and God, I'm OK." 

The Associated Press contributed to this report. 

Bill looks to remove LGBTQ discussion from schools

The bill would remove any curriculum or extracurricular that discusses LGBTQ issues.

By Molly Duffy 

Published May 1, 2012

When Rep. Steve Cookson, R-District 153, introduced HB 2051, otherwise known as the "Don't Say Gay" bill, he quickly found himself facing a lot of opposition.

The sentence-long bill would prohibit all discussion of sexual orientation except when concerning human reproduction in Missouri public schools. It would also ban any extracurricular activity that discusses LGBTQ issues.

"Notwithstanding any other law to the contrary, no instruction, material, or extracurricular activity sponsored by a public school that discusses sexual orientation other than in scientific instruction concerning human reproduction shall be provided in any public school," the bill states.

The Missouri National Education Association is standing in opposition to the legislation, according to a news release. The NMEA said the legislation interferes with teachers' efforts to prevent bullying.

"Many students are bullied because of their sexual orientation," it states. "Legislation like the "Don’t Say Gay" bill, proposed by Rep. Steve Cookson shackles educator’s efforts to prevent bullying in our public schools."

Cookson is a retired educator and award-winning superintendent, according to his Representative biography. He said in a news release his intent behind the bill was to "protect the moral values" of Missouri families.

"In a time when our public schools continue to struggle financially, we want their focus to be solely on core education issues such as math, science and reading," he said. "And not on topics that are better left for discussion in the home at the discretion of parents."

Cookson clarified that the bill would not prevent students' struggling with their sexual orientation from talking to a school counselor. He said the bill would only require schools to focus on "the curriculum parents expect their children to learn when they send them to school each day."

The website "It's OK to Say Gay!" was launched in response to Cookson's legislation, calling it "a desperate tactic by frightened, bigoted, cynical individuals who are terrified at the advancement the LGBT community has made in breaking down the barriers to full and equal treatment under the law."

Rep. Zach Wyatt, R-District 2, said he opposes the legislation on the website.

"Students not only need, but have a right to feel safe when they go to school," he said. "They should be able to speak with teachers, counselors, or administrators when they get bullied. This bill would make that illegal."

The bill was referred to the Elementary and Secondary Education Committee on April 18. A hearing for the bill has not been scheduled, and it is not on the House calendar.

Neither Cookson nor the bill's co-sponsor, Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst, R-District 93, could be reached for comment.

Mo. House narrowly OKs changes to teacher layoffs 

May 3, 1:48 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri House has narrowly approved legislation that would prohibit seniority and salary from being considered when laying off teachers.

The bill would require school administrators to make teacher performance the most important factor in teacher layoffs, rather than starting layoffs with teachers who have not earned tenure. Training and certification also could be considered.

House members approved the legislation 83-76, which is just barely more than the minimum votes necessary to approve legislation. The measure now goes to the Senate. Lawmakers have about two weeks to pass bills.

Supporters say the teacher measure would help ensure districts can keep their best teachers. Opponents argue the changes would cause teachers anxiety without improving schools.

---

Teacher layoffs is HB1526

Western to examine funding dilemma

40% of MWSU’s operating budget cut in last 3 years
Jimmy Myers

St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:27 pm CDT May 2, 2012

Missouri Western State University administrators have made some tough decisions over the last few years. An outside consultant is looking at those decisions and drafting a detailed report, which will probably be finished in mid-June. 

About 40 percent of the university’s operating budget has been cut over the last three years. There are 36 vacant positions at Western due to state funding challenges, which have affected all public higher education institutions in the state. 

President Bob Vartabedian brought up the idea of bringing in an objective eye to the university’s governing board. Discussion on the matter resulted in bringing in Dr. Jim McGill, who retired as senior vice president of finance and administration at Johns Hopkins University in 2010 after 12 years there. Dr. McGill oversaw a $3.8 billion budget at the university. 

Dr. McGill was on campus earlier this week, visiting with 10 different groups. He left with thousands of pages of documents regarding Western’s finances and staffing. 

“I don’t know what the report will say,” Dr. Vartabedian said, adding that he thinks Dr. McGill will provide an “interesting perspective.” 

Western has pleaded its case in Jefferson City many times. It is the lowest-funded four-year public university per student in the state. Like other public universities in Missouri, Western is not allowed to raise tuition to levels that would provide more stability in academic programming. Currently, Dr. Vartabedian said they could raise tuition no more than 3.22 percent (the current rate of the consumer price index). 

The governor proposed a cut in appropriations that would create a $2 million gap at Western, but the House and Senate restored those cuts. The university is waiting on the governor’s reaction before it makes a decision on next year’s tuition. 

Dr. Vartabedian said they could possibly use Dr. McGill’s report as an objective piece to take with them to the Capitol whenever they are called upon to testify about funding. 

“It’s one thing for us to say we’re the lowest-funded,” Dr. Vartabedian said. “It’s another thing to hear it from an outside expert.” 

In other action on Wednesday, the Board of Governors approved a one-time serving of alcohol in the atrium area of Spratt Hall this summer. The approval came via telephone poll. The event is planned around a Kansas City Chiefs “Evening in Red” celebration. 

Proceeds from the dinner event go toward the MWSU Foundation and offset the costs associated with holding the football team’s summer training camp on campus. 

The dinner will be on June 14. The previous dinner was held in 2010 at the Country Club, but the venue sold out at 300. 

The board also approved a five-year lease agreement with North Point Development in North Kansas City for a satellite campus. The Kansas City program, which has been around for about 15 years, is part of the Western Institute’s outreach efforts. In conjunction with Metropolitan Community College, elementary education majors come with an associate’s degree to Western’s Kansas City campus, where they finish out their baccalaureate. 

The new facility is about 85 percent larger than the one currently occupied off 64th Street and Interstate 29. The new facility is in roughly the same area, but with better visibility. 

Dr. Gordon Mapley, dean of the Western Institute, said under the new lease agreement, the university is getting a better price per square foot, and can enroll more students with the larger space, roughly 4,200 square feet. The facility will be occupied prior to the beginning of the fall semester.
Mo. House passes funding plan for veterans homes 

By DAVID A. LIEB 

Associated Press

May 2, 5:42 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's financially strapped veterans' nursing homes could gain a permanent earmark for tens of millions of dollars from casino fees under legislation passed Wednesday by the House in an attempt to shore up the proposed state budget.

The legislation, which still needs Senate approval, is supported by Gov. Jay Nixon. Lawmakers said it's necessary because the budget plan for the fiscal year that starts July 1 assumes that veterans' homes will gain a new source of dedicated funding to offset a decline in aid from state general revenues.

Missouri operates seven skilled-care nursing homes that have beds for 1,350 military veterans, with a waiting list of about 1,700 additional veterans.

The veterans' homes have been funded with a mixture of payments from their residents, federal funds, state general revenues and a small portion of the state fees collected from casinos. But the main trust fund for the Missouri Veterans Commission, which had $80 million in 1999, shrunk to its current $17 million after being repeatedly tapped because of declining general revenue appropriations.

That's why Missouri lawmakers have been looking for an ongoing, dedicated funding source for veterans' homes.

"This will solve our problem and allow us to be able to move forward in the budget conference process, develop a balanced budget and fully fund our veterans' homes," said House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City.

The veterans' trust fund already receives $6 million annually from casino fees. The legislation would add an estimated $31 million annually to the fund for veterans' homes, programs, cemeteries and the Veterans Commission administration.

It would do so by redirecting the portion of the casino fees that currently are earmarked for early childhood programs.

The legislation would instead provide early childhood programs with $35 million annually from Missouri's share of a nationwide settlement with tobacco companies. That tobacco money has historically been used for general state operations.

House members approved the veterans' home funding measure by a 156-0 vote, attaching it as an amendment to a previously passed Senate bill dealing with veterans' organizations that run retail shops. Because it was amended, the bill must return to the Senate for final approval.

Silvey said he hoped the measure could be sent to Nixon soon so that lawmakers could have certainty about veterans' home funding as they face a May 11 deadline to pass a final version of the state's $24 billion operating budget.

Several different veterans' home funding models have been considered this year. Nixon originally proposed to generate $50 million a year by raising the fee charged to casinos. But the fee hike did not find favor with lawmakers. Earlier this year, the House passed a plan that would have shifted lottery proceeds to early childhood programs while giving veterans' homes the casino fees. But some senators objected to tapping the lottery revenues.

The Veterans Commission isn't picky about the source of its revenues but would appreciate an earmarked funding stream, said spokesman Daniel Bell.

"We're supportive of basically any revenues that appropriately come to us through the legislative process," Bell said. With "dedicated funding, you generally know in advance what that amount is going to be every year."

---

Veterans bill is SB498.

Missouri Legislature passes sentencing, parole guidelines
BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • vyoung@post-dispatch.com > 573-635-6178 stltoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 3, 2012 12:15 am

JEFFERSON CITY • During three decades as a St. Louis police officer and FBI agent, Gary Fuhr worked to lock up lawbreakers.

As he puts it: "I spent my entire career trying to make sure all our correctional facilities operated at maximum capacity."

But after becoming a member of the state House last year, Fuhr participated in an eye-opening study of who is in state prisons and why. Now, the south St. Louis County Republican is the chief sponsor of a bill designed to keep some nonviolent offenders out of prison by beefing up community supervision alternatives.

"It keeps our beds available for the folks who truly need to be locked up," Fuhr said.

The Legislature passed the bill on Wednesday and sent it to Gov. Jay Nixon, who is expected to sign it. The bill is projected to save the state an estimated $168,657 next year and potentially more in future years.

The House passed the bill on a vote of 151-0. The Senate approved it 24-3.

While the bill is not as far-reaching as prison-closing measures passed in some states, its overwhelming, bipartisan approval stands out in a legislative session marked by gridlock and election-year politics. It garnered support from prosecutors as well as public defenders, staunch law-and-order legislators as well as social welfare advocates, domestic violence workers as well as civil libertarians.

"It is one of those rare times when we can come together and do something truly significant," co-sponsor Rep. Rory Ellinger, D-University City, said when the House debated the bill earlier this year.

At the heart of the plan is more intensive community supervision. For example, probation officers could mete out immediate, 48-hour jail stays when an offender violates a rule of supervision, such as failing a drug test.

Backers say swift punishment would get the message across better than the current system, in which minor violations pile up, get mired in court backlogs and then result in an offender being shipped to the penitentiary.

The bill had its beginnings in a "State of the Judiciary" speech given in 2010 by Missouri Supreme Court Judge William Ray Price. He told legislators that incarcerating nonviolent offenders — without treating their underlying drug and alcohol problems — was costing billions and wasn't making a dent in crime.

Missouri spends more than $660 million a year to keep 31,130 people behind bars and 73,280 offenders on probation and parole. More than 11,000 employees, or one out of every five people on the state government payroll, work for the Department of Corrections.

Last year, Nixon, a Democrat, and the Legislature's top Republican leaders teamed with court officials to set up a working group to analyze prison data and make recommendations. Crunching the data was the Pew Center on the States and staff from its Public Safety Performance Project, which has done similar work in about 20 states.

"The idea is, we can get more public safety at less cost," said Brian Elderbroom, a project manager at the Pew Center.

The most striking finding in Missouri's study: 71 percent of prison admissions resulted from probation or parole violations. And about 43 percent of the incoming prisoners had committed "technical" violations, such as failing to report a move or missing an appointment with a probation officer.

The bill aims to keep those offenders on track while they're on probation so they don't wind up in prison. The state would award points for following the rules, shortening an offender's supervision period by 30 days for every 30 days of compliance.

"It motivates them to do the right thing," Fuhr said.

If they didn't, they could be sent to jail for short stints, so long as the county jail had space. The state would pay counties $30 a day to house such inmates.

North Carolina and Arkansas have put in place similar administrative sanctions, according to the Pew Center.

"You may not need a long prison sentence to get into someone's head that when they're not following the rules, there's going to be swift punishment," Elderbroom said.

More serious violations could result in a 120-day 'shock" sentence at the state prison in Boonville or the women's prison in Vandalia. A judge would be required to try that option before revoking probation and enforcing the original, longer sentence.

"The whole idea is to increase the level of supervision, the level of drug treatment, the intensity of probation at the front end," said St. Louis County Prosecuting Attorney Robert McCulloch. "If there's somebody we can put on the right track and keep from going to prison, that's what we want to do,"

The new system would apply only to people convicted of certain drug offenses and lower-level C and D felonies, such as stealing, bad checks and forgeries. Prosecutors insisted that felonies such as aggravated stalking and sexual assault be excluded.

"We're very happy with the bill as it is now," said McCulloch, president of the Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys.

Some states, such as Kentucky, went too far, McCulloch said, by requiring that the state's prison population be reduced by several thousand people.

"The easiest thing is to empty prisons," the prosecutor said. "You just start paroling people. But that hurts public safety. We wanted to make sure we stayed away from that."

In Missouri, the savings will be modest because no prisons are being closed. But over time, if fewer beds are needed, the money saved could add up to millions of dollars, the Pew Center estimates.

For the bill to work, the state must allot money to pay counties for the administrative jail sentences. The House has included $60,000 in the budget while the Senate earmarked $240,000. A conference committee must reconcile the different versions.

It was unclear whether any additional money would be available for offenders' drug treatment.

The bill sets up a 13-member oversight commission to evaluate how the new law works and recommend ways to spend any savings.

Left unresolved was how to overhaul the state's criminal code. A companion resolution will trigger appointment of a committee to work on that rewrite after the legislative session ends.

For Fuhr, however, the probation bill is both his first and last major legislative accomplishment.

Redistricting wiped out his 97th District, splitting it among four House districts represented by fellow Republicans. As a result, he is not seeking re-election.

"I was very disappointed," he said. "What I enjoy is the education that goes along with" being a legislator.

After the House passed the bill, Fuhr got a standing ovation from colleagues.

"He can leave this body knowing this is one of the top five significant things we've done here in the last 20 years," said Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. "We owe him a lot of credit and he will be sorely missed."

The bill is HB1525.

Mo. lawmakers pass corrections overhaul measure 

By WES DUPLANTIER 

Associated Press

May 2, 9:40 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers gave final approval Wednesday to a measure that would shorten the sentences of some criminals who are placed on probation or parole.

Under the measures, some nonviolent offenders on parole or probation could receive 30 days of credit toward their sentence for every month they go without a violation.

The bills would also allow for 120-day "shock" jail sentences for some felons who violate their probation or parole for the first time and shorter jail sentences for subsequent violations.

Rep. Gary Fuhr, who sponsored the legislation, said its changes will help the state save money and will reduce the number of people who commit crimes after they're released.

"I think it's going to change the paradigm in which we handle individuals who are on probation and parole," said Fuhr, R-St. Louis County. "It's going to allow us to focus our resources on those people with more serious violations."

The House passed the legislation in a 150-0 vote Wednesday. The Senate gave the bill final approval in 24-3 vote a few hours later, sending it to Gov. Jay Nixon.

"The concepts in the bill are ones the Governor's office has been working on closely with legislative, judicial and public safety leaders to increase both public safety and efficiencies in our state's justice system," Nixon spokesman Scott Holste said in an email.

He said Nixon is still reviewing the legislation.

House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, said the overhaul measure is one of the most significant pieces of legislation that lawmakers have worked on the past 20 years.

The proposed changes stem from a state working group's report last summer. The group was charged with finding ways to reduce corrections spending, which now totals about $660 million each year.

In a December report, the working group unveiled several policy suggestions that became part of Fuhr's legislation.

The working group found that 71 percent of admissions to the state's prisons in 2010 were people charged with violating probation or parole. It also found that the average probation term in Missouri is 4 1/2 years, which is about 40 percent longer than the national average of three years and two months, according to statistics from the U.S. Department of Justice.

The group said shortening those sentences and changing the consequences for violations could have saved the state between $7.7 million and $16 million by 2017.

But financial estimates included with the legislation passed Wednesday say the state will more likely see a net savings of less than $1 million over the next five years.

That's in part because the bill approved by the Legislature limits the good behavior credits to only certain nonviolent offenders and requires that offenders complete at least two years of their probation or parole before they become eligible for the program.

The measure also requires the state to pay counties more money for holding prisoners for the shorter sentences for parole and probation violations.

The state currently reimburses counties $19.58 per day for holding inmates. That figure would increase to at least $30 per day for inmates jailed under the bill's provisions.

After approving the probation and parole measure, lawmakers also moved forward with creating a new committee to study additional changes to the state's criminal laws. The six-member joint committee will review the criminal code and recommendations from the Missouri Bar. A committee of prosecutors, defense attorneys and representatives from the Legislature and courts has been evaluating the state criminal code for four years.

The joint legislative committee was given a Nov. 15 deadline to report its findings.

---

Associated Press writer Chris Blank contributed to this report.

---

The corrections overhaul bill is HB1525. The criminal laws study measure is SCR28.

Lawmakers advance change to state 'Move Over' law 

May 3, 5:02 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A panel of Missouri lawmakers has endorsed legislation expanding the state's "move over" law to include state Department of Transportation vehicles with flashing amber or white lights.

Currently, state law only requires drivers to move over for emergency vehicles.

The House and Senate both approved versions of the bill earlier bill. A compromise worked out Wednesday by negotiators now awaits votes in both chambers.

---

Move over law is SB568

Cellphone tracking bill sent to Missouri governor
May 2, 6:25 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Police would have an easier time tracking cellphone signals in emergencies under legislation on its way to Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon.

The bill requires phone companies to help law enforcement track the cellphone signal of a 911 caller or ping the phone's location when there is danger of death or serious physical injury. The House passed the measure in March. The Senate gave it final approval Wednesday.

The legislation is sponsored by Rep. Jeanie Lauer, a Republican from Blue Springs. It was prompted by the 2007 killing of 18-year-old Kelsey Smith, who was abducted in Overland Park, Kan. Her body was found four days later in Missouri.

Lauer has said Smith might have been found faster if authorities had been better able to track her cellphone signals.

---

Cellphone bill is HB1108.

McCaskill introduces plain language bill

Bill would aim to make language in federal documents easier to understand.

By Matthew Flores, The Maneater
Published May 1, 2012

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., proposed the Plain Writing Act for Regulations last week, a bill that would require the language in all federal regulations to be clear and concise, appropriate to the subject or audience.

The bipartisan effort, co-authored by Sen. Tom Coburn, R-Okla., and Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine, aims to fight for stronger accountability and transparency in government, according to a McCaskill news release.

“Any time we make it easier for folks to access and understand government information that’s a good thing,” McCaskill said in the release. “Accountability in government shouldn’t require folks to have to navigate the weeds of bureaucracy in order to get the most basic information."

This legislation is an expansion of the Plain Writing Act of 2010, a bill McCaskill cosponsored. The act forces federal agencies to write their documents available to the public in a plain, straightforward style of English.

Agencies would also have to strike a balance between simple language and scientific accuracy in their documents.

“This bill is a simple way to lose the jargon and shine more sunlight on our democracy, as well as better hold government officials accountable,” McCaskill said in the release.

The bill is the latest in a series of congressional acts presented this year that aim to make the language of government more accessible to everyday citizens.

Rep. Bruce Braley, D-Iowa, introduced the Plain Regulations Act of 2012 in January. The function of Braley’s bill is largely similar to the bill proposed by McCaskill, Coburn and Collins, but it is specifically tailored to streamline government regulations and ultimately save small businesses time and money.

“Whether you like or loathe government regulations, I think everyone can agree that when one exists it should be written as clearly as possible,” Braley said in a news release. “Sadly, gobbledygook dominates the regulations issued by government agencies, making it almost impossible for small businesses to understand the rules of the road.”

Film chronicles Joplin newspaper's tornado efforts 

May 3, 1:38 AM EDT

By ALAN SCHER ZAGIER 

Associated Press

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- In the frantic, surreal moments following the deadly Joplin tornado of May 2011, survivors took stock of the damage, counting lives lost, homes destroyed, loved ones still missing or not heard from.

At The Joplin Globe, there would be little time to take account of what would turn out to be one of the deadliest single tornadoes in this country.

The community - battered but not broken - more than ever needed its daily newspaper.

"Every day, when I would go to the Red Cross center, there was The Joplin Globe," said Beth Pike, a Columbia-based TV producer sent to southwest Missouri to cover the story for CBS News. "I knew they had a lot of hardship, but they went to print every day."

Pike, herself the daughter of a small-town newspaperman, saw the potential for a deeper story about the Globe's commitment to serving its community, even as its own employees dealt with the life-and-death issues they were also reporting on.

The result is "Deadline in Disaster," an hourlong tribute to the Globe's resiliency that premieres at the Missouri Theatre on Thursday at 7 p.m. A reception and silent auction to benefit Joplin's recovery starts one hour earlier. Admission is $12.

Several of the Globe reporters and editors featured in the movie, which was financed by the Missouri Press Association, will participate in a discussion with the audience after the viewing. The Globe contingent is scheduled to meet University of Missouri journalism students earlier in the day.

The May 22, 2011, tornado was the nation's deadliest in five decades, killing 161 people, including Globe page designer Bruce Baillie. The homes of more than one-fourth of the newspaper's 117 employees were among the thousands of destroyed and damaged buildings.

Globe editor Carol Stark called her small staff "amazing" for its commitment, recounting how crime reporter Jeff Lehr crawled from a closet, his apartment demolished and possessions destroyed, and then walked to safety so he could flag down a ride to work. His first-person account of those moments is still haunting, nearly one year later. Others worked hours on end for days and weeks straight, living in motels or sleeping on friend's couches.

The Globe's efforts have won it industry acclaim, including a deadline news reporting prize from the American Society of Newspaper Editors and an editor- of-the-year award for Stark from another organization. There was serious talk of a Pulitzer Prize, which instead went to the Tuscaloosa (Ala.) News for its own tornado coverage.

For Lehr, who said he spent the past year "starting to pull my life back together," the outside recognition is nice, but more gratifying is knowing that "we served our community well."

"And I think the community appreciates what we did," he said. "That's our greatest award."

"Deadline in Disaster" will be shown in Joplin on May 24 at 7 p.m. at the Central Christian Center, formerly the Fox Theatre downtown. Admission is free, and the event includes a conversation with the filmmakers and Globe journalists.

One year after the flood, farmers in Birds Point spillway work to reclaim their lives 

By Mary Delach Leonard Beacon staff 

8:09 am on Wed, 05.02.12

Updated at 9:55 am on Wed, 05.02.12

Wanda Wallace refers to these rustic wooden stairs as her “steps to a new life” that she and her husband are building atop earthen mounds on their farm in the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway. That farm was wrecked by a flood unleashed a year ago when the Army Corps of Engineers blew three holes in the levee to alleviate flooding on the Mississippi River.

The stairs lead upward, to a duplex that the Wallaces are constructing for farmhands who help them work their 1,600 acres of remote farmland near Big Oak Tree State Park in Mississippi County. They have already erected a new machine shop for their equipment atop a second mound and will soon begin constructing a new home to replace their beloved brick ranch of 35 years that was left in ruins by the wall of water that swept through the floodway last May.

Milus Wallace has moved sand and sediment deposited on their farmland by the river to form these mounds that stand about 14 feet high above ground level. The structures on top will be at 301 feet above sea level — 3 feet above last spring’s raging floodwater and 2 feet above the requirement for flood insurance.

He plans to build their new home — a log cabin — on stilts, similar to oceanfront properties, because he is determined that it will ride out the rising water, should the Corps activate the floodway again.

“I’d fish off my front porch,” said Wallace, who talks about the year-long ordeal to rebuild his “little slice of heaven” with measured optimism, laced with resignation and practicality.

“We’ll survive this deal,” he said. “We’re doing pretty well.”

'Once they use it, they’ll use it again'

The Wallaces’ farm was among the 130,000 acres of Missouri farmland inundated by floodwater after the Corps of Engineers intentionally breached the levee in three places in an attempt to lessen flooding in Cairo, Ill., and other towns along the Mississippi River. The floodway — or, spillway, as it is called by local residents — is a narrow strip, about 4 to 12 miles wide and 35 miles long, that covers 204 square miles of land. It is part of the Corps’ flood control system on the lower Mississippi, developed after the historic and devastating flood of 1927. Before its activation last May, the floodway had been used only once before — in 1937.

The Wallaces are among just a handful of folks who are rebuilding homes in the floodway, where there were just under 100 houses, and about 200 residents, before the breach. Milus Wallace said he doubts that most will ever return to live on their property, but they might opt to bring in mobile homes so that workers can stay on the land to keep watch over expensive farm equipment.

“In many cases, the destroyed houses remain. There’s just a lot of people disgusted, and until they see what the Corps does they aren’t thinking about building back,” said Wallace who has employed five workers for the past year to help him clean up and rebuild his farm.

Wallace said that he can afford to rebuild because he had both flood and crop insurance, and he wants to live on his land, rather than commute from outside the floodway.

“It’s silly for me to drive 30 miles back and forth,” he said. “We like to work from daylight to dark. I’d just drive home and sleep and then have to come back.”

Wallace, whose land is located next to the second of three holes blown in the levee — the second crevasse — has kept a wary watch as the Corps has worked to rebuild the levee. He fears the Corps will use the floodway again, unless lawmakers take action to prevent it.

“Most of the time you can’t break the law, or you’re held accountable. That’s the only way we can be safe,” he said. “Once they use it, they’ll use it again.”

Wallace said he has reclaimed most of his acreage that had been covered by river sand, and he plans to move into his new home by Christmas. More bothersome, he says, is the feeling shared by many floodway residents who remain unconvinced that the Corps took the right action last year.

“You could cope with it if you really felt it helped somebody else, but when you don’t feel like it helped anybody else, it puts a thorn in your saddle,” said Wallace, who drove his truck onto the levee last year to watch the first explosion on the night of May 2. “It was a sick, gut feeling when they blowed it up because you knew what you had was going to be wiped away. But it still didn’t bother me to the point that it bothers me today — because I feel that they didn’t have to do it.”

He said he hopes the Corps will use alternative flood control methods in the future, such as a better use of reservoirs along nearby rivers, or allowing the Mississippi to overtop the levee naturally to limit the damage in the floodway.

Controversy lives on

Controversy swirled along with the raging Mississippi a year ago, as the spillway farmers tried to make their case against the floodway activation — an action the Corps hadn’t employed in 74 years.

National media descended upon the Bootheel to cover the dispute, which was seen by many as simply a case of saving cities vs. saving farmland. After a failed legal challenge by the state of Missouri, farmers and residents of the floodway were given three days to evacuate livestock and equipment.

Corps of Engineers officials stand by their decision to activate the floodway, but U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, still questions that call.

"I've looked at the hydrology reports and ... the river's crest was not as high as they anticipated. My preference — and that of the locals — would have been to allow natural overtopping" at Birds Point, rather than blasting holes in the levee.

"I do not believe they needed to do that," Emerson said.

James T. Pogue, chief spokesman for the Corps' Memphis District, said Monday that "we are committed to restoring the frontline levee to its original height (equivalent to a 62.5 foot level of protection on the Cairo gauge) as soon as possible, providing we can manage the risks associated with other levee systems in the confluence area."

Flood control work also is under way across the river in Cairo and in Kentucky.

Pogue said the Corps expects to award a construction contract in May "for repairing the floodway levee that will allow us to issue individual task orders for items of work as the plans are completed." The goal is to finish the levee work this year.

The biggest remaining question, Pogue said, is whether to redesign the system of pipes built into the levee that can hold explosives if a future decision is made to activate it. The Corps is also looking into other types of blasting agents than the dynamite used last year.

Emerson said Corps officials "have the money and they have the plan" to finish the levee work this year.

Pogue said that as soon as task orders are awarded — and weather permits — the Corps expects to resume active reconstruction of the frontline levee.

“We are fully funded for this work and our goal will be to have it completed by the end of 2012," he said.

In a letter to the Corps released Tuesday, Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., encouraged more focus on restoring the levee’s full protection and planning for future disasters.

“As communities across Missouri attempt to rebuild after a year of unprecedented flooding, it’s critical that the Corps prioritizes its limited resources to protect local farmers, families and job creators that have been impacted by disaster,” Blunt wrote. “One year after the Birds Point Levee breach, it is simply unacceptable that full restoration still remains months away. Flood protection for people and property should always be the primary goal in river policy. Our communities cannot return to normal until we fully restore what was lost and rebuild stronger.”

Rebuilding a gathering place

As the Wallaces work to rebuild their farm, their new structures rise high in the blue Missouri sky above rocked terraces reminiscent of Mayan temples. This isn’t the first time mound building has occurred in the spillway. Nearby Towosahgy State Historic Site has mounds that were built by Mississippian Indians between 1000 and 1400 A.D.

The flood changed life in the spillway in many ways, the Wallaces say. Because few of their neighbors have returned to live here, it is just as rare for them to see a passing car these days as some of the wildlife that used to flourish in the floodway.

“The flood devastated the wildlife,” Milus Wallace said. “I haven’t seen a pair of quail. Not one cottontail rabbit when we harvested last fall. There are a few swamp rabbits left. Sixty- to 70 percent of deer and wild turkeys were killed. A lot of people used to come down and hunt, but they don’t do that because there’s nothing here.”

The Wallaces, who were known for hosting fish fries for their neighbors, have built a living memorial, of sorts, to the Flood of ‘11: a floating “fish house” fashioned from the debris of damaged houses and sheds that washed onto their property. The structure of reclaimed wood and tin sits atop three barges in a bayou next to their home site.

“It’ll be a place where we cook fish for people like we used to,” Wallace said.

A blessing, he said, is that the crop he managed to plant on his land after last spring’s flood did well and brought a good price at harvest.

Ironically, he added, this spring has been too dry to allow the spillway farmers to plant.

“We couldn’t plant a bean right now and get it up. We haven’t had rain in five or six weeks,” he said. “In some ways, it’s been a blessing because we’ve been able to do a lot of dirt work. You can’t do dirt work when it’s wet. It’s been a blessing in one way, but we’ve got to get some rain before we can get a crop in.”

The Wallaces say they are grateful to their many good friends who helped them pack and move their belongings, livestock and equipment a year ago.

“That’s what’s pulled us through,” Milus Wallace said. “We had so many good friends that came and helped us. Twenty-seven pickups out here trying to get stuff moved. ‘’

They are determined to rebuild their home as a gathering place for family, friends and neighbors, he said.

“It wasn’t a house,” he said. “There’s a big difference. You might live in a house. You might live in an apartment. That’s totally different than your mom and dad’s home. Right today, we still cook fish two and three times a week. Wanda comes down and brings a cooked dinner here every day. We do that every day.”

Robert Koenig, the Beacon’s Washington correspondent, contributed to this story.

Correction: A previous version of this story had an incorrect caption for one of the photos. We regret the error.
MISSOURINET
Budget director on year-to-date, April revenues: some good, some not-so-good

May 2, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

The state budget director says April’s revenue numbers are up …. some more than others.

Director Linda Luebbering says she sees positive signs of growth, especially in sales tax collections, which shows people are more confident in the economy and are starting to spend money.

However, she says the cautionary tale is in looking at state income tax collections, which are up only 1.5 percent. She says that’s a slow pace.

Net general revenue collections for April increased by 6.9 percentcompared to last April.

Luebbering says fiscal year-to-date net general revenue collections increased 3.1 percent compared to 2011, from $5.81 billion last year to $5.99 billion this year. Net general revenue collections for April 2012 increased by 6.9 percent compared to those for April 2011, from $872.9 million to $933.4 million.

GROSS COLLECTIONS BY TAX TYPE

Individual income tax collections

· Increased 2.8 percent for the year, from $4.74 billion last year to $4.87 billion this year.

· Increased 1.5 percent for the month.

Sales and use tax collections

· Increased 3.8 percent for the year from $1.47 billion last year to $1.52 billion this year.

· Increased 3.2 percent for the month.

Corporate income and corporate franchise tax collections

· Decreased 6.3 percent for the year, from $421.5 million last year to $394.9 million this year.

· Increased 1.8 percent for the month.

All other collections

· Decreased 20.0 percent for the year, from $372.9 million last year to $298.3 million this year.

· Decreased 18.0 percent for the month.

Refunds

· Decreased 7.8 percent for the year, from $1.19 billion last year to $1.10 billion this year.

· Decreased 20.8 percent for the month.

Note: The General Revenue Fund repaid $325 million to the Budget Reserve Fund, which is the total amount owed.

Senate clobbers attempt to move pres. primary (AUDIO)
May 3, 2012 By Bob Priddy

A proposal to move Missouri’s 2016 presidential primary back to March has been crushed in the state senate by Republicans who think the national party overreached.

National Republicans told Missouri party officials the state had to move its primary from February to March or half of Missouri’s national convention delegation would not be recognized.  When the legislature refused to change the state law, the state party ruled delegates would be picked in caucuses, not on the basis of the February primary votes. The February primary showed only 11% of the voters turned out.  Only about one percent  showed up for the county caucuses.

Senator David Pearce of Warrensburg says Missouri should change its law to avoid a repeat of caucuses that he says made Missouri a laughing stock.

Carpe Girardeau’s Jason Crowell has led the opposition, charging the state party caved in to the national party, to the detriment of Missouri Republicans. He says Missouri has been awarded by getting prime hotel space for national convention delegates, seven minutes closer to the convention hall than the hotel for delegates from Florida, which ignored national party demands.

Crowell says Missouri’s change means this state’s Republicans never saw the major candidates.  Rick Santorum was the only one who seriously campaigned here. 

Pearce calls the caucuses a fiasco.  Crowell says the Missouri GOP should tell national leaders, “We don’t give a rip what you say,” and that Missouri is not going to change the date of its primary in 2016.

Pearce’s proposal was shouted down by the senate. 


AUDIO: Senate debate 25:33

House advances changes to teacher layoff criteria (AUDIO)

May 3, 2012 By Mike Lear 

The House has given initial approval to a very stripped down bill dealing with teacher layoffs.

Language dealing with teacher tenure was stripped out of the proposal. What remains is a change to what is often called “last in, first out.” The proposed new policy would require administrators to decide what teachers to cut based first on performance, as well as training and certification, but not on salaries or seniority.

Elementary and Secondary Education chairman, Republican Scott Dieckhaus (R-Washington), says the bill, HB 1526, was the result of a compromise within his caucus. “They had some concerns about some of the other provisions that were in the bill and I asked them, if we were able to work some of those provisions out between now and next session and work on those down the road but press on with the (last in, first out) issue, if they could be supportive. Clearly there was a large number of my colleagues that are supportive of that.”

The vote on the bill was close; 80-78 on perfection. To advance to the Senate it will have to get 82 votes on third reading. That vote will likely happen today.


AUDIO: 

Download 

 Representatives Scott Dieckhaus and Jason Holsman (D-Kansas City) discuss the bill, 13:03

Local government bill threatened by amendment (AUDIO)

May 2, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

A bill solving a lot of local government problems might have been killed because the senate leader wants to get one of his big issues passed this year.

The bill was being loaded up by senators with issues their local governments wanted to have solved when one senator tried to add an amendment eliminating the prevailing wage law.

Independence Senator Victor Callahan, a strong labor voice in the senate, complained the issue had nothing to do with the issues in the bill but Senate leader Rob Mayer, the sponsor of a prevailing wage bill this year, ruled him out of order…

That led Callahan to say he would not let the bill get a final vote. The sponsor of the bill has taken the measure off the senate debate floor.

 
AUDIO: Points of Order 10:28
 

Download 

 

BLOG ZONE 
Missouri Tea Party Groups Go After Tea Party Express–Again as TPX Bus Tour Approaches

Michael Mahoney

Republican US Senate candidate Sarah Steelman continues to draw fire from Missouri Tea Party groups.

Steelman is expected to take part in a Tea Party Express bus tour that will be in Missouri today. The group has a stop planned for the Kansas City suburb of Grain Valley.

The Missouri Conservative Network issues a statement Tuesday night criticized the Tea Party Express.

“Once again, the endorsement of Sarah Steelman by the Tea Party Express does not represent the consensus of Tea Party groups and conservative organizations in Missouri,” the statement reads.

The Tea Party Express endorsed Steelman earlier this year. That irritated some Missouri Tea Party Groups. They took an exception with the Tea Party Express’ claim it had identified a ‘true Tea Party candidate for Missouri”.

The Tea Party Express is a political action committee based out of California. They have raised campaign money for a number of conservative Republicans in the last couple of election cycles. Several of them have either been nominated or elected.

The statement criticizing the Tea Party Express appears to be backed by 17 different Tea Party groups in the state.

The groups include: Branson Tea Party; Callaway Patriots; Capital Tea Party; Cooper County Tea Party; Eureka Tea Party; Franklin County Patriots; I Heard the People Say; Jefferson County Tea Party; Lebanon Tea Party; Liberty restoration Project; Macon County Patriots; Mid-MO Patriots; Northsiders Tea Party; Sikeston Tea Party; Springfield Tea Party, Springfield/Greene County TEA Party; Sullivan 9-12 Group. 

Steean’s Tea Party Express Bus Tour Hits Some Bumps

Michael Mahoney
— A month after receiving an endorsement from the Tea Party Express, Republican U.S. Senate hopeful Sarah Steelman is once again hitting the road in Missouri with the group.

The campaign had scheduled stops this week in Kansas City, Springfield, Joplin, and St. Louis. With the St. Louis stop, however, the campaign hit a bump in the road.

Tea Party Express, a California based political action committee, had been in touch with attorney general hopeful Ed Martin’s campaign about using his facility in south St. Louis to host one of the tour stops.

“The Victory Fieldhouse,” as the campaign calls their headquarters, “is the headquarters of the Ed Martin for Attorney General and the Cole McNary for Treasurer Campaigns and is set up to fight back against Barack Obama and his followers,” campaign manager Steve Michael said.

The campaign agreed to host the stop. On Tuesday, the campaign and the Tea Party Express sent out advisories to reporters inviting them to the event at Martin’s headquarters. But late Tuesday, it became clear to Martin that the event would essentially be a campaign stop for Steelman, who is still involved in a close three way primary.

“Their event has strayed from what was originally agreed upon, and they have said they will gather at another location,” Michael said, in announcing the event would no longer take place at the Martin/McNary headquarters.

The flub comes as Missouri based Tea Party groups continue to criticize the Tea Party Express for being involved in Missouri, in the first place. The Missouri groups, who have often, unofficially supported Rep. Todd Akin’s candidacy, have said the California based group doesn’t represent Missouri conservative groups.

Steelman, facing the criticism last month, said she will continue to seek support from all conservative groups, including the Tea Party Express.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Restoring Common Sense 
eMissourian.com
Posted: Wednesday, May 2, 2012 6:32 pm | Updated: 9:52 am, Wed May 2, 2012. 

The U.S. Department of Labor has withdrawn its proposed rules to limit teenagers in helping on farms. The agency said it proposed the rules for safety reasons.

Teenagers and even preteenagers have helped on family farms since the nation was founded. They learn a work ethic that stays with most of them for life. To deny these teens the opportunities to work on the family farm made no sense at all. The proposed rules must have been written by someone with no knowledge of rural life and what can be learned by doing farm chores.

As to safety, sure, there are a few accidents but no more than with other activities that young people are exposed to in their lives.

Gov. Jay Nixon and the Missouri Farm Bureau voiced their opposition to the proposed rules. After the proposal was dropped, Gov. Nixon said the withdrawal of the rules restores common sense for farm families. “Baling hay and doing chores are rites of passage for many young people on farms here in the heartland. Helping on the farm is how young people learn responsibility, dependability and the value of hard work,” the governor said.

The federal government needs to apply common sense to many other matters that affect the daily lives of Americans.

The Star’s editorial | Kill this roadblock to voting in Missouri
Missouri bill requires costly, unneeded changes
Posted on Wed, May. 02, 2012 06:16 PM
The Missouri Secretary of State’s office says it knows of no substantiated complaints of illegal immigrants voting in the state.

But that inconvenient fact isn’t slowing down Missouri Rep. Shane Schoeller, who is willing to disenfranchise legitimate voters to make sure no undocumented citizens venture into the polls. 

Schoeller, from Willard, Mo., is sponsoring a bill that would require people to prove they are U.S. citizens when they register to vote. They would need to produce a U.S. birth certificate, passport, naturalization certificate or other document showing citizenship.

Schoeller is running in the GOP primary for secretary of state, but not on a platform promoting citizen involvement. His bill would hamper voter registrations overall. Citizens aren’t likely to be carrying their birth certificate or passport when they stumble upon a registration booth in the library.

But the bill would present bigger obstacles to naturalized citizens, many of whom would have to pay hefty costs to obtain the proper documents. A passport, for instance, costs about $135. A certificate of citizenship costs $600 and takes eight months to process.

None of this is necessary. Lying about being a citizen in order to register to vote already is illegal in Missouri. It’s simply implausible that illegal immigrants would risk exposure by doing so.

Schoeller at least had the sense to remove the worst provision of his bill, which would have required people wanting to submit absentee ballots by mail to jump through multiple hoops. Military personnel serving in combat zones would have been affected.

Schoeller’s bill could come to a vote before the House, which has shown itself willing this session to pass all kinds of wild legislation. Let’s hope members draw the line with Schoeller’s destructive bill.

Our Opinion: Don't get fooled again with tobacco tax hike
By News Tribune

Wednesday, May 2, 2012

Instead of a petition campaign to raise Missouri’s cigarette tax, health organizations should petition lawmakers to redirect the tobacco settlement funds they diverted.

A number of health groups in the state are promoting an initiative petition campaign that would ask voters to increase tobacco taxes, including a 73-cent hike for a pack of cigarettes, now taxed at 17 cents.

The proposal is designed to channel increased tobacco tax revenue to smoking prevention and cessation programs.

Efforts to curb the health hazards — and consequent medical costs — are commendable.

Smoking is and expensive and unhealthy habit. Avoiding or quitting smoking is perhaps the single greatest step toward a healthy lifestyle.

In addition, Missouri’s 17-cent-a-pack cigarette tax is the lowest in the nation; the national average is $1.46 a pack.

Our concern is such an effort would be well under way if Missouri officials had not diverted millions of dollars from a court settlement intended precisely for that purpose.

A legal settlement is not intended to be a windfall, it is intended as compensation for damages. Missouri, however, subverted that intention.

According to the Campaign For Tobacco-Free Kids, Missouri has allocated $60,000 for tobacco prevention in fiscal year 2012, less than 0.1 percent of the $244 million it will receive from settlement payments and tobacco taxes.

The proposed initiative petition would ask voters to approve a law, not a constitutional amendment.

A law is preferable, because tax rates should not be enshrined in the Constitution.

Voter-approved laws, however, can be altered by the Legislature, as evidenced by the legislative changes to the voter-approved Proposition B animal welfare regulations.

Consequently, lawmakers would have power to amend the voter-approved initiative, just as they diverted tobacco-settlement funds.

A popular axiom states: “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”

Health groups may mean well, but Missourians don’t deserve to be fooled again.

We pay for lax sales tax collections: Our opinion
The next time a lawmaker asks for a tax increase, ask what he or she is doing about tax fairness.

This is the mantra of folks who want to get rid of the state income tax, those who want a national “flat tax” and other reformers of every stripe. But before any of those hot-button issues are tackled, we should all insist our representatives level the playing field on the common Internet sales tax. New research from the University of Missouri’s Truman School of Public Affairs finds the state lost about $468 million annually over the last decade in uncollected taxes from online sales.

Because Internet commerce is rising, the loss in coming years most likely will be higher.

The fix will not come overnight, but it is distressing to see so little effort applied to something so important to taxpayers and small businesses. To recap our concerns:

* Anytime an online retailer gets away without collecting tax on a sale, the retailer gains a competitive advantage over local bricks-and-mortar store owners.

* The local store owners provide jobs for local and area residents; they contribute both their time and money to local charitable causes. Should they decline or go away entirely, the problem is greatly compounded.

* All the while, individual taxpayers and the retailers with a physical presence in the community pay more taxes than should be required to support things like street improvements and public safety.

No one is proposing a new tax, but rather fairness in applying sales taxes to all merchants.

Missouri should join the 24 other states that already have signed on to the Streamlined Sales and Use Tax Agreement, an effort at encouraging companies that sell over the Internet or by mail order to voluntarily collect taxes on sales made to member states.

Further, we should heed the advice of MU associate professor David Valentine, who has studied the issue, and press for federal legislation permitting sales tax collections on Internet transactions across state lines. The proposal co-sponsored by U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., would give states new power to enforce compliance with tax laws.
The Star’s editorial | Good ruling strikes down Missouri student transfers

A Missouri law permitting students to transfer out of unaccredited school districts was a hammer too lethal to be used. A St. Louis Circuit judge made the right decision by striking it down.

Judge David Lee Vincent III’s ruling gives some breathing room to the unaccredited Kansas City and St. Louis school districts and accredited neighboring districts. Allowing students to transfer at will, with the unaccredited districts picking up the bills, would have wreaked even more educational havoc in Missouri’s largest metropolitan areas.

The matter is not resolved, however. Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster said his office will appeal Vincent’s ruling to the state Supreme Court. 

Koster’s job is to defend state law. But this particular law would do more harm than good.

The solution lies with the Missouri legislature, which could pass a bill clarifying the circumstances under which transfers should be permitted. 

But, in an abject failure of leadership, the legislature shirked that responsibility last year and appears ready to do so again this session.

Transfers on any scale are not an antidote to failing schools. In Kansas City, they would stress outlying districts while further eviscerating the core area served by the Kansas City Public Schools.

Wiser prescriptions are urgently needed. That district’s failure to adequately educate children is a blight on our city and state. 

Legislation allowing the state to intervene in the governance and administration of unaccredited school districts without the two-year waiting period currently required would be a good first step. Surely lawmakers can get that done before the session ends on May 18.

State Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro and the Board of Education must then have a serious discussion about the Kansas City district’s governance structure.

School board members themselves have proposed some positive changes, including reducing the size of the board and electing all members at-large, rather than by subdistricts. Those would have to be written into statute by the legislature. 

Nicastro and the board of education must also assess whether Kansas City could be served better with a board selected by a different method, such as a panel of city leaders and educators.

The judge’s ruling on transfers removed a hammer, at least for now. Kansas City and state leaders must renew their search for the right tools to reverse the urban school district’s culture of dysfunction. 

Editorial: Time for courageous action to protect rights of St. Louis schoolchildren 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 3, 2012 12:15 am

With one tweet, Robbyn Wahby distilled Tuesday's 16-page ruling by St. Louis County Circuit Court Judge David Lee Vincent III, which effectively sentenced children in unaccredited school districts to educational purgatory.

"Status Quo 1, Kids 0," wrote Ms. Wahby, the education policy adviser to St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay.

Indeed, Judge Vincent's ruling in the hotly debated Turner et al vs. School District of Clayton case couldn't have been any worse for children, even if it properly interpreted the state constitution. That question will be a matter for the Missouri Supreme Court to decide.

Judge Vincent determined that the state law that gives Missouri children the right to transfer to an adjoining school district if their own districts fail to meet state standards was unconstitutional. He said the law imposes an unfunded mandate, potentially on the district that is losing the child and might have to pay some of her tuition, as well as on the district accepting the child because the incoming tuition might not cover all of the costs of that child's education.

Like many battles over state law, this one hinges on the 1980 Hancock Amendment, an onerous piece of constitutional gymnastics that ties lawmakers' and local officials' hands when it comes to spending matters.

Whether the Missouri Supreme Court ultimately upholds Judge Vincent or overturns his ruling — and it's already done so once before — we will be right back where we started:

The children in the St. Louis Public Schools, Riverview Gardens schools and the Kansas City schools are being denied their constitutional and moral right to a fair and free education.

The law that allegedly guarantees all Missouri children the right to transfer to better schools was passed in 1993, but it's never been enforced. The St. Louis schools have been unaccredited since 2000. They're getting better, but they aren't there yet. The Supreme Court reinforced the 1993 law in 2010. It's now 2012, and the children still are stuck in unaccredited schools.

Their school districts have failed them. Adjoining school districts have failed them by walking through the courthouse doors in an effort to blockade their schoolhouse doors. The Legislature has failed for more than two years to devise a reasonable compromise to make sure the rights of the children are protected. The community has failed by not coming together to help a generation of urban schoolchildren who are being left behind.

We can't afford to wait through one more dragged-out court case, one more failed legislative session, one more school year with children being used as nothing more than pawns in the same old battle between mostly white suburban school districts and mostly black schoolchildren trapped in broken urban schools.

"It isn't about whether we're following the law," Ms. Wahby told us. "It's about doing the right thing."

The right thing is for school districts in the same county or in a county adjacent to unaccredited school districts to open their doors and see what happens. Superintendents could do that today, showing historic courage, with no new law and no prodding from the state. State funding will follow the children. It might not be enough. So make do.

Predictions of an exodus from the St. Louis schools are a canard. But even if such an exodus occurred, so what? Figuring out how to deal with that theoretical problem is better than ignoring the existing problem of too many children being left behind.

It's time for action.

Today, we challenge the one state official who recently has shown the courage of her convictions to change the fundamental course of Missouri schools history.

Earlier this year, faced with failing St. Louis charter schools run by Imagine Schools Inc., the state's commissioner of education, Chris Nicastro, stood strong and put the wheels in motion for those schools to close.

She didn't wait for the Legislature. She didn't wait for a new law. She used the legal and, we would argue, moral authority of her office. She enforced the constitutional requirement to provide a free and fair education to 3,800 children who weren't getting one.

Ms. Nicastro, with the backing of the state Board of Education, could do what the Legislature has failed to do. She could direct the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to devise an orderly transfer policy, giving suburban schools reasonable opportunities to protect class-size goals, and the ability to plan for what may or may not be an influx of new children.

Should she accept this challenge, Ms. Nicastro will be sued, but maybe, just maybe, she'll turn the status quo upside down. As a former leader of one of the state's largest school districts, Hazelwood, she knows the score. She knows that there is no solution to this complicated and emotional issue that doesn't involve the cooperation of city and suburban school districts as well as the state.

It's time to erase the phrase "Turner fix" from our lexicon. The Turner family no longer is involved in the lawsuit, and the fix hasn't materialized because lawmakers lack the courage or political will to separate this issue from other divisive elements of the education reform debate.

It's time for the Nicastro Fix.

This is no small problem we're laying at the education commissioner's feet.

But if not her, who?

If not now, when?

Editorial: "Don't Say Gay" Bill discriminatory, censors education
Published May 1, 2012

Missouri House Bill 2051, now commonly known as the "Don't Say Gay" bill, is a backward, discriminatory piece of legislation that is good for nothing but political pandering to a certain ideological agenda, and agendas have no place in public education.

The bill would remove all discussion, except when concerning human reproduction, of sexual orientation from Missouri public schools and effectively ban extracurricular groups that discuss LGBTQ issues from the school campuses.

That means that high school groups similar to the MU LGBTQ Resource Center, Triangle Coalition and Four Front would be disbanded, and the students who consider those organizations a part of their community would have to go without them. On an individual level, the bill would mean Missouri students in public education who are of different sexual orientation would be prohibited from discussing in the classroom that aspect of their lives or even seeking help from school officials in cases of bullying based on sexual orientation.

To put it bluntly, they would be discriminated against. Discriminated against and silenced in an environment that is supposed to foster educational discussion on issues important to society, one of which is the fact individuals can be of different sexual orientations.

Public education is supposed to teach students the knowledge and skill sets they need to contribute to society and HB 2051 is an antithesis to that purpose. Missouri students would be well behind students in the rest of the nation. Even if they don't hear about it in school they'll see it in the media, and why not take the chance to properly educate them? Students should realize that there are different sexual orientations and know how to create an inclusive society even if they don't agree with the validity or morality of different sexual orientations.

School is where students of varying sexual orientations can find support and comfort in groups of their peers. This bill would eliminate those support groups and could leave students who may often be targeted for bullying more vulnerable, isolated and in some cases, susceptible to suicide. The National Education Association opposes the legislation and said it interferes with teachers' efforts to prevent bullying.

Even if individuals think that a sexual orientation other than heterosexual is somehow immoral, it is never allowable to legislate on morality. Why not seek to ban discussion and education on drug and alcohol usage? 

This bill goes against current national trends. Federal agencies such as the U.S. Office of Personal Management forbid discrimination based on sexual orientation and the FBI considers hate crimes motivated by bias against sexual orientation a violation of civil rights.

Rep. Steve Cookson, R-District 153, who introduced HB2051, said schools should focus solely on core education issues in a time when they are struggling financially, and should leave topics "better left for discussion in the home at the discretion of parents" alone. That may be true, but in that case, it can be argued that schools could be further prohibited from discussing other topics relating to social justice issues like race, gender, etc. Targeting sexual orientation specifically is discriminatory.

Yet none of those topics should be banned from discussion in public education. They are all pertinent to creating an inclusive society. Students who suffer from bullying based on sexual orientation won't be able to focus on core academic subjects when they are struggling personally. The argument that this bill is financially or academically beneficial is a cop-out.

Instead of writing discriminatory legislation meant to pander to a certain ideology, Missouri politicians should focus on writing legislation to help fix serious issues, like job creation, facing the state. If anything, politicians should focus on cultivating discussion on pertinent social topics.

The fact this bill was even written and proposed in the first place casts a negative light on the state of Missouri, but the fact that so much of the Missouri community has spoken against it shows we won't accept censorship of education and discrimination against members of our community. Say no to the "Don't Say Gay" bill.

Opinion: Your letters, 

Bill will address failures at GSA 
St. Joseph News-Press, May 3, 2012 
In response to Steve Booher’s recent column: I know that in the effort to clean up Washington, too many politicians are more interested in political food fights than they are in actually tackling the issues. While this is sadly true for many, I’ve done things differently. And my effort to install some accountability at the General Services Administration speaks to those differences.

Back in 2010, long before a spending scandal at a Las Vegas conference put the GSA in the spotlight, I started investigating the agency on a separate issue. I demanded answers about the award of a costly public relations contract to help the GSA respond to public criticism over contamination at the Bannister Federal Complex in Kansas City.

In early 2011, I grilled the agency’s leaders — the same leaders who’ve now been fired or have resigned — at a Senate hearing about wasteful spending and lack of accountability. And I kept the pressure focused on them, especially by supporting the continued Inspector General investigation into improper conduct. I did this even when the TV cameras were focused elsewhere.

Even now, after the most recent GSA scandal, my Contracting Oversight Subcommittee has uncovered more evidence that senior leaders at the GSA received lucrative, taxpayer-funded bonuses while under investigation by the Inspector General. Taxpayers have a right to feel outraged over the sheer level of incompetence and irresponsibility at the GSA. I know I do.

That’s why I’m introducing legislation that targets the specific failures at the GSA that led to this mess and strengthens accountability at agencies across the federal government. When waste of this scale comes to light, heads should roll and people should be held accountable — and in this case, some already have been. But too often, agency leaders can claim ignorance and shrug off responsibility. That’s why my bill would require explicit approval from the top of each agency for expensive conferences and events.

My bill also would ban bonuses for employees under investigation, or who’ve been found responsible for wasting taxpayer dollars. We should be punishing bad behavior, not rewarding it.

My fight for accountability often has been a lonely one, and my efforts haven’t made me the most popular person with lobbyists and special interests. But that’s OK, because I didn’t come to the Senate to make friends. I came to the Senate to help clean up Washington and win results for Missouri’s families and businesses. And that’s what I plan to keep doing.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.,

Washington, D.C.
Your Opinion: Leadership needed on education reform 

Kim Krostue, Camdenton

Wednesday, May 2, 2012

Dear Editor:

The Missouri House is getting ready to vote on a key education reform bill — HB1526. This is known as the “teacher quality” bill. It really should be known as the “students first” bill.

If one studies the problems with the US public school system it becomes clear that the most important thing we can do is to provide each student a great teacher. It needs to be the Missouri Legislature’s top priority. This is the intent of HB1526.

In Missouri, we tend to think that only Kansas City and St Louis are the problem. This is just not true. Four hundred and 10 of Missouri’s 500 school districts failed to meet No Child Left Behind’s annual yearly progress objectives.

In many ways, providing a great teacher to each student is more important in the rural districts.

HB1526 changes the status quo in a positive way for great teachers and for school districts. It should allow the best teachers to have a greater impact in the classroom. It should allow school boards to be more effective at managing their school systems.

But there are powerful special interests against what’s best for students, teachers, school districts, and the state of Missouri. These special interests have made education reform a miserable, costly, and politically tumultuous experience for all concerned. The net result is that we have seen that adults do well but when it comes to our children’s ability to compete against the children from Bangalore, Helsinki, and Singapore, not so much. The end result has been a public school system that ranks 15th in reading, 17th in science, and 25th in the world in mathematics achievement. (It’s like saying our military is ranked 25th in the world).

I am calling on both Democrat and Republican to do the right thing and vote for HB1526. Democrats started education reform and it continues under President Obama and the Race to the Top. Republicans have embraced education reform. Both sides talk about battling special interests.

I challenge each legislator to walk the talk and vote for HB1526. It’s called leadership.

LETTER TO THE EDITOR: 

Ballot initiatives give Missouri residents power over payday lenders

Thursday, May 3, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT 

BY Eva Schulte 

Hundreds of volunteers have gathered thousands of signatures to qualify two citizens' initiatives to support economic dignity for Missouri families through limiting the rate of payday loans and raising the minimum wage. Missourians are taking these issues into our own hands, inspiring a far-reaching faith and community movement. The payday lenders have used every intimidation tactic in the book, from threatening faith leaders to running deceptive advertisements. We are not deterred, and our leaders stand with us. The state auditor and secretary of state, in their work to uphold ballot language on behalf of residents of this state, are countering predatory lenders' attempts to thwart the democratic process.

Auditor Tom Schweich was correct in saying: "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." For too long, Missouri's legislature has failed to rein in abusive practices. Now that so many of us have done the hard work to take this issue directly to the people, we applaud our leaders who work to ensure Missourians' voices are heard at the ballot box in November.

Eva Schulte is the executive director of Communities Creating Opportunity. 

Letters to the editor, May 3
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Bill in Illinois Legislature would restrict synthetic drugs

Law enforcement officers, educators and parents in our community work hard to make sure youth know the dangers of illegal drugs, but a few years ago, legal drugs started appearing in gas stations and convenience and tobacco stores. Although my colleagues and I acted quickly to get these drugs off store shelves, our actions weren't fast enough to prevent a death and dozens of poisons from toxic hallucinogens.

These synthetic drugs often are packaged in bright colors and have names such as "K2," "Spice" and "bath salts." Each product contains a range of different chemical formulations and potencies, many of which are much stronger than THC.

Last year, the Legislature implemented statewide bans on synthetic drugs to protect unsuspecting consumers from ingesting harmful chemicals. Synthetic drug manufacturers found ways around the ban by changing chemical formulas, presenting new risks to users who don't know the risks the chemicals carry.

Now, I am sponsoring legislation that goes beyond banning certain chemicals to define a specific class of drugs as synthetic drugs and declare them illegal. House Bill 5233 defines a synthetic drug product as any product that contains hallucinogens or has a depressant effect on the nervous system, carving out exceptions for products approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. The bill establishes strict penalties for distributing, falsely advertising or mislabeling a synthetic drug product.

This legislation passed the House unanimously, and I am optimistic for a speedy passage through the Senate. I encourage parents to have conversations with their children about these dangerous drugs, and make sure they know that just because they may be illegally sold in local stores, does not mean they are safe for human consumption.

State Rep. Dan Beiser • D-Alton

Positioned to provide leadership

If schools are to improve, leadership for improvement will come from organizations such as the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry and from their leaders, not from educators. But the challenges laid out in Missouri Chamber President Daniel Mehan's May 1 letter are enormous.

There are three major reasons schools are failing:

• Incompetent and worthless schools of education and clueless administrators.

• Tenure. Can you imagine a business paying a worker just for showing up? That's what schools do and legislators don't seem to get it.

• Lack of a clear mission. Ask three school superintendents what their mission is, and you will get three highly muddled answers. Ask a small-business owner, and you will get one very clear answer.

The chambers are positioned to provide leadership in facing these serious challenges.

Bob Boles • Manchester

Biggest fraud of all

The free voter identification measure proposed by Rep. Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, has associated costs that would serve as a deterrent for easy access to an ID. The Outreach program at St. Francis Xavier (College) Church has been providing low-income St. Louis residents with birth certificates and Missouri IDs for more than 10 years and would, of course, applaud a state-issued, no-cost ID. The price now is $12. But one of the first requirements for an ID application is a certified birth certificate, whether from Missouri, another state or another country. They are not free.

Missouri birth certificates are $15, whether acquired at a city hall or sent for by mail to Jefferson City. In the latter case, the application requires a notarization (also a possible cost) and proper supporting documents, i.e. a Social Security card or printout, a utility bill, medical or school records, mail that is not "junk mail," etc. Out-of-state birth certificates, which are a frequent request, range from $10 to $50, depending on the state. Out-of-country applications are from $75 to $125. Then there is the matter of transportation. Bus fares in St. Louis are $2 for a one-way trip, $2.75 for a multi-use transfer. One MetroLink ticket is $2.25; a two-hour pass is $2.75. These may sound like minimal amounts, but they are daunting or insurmountable for people with scant funds.

The purported purpose of Mr. Schoeller's proposal is to outwit any voter fraud lurking at the polls, but statistics have found that issue to be a myth.

The Catch 22 here is obvious. The "free ID" is not free unless you can afford its companion costs. I fear it's all about politics, and that's the biggest fraud of all.

Shirley Loui • Shrewsbury

Volunteer, SFX's Outreach Program

Criticizing the mission

Regarding "Anniversary of bin Laden's death is campaign flash point" (May 1): Once again, Republicans are correct to criticize President Barack Obama for trying to make political points on the anniversary of killing Osama bin Laden. After all, I'm sure if the mission had failed, the same Republicans wouldn't have been critical at all.

Michael S. Bardgett • St. Peters

More to the story

The sanitized and seriously incomplete article touting the Sheldon Concert Hall's 100th anniversary celebration needs additional comment ("Sheldon's 100th anniversary will be a celebration of sound," April 22). The story didn't mention Beverly Hills lawyer Gene Golden, who saved the building and began the renovation. Former director Walter Gunn wasn't mentioned. He was instrumental in getting this august venue up and running. They deserve respect and recognition for hanging in there despite the Grand Center organization's turbulent 1980s and 1990s. (Scores of very talented individuals left bruised and bloodied in that painful period; people saw their careers, dreams and ambitions shattered as a result of the driving personalties.)

I was a resident of the neighborhood for more than 30 years. I saved Stockton House from demolition back in the late 1970s and worked tirelessly to restore the mansion and revise its historic gardens. I, too, suffered long and hard under constant and relentless pressure to get out. There is a whole other "unofficial" version of the Sheldon's history.

Frederick D. Medler • Mound City, Ill.

President, Urban Design Forum

Support MSD's Prop Y

The League of Women Voters of St. Louis supports Proposition Y for Metropolitan Sewer District. MSD agreed in U.S. District Court to undertake $4.7 billion in improvements over the next 23 years to settle violations of the Clean Water Act. The St. Louis LWV supports the goal to reduce the flow of untreated sewage into the Missouri and Mississippi rovers. The bond issue would permit the implementation of these urgently needed pollution controls under the Clean Water Act and control life-threatening pollution.

If the bond issue does not pass, the work would be financed on as a pay-as-you-go basis. The result would be significantly higher rates. According to MSD, the rate for the average single-family ratepayer starting July 1, 2012, with the bond issue would be $31.34 and $64.15 without it.

The St. Louis LWV also supports the eight changes to MSD's operating charter. Those changes include word changes to make it gender neutral and to allow the district to engage in design-build projects similar to the reconstruction of Interstate 64.

The St. Louis LWV urges residents to support MSD's Proposition Y to permit the necessary improvements without placing an undue burden on sewer rates.

Linda C. McDaniel • St. Louis County

Kathleen Farrell • St. Louis County

Mickey Croyle • St. Louis County

League of Women Voters of St. Louis
