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Lawmakers sidestep deadlocks, send $24 billion Missouri budget to Nixon

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

6:35 pm on Thu, 05.10.12

The Missouri General Assembly passed the state’s budget Thursday, a day before a constitutional deadline, sending the $24.03 billion document to Gov. Jay Nixon’s desk.

The budget blueprint for the fiscal year that begins July 1, approved by the GOP-led House and Senate, allocates $8.01 billion in general revenue. That's about $55.79 million less than what Nixon recommended earlier this year. 

The General Assembly's lower number reflects, in part, its decision not to approve two of Nixon's money-raising proposals -- changing revenue collection procedures and approving a tax amnesty plan for delinquent taxpayers. State budget director Linda Luebbering said that the governor's proposals had been expected to raise an additional $70 million.

The new budget increases the allocation for the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education by about 1.7 percent compared to the 2012 budget. It provides a 4.1 percent bump for the Department of Higher Education, which includes a rejection of a Nixon proposal to cut funding for public colleges and universities. In fact, lawmakers approved a $3 million increase for seven higher education institutions across the state.

Luebbering said that, overall, the General Assembly's budget allocates $66 million more for the state's colleges and universities than the governor had proposed. But in exchange, legislators dramatically cut money for the state's early-childhood programs and failed to approve first-round funding for the Missouri Science Innovation and Reinvestment Act, as the governor had sought.

Other trims affected the Department of Transportation, for example, which could see a 4.8 percent drop compared to the 2012 budget. The state Department of Agriculture’s budget was cut by 19.3 percent.

Both House Budget Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Clay County, and Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, said that the state budget for FY2013 is balanced, with a small amount of money expected to be left over.

In a statement, Nixon said he would “continue to ensure that we have a balanced budget that holds the line on taxes.”

“I appreciate the efforts of the General Assembly to get a budget to me within the constitutional deadline,” the governor's statement added. “As I give this budget a very thorough review over the next several weeks, Missourians should know that we’ll continue to live within our means and hold the line on taxes, while doing everything possible to help businesses grow and create jobs.”

Disagreement over funding for blind

Nixon’s office wasn’t so effusive with praise about the way in which both chambers retained funding for a longstanding program assisting blind Missourians.

Nixon’s spokesman released a statement stating that the changes were "invalid" because they were an “attempt to place additional limitations on eligibility through the budget process'' without changing the existing law. The General Assembly's plan would allow people who make up to 300 percent of the federal poverty level to stay on the program. Those making over 150 percent of that level would have to pay a premium, in order to continue getting assistance.

Asked about that statement on Thursday, Silvey said that appropriations bills “are also laws,”

“To say that we have not put direction in appropriations bills in the budget is to have not read the budget,” Silvey said. “We do it all over the budget. I think that the compromise is a good one. I think that the House and Senate conferees agreed – it was not a partisan issue. And I’ll be interested to see if the governor decides to follow the law or not.”

Rep. Sara Lampe – a Springfield Democrat who serves as her party’s ranking member of the House Budget Committee – said one solution would be to attach an amendment onto another bill that would alleviate the governor’s concerns.

“That might be attempted,” Lampe said. “I have heard no mention of that on the majority side. Either [you pass legislation] or you let it go through. And then it’d be unconstitutional and then the governor would take control of that.”

The two chambers did agree on a 2 percent pay raise for state employees who make up to $70,000 a year. That was previously a source of contention in the Missouri Senate, where some conservative lawmakers wanted to forgo such a boost in tough budgetary times.

Smooth ending to contentious week

The fact that the legislature managed to finish a day before Friday’s constitutional deadline was somewhat surprising to some lawmakers, who at the beginning of the week seemed hopelessly deadlocked over relatively small issues.

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, for instance, objected to a move to increase Southeast Missouri State’s funding by $2 million, while Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, wanted to do away with funding for the Sue Shear Institute for Women in Public Life, a program operated by the University of Missouri-St. Louis.

But by Wednesday, budget negotiators agreed to increase allocations to various state universities and to drop the effort to get rid of the institute. 

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said the fact that the legislature was able to pass a budget, find a way to fund veterans’ homes and send a constitutional amendment to change the state’s nonpartisan court plan to the voters made this week one of the more fruitful in recent memory.

 “I think by anybody’s measurement, this was one of the most successful weeks we’ve had in the House in several, several years,” Tilley said.

Schaefer said that his relationship with Senate leadership was not damaged by any disagreements he had with members of the GOP caucus – including Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter.

“I think the takeaway from all of this is that the budget process is an extremely complicated process,” Schaefer said. “It has a lot of moving parts. And there are different opinions on what it takes to get things through. Sometimes you don’t know those things are going to turn out and you take those things as they come.”

Lampe complimented Silvey for his role in the process, but she once again said the state was going to have to take a serious look at seeking out ways to increase its revenue. Not doing so, she said, will mean continued cuts in vital services.

 “Until we’re able to make the decision – and it’s just political will, that’s all that it is – are we willing to make the hard decisions to bring more revenue in?” Lampe said. “We are going to continue to cut and cut and cut, and people are going to lose services. And our roads and bridges are going to continue to crumble. And our schools are going to continue to be underfunded.”

“It doesn’t seem like anyone wants to talk about that,” she added.
Child care cut by $10 million in Missouri 

BY NANCY CAMBRIA Nancy.Cambria@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8238 | Posted: Saturday, May 12, 2012 12:15 am
Jefferson City • Nearly $10 million in child care cuts in the last hours of budget negotiations will slash a state-funded Head Start program for infants and toddlers and wipe out two state efforts to expand quality child care slots in Missouri.

The $24 billion state budget sent to Gov. Jay Nixon Thursday eliminates the appropriation from the Department of Social Services. The funding was part of money received through a state gaming pool dedicated to early childhood initiatives.

Among the cuts was a $3 million state program to supplement federal Head Start slots for low-income children under 3. A state official said the program currently supports 720 children in child care centers that meet federal Head Start performance standards. The cut will reduce those child care openings by half.

For one local agency, the cut could affect 48 children it serves in day cares in St. Louis and St. Charles County.

James Braun, CEO of Youth In Need, said those children could lose those slots at the end of June. "Most of their parents are working very low-wage jobs and would not be able to, on a dime, find other child care. Some of them may be working poor and may not qualify for a child care subsidy, and these people probably will lose their jobs" as they will have to stay home to care for their children.

The cuts were first made Wednesday evening, as a conference committee of House and Senate members ironed out the last details of the budget. The last-minute cuts were later approved with no legislative debate in a flurry of final budget votes.

The cuts culminate a budget debate in which funding for child care, preschool programs and child care subsidies were often in jeopardy.

Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, at one point threatened to cut nearly $12 million of the Missouri Preschool Project in a political dispute with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education over its administration of a specific federal grant proposal for preschool children.

But as budget negotiations wound down this month, child advocates said they were assured by lawmakers that funding would be restored and most early childhood programs were safe. They were shocked to find differently late Thursday night.

"Those of us that were walking around the Capitol were repeatedly told our funding was OK," said Jack Jensen, executive director of First Chance for Children of Columbia, who had driven to Jefferson City to ask legislators to protect the funds.

State Budget Director Linda Luebbering said the money from all three of the programs was redirected to the Department of Education to restore funds that had previously been cut from an early childhood special education program. That program had to be funded at its full level because of a Supreme Court ruling, Luebbering said.

Rep. Genise Montecillo who was on the conference committee that hammered out the cuts Wednesday, said advocates shouldn't have been completely surprised.

Montecillo, D-St. Louis, said lawmakers were forced to make a lot of "eleventh-hour compromises." There was some belief among the committee members that centers and parents could access funding through other means, she said.

"I think we did a pretty good job with the revenue we have," she said, noting the committee worked hard to save nearly $13 million in funding for home-based early childhood programs for at-risk children such as Nurses for Newborns.

"I don't think there was any opposition to the programs per se, they were just hard cuts," she said. "We don't have enough revenue."

Montecillo said the Senate's failure to pass a tax amnesty bill that was expected to net the state at least $60 million in revenue that could have helped balanced the budget.

The two other programs cut completely were the $3.7 million Start-Up and Expansion program to create or expand licensed child care facilities and the $3 million Child Care Accreditation Facilitation Program.

Carol Scott, of Child Care Aware of Missouri, said the latter program helps existing child care centers gain state or national accreditation and qualify for a higher rate of subsidy reimbursement for serving low-income children. She said her organization received $600,000 from the program. Now the group's regional offices will likely have to reduce staff, and 120 child care centers will lose assistance in a difficult process to gain accreditation, she said.

Pam Batchelor, owner of Imagination Center in O'Fallon, Mo., said the cuts will amount to her losing 20 Head Start enrollees. She said she will work with affected parents to see if they qualify for a state child care subsidy to keep their children enrolled. But she is not sure how many will qualify.

"We have a lot of young parents," she said. "They have low-income jobs. They are going to school at the same time. And if their source for child care gets pulled, we are really concerned about what that is going to do for their family."

Advocates are hopeful the money could be restored next fiscal year with the approval of a bill that would re-establish a more dedicated funding source for these early childhood initiatives. But waiting a year for the money to possibly be restored is a long time.

"In the meantime, dozens of people are going to lose their jobs," Scott said.
With week left in session, legislative focus unclear
Missouri News Horizon — With five days left in session, the Missouri General Assembly will return to the state capitol Monday with an unclear agenda. 

Unlike the previous week, when lawmakers focused almost exclusively on passing the state’s budget, the final week of session will likely be a potpourri of various bills members hope to consider before session adjourns ahead a summer of campaigning for this year’s elections. 

Outgoing House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perry, said he, nor House Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-St. Louis, have any bills they believe are essential to pass. 

“I don’t think there’s anything that has to pass, which is kind of unique,” Tilley told reporters Thursday. 

Jones, who is hoping to take over as Speaker after the election, said he will open the calendar up for the members of his caucus. 

“My priority is going to be my members’ priority,” Jones said. ”We’re going to be moving as many of our members’ priorities forward to completion as possible.” 

The two believe there could be movement on some economic development bills, reforming workers compensation laws, and expanding charter schools, if the measures are picked up by the state senate. 

Senate Floor Leader Tom Dempsey said the Senate will, in fact, take up reforms to workers compensation before session ends. 

Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed similar legislation earlier this year, but has recently signaled he would be willing to support a compromise on co-employee liability. Dempsey said his office met with a representative with Nixon’s office on Thursday to discuss the legislation. 

Lawmakers have until 6:00 p.m. on May 18 to pass their priorities, before this year’s session adjourns. 
Missouri Legislature refuses to loosen reins on nurse practitioners

By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff 

8:35 am on Fri, 05.11.12

Updated at 1:10 pm on Fri, 05.11.12

When a tornado wiped out part of Joplin a year ago this month, an appeal went out immediately to medical workers to help the survivors. But many nurse practitioners couldn't respond because Missouri law forbids them from providing medical services beyond a 30-to-50 mile radius of their collaborating physician.

The Missouri Nurses Association used that example as one of many to try to make a case for state lawmakers to enact HB1371, introduced by Rep. Ray Weter, R-Nixa, and co-sponsored by Rep. Jeanne Kirkton, D-Webster Groves. The bill would have eased many rules involving collaborative practice arrangements between doctors and NPs.

"It's unfortunate that this legislation didn't go anywhere," says Jill Kliethermes, chief executive officer of the Missouri Nurses Association. She notes that the issue goes far beyond NPs serving during catastrophes like the one in Joplin.

"It's a matter of giving people access to routine medical care," she says. "There are plenty of patients in rural Missouri needing that access, but don't have it because no doctors are available and nurse practitioners are not allowed to step in to fill the gap. Restrictions in Missouri continue to prevent them from practicing to the fullest extent of their education and competency."

In addition, she thinks it's a bad idea to require NPs in Missouri to, in effect, prove themselves again if the collaborating doctor dies or moves away suddenly.

Once finding another collaborating physician, the NP must practice with that doctor for 30 days. "This means you could be a nurse practitioner with 20 years of experience, but you'd have to leave your clinic and work with that doctor before you can go back to work at your own clinic and do what you've been doing for two decades."

Missouri has more than 6,000 advanced practice nurses, about 3,500 of them being NPs. While Missouri rules require a doctor to review the work of NPs, there is a nationwide movement to broaden the scope of practicie of NPs to include diagnosing illnesses and initiating therapy without a physician's involvement.

Rep. Kirkton says many physicians object to this movement. She says the issue boils down to a "battle over control, scope of practice, perceived competition and money. Opponents argue that nurses are practicing medicine, and if they wanted to be doctors, they should go to medical school. "

But Kirkton argues that the issue is less about nurses wanting to be physicians than about allowing these specialized nurses to perform work in keeping with their qualifications and training. That could be a plus in underserved areas and during emergencies, she said. "The tornado in Joplin is a good example of why the 50-mile geographical radius limitation on nurses in collaborative practice doesn’t make sense. The arguments frequently veer away from the logic to the emotional."

Loretta Colvin is an NP who grew up in Columbia and returned here from Maryland to be closer to her parents and other family members. She works at the Clayton Sleep Institute after doing similar work in Maryland. Because she is not in private practice, some of the rules governing NPs don't affect her. Yet she is surprised by the differences between NP laws in Missouri and Maryland.

She points to the Bootheel as an example of where the NP rules work against the delivery of health care. Because doctors are in short supply in the Bootheel, she says it might be more difficult for some NPs to set up clinics and find physician collaborators. She says that Maryland has done away with such collaborative practice agreements, and that NPs in Missouri are urging state lawmakers to do the same.

She noted the differences in prescribing limitations on Missouri NPs."In Maryland, I was able to prescribe medications (for controlled substances). When I moved here, I had the same degrees, the same background but that authority was taken away from me. I could not prescribe medicine (controlled substances) to help a person sleep."

Another Missouri rule that Colvin says is outdated is the one requiring that a doctor not be allowed to collaborate with more than three full-time NPs at once. She says that can be a problem for a physician who might want to employ more than three NPs in a rural clinic where there are no other doctors.

Update: But the Missouri State Medical Association strongly opposes expanding the independent authority of advanced practice registered nurses. In a statement, it says the rural-practice issue is irrelevant because NPs are choosing urban practices over rural ones. It adds that APRNs have as few as 500 and up to 1,500 hours of clinical training In contrast, it says, primary care physicians have more than 15,000 hours of clinical training.

"APRNs are not prepared for the responsibilities of practicing as an independent, primary care practitioner," the association says. "MSMA believes patient care is best managed by a physician led, team approach. Granting APRNs independent practice and prescribing does nothing to improve the quality, quantity, distribution or efficiency of care for Missouri residents. MSMA and other physician groups speak in opposition to independent practice of APRNs and in support of collaborative practice and narcotic prescribing."

The association's view is in sharp contrast to ongoing efforts by the Institute of Medicine and others to expand the scope of practice so that advanced practice registered nurses, such as NPs, take on more of the primary care responsibility, particularly in underserved areas.

In addition, a recent study commissioned by the Missouri Foundation for Health, points to significant health care savings and practical reasons for turning to both NPs and physician assistants to handle more health care in the state.

Titled Bending the Health Care Cost Curve in Missouri, the study notes that one in five people already lacks access to primary health care and that the demand for care will increase if the Supreme Court upholds that Affordable Care Act.

"With fewer medical students electing to enter primary care, the future suggests there may be even fewer primary care physicians available," the study says. It says that expanding the number of PAs and NPs is one strategy for addressing the unmet need for primary care.

It notes that PAs and NPs are often unable to provide some services when not under the direct supervision of a physician. Expanding the scope of practice for these health workers would "improve access to primary care and reduce the overall costs while continuing to provide high quality care."

The study estimated that this change would reduce health care costs in Missouri by $1.6 billion in 10 years.
Grellner Pushes New Prescription Laws, State Meth Bill Dead

By Ed Pruneau, Missourian Managing Editor | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 8:00 pm 
Now that St. Charles County has amended its pseudoephedrine prescription law a local narcotics investigator who’s spearheading anti-meth legislation will be setting his sights on other counties, including Franklin County.

Last week, the amended prescription law went into effect when St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann signed the bill passed April 30 by the county council.

The new bill exempts any formula that blocks less than 5 percent of pseudoephedrine from being extracted to make meth from requiring a prescription.

Pseudoephedrine is the only ingredient that is vital to making meth.

Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, head of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit and a leading proponent of prescription laws, made a presentation earlier to the St. Charles County Council about a breakthrough formulation that prevents the extraction of pseudoephedrine from cold pills.

Grellner spearheaded the campaign to get local communities to pass prescription laws over the last three years. He started that effort after several failures by Missouri legislators to pass a statewide prescription law.

Union was the second community in the state to pass the prescription law, which now has been adopted by almost 70 communities around Missouri. Grellner said rather than contact all 70 local governments and have them amend their prescription ordinances it will be more efficient to have counties approve prescription laws with the exemption.

As counties pass the amended law, municipalities will be able to repeal their local laws, he noted.

The meth-resistant formula was developed by Highland Pharmaceuticals, Maryland Heights, which will market the product under the name Releva.

In tests by independent laboratories as well as the Franklin County task force and the federal Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), less than 1.5 percent of the pseudoephedrine could be extracted from Releva.

“The company is in production and very, very close to marketing the product,” Grellner said.

Highland had independent testing of the product for efficacy and it provided the same relief as other medications with pseudoephedrine.

Once it gets out in pharmacies, Grellner said he plans to go to boards in St. Louis County and city and urge them to pass prescription laws with the exemption for Releva. Those governing bodies have been resistant to passing prescription laws out of fear of a backlash over consumer access to the medications.

At the same time, most of the pseudoephrine now used in making meth in this region is being purchased at pharmacies in St. Louis city and county.

“This will give them the ability to pass the law without hampering patient access to the products,” Grellner said. “Once the new product hits the shelves there won’t be an argument against the (prescription) law.”

For now it will be sold only in pharmacies due to state and federal pseudoephedrine regulations, but if the federal Drug Enforcement Administration grants it an exemption under the Combat Meth Act, it could be sold on store shelves, he explained.

Meth Bill Dead
A statewide prescription law, with the exemption, filed by state Rep. Dave Schatz of Sullivan, is “dead” for this session, Grellner said. A hearing on the bill was held by the House Crime Prevention and Public Safety Committee, but it failed to pass out of the committee, he explained.

If Highland is given the DEA exemption to place its products on open shelves, Missouri’s law would be “more restrictive” than the federal law and be more inconvenient for citizens, since they still would have to purchase the product through a pharmacy, Grellner said.

Inconvenience for citizens has been the main argument used by critics of a statewide prescription law.

“This gives us the opportunity to take care of the concerns of opponents who argue that the prescription law impeded law-abiding people from getting the drug,” Schatz told The Missourian after he filed the bill in January.
Mo. lawmakers a step closer to passing Mamtek bill 
By WES DUPLANTIER 
Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Last fall, the halls of Missouri's Capitol were filled with discussion of the failed Mamtek factory that never produced a single granule of a low-calorie sweetener despite a $39 million bond issue by the rural town of Moberly and a state pledge of millions in additional incentives.

Two legislative committees were launched to investigate what went wrong in Missouri's economic development efforts.

Now heading into the final week of their annual session, Missouri lawmakers will be considering whether to send Gov. Jay Nixon legislation aimed at preventing similar failures in the future.

The legislation, which already has passed the House and is pending in the Senate, would require state and local officials to share information they have about companies that seek tax incentives - even if that information suggests that the company is having problems. It would require the state to develop a rating system for economic development projects that are pitched to communities, and it would require a conflict-of-interest policy for contracts with outside consultants.

Startup companies would also be required to have a third party verify any financial information they submit to the state. Also, local governments that back their bonds with the promise of future appropriations would also be required to hear public testimony on the bond issuance, unless they already have policies in place that reflect "best practices for prudent use of debt," either as part of their charter or through a local ballot initiative.

The House's version of the bill had only granted the "best practices" exception on public hearings to political subdivisions with more than 300,000 people. A Senate committee changed that provision this past week to grant the exception to subdivisions of any size that have "best practices" measures already in place.

The legislation still leaves out several other, more controversial legislative proposals that were floated earlier in the year, such as requiring local governments to purchase bond insurance and mandating that all bond issues be put to a public vote.

But even the provisions that stayed in the bill have drawn criticism, including from Rep. Randy Asbury, whose district includes Moberly.

"I don't think there was anything in the bill that would preclude a Mamtek situation from happening," said Asbury, R-Higbee. "Companies fail every day."

Many of the provisions in the legislation arose from a House investigatory committee led by Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City.

"There is no perfect legislative fix to human foibles," Barnes said. "But this bill would certainly make it less likely that the Mamtek scenario would play out anywhere else."

The bill could be changed further in the Senate, and the House would also have to back those changes next week if the measure is to go to Nixon, who had promoted the potential for the Mamtek project to create 600 jobs.

Even if the bill doesn't pass, Barnes said the state Department of Economic Development should be able to make the changes in his bill on its own.

The state budget approved this past week even gives the department an additional $50,000 to hire a "due diligence officer."

"I think the department should do all of this on its own and I think it is ridiculous that the department hasn't done this already," Barnes said.

A department spokesman declined to comment about whether the department could or would make any changes in light of the Mamtek failure.
Library seeks a more reliable funding source

by: Admin Friday, May 11th, 2012 

By Tim Krakowiak, Managing Editor, SEMO Times
Historically the Poplar Bluff Public Library has stood for combating illiteracy. Today the staff works toward narrowing the digital divide that exists among the generations, according to library officials.

Having reached a crossroads in funding needed to provide the community technology, the relevance of that service will be put to the test next month as the library attempts to capture a small piece of the sales tax pie driving the city budget.

During a special election June 5, Poplar Bluff voters will be asked to replace the near 14-cent per $100 assessed valuation library property tax with an additional quarter of a penny sales tax at retail stores within the municipal library district, raising sales taxes to 7.725 cents on the dollar.

“This will be the first library in Missouri to pass this tax and could be the first in many, many states,” Library Director Jackie Thomas said. “I don’t know of another library anywhere using this tax.”

In order to bring Proposition 1 to the voters, library officials spent three years working on passing a state law that would enable the democratic process to run its course. “Libraries are the last political subdivision in the entire state to be allowed to ask local citizens, ‘Would you do this?” Thomas said.

Last year, Gov. Jay Nixon signed into law a bill authorizing the vote to take place strictly in the former senatorial District 25, as sort of a pilot for the state. Originally proposed in 2009, the dead bill was reintroduced two years later by sponsor Rep. Todd Richardson of Poplar Bluff, ultimately passing as part of a larger package pushed by Sen. Rob Mayer of Dexter.

“While there are 17,000 some odd people in Poplar Bluff, there are over 40,000 in Butler County, so what you have is the people who live within the city supporting something that serves a much larger population,” Richardson explained. “Given the landscape of our area, I think it’s an appropriate question for the voters to decide. Legislature simply gave the library the ability to put forth the question.”

While library patrons outside of the city have to pay a $35 user fee, the proceeds only account for 3 percent of the library’s revenue, according to literature the library is sending out to citizens.

“A sales tax across the board would be more equitable for people who use the library that live outside of the city limits and are not really paying their fair share,” stated library board president Kathy Sanders, who is also a member of the Missouri Secretary’s Council on Library Development.

During a local election in 2007, the library attempted to extend its tax base across the entire county, since more than half of library patrons are non-residents of Poplar Bluff. The measure failed by 3,027 to 2,284 votes.

If the tax levy does not pass this time around, library officials say deeper cuts will have to be made, as the library budget has seen no growth in the past several years, while items checked out each year have increased from 89,000 to 280,000 on Thomas’ watch.

Since 2005, operating hours have been reduced from 63 to 54 hours per week and two full-time positions have been eliminated, according to Thomas, who has been there since 1998.

“Here we have this beautiful building on the National Register (of Historic Places)… people coming in from all over the Midwest, blown away, particularly by our children’s program, but maintenance remains an issue,” said John Stanard, who has served the library board for 17 years. “Passage will help set us up for the future, to have steady, reliable funding and keep up with changing technology.”

The library’s budget is currently subsidized by the city of Poplar Bluff to the tune of about $79,000 from the general revenue fund, based on an average of the last three years.

Besides the card fee being waived for all Butler Countians, the city would likely stop having to provide financial support, as the library would be self-sustained with the new funding mechanism in place.

The proposition is actually nothing new for the city, as voters approved the same measure for the Poplar Bluff Parks & Recreation Department in 1999, replacing an identical property tax with an equivalent sales tax boost.

Sales tax revenue for the parks department has equaled more than $1 million annually since 2009, while the library property tax has generated over $300,000 during the same period, according to information provided by Mark Massingham, city finance director.

With the additional revenue, the library would be able to double its budget, allowing for the purchase of more books, including building a teacher curriculum collection, along with extending weeknight hours plus opening on Sundays. Long-term plans include adding a bookmobile as well as new virtual libraries and Wi-Fi access points throughout the community, according to Thomas.

“When I joined the Friends of the Library (three years ago), I had no idea I was going to be helping to raise money for books. I just thought that was in the operating budget,” said Heather Nagy, who is president of the library’s nonprofit fundraising arm.

Nagy explained that her son Hunt, who is a freshman at Poplar Bluff High School, had to type four research papers this year, each requiring Internet sources. Students who do not have home computers, she pointed out, rely on the library’s limited after-school hours.

“If you help out teachers, you help the school system, and if you help the school system, you help students, which helps the community grow and attract new businesses, which creates more jobs,” Nagy pleaded. “It’s all a big cycle that helps the whole region succeed.
Lawmakers' final week: Little legislation, no rush for Rush

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

2:57 pm on Sun, 05.13.12

During the last few years, Missouri lawmakers have headed into the final week of the General Assembly scrambling to resolve controversies over proposed massive economic-development packages and tax credit proposals.

This time, big issues remain unresolved -- including workers' comp, charter schools, economic development -- and the bills may remain unpassed when the week is over. The liveliest topic among state lawmakers may be whether the bust of commentator Rush Limbaugh gets formally installed in the Capitol before they leave town.

Even state House Speaker Steve Tilley acknowledges the last days of this session appear likely to be “anticlimactic, compared to most years.”

But the speaker – who’s leaving office because of term limits -- added in an interview that the lack of weighty debates during this final week isn’t necessarily bad.

“We’ve nailed all the big things,’’ contended Tilley, R-Perryville. He credited the fact that last week saw a flurry of activity, as lawmakers approved a contentious state budget before Friday’s deadline, and voted to place on this fall's ballot proposed changes in Missouri’s system for selecting judges for the state’s appeals and Supreme Court.

Tilley said that the budget passed by the General Assembly “lives within our means and invests in our priorities.” He added that he also was pleased that legislators met one of his top priorities for the session, “to find a dedicated funding source” for the state-run veterans homes.

“All the other stuff, we’d like to see all of it done, but I don’t think there’s anything that has to pass,” the speaker said.

Workers comp likely to be revived

As Tilley and Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey see it, the biggest outstanding matter – and perhaps the focus of the final week – will be to craft a revised version of a bill changing the state’s workers’ compensation system.

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, vetoed legislators’ first attempt earlier this year, saying that version – sponsored by Dempsey -- was unfair to workers, especially whistleblowers.

Tilley and Dempsey, R-St. Charles, dispute the governor’s reasoning. But since the House doesn’t have the GOP numbers to override Nixon, Tilley said, legislative leaders are looking at alternatives that might be palatable to all parties.

Business groups, including the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, maintain that the workers compensation system must be fixed, and soon.

 “It’s killing businesses with the lawsuits flying back and forth,” Dempsey said. “I continue to hear from employees in my district about the co-employee liability piece and it needs to be fixed.”

The sticking point, Dempsey said, is whether to take occupational disease claims out of civil court and into the workers' compensation system. Opponents of such a move argue that such a change would curtail the ability of people who contract catastrophic diseases on the job from obtaining maximum restitution.

“I think there’s an opportunity to get something done and I’m hoping the governor will sign it,” Dempsey said. “I don’t think we’re that far apart. “

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka – who is expected to become speaker next year -- said that he also would like to see changes in alterations to the workers’ compensation system. 

 “I would love for the business owners and the job creators in this state to be taken care by the governor for once, instead of the governor taking care of the trial lawyers and big labor,” he asserted.

Education measures may get last look

Tilley and others said that the final week may see legislators take action on a bill that would expand charter schools beyond school districts in the city of St. Louis and Kansas City.

Under legislation proposed by state Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, charter schools could operate within unaccredited districts. They could also spring up in districts that have been provisionally accredited for three years.

Even opponents of the measure – such as Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield – believe the bill has enough votes to pass. Stouffer’s legislation made it through the Missouri Senate by a 31-2 margin. But she expected some within the House’s Democratic caucus would vote against it.

 “I don’t want the expansion. And my school says no charter expansion,” said Lampe, referring to Springfield’s school district. “So if I’m going to vote my district, it’s no charter expansion.”

She added, “The other thing is accountability – are we going to make sure that charters are as accountable as we expect our other public schools to be?”

“And I don’t the language is strong enough,” Lampe said.

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, represents a district with charter schools. He said he would be supporting Stouffer’s legislation, even though the language regulating the charter schools isn’t as strong as he would like. Talboy maintained that the bill is better than the status quo.

“The expansion piece aside, there needs to be more accountability for the school districts that do not perform as well as they should,” Talboy said. “And that’s the piece I’m most concerned with.”

Talboy pointed to the problems that have led to the closing of the charter Imagine Schools in the city of St. Louis. “There is a long period of time before you can get those charter schools shut down if they’re not performing,” he said, referring to the current laws. “And I don’t think that’s fair to the kids that are going there.”

Economic development proposals may be resurrected

Tilley noted that the House weeks ago passed a stripped-down economic development package that included, among other things, $60 million to encourage freight-forwarders to direct cargo traffic to Lambert St. Louis International Airport, which is trying to become an international cargo hub.

The bill now is in the Senate where, Tilley acknowledged, some senators continue to strongly oppose any sort of new tax credits until the state revamps its current tax-credit programs.

One of those senators -- Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau – led a filibuster last week that almost derailed the state budget. Crowell, who also is leaving the Senate because of term limits, has attracted lots of speculation over what he might block – or allow to pass – during the final week.

Crowell isn’t saying. “Sorry but I can't share my secrets,” he said in a cryptic email Friday. “They make it hard enough for me as it is now.”

But reflecting the apparent lack of acrimony as lawmakers head into this session's final week, Crowell uncharacteristically tacked on the symbol for a smiley face --" :) "-- at the end of his note.

No rush for Rush

As for the Limbaugh bust, Tilley – who as speaker had tapped the commentator for the honor – said that the sculpture was delivered to the state Capitol last week by the sculptor. Tilley declined to say where it is being stored.

Tilley’s choice of Limbaugh has come under fire from critics, including women lawmakers, who take issue with some of the commentators’ remarks. U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., even conducted an online petition drive to lobby Tilley to drop his plan for a Limbaugh bust.

Tilley has maintained that Limbaugh was selected because he was famous, not because he was loved.

In any case, Tilley said he wants Limbaugh to be present when his bust is added to the Capitol’s Hall of Famous Missourians. “We’re still working around his schedule,’’ Tilley said. “I’d like for him to be there.”

If the commentator can’t make it before the session ends, Tilley said he’ll schedule the ceremony later this year. Limbaugh’s presence during the final week would definitely kill off any "anticlimactic" vibes.
Missouri Legislature enters final week with lengthy list 

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG vyoung@post-dispatch.com > 573-635-6178 | Posted: Monday, May 14, 2012 12:10 am
JEFFERSON CITY • It's crunch time in the Missouri Legislature.

With only five days left in this year's legislative session, Republican leaders this week plan to tackle issues such as strengthening oversight of charter schools and keeping some workplace injuries out of the courts.

Also vying for time will be hot-button issues such as giving parents more information about unlicensed child care providers and establishing a way for people to petition to have their names removed from the sexual offender list.

But the biggest conflagration could come from an issue that's not even on the agenda: the possible induction of Cape Girardeau native Rush Limbaugh into the Capitol's Hall of Famous Missourians.

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, chose the controversial radio talk show host for the honor but has declined to say when Limbaugh will be inducted. Other legislators said the bust of Limbaugh is being stored in the Capitol basement and could be unveiled this week.

Democrats oppose honoring Limbaugh, citing, in particular, his recent comments calling a female law student a 'slut" after she testified in favor of health insurance for contraception.

Rep. Stacey Newman, D-Richmond Heights, said Tilley asked her and a few other Democrats "to be on our good behavior" at the upcoming induction.

Newman said Tilley told her that the timing of the ceremony "depends on Rush Limbaugh's schedule. My guess is, if he can get Rush here next week, it would be next week," Newman said Friday.

Anticipating a showdown, the House voted last week to give the Legislature authority over the space in the Capitol Rotunda where the bust will be located. But that bill would also need approval from the Senate and the governor.

Tilley's office was mum on a date for the Limbaugh ceremony. The legislative session ends at 6 p.m. Friday.

While scores of bills await final consideration, the week's pace may not be as frantic as in some years. Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, noted that instead of rushing back to begin work on Monday morning, the House and Senate both set leisurely late-afternoon openings.

"I don't think there's a huge amount of large issues sitting out there," Rupp said.

The $24 billion state budget is out of the way, passed by last Friday's deadline. Legislators also resolved a sticky dispute over funding for veterans homes and agreed to place on the Nov. 6 ballot a constitutional amendment to revamp the nonpartisan court plan.

Citing those issues, Tilley told reporters on Thursday that legislators had already accomplished much of the GOP's "blueprint for Missouri."

"All the other stuff, we'd like to see some of it done, but I don't think there's any of it that has to pass," Tilley said.

Because of deep divisions within the 106-member House Republican Caucus, Tilley acknowledged that he won't be able to pass most of his school choice package, which included elimination of teacher tenure and tax credit scholarships for private school students.

But charter school legislation appears poised to cross the finish line.

Charter schools are public schools that operate independently of local school districts. They currently are confined to St. Louis and Kansas City, where they have had mixed records.

A bill passed by the Senate would allow charter schools in any school district that loses accreditation. That list currently includes not only St. Louis and Kansas City but also Riverview Gardens. Under the bill, accredited districts statewide could have charter schools if the local school board sponsors them.

Districts that are provisionally accredited — such as Jennings and Normandy — could see charter schools beginning in 2015-2016, under certain circumstances.

Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, said the three-year delay for provisional districts reflected a compromise with rural lawmakers, who were worried that charter schools would drain public money from struggling districts just as they were making progress.

In other changes, a new nine-member state commission could sponsor charter schools, which are now overseen mainly by colleges and universities. Accountability standards would make clear the sponsor's obligation to keep track of its schools and close those that perform poorly.

While the accountability section "may not be strong enough, it's much stronger than what we have now," said House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City.

WORKERS' COMP
While the charter school bill appears to be on track, legislators are still trying to find middle ground on a key pro-business bill.

Earlier this year, Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, vetoed legislation that would have moved occupational diseases to the workers' compensation system instead of letting the parties fight it out in the courts.

But in a letter to legislators last month, Nixon said he would sign revised legislation so long as it included several provisions, such as an "enhanced benefit" for certain workers, payment of their medical expenses and a broader definition of which heirs receive benefits after the worker dies.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, said there had been "a lot of give and take" and he hopes the workers' comp issues are resolved this week. "They're really causing a great deal of uncertainty in our employment world," he said.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, agreed, saying, "It's killing businesses. It needs to be fixed."

Rupp, meanwhile, hopes his child care safety bill passes.

It is a scaled-down version of legislation that initially would have tightened how many children could be cared for in unlicensed centers. Now, the bill's main feature is a provision that would let judges bar people who are facing certain criminal charges from watching children.

"Everybody seems to be comfortable with it," Rupp said.

A group of parents in St. Albans also hopes to find success.

They support a bill that would let a child attend a school district other than the one where the family lives, if the driving distance to an in-district school is at least 17 miles, whereas another district's school is at least seven miles closer.

Eight St. Albans children live closer to a Rockwood School District school and want to attend it instead of a Washington School District school.

The parents hired lobbyist David Klarich to shepherd the bill through the final stages. It emerged from a Senate committee last week.
Bills the Missouri Legislature will face in final week 

Posted: Monday, May 14, 2012 12:00 am
Some of the bills the Missouri Legislature is likely to consider this week:

• Charter schools: Expands charter schools to unaccredited districts and strengthens accountability provisions. (SB576)

• Workers' compensation: Prevents employees from suing co-workers for work-related injuries, among other changes. (HB1403, HB1540)

• Child care: Requires unlicensed child care facilities to post that they are unregulated and lets judges stop providers from caring for children if the caregivers are facing certain criminal charges. (SB448)

• Contraception: Allows employers to refuse to provide health insurance coverage for services that go against their religious or moral beliefs including abortion, contraception and sterilization. (SB749)

• Sex offenders: Eliminates mandatory registry for some crimes and creates a way for some offenders to be removed. (HB1700, SB699)

• Administrative rules: Creates a five-year review plan for every state administrative rule. (SB469, HB1135)

• Higher education: Requires the state coordinating board to implement policies that make it easier to transfer credits. (SB455, HB1042)

• Tanning: Requires anyone younger than 17 to have written parental consent before they can use indoor tanning facilities. (HB1475)

• Crack cocaine: Lowers mandatory sentencing for crack cocaine offenses to align with powder cocaine. (HB1256)

• Initiatives: Creates new rules for ballot initiatives, including increased penalties for signing someone else's name and adding another step before groups can begin collecting signatures. (HB1869)

• Teachers: Removes seniority protection in school district layoffs. (HB1526)

• Circuit clerks: Changes St. Louis and Cole County circuit clerk positions from elected to judge-appointed. (SB788)
Missouri, Illinois victims report $15.5 million in Internet crime losses

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • blambrecht@post-dispatch.com > 202-298-6880 | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 8:00 pm
WASHINGTON • Most people know to hit the delete button when an email arrives from the niece of a deposed Nigerian leader seeking urgent help with a bank account and offering a reward. But what about an email from "the FBI?"

Many Americans haven't yet figured out FBI impersonation scams, which yielded Internet thieves at least $3.5 million in 2011, according to a report from the Internet Crime Complaint Center — a partnership that includes the FBI.

All told, more than 300,000 people reported losing $485 million last year from Internet crimes and identity thefts online, the report said.

Missouri ($4.5 million) and Illinois ($11.1 million) ranked in the top half of states in reported financial losses from Internet crime.

In numbers of reported crimes, Illinois ranked 8th and Missouri 20th.

"Everyone is being affected, all age groups," said John Everett, spokesman for the complaint center. "We're all pretty vulnerable with our smart phones and tablets. We're always connected and there's always the opportunity to be scammed."

The 314,246 complaints was a 3.4 percent increase over 2010 and marked the third year in a row that more than 300,000 people have reported losing money online.

One variety of an FBI impersonation scam warns people on seemingly official letterhead that they owe money and intimidates them into providing Social Security numbers and even credit card numbers.

An even bigger threat is the so-called romance scam, in which fraudsters prey on people seeking online mates. After making contact over the Internet and gaining trust, they bring up hardships or emergencies and request help. People reported losing $50.4 million last year, with women ages 50 to 59 the most frequent victims.

The report also warned about work-from-home scams, in which people are recruited through ads and then used by cyber criminals to move stolen funds and launder money. Victims reported losing $20 million last year from their own accounts.

The complaint center, affiliated with the National White Collar Crime Center, acts as a clearinghouse for law enforcement and also conducts its own investigations.
Judge dismisses Missouri Medicaid lawsuit 

BY JIM DOYLE • jdoyle@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8372 | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 5:16 pm
A state court judge dismissed a lawsuit today that Molina Healthcare had filed in hopes of halting Missouri's recent award of $1.1 billion in managed care contracts.

Molina, a losing bidder on the contracts, had accused state officials of violating Missouri's competitive bidding law in awarding the Medicaid contracts on Feb. 17 to Clayton-based Centene Corp. and two other companies to care for 427,000 of the state's Medicaid patients.

"The plaintiff's motion for a preliminary injunction is unsupported by the facts and the law," wrote Senior Judge B.C. Drumm Jr. of the Cole County Circuit Court.

Drumm said that Molina Healthcare knowingly participated in the state's bid process for months, making no objections until the company learned that it had lost.

The judge, who dismissed the lawsuit "with prejudice," said that Molina was well aware of the state's intention to limit the number of contracts awarded to three firms in each state region, but did not challenge that process even though Molina had finished below third place in Missouri Medicaid contract award scoring in 2006 and 2009.

He also said that Molina did not question the state's reliance on a committee of outside evaluators to scores the contract bids -- until after the contracts were awarded to other firms.
Mo. judge rejects challenge to Medicaid contracts 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A judge has dismissed a lawsuit challenging Missouri's new Medicaid insurance contracts covering more than 400,000 low-income residents.

The ruling Friday by special Judge B.C. Drumm Jr. rejects all aspects of a lawsuit brought by Molina Healthcare Inc. The judge also denied Molina's request for an injunction blocking the state's new Medicaid managed care contracts from taking effect July 1.

Molina currently covers about 80,000 people under Missouri's Medicaid program. But it lost out when the state decided to cap the number of insurers at three while soliciting new bids.

The judge described Molina as a disgruntled bidder. His ruling said it would have cost Missouri taxpayers hundreds of thousands of dollars to halt the new contracts and would have harmed Medicaid participants.

Documentary tells story of Joplin’s recovery

By Kelsey Ryan news@joplinglobe.com 

JOPLIN, Mo. — For Arielle Speer, a Joplin resident who lost her home in the May 22 tornado, hearing the stories of fellow Joplinites was meaningful.

“This is our legacy,” said Speer to the crowd while holding up a copy of the “Joplin, Missouri” DVD after Friday night’s screening of the documentary at Taylor Auditorium at Missouri Southern State University.

The film chronicles nearly 20 Joplinites through the events of May 22 and the continuing recovery efforts.

The tornado was the deadliest single tornado since modern record keeping began in 1950 and the seventh deadliest in U.S. history, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

“I made the film with the people of Joplin in mind,” said Chip Gubera, the film’s director. “I wanted to get this story out about Joplin, and have an archival piece painting the town and survivors in a three-dimensional way.”

Gubera, a Joplin native, is a visual effects artist and a resident instructor in computer sciences at the University of Missouri-Columbia. He said he wanted to create a film that accurately depicts what the people of Joplin went through and how the city is rebuilding.

“The overall theme is hope,” Gubera said. “It just tells the true grit of what this town is. It’s a tough town with tough people.”

At one point in the film, Aaron Doll, another resident who lost his home in the storm, acknowledges the faith-based groups that volunteered after the storm. The audience applauded.

Debi Downs, a Joplin resident who attended the showing, said she was glad the film honored the volunteers.

“I thought the film was excellent,” Downs said. “It was very informative. I thought I had heard it all, but there were a lot of things I didn’t know about.”

Gubera was assisted in the film by his father, Conrad Gubera, a faculty member at MSSU in Joplin. Gubera said his sister gave him the idea, saying people need to talk and tell their stories. He started making the film a week after the tornado.

Gubera said that a limited release of the DVD will be sold only in Joplin at the MSSU bookstore, the Joplin Museum Complex and Changing Hands Book Shoppe. He said 20 percent of the DVD proceeds will go to Rebuild Joplin. DVDs cost $20. Gubera also plans to screen the film in Columbia on May 22 and in Chicago on June 29. He is currently seeking national distribution for the film.

A question and answer session with some of the film’s subjects was held after the screening.
U.S. Rep. Carnahan announces drug treatment bill
Missouri News Horizon — U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan announced legislation he hopes will help individuals addicted to drugs find accessible treatment.

In a news conference Friday morning, Carnahan, D-St. Louis, announced the “Access to Substance Abuse Treatment Act,” a bill that would fund additional law enforcement, health and child services, housing, and transportation in areas challenged by drug abuse.

“We know what the problem is, we know how widespread it is and we know how to create solutions to it,” he said. “Treatment has a major impact on every aspect of the drug problem, and it is high time we treat addiction like the disease it is, rather than simply locking addicts away.”

In addition, Carnahan’s legislation would fund research into the root causes of drug abuse seeking information on the most effective ways to treat it. Carnahan said treatment for individuals addicted to drugs helps reduce crime in urban communities.

Senate candidates speak in St. Joseph
St. Joseph News-Press
Three Republican candidates for a Missouri seat in the U.S. Senate took turns bashing Democrats, and occasionally each other, in a St. Joseph forum Friday morning. 

The GOP hopefuls, Todd Akin, Sarah Steelman and John Brunner, made frequent reference to two Democratic incumbents, President Obama and Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill, and not in complimentary ways. 

“There are people in Washington who think they know better than the rest of us,” Ms. Steelman, a Rolla resident and former state treasurer, told the audience. 

Mr. Akin, whose congressional district includes the St. Louis suburbs, made reference to the stalled Keystone Pipeline XL and wondered about “the reason the president and people like Claire McCaskill and other Democrats wouldn’t want a project like that.” 

(Actually, Ms. McCaskill has supported the Keystone Pipeline and spoken in favor of it on the Senate floor.) 

The Republicans found common ground on most of the questions asked. All three favored a dialing back of authority of the Environmental Protection Agency, and all three said they would vote to repeal the Affordable Care Act. 

But they also sought to distinguish themselves through their personal backgrounds and professional experiences. 

Mr. Brunner, whose family business in St. Louis makes personal hygiene products, including Germ-X hand sanitizer, vowed he would bring a manufacturer’s mindset to his time in the Senate. 

“We don’t have people in Washington, D.C., coming from the farms, from the production lines, who’ve been working for a living, who understand what these threats do to our jobs and our economy,” he said. 

The candidate forum took place at the Holiday Inn with the sponsorship of the St. Joseph Metro Chamber. In addition to a breakfast crowd made up largely of business people, the forum was carried live on KFEQ radio, with Barry Birr of that station moderating. 

Each of the candidates dug into an early question about the Senate’s inability to pass a federal budget. 

“It’s irresponsible ... the American people should be furious,” Ms. Steelman said, advocating a congressional move to zero-based budgeting and shifting many federal programs to the state level. 

“No budget means no leadership,” Mr. Brunner added, saying people with a business background understand the concept of living within a set fiscal structure. “I have lived this and I’ve done it.” 

Mr. Akin called the budget submitted by Mr. Obama “a glorified wish list” that disregards any match in revenue. 

“The people who are not passing the budget are the Democrats, Obama and Claire McCaskill with the Senate, also (House Speaker Nancy) Pelosi the two previous years,” he said. “This is a significant threat to our country.” 

Two of the candidates, Ms. Steelman and Mr. Brunner, believed the earmark system in Congress allowed for too much abuse in spending, while Mr. Akin said some public projects need directed funding. Those two also sided on the idea of term limits for federal lawmakers, while the sitting congressman differed, saying “the best term limit comes at the ballot box.” 

All three found fault with President Obama’s announced support this week of same-sex marriage. While the Republican candidates all said that marriage should be between a man and a woman, the issue led to a give-and-take between Ms. Steelman and Mr. Brunner. 

After the businessman said “our voice needs to be heard on these particular issues,” the former treasurer broke with the forum format and said, “I just wanted to ask Mr. Brunner if he voted for the marriage amendment.” 

Mr. Brunner said his position had always been consistent on this issue. 

“It was just a yes-or-no answer,” Ms. Steelman countered. 

After the forum, she said Mr. Brunner had not voted in the August 2004 election in which Missourians decided the definition of marriage. The campaign later released a voter registration document showing Mr. Brunner did not vote between November 2002 and November 2004. 

The businessman said he did not recall whether he voted but said, “I know what my beliefs are.” 

Later in the morning, the Brunner campaign said that the candidate voted in most elections but missed the one Ms. Steelman questioned. 

Later, Mr. Brunner confronted Ms. Steelman about a filibuster she conducted as a state senator on a measure calling for tort reform. 

“If you had a chance to make us more competitive at that time and failed to do that, we’ve got to look at the total picture,” he said. 

Ms. Steelman said she had voted for various tort reform bills but opposed the one he cited because it offered legal protection to drunken drivers who got involved in accidents.
New law opens door to investment scams

BY JIM GALLAGHER • jimgallagher@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8390 | Posted: Sunday, May 13, 2012 12:15 am
I think I'll set up a business and "crowd fund" it. I'll make a good buck. My investors will lose their shirts. Fine with me.

This will be possible because of the “Jumpstart Our Business Startups"(JOBS) Act that became law last month.

The act will allow smart small businesses, along with pie-in-the-sky dreamers and flimflammers, to sell stock in their ventures to ma-and-pa investors across the country through the Internet. That's called crowdfunding.

Entrepreneurs can raise small fortunes without the normal audits and disclosures designed to protect investors in initial public offerings today.

I'll call my company Gimme Inc. I'm not sure what business I'll be in, but it doesn't matter. I'll have a spiffy business plan that envisions fantastic profits! I won't mention that I'm lazy as a hound dog.

Then I'll put my stock offer on the Internet and wait for the rubes to pay up. I have an entire nation to go sucker-hunting in, thanks to the JOBS Act.

When the money rolls in, I'll pay myself a very nice salary, and I'll rent an office from my brother-in-law, at a sweet profit for him. I'll hire my worthless relatives. I'll make a stab at actually running a business, just in case the feds come poking around, but mainly I'll skin the gullible.

When the money finally runs out, I'll be richer and my investors will be shirtless.

I'll do it all under the muzzled noses of state and federal securities watchdogs newly chained by the JOBS Act.

Of course, I'm just an amateur miscreant. So let's hear from a more celebrated crook: Sam Antar, former chief financial officer of the Crazy Eddie chain, who plead guilty to a multi-million dollar fraud.

“The JOBS Act for criminals is crime made easy. It makes me want to end my retirement from crime and be going back to fleecing investors,” he told Reuters. “Any time you peel away a layer of compliance, a layer of controls, it makes crime easier.”

He's not the only one complaining. The chairwoman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, the AARP, the Consumer Federation of America and other do-gooder groups lined up against the law.

The JOBS act is billed as a way to make it easier for entrepreneurs to raise capital. It does that by weakening those pesky requirements that assure investors that a business is viable, or actually exists.

It lessens requirements for audited financial statements and certified financial controls for companies going public with revenue under $1 billion. That includes most companies going public. It lessens conflict-of-interest rules on securities analysts who report on such companies.

Some of those rules were put in place after the corporate scandals of a decade ago, in which big companies lied about their condition, analysts lied to investors and investors got skinned. Remember Enron? Congress forgot.

For mom and pop investors, the biggest peril lies in the crowd funding provision.

"Most of those who invest through crowd-funding sites are likely to lose some or all of their money. At worst, crowd-funding web sites could become the new turbo-charged pump-and-dump boiler room operations of the internet age," said the AARP in a letter to Congress.

Companies hoping to crowd fund investments must make their offers through a securities broker or a new crowd funding “portal.” The portals must do a cursory regulatory background check on the company's owners. But the portals can't advise investors on whether a deal is worthwhile.

Companies raising less than $100,000 from investors would have to produce only an income tax return and financial statements certified by their CEO. That's a welcome mat for fraud. For offerings up to $500,000, financial statements must be reviewed by an accountant. Only bigger deals require an audit.

Thankfully, the law limits the little guy's investments. People with net worth or earning up to $100,000 can invest only $2,000 or 5 percent of their income. Richer folks can invest up to $10,000 or 10 percent of their annual income.

In Missouri, Secretary of State Robin Carnahan says she favors crowd funding in theory, but she is unhappy that the law prevents her securities regulators from screening small companies offering stock in the state.

“Instead of weeding out the bad actors on the front end, we'll have to help investors who've been scammed on the back end,” she said.

A possible saving grace lies with the SEC, which must devise detailed rules for the program. Lets hope those rules are tough as nails. The SEC has until January to decide.

I suspect that most investors won't lose their money to crooks. Instead, they'll lose it on honest entrepreneurs with bad ideas.

Angel investors and venture capital managers are very smart people who fund very young companies. They know how to pick them. Still, they lose money on half the companies in which they invest.

If the smart money has that much trouble picking winners, how do you think ma and pa will do?
Proposal would reduce hours, not close rural post offices

Monday, May 14, 2012
By Shay Alderman ~ Southeast Missourian 

Rural post offices that were threatened with closure instead may have their hours reduced over the next two years, but the fate of the mail processing facility in Cape Girardeau is still in question unless the U.S. House of Representatives acts by Tuesday. 

According to a new strategy proposed by the U.S. Postal Service, existing post offices would be kept in place but with modified retail hours to match customer use. 

"Meeting the needs of postal customers is, and will always be, a top priority. We continue to balance that by better aligning service options with customer demand and reducing the cost to serve," said Postmaster General and CEO Patrick R. Donahoe by news release Wednesday. "With that said, we've listened to our customers in rural America and we've heard them loud and clear -- they want to keep their Post Office open. We believe today's announcement will serve our customers' needs and allow us to achieve real savings to help the Postal Service return to long-term financial stability." 

Rural branches across Southeast Missouri, including those in Dutchtown, Old Appleton, Whitewater, Gordonville, Perkins, Blodgett, Gipsy, Daisy, Brownwood, Sturdivant and Vanduser, would be among the offices previously studied for discontinuation that may see their hours decreased by as much as two-thirds. In Cape Girardeau County, nine offices are being considered for amended services instead of closing four. 

Customer access to each branch's retail lobby and to post office boxes would remain unchanged, as would each town's ZIP code. 

The USPS is projecting an estimated savings of half a billion dollars annually once the program is fully implemented. The multiphase strategy is planned for completion by September 2014. 

Before any changes are made, the Postal Service will submit the plan to the Postal Regulatory Commission for review. Community meetings will also be conducted to explore options in greater detail and residents will be notified by mail of opportunities to meet with Postal Service officials. 

The hours-reduction strategy complements existing money-saving alternatives, such as providing mail delivery service to residents and businesses by rural carrier or highway contract route, contracting with a local business to create a village post office and offering service from a nearby post office. 

A voluntary early retirement incentive for more than 21,000 nonexecutive postmasters nationwide was also announced. 

Also uncertain is whether the Postal Service will extend its voluntary moratorium on facility closures, currently scheduled to end Tuesday. The Richard G. Wilson Processing and Distribution Facility in Cape Girardeau, which employs about 100 people, is among those to be shuttered, though it was listed under the heading "potential to remain open." 

The Postal Service ended the first three months of its 2012 fiscal year with a net loss of $3.3 billion. Though federally regulated, it receives no tax dollars for operating expenses and relies on the sale of postage, products and services to fund its operations. Chief financial officer Joe Corbett predicted in February that without legislation that would allow it to adjust operations and exercise "normal commercial freedoms," large losses would continue and the Postal Service may reach its $15 billion debt ceiling by fall. 

Toward halting any immediate action, the Senate approved April 25 the 21st Century Postal Service Act, which includes an amendment sponsored by Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., to prevent facility closures for the next 12 months, implement strict guidelines about future closures, reform federal employee compensation benefits and preserve current services and six-day delivery. 

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson said Friday that making changes to small local facilities is not the solution. Of the strategy proposed by the Postal Service, she said she didn't like it, but that it was far better than closing local offices. 

"This is not where the big money is, that's what really bothers me," Emerson said. She thinks that the Postal Service's "top-heavy management structure" and excess of regional and district offices are to blame for its financial woes. 

Emerson said she feels the Senate bill is preferable to a House reform bill that has not yet come into committee. The House bill includes office closures and a five-day delivery week. 

According to a news release issued Thursday, McCaskill has asked the House to take action and for the Postal Service to continue to delay closure of any facilities beyond the Tuesday deadline. 

"I'm encouraged that the fight we've been waging on behalf of our rural communities is starting to change minds, and the Postal Service is finally starting to think creatively about how to reduce costs without robbing our rural communities of vital services," McCaskill said in the release. "But the best option is for the U.S. House to stop stalling and act on the legislation passed by the Senate to put the Postal Service finances in order, along with my plan to save our small towns from losing their post offices. I plan to keep waging this fight on behalf of Missouri families and businesses, until I'm sure that they'll be able to continue relying on their post offices." 

Richard Watkins, corporate communications officer for the USPS, said an update on facility closures is expected by the end of the week. 
New Plan Keeps Post Offices Open, Impacts Many in Franklin, Warren Counties

Posted: Sunday, May 13, 2012 8:32 am Washington Missourian
The U.S. Postal Service announced a new strategy Wednesday that could keep the nation’s smallest post offices open for business, while providing a framework to achieve significant cost savings as part of the plan to return the organization to financial stability.

This plan would impact more than a dozen post offices in this area.

The plan would keep the existing post offices in place, but with modified retail window hours to match customer use. Access to the retail lobby and to PO boxes would remain unchanged, and the town’s ZIP code and community identity would be retained.

“Meeting the needs of postal customers is, and will always be, a top priority. We continue to balance that by better aligning service options with customer demand and reducing the cost to serve,” said Postmaster General and CEO Patrick R. Donahoe.

“With that said, we’ve listened to our customers in rural America and we’ve heard them loud and clear — they want to keep their post office open. We believe today’s announcement will serve our customers’ needs and allow us to achieve real savings to help the postal service return to long-term financial stability.”

The new strategy would be implemented over a two-year, multiphase approach and would not be completed until September 2014. Once implementation is completed, the postal service estimates savings of a half billion dollars annually.

“The postal service is committed to serving America’s communities and providing a responsible and fair approach for our employees and customers,” said Megan Brennan, postal service chief operating officer. “The post offices in rural America will remain open unless a community has a strong preference for one of the other options. We will not close any of these rural post offices without having provided a viable solution.”

The postal service will provide an opportunity for the Postal Regulatory Commission (PRC) to review this plan prior to making any changes. The postal service intends to file a request for an advisory opinion on the plan with the PRC later this month.

Community meetings would then be conducted to review options in greater detail. Communities will be notified by mail of the date, time and location of these meetings.

This new option complements existing alternatives, which include:

• Providing mail delivery service to residents and businesses in the affected community by either rural carrier or highway contract route;

• Contracting with a local business to create a village post office; and

• Offering service from a nearby post office.

Area Offices

Area post offices whose hours of operation would be reduced if this latest plan is implemented are as follows:

Beaufort, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Berger, current eight; reduced to four.

Catawissa, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Gray Summit, current hours eight; reduced to six.

Labadie, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Leslie, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Lonedell, current hours eight; reduced to six.

New Haven, current hours eight; reduced to six.

Robertsville, current hours eight, reduced to four.

Rosebud, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Augusta, current hours eight; reduced to four.

Dutzow, current hours eight, reduced to four.

Marthasville, current hours eight; reduced to six.

This is a preliminary list that requires additional review, analysis, and verification, and is subject to change, the postal service said.

A voluntary early retirement incentive for the nation’s more than 21,000 non-executive postmasters also was announced.

Survey research conducted by the Opinion Research Corporation in February, showed 54 percent of rural customers would prefer the new solution to maintain a local post office. Forty-six percent prefer one of the previously announced solutions (20 percent prefer village post office, 15 percent prefer providing services at a nearby post office, 11 percent prefer expanded rural delivery).

This strategy would enable a town to possibly have a post office with modified hours, as well as a village post office.
Report: Farm production costs have risen
St. Joseph News-Press
Requiring everything from combines to anhydrous ammonia, the costs of modern farming continue to rise. 

A recent report by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics Service shows that prices paid by farmers for production inputs rose in all categories from last year. The list covers fuel, seed, feed, fertilizer, chemicals and machinery. 

The annual price for a large-capacity combine, for example, jumped from $275,000 in March 2011 to $295,000 this year. A ton of anhydrous ammonia in the agency’s statistical region that includes Kansas grew by $30, from $744 to $774. A ton of dairy feed increased from $414 to $451. 

It’s unlikely that capital equipment hikes, for one, will retreat in the future, according to a St. Joseph farm implement dealer. 

“I don’t see an end in sight,” said Jason Boyd, manager of Horizon Equipment, 3607 S. Belt Highway. “Every year there’s a price increase.” 

In fact, Mr. Boyd said tractors purchased several years ago are retaining almost the same worth as their original price. Four-wheel-drive tractors were listed at $223,000 in the report, an increase of $7,000 from a year ago. 

“The values, they’re not depreciating,” he said. “(But) new sales are still at an all-time high.” 

Jim Spiking, an ag lender with FCS Financial in St. Joseph, said the production inputs of seed and fertilizer have especially shown noticeable price gains simply because the quality of those items has improved. 

“The challenge is trying to get your product sold on the other end with a decent margin,” he said. 

Higher machinery and input costs should concern everyone involved in agriculture, Mr. Spiking said, along with rising land and cash-rent prices. He remains optimistic for this season, based on successful crop plantings and despite the ever-present risks. 

“It’s not for the faint-hearted, that’s for sure,” he said. 

Local attorney Creath Thorne, who represents agricultural interests in his practice, said the combination of high production costs and steep land values increases the potential for risk and instability. 

“Any dramatic drop in commodity prices could put great economic pressure on any farm operation,” he added. “Careful financial management becomes even more important.” 

The new farm bill could eliminate or greatly reduce traditional support for commodities, Mr. Thorne said. 

“There’s a greater likelihood that only very well-financed farm operations will prosper over the next few years,” he added. 

Kelly Smith, director of marketing and commodities for the Missouri Farm Bureau, cited nitrogen fertilizer as an example of an input that carries the added burden of shipping costs since it’s imported. 

“Every time the prices of commodities goes up, everybody wants a piece of the action,” he said. 

Mr. Smith cautioned of one other factor that will continue to touch all segments of the agricultural production community. 

“Higher fuel prices affect everything,” he said. 

Farmers will also endure pressure, Mr. Smith added, in deciding the best use for their land: growing grain or raising livestock.
McCaskill: Opponents make Ashcroft “look like a liberal”

Missouri News Horizon — While the three Republicans hoping to replace U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill have been engaged in a tough primary, McCaskill has been watching.

Speaking to Democrats at their annual Truman Days dinner in Kansas City, McCaskill dubbed the trio the “most extreme” Republicans Missouri has ever seen.

“They make John Ashcroft look like a liberal,” she said.

McCaskill said the her opponents — Sarah Steelman, Todd Akin, and John Brunner — are proving her point when they fight over who is the true “Tea Party candidate.”

McCaskill said the 2012 election will be a deciding factor in Missouri’s political influence as a swing state moving forward.

“We’re going to hold onto Harry Truman’s senate seat,” she said.

McCaskill’s campaign has already invested in television time and McCaskill is expected to officially hit the campaign trail early next month. Her campaign has leased a campaign bus, formerly used by Roy Blunt in his successful Senate bid in 2010, for the summer.

The annual dinner, a fundraiser for Jackson County Democrats, attracted a crowd of about 500. Former Virginia Governor and U.S. Senate candidate Tim Kaine, a Kansas City native, gave the keynote speech, urging Democrats to support their U.S. Senate candidates in this year when much of the attention is focused on the presidential race.

MISSOURINET
Session’s last week; workers’ comp a priority 

Whatever new laws are left to be approved by our elected representatives in Jefferson City have to be enacted in the next five days. 

Legislators finished the state budget last Thursday after an arduous four days,, giving them three days to rest up for what is usually a long and intense last week of the legislative session. Senate floor leader Tom Dempsey has one big unfinished issue on his priority list.—workers’ comp 

Governor Nixon has vetoed one workers’ comp bill this year. Dempsey says the governor and his staff have been negotiating about something more acceptable. He’s not looking for the long, long debate the first version got.. He says the primary focus will be on occupational disease coverage.

Dempsey says a lot of important issues got backed up by last week’s concentration of budget bills and two non-debate days that were needed to reached a compromise that freed those bills to get passed. 

Reform of the prevailing wage law started the year as a priority. Although some think it’s a dead issue, Dempsey notes the long-standing saying, “If I die, I want to die on the Senate floor because nothing ever dies on the Senate floor.” 

BLOG ZONE 
More on the Missouri budget

BY ELIZABETH CRISP • ecrisp@post-dispatch.com > 573-635-6178 | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 2:29 pm
JEFFERSON CITY • Funding for education, blind health care and veterans’ homes grabbed most of the attention over the spending plan lawmakers approved this week, but several other key decisions came out of the $24 billion budget deal.

The budget appears to be about a billion more than last year’s, but House Budget Chair Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, said that’s largely attributed to the fact that budget writers removed more than 400 placeholders – often referred to as “Es” for estimated amount.

“This is a more transparent budget than we’ve had in this state in decades,” Silvey said.

The Senate had scraped more than $60 million from the House’s recommended plan, because the House budget proposal relied on additional revenue from a tax amnesty program that appears to be a dead issue this session.

To fall in line with projected revenues, the budget negotiators went with the Senate’s position on most items.

The House had proposed giving $292,000 to an early grade literacy program at Southeast Missouri State. While some claimed that House Speaker Steve Tilley was behind the boost, Rep. Genise Montecillo, D-St. Louis said she made the request.

Montecillo noted that it costs less to teach children to read than it does adults.

“This program is critical,” she said.

In the end, the conferees agreed to give the program $100,000 from lottery funds but no money from general revenue.

Lawmakers did not include $50 million in federal funds for technology upgrades to the state’s Medicaid system. While the grant would have ultimately meant $100 million in needed equipment, the money’s ties to the federal health care overhaul proved too controversial for lawmakers to agree to accept it.

Lawmakers also did not give a requested $400,000 bump to the Department of Revenue for increased material costs for license plates – leaving the potential for the agency to need that money in a supplemental budget later in the year.

A late appropriations bill with nearly $13.5 million for capital improvement projects passed the House but it did not come up for a vote in the Senate ahead of today’s budget deadline.
Springfield senator nearly derailed education funding deal over MSU exclusion

Missouri News Horizon — State Sen. Bob Dixon brought budget negotiations to a halt this week, when he learned that Missouri State University in Springfield was not part of a $3 million higher education funding agreement.

The deal, which lawmakers approved Thursday, appropriated hundreds of thousands in new spending for smaller state universities. MSU was left out of the deal because, lawmakers concluded, it serves a statewide mission.

Dixon’s interruption, in which he stopped debate on the funding measure until leaders explained it to him, was one of the tensest moments on the senate floor this week.

“I did not want to stand in the way of meeting our obligations under the constitution of passing a budget. It’s the only thing we’re required to do up here,” said Dixon, a Springfield Republican. “But at the same time, I’m going to do everything I can to represent my district and the people that I am here to serve.”

After speaking with Senate leadership for about 45 minutes, Dixon allowed debate on the funding measure, which was part of a larger veterans bill, to continue.

In the end, Dixon wasn’t completely satisfied with the explanation, but says he made his point.

“The good thing that has come out of this is we’re having a serious discussion I believe now about equity and funding,” he said. “Missouri State University is near the bottom of the list when you look at the per pupil funding.”

The state’s $24 billion budget now heads to Gov. Jay Nixon for a signature.
Bill in Missouri legislature would be a boost to bail bondsmen

KC Star Blog
Defendants unable to pay their full bond would have no choice but to use a bail bondsman or sit in jail under a bill pending in the Missouri General Assembly.

The measure -- which the bail bond industry argues is essential for its survival -- stalled earlier this year when the legislation failed to pass out of a House committee.

But supporters managed to attach it as an amendment to a pair of bills heading to a conference committee to work out differences between the House and Senate, keeping it alive as the legislative session approaches adjournment next Friday. 

"We are extremely hopeful that this can finally get done," said Bart Cooper, owner of Freedom Bonding in Kansas City.

Critics, however, contend the potential change could be devastating.

"This is just terrible public policy," said Eric Zahnd, Platte County prosecuting attorney and president-elect of the Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys. "I certainly hope it's not too late to stop this from becoming law."

Currently, a judge can allow defendants to post bail by paying a 10 percent deposit of the full amount with the court, along with a promise to pay the remainder if they skip their court date. That money can eventually be refunded or used to pay fees or fines or retain a private attorney.

Bail bondsmen typically charge a nonrefundable 10 percent fee, then assume the risk for the remainder if the defendant doesn't show up in court.

So if a judge sets bail at $10,000, the defendant could either pay $1,000 to the court or pay a $1,000 fee to a bondsman.

The proposed change would eliminate such percentage bonds, a potential windfall for the bail bondsman industry.

Cooper argued that it would also have a positive impact for the state.

"Failure to appear (in court) rates are far lower when a bail bondsman is involved because we have a great incentive to make sure the person shows up," he said. "If they don't, I'm on the hook for the entire bond. Basically, we are taking all the risk, so we take great care to make sure you show up."

A lot of defendants, when given the opportunity to post a percentage of their bail, just chalk it up as "a cost of doing business," Cooper said. Police and prosecutors don't have the resources to track them down, a job that bail bondsmen are equipped to do, he said. 

Cooper points to research conducted by an industry trade group showing states that allow percentage bonds have a higher rate of defendants failing to appear in court than those that do not.

But Zahnd countered that many times the 10 percent bond is used by defendants to retain an attorney, who "does a pretty good job of making sure their client shows up." In his 10 years as a prosecutor, Zahnd said, he has not seen any evidence that percentage bonds lead to problems cited by the bondsman industry. 

By posting bond, Zahnd said many defendants disqualify themselves from the public defender system. Forcing them to turn that money over instead to a bail bondsman is irresponsible, he said.

The legislation also would effectively do away with "cash only" bonds. Those are bonds that a judge requires to be paid in full by the defendant before being released from jail. Under the proposed changes, judges would be required to accept a guarantee from a bail bondsman in lieu of full payment. 

"A lot of times, that money is eventually used for victim restitution payments," Zahnd said. "Eliminating cash bonds would limit the amount of money for victims in those cases."

Rep. Chris Kelly, a Columbia Democrat and a former circuit court judge, said he has serious reservations about changing the bond system, specifically the end of cash-only bonds.

Sometimes a judge wants a defendant to remain jailed, such as in domestic violence cases, where "you want to keep them in overnight just to cool them off," Kelly explained. There also are instances where you want the defendant to be invested when they are released, he said, both to ensure that they show up in court and to make sure they behave while they are out.

"My inclination is to be skeptical of this legislation, arising from my experience as a judge," Kelly said. "But I'm not unalterably opposed to considering it or some version of it."

Cooper said that if judges really wanted to keep someone in jail, they could simply deny bond. And he stressed that failure to eliminate percentage bonds would force many bondsmen out of business.

"If we don't attempt to address the issue of 10 percent bonds, we're not going to be around," he said. 

Zahnd said prosecutors, judges and victims groups already are urging lawmakers to reject the changes.

"I thought this idea was already dead," he said. "I'm a little surprised to see it is so close to becoming law." 

A conference committee for each bill must decide whether to remove the bail bonding provisions. If they don't, a vote by the House and Senate would send them to the governor.
The real obstacle to state's growth 

BILL McCLELLAN • bmcclellan@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8143 | Posted: Monday, May 14, 2012 12:05 am
Missouri legislators sometimes complain that unions are holding up economic progress in the state. We heard that a lot last year when the Republican leadership was talking about putting a right-to-work measure on the ballot this year.

Right-to-work laws bar labor agreements that require workers to pay for union representation. Needless to say, unions are strongly opposed to such laws.

The effort to put the measure on the ballot in Missouri failed, but the anti-union sentiment remains alive. The argument against unions is that companies prefer states in which unions are not strong.

That argument makes some sense. I say that as a union member and a union supporter. How can anyone deny that management would prefer its workforce not to be represented by a strong and united union?

So I would think that right-to-work would be one of the factors a company would consider if it were relocating. But that is true mostly for companies in the manufacturing sector, and the U.S. economy is no longer based on manufacturing.

In other words, our anti-union legislators are fighting yesterday's wars.

The new economy is more about brains than brawn. The entrepreneurs and industries we need are not concerned about unions. Yet, they are not coming here.

You know what I think is holding us back?

Our legislators.

I am absolutely serious.

Many young people get their news from "The Daily Show" on the Comedy Central cable network. I find that disheartening. I wish they read newspapers. But few do. Nor do many watch traditional news shows. Those appeal to an older crowd.

Young people think "The Daily Show" is more hip. That show's host, Jon Stewart, is their Walter Cronkite, the newsman they can trust.

I am like the Missouri legislators. I don't watch "The Daily Show." Recently, though, my daughter sent me something on the computer. "You have to watch this," she said.

It was a clip from "The Daily Show" in which correspondent Aasif Mandvi interviewed Missouri legislator Wanda Brown, a Republican from Cole Camp. She sponsored House Bill 1621, which sought to protect gun owners from discrimination.

Mandvi is a comedian, not a newsman. The title of his piece was, "Free at Last. Free to Blast."

Brown was not in on the joke. Mandvi pretended to be serious as he asked her about her bill. He asked Brown if she knew of any instances in which gun owners had been discriminated against. Surely, she knew of thousands, he said. Could she cite a couple? I'd rather not get into examples, she said. When pressed a little more, she called her bill a "preventative" measure.

Oh, I get it, he said. You're against discrimination and you're trying to prevent it before it starts. Yes, she said.

You can imagine where it went. He asked if she were against discrimination against gays. She asked if there was any. When Mandvi said yes, she asked if he could cite any examples. He could and did.

And, of course, it turns out she had voted against a bill that would have protected gays from discrimination.

As a journalist, I appreciate the fact that Brown was willing to be interviewed. She even allowed herself to be filmed blasting away at a gun range. But good grief. She came across as Ma Kettle.

The very same week that segment aired, Stephen Colbert did a four-minute-plus riff on the Missouri Legislature's "Don't Say Gay" bill.

My daughter sent me a clip of that, too.

Like Stewart, Colbert is popular with young people. He is the star of "The Colbert Report" on Comedy Central. He plays a right-wing pundit. His feigned support of the "Don't Say Gay" bill was very funny in a sad way. It made the state look ridiculous. Do we really have a problem with too much tolerance?

Missouri too liberal? We used to be a bellwether state. Now we're not even a tossup state.

The young entrepreneurs we need to attract are probably not homophobes. Maybe they were indoctrinated by liberal professors, but as a group, the well-educated young seem to be a tolerant lot.

In fact, I know only one young entrepreneur in the new economy — he has done something important with phone apps — and he is gay.

The Ma and Pa Kettle image and the homophobia might play well with some voters, but it doesn't endear us to the business leaders of tomorrow, the people we need to attract. They're less concerned with unions than with brains.

Our legislators prefer theirs fried and in sandwiches. The legislators are not helping us.
Judge dismisses Missouri Medicaid lawsuit
KC Star Blog
JEFFERSON CITY | A lawsuit challenging the state's Medicaid managed care contract "is unsupported by facts and the law," a St. Louis judge said Friday in a ruling dismissing the case. 

California-based Molina Healthcare sued the state in March after finding out it did not receive a contract to participate in Missouri’s $1.1 billion managed-care program, which mostly covers children and pregnant women in 54 counties. The company alleged officials violated Missouri’s competitive bidding laws and changed its rules to favor certain bidders.

Senior Circuit Judge Bernhardt Drumm of St. Louis did not agree. He wrote in his ruling that Molina was denied a contract not because of any discrepancies in the bidding process, but rather because the company scored lower on evaluations than the three winning bids. 

Additionally, throwing out the managed care contract after thousands of participants have already enrolled would have disastrous results, Drumm said. 

"Even if the plaintiffs' claims had merit, the public interest and a balancing of harms created by the relief sought weigh heavily against issuing a preliminary injunction," Drumm said. 

In a statement, Molina said it was disappointed with the court's ruling and evaluating grounds for appeal. 
John Brunner's gay marriage answer explained: He didn't vote in 2004

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 5:59 pm
ST. LOUIS • In a debate Friday in St. Joseph, Republican Senate hopeful John Brunner emphasized both the importance of voting, and his opposition to gay marriage. 

"It is so important for so many people to get involved in politics ... and most importantly get out there and vote," Brunner said.

But when primary rival Sarah Steelman pressed him on how he had voted on the 2004 amendment to the state constitution banning gay marriage — "'yes' or 'no,'" Steelman asked — Brunner offered a vague response.

"Every vote I have ever taken has been in support of marriage," Brunner said.

Turns out, Steelman was asking about a vote he didn't make.

St. Louis County voting records show that Brunner, an otherwise steady presence on Election Day, missed the 2004 August primary vote, when Missouri voters approved the amendment defining marriage as between a man and a woman.
Jean Carnahan makes Mother's Day pitch for son Russ' campaign

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Friday, May 11, 2012 3:30 pm
ST. LOUIS • The most prominent mom in Missouri Democratic politics knows what she wants for Mother's Day: A "contribution today of $25, $50, $100 or more" to help her son stay in Congress.

On Thursday, Jean Carnahan sent a campaign pitch on behalf of her son, U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan — "a mother's pride" — who is in a family feud of sorts with another St. Louis Democrat, U.S. Rep. Lacy Clay, for the right to remain in Congress after a revamped map eliminated a Democratic seat.

"Now that we will be having only one Democratic Congressional seat from the St. Louis area," Jean Carnahan wrote, "it is more essential than ever that it be someone who has shown true dedication to public service and knows how to get things done."

Jean Carnahan compared Russ to his father, the late former Gov. Mel Carnahan, who Jean famously stepped in for when he was elected posthumously to the U.S. Senate in 2000.

"If there was any one thing Mel and I wanted our children to learn from our dinner table discussions, it was that politics is not about power, perks and privilege," Jean wrote in her email on behalf of Russ' campaign. "It’s about public service."

It's also about loyalties, which seems to be a vanishing commodity for the clan Carnahan.

After years of presiding over Democratic politics in the state, members of the party not only do not feel the need to support Russ' campaign — they are going out of their way to endorse Clay. 

Some have said they feel no particular obligation to pay deference to Russ because of his last name.

Perhaps Jean's email will shake loose some donors who rallied around her over a decade ago. If nothing else, it shows that, in the hardscrabble world of politics, even a congressman still needs his mother's love.
Post Includes Mo-4 Hartzler/ Hensley in Top 10 Surprise House Races

Micheal Mahoney
The Washington Post has included freeman Republican Vicky Hartzler’s first re-election campaign it is list 10 House campaigns that could spring a surprise.
Hartzler is facing a serious challenge from Cass County Prosecutor, Democrat Teresa Hensley.
Both are from the Kansas City collar suburb of Harrisonville, Mo.
Here the Mo-4 write up:
"5. Rep. Vicky Hartzler (R-Mo.): When former Armed Services Committee chairman Ike Skelton (D) lost this seat in 2010, it seemed unlikely that a Democrat would ever hold this very conservative territory again. But Hartzler’s 4th district became a little bluer under redistricting, and last quarter she was outraised by her Democratic opponent, Cass County Prosecuting Attorney Teresa Hensley"
We don’t like you

Missourinet Blog
We never have liked you. We never will like you. And we don’t even want to think about you, especially after we’ve moved out of your house. Don’t remind us you’re still among us. Go away.

Got the hint yet?

To make sure you understand that you’re unwelcome, we’re going to sic two of our state senators on you: Kurt “Doberman” Schaefer and Bill “Bulldog” Stouffer. And they’re going to issue press releases to make sure you are scared off. Don’t even think about crossing these guys.

They threw down the gauntlet Friday afternoon, letting us know that they will aggressively protect us against the scourge of Missouri license plates with KU on them.

Yep, we’ll let you put almost any darned thing on your license plates these days, but those two letters have no place on a Missouri license plate. If you graduated from the University of Kansas, it’s best that you stay as anonymous as possible. You are unclean. Do not advertise that status on our sacred plates.

Bulldog’s press release says in the second paragraph, “With the long-standing rivalry between Mizzou and KU, I find it appalling that the creation of this license plate would be conceived in the Show Me State. I have no doubt my colleagues in the Missouri General Assembly will stand behind me and block this.”

His comment is in the fourth paragraph of Doberman’s press release. The first paragraph in Doberman’s release says, “Years ago, the Legislature worked to change the design of Missouri license plates. Since then, citizens have been involved in new license plate designs. Even though this is an important part of the process, I want to make sure our license plates reflect our state and highlight the things that make us Missouri.” Bulldog’s comments are in the fourth paragraph of Doberman’s release.

How in the world can a graduate of Kansas University dare stand up to a 1-2 punch like that?

These two stalwart defenders of the purity of our sacred plates note that the KU Alumni Association has been trying to get a KU license plate in Missouri for some time. Stouffer promises that as chairman of the Senate Transportation Committee and as co-chair of the Joint Committee on Transportation Oversight that he will take “swift action” to block any approval of a KU license plate.

Schaefer is the chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee. He makes no threats in his news release but the Department of Revenue would do well to remember his committee has its hands on state agency purse strings—including the department’s purse strings. Kansas money is not welcome here, at least not for buying license plates.

And these Jayhawkers better understand that a riled Missourian is a dangerous Missourian. Missourians might demand reciprocity. But with the hostility the University of Kansas has shown toward continuing the football rivalry with Mizzou, we’re sure our neighbor to the west won’t want an MU license plate from Kansas.

We repelled invaders from Kansas in the 1850s. We torched Lawrence.

Think about it Jayhawkers. Don’t push your luck. Doberman and Bulldog know where we keep our matches.
McCaskill at Truman Days rips her 3 GOP foes

KC Star Blog
Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill's hoarse voice Saturday night was barely stronger than a whisper, but she was still able to convey a key point: 

Her three GOP challengers are out of touch with Missouri.

"I've got to tell you the truth," McCaskill said at Truman Days, the annual gala of the Jackson County Democratic Committee. "You know what these three people do: They make John Ashcroft look like a liberal.

"They are fighting to be the Tea Party candidate."

Ashcroft, of course, is the former two-term Missouri governor and U.S. senator who made a living on the right side of the political spectrum.

McCaskill, a former Jackson County prosecutor and Kansas City state rep, is seeking a second term this year and will face either Todd Akin, Sarah Steelman or John Brunner in November.

"That's the lineup, folks. It's pretty extreme," McCaskill said.

The Democrat said she can't be convinced that a majority of Missourians are ready to "turn off the lights of the federal government" and cut Social Security or wipe out Pell Grants, which help poor students pay for college.

She said all three Republicans favor returning student loan programs back to the private sector, an idea McCaskill ridiculed as ridiculous because private banks are reluctant to loan money to high school graduates who don't have regular jobs.

"Talk about setting us back," McCaskill said. "We have to invest in our kids."

She spotlighted the federal auto company bailout, noting that Ford and GM are soaring these days in the wake of that aid. None of her opponents backed that bailout, McCaskill said.

"Don't ever bet against America," she said. "It was a good investment."

She also bemoaned the U.S. Supreme Court's Citizens United case that allows for unlimited -- and anonymous -- donations to certain non-profit groups. Those groups have already spent millions on TV ads criticizing the senator.

The ruling will "go down in history as one of the worst Supreme Court decisions," McCaskill said to applause.

"If Missourians find out who's paying for these ads, I think they'd be proud of me."

Her point: The sponsors are out to help themselves and aren't looking out for the best interests of Missourians.

The silver lining? "Advertisements don't elect people. People do."

Other banquet highlights: 

** Democrats announced that Steve Bough, the two-term county Democratic chair, is stepping down in August. The election for a successor will be in August or September.

** Congressman Emanuel Cleaver ripped off a trademark stem-winder extolling the virtues of Democrats and shaming Republicans for backing oil companies that he said banked tens of billions in profits last year. House Republicans backed a $4 billion subsidy for big oil just weeks ago, he said.

** Kansas City Mayor Sly James helped lead the crowd in a sing-a-long of "My Girl." Cleaver passed on an opportunity to sing "Lean on Me."
McCaskill & Moran’s Homeland Security Panel May Look at Secret Service Sex Scandal

Micheal Mahoney
Missouri Senator Claire Mccaskill and Kansas Senator Jerry Moran may have ringside seats to a potentially interesting US Senate look at the Secret Service sex scandal.

Politico reports, “The Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee will hold the first congressional hearing on the Secret Service prostitution scandal later this month, its chairman said Sunday on CNN’s “State of the Union.”

Sen. Joe Lieberman (I-Conn.) said his committee will hold a hearing on May 23 with Secret Service director Mark Sullivan and Charles Edwards, the acting inspector general of the Department of Homeland Security. And Lieberman said he has at least three lines of questioning:

“Is the inspector general satisfied with the investigation of what happened in Cartagena that the Secret Service did?”

“Were there indications before the Colombian scandal of behavior of Secret Service agents – off duty, on assignment – that should have been a warning that this was coming?”

“What are you going to do, Director Sullivan, to make sure that nothing like this ever happens again?”
Dem Poll Shows McCaskill Leading Republicans, but Under 50 Percent
Hotline On Call

Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., leads all three of her potential Republican opponents by single-digit margins but is under 50 percent in a new Democratic poll conducted last week.

McCaskill, viewed widely as one of the cycle's most vulnerable incumbents, leads former Treasurer Sarah Steelman 45 percent to 36 percent, with 19 percent undecided, according to the survey conducted for the Democratic-aligned outside group Majority PAC. McCaskill leads businessman John Bruner 46 percent to 38 percent with 16 percent undecided. Finally, she outpaces Rep. Todd Akin 44 percent to 39 percent, with 17 percent undecided.

Pollster Mark Mellman writes that McCaskill has actually expanded her lead over Steelman and Brunner since March. A matchup against Akin was not tested in March. 

None of the three of the Republicans running has been very formidable on the campaign trail or fundraising front (though Brunner is largely self-funding), allowing an opening for the vulnerable McCaskill, who is running in a state President Obama is almost certain to lose in November. The Republican primary is August 7 and it's not yet clear which candidate has the inside track. 

The polling memo did not include any information about McCaskill's approval rating or favorability.

The Mellman Group poll of 600 likely Missouri general election voters was conducted for Majority PAC from May 8-10 and carries a margin of error of +/- 4.0 percentage points.
PUBLIC SCHOOLS NO PLACE FOR PUSHING PARTISAN POLITICS 
Platte County Landmark, Posted 5/10/12 
Do you believe political preference agendas should be pushed in public schools? For instance, should one of the two main political parties be promoted by folks working in public schools on the time and dime of the taxpayers?

My guess is, no matter which political party is your personal preference, in the long run you would prefer our public schools not be trying to influence young students in one particular political direction over the other. Provide kids with information and learning tools that can help develop an interest in politics and give them something to discuss with their parents at home, but leave the party preferences out of the public schools. Agree or disagree?

In recent days from a variety of folks, The Landmark was made aware that an email blast was sent out to students and parents in the Platte County R-3 database that promotes involvement opportunities within the Democrat party in the state of Missouri. The email blast, which came from the address of Platte County High School counselor Katie Goeden, promotes the fact that internship and volunteer opportunities are available with the Missouri Democratic Coordinated campaign. Following is the verbatim text--including exclamation points and use of the word “our” when referring to Democratic candidates--of the message from Goeden that was sent to students and parents:

“The Missouri Democratic Coordinated campaign is currently looking for summer interns. Missouri Democratic Coordinated Campaign Internship and Volunteer Opportunities Available! Intern with the Missouri Democratic Coordinated campaign! The campaign is looking for bright, energetic individuals who want to help re-elect Senator Claire McCaskill and help our other Democratic candidates win statewide! Hours are completely flexible with a small requirement, and the Coordinated Campaign team is a lot of fun. No experience necessary. To apply for an internship with the Missouri Democratic Coordinated campaign or learn about volunteer opportunities, apply online at http://missourideminternships.notlong.com, call us at 314-669-4516, or email us at bytyson@missouridems.org.”
The message was signed: “Katie Goeden, Counselors/A+ Administrative Asst., Platte County High School, 816-858-2822 x1210.”

It’s not hard to understand how many R-3 patrons believe that this--to use my best high school lingo--is so not cool. School time and school resources should not be used to the direct benefit of one political party/candidate. 

This isn’t the first time in recent months some political activity at R-3 has been called into question. Some at the school apparently don’t see it as a big deal. I can tell you that many members of the public do see it as a big deal. Certainly a can of worms was opened by Superintendent Mike Reik’s recent decision to allow “Vote Yes” campaigning to be done on school property on school levy election day and allowing the “Vote Yes” campaign to use a district employee’s school office as a drop-off point for strategic campaign materials. In this column space, after the fact, Reik said had the opposition approached him for permission he would have allowed them to also campaign on school property on election day and use the school’s central office as a drop-off point. 

In my opinion, a better solution would be to not allow any political campaigning to be done on school property or using school resources in any way. Reik, who is early in his career as a school superintendent, apparently doesn’t feel that way. The result is that the school district once again is being drawn into a situation that ruffles some feathers with a substantial portion of the community it serves.

To be clear, the latest email blast is not just happening at Platte County High School. I’ve seen a very similar email on the same topic that was sent out to Thomas W. Kelly High School students by the Scott County R-4 school district in Benton, Mo.

Jonathan Prouty, communications director for the Missouri Republican Party, told me this week: “We are aware of similar messages (to the one distributed by the Platte County High School counselor) that have been sent in other school districts,” he said, providing a copy of the Scott County R-4 email I mention above. “I can only imagine there are other examples as well,” Prouty said.

It’s a practice that could potentially land a district with a legal question to answer and at minimum creates hard feelings among a significant portion of its base of patrons. 

Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, told The Landmark:
“Taxpayer-funded public school districts need to be especially careful when distributing partisan political materials to students’ private email addresses. While presenting students with information about summer opportunities may be acceptable, sending emails that specifically advocate for the election of a candidate crosses the line.”

Smith seemed especially concerned that the distributed email gives the appearance of a school endorsement of Democratic candidates. “We have heard from concerned parents in school districts around the state who have seen similar messages distributed to private student email lists. Like in the case at Platte County High School, the emails discuss ‘our’ Democratic candidates--implying an endorsement by the school,” Smith said.

Using the school’s email database to push particular candidates or a particular party should not be tolerated, the statewide Republican leader told The Landmark.

“We believe that student email lists should be used for educational purposes--not turned into tools for partisan political activists. We also believe that the personal political advocacy of school administrators has no place in the classroom,” Smith said.

Locally, the can of political worms has been opened at the Platte County school district in recent months. It’s a situation the district should try to deal with head-on in a healing manner as it prepares for a second shot at passing a significant tax levy increase at an election likely to be held next April.
Schlafly and Eagle Forum get involved in key Michigan congressional contest

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

3:18 pm on Sun, 05.13.12

Phyllis Schlafly’s group, Eagle Forum, is among the socially conservative groups that have gotten involved in a Michigan congressional contest involving House Energy and Commerce Committee chairman Fred Upton (R-Mich.). And Schlafly is not supporting Upton.

According to The Hill, a Washington political publication, Schlafly and the group she founded are backing another Republican, former Michigan state Rep. Jack Hoogendyk, in the contest's primary slated -- like Missouri's -- for August 7.

Hoogendyk is closer to the party's tea party faction.

"Now more than any other time in our history, we need solid conservatives, not just 'go along to get along' politicians in Congress," Schlafly said in a statement. "We know Jack Hoogendyk is a conservative leader whom we can trust to stand strong on the life and marriage issues and to fight to reduce spending by the federal government."

Upton held off Hoogendyk in 2010, winning 57 percent of the vote. Upton – considered Michigan’s wealthiest congressman -- also outspent Hoogendyk by more than 20-to-one.

Upton does have the backing of another prominent conservative group, the Family Research Council. But according to The Hill, “the deep-pocketed, fiscally conservative Club for Growth is keeping close tabs on the race, and while it hasn't officially endorsed Hoogendyk, it has already run ads against Upton. “

Schlafly, meanwhile, also is preparing to wield her presidential clout later this summer. Originally a backer of Rick Santorum, she is part of Missouri’s 2nd congressional district slate of GOP delegations to the party’s national presidential convention in late August in Tampa, Fla.
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Our Opinion: Legislative power grab unnecessary, duplicative
Jefferson City News-Tribune
A proposal allowing lawmakers to commandeer the Hall of Famous Missourians is an unnecessary and duplicative power grab.

We believe an existing bipartisan commission that includes historians as well as partisan politicians is better equipped to provide appropriate oversight.

As the session nears its May 18 adjournment, the House on Wednesday advanced a bill giving the Legislature authority over the third-floor Rotunda area between the House and Senate chambers, which includes the gallery honoring famous Missourians.

Additions to the Hall of Famous Missourians traditionally have been made exclusively by the speaker of the House.

That unilateral authority was challenged earlier this year after Republican House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, announced plans to elevate conservative radio commentator Rush Limbaugh to the gallery.

Democrats responded in March with a proposal to require additions to be endorsed by three of the top four legislative leaders.

Under the House proposal advanced Wednesday to the Senate, lawmakers would control the entire area, and visiting groups would need written permission for displays or usage. Another provision would add the House speaker and Senate president pro tem to the state board of public buildings.

A proponent of the measure, House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, who is expected to be House speaker next year, said: “It would be the most commonsense for them (lawmakers) to have control over everything in that Rotunda.”

We respectfully disagree. We believe lawmakers must be more involved in making policy and less involved in micro-managing building space.

An existing commission, the Missouri State Capitol Commission, already is established to oversee our Capitol.

According to the Missouri State Manual, the purpose of the commission “is to assure the future preservation and integrity of the Capitol and to preserve its historical significance. The commission evaluates and recommends courses of action on the restoration and preservation of the Capitol and the history of the Capitol, as well as evaluates and recommends courses of action to ensure accessibility to the Capitol.”

The 11-member commission, under the state Office of Administration, includes majority and minority members of the House and Senate, as well as residents who “have knowledge and background regarding the history of the state, (and) of the seat of state government and the Capitol.”

Legislators are elected to enact laws, not to moonlight as interior designers.

Let’s entrust our Capitol environs to an established group with an interest in history, preservation and public accommodation.

The Star’s editorial | Missouri nuttiness leaks into Kansas

Infiltrating Topeka

The Kansas Legislature has only two tasks it absolutely has to get done — pass a budget and a redistricting map. Neither was finished by the time the regular session ended Friday, so lawmakers will drag themselves back to Topeka on Monday for overtime.

But readers should not assume that legislators sat around idly while the clock ticked away. Not at all. 

The House and Senate have now both passed a bill intended to prevent Islamic law from being applied in Kansas courts. No one can remember that actually happening, but your Kansas Legislature is nothing if not proactive.

Also, the House adopted a resolution condemning the United Nations’ Agenda 21 environmental action plan, which clearly is a socialistic plot to transfer wealth from rich nations to poor nations and to trick local governments into supporting sinister things like bike paths. Or so its critics say.

What is the matter with Kansas? This is the kind of nuttiness we expect from Missouri, but even Missouri hasn’t condemned a UN agenda. 

Yet.

Missouri bench press

Speaking of Missouri, critics of the state’s nonpartisan plan for selecting judges finally got the legislature to pass a constitutional amendment calling for changes.

The resolution would diminish the role of the Missouri Bar in appointing members to a judicial nominating commission, and elevate the governor’s role. The governor would not only make the final selection of judges for the state Supreme Court and appeals courts, but also control the commission which screens candidates and whittles down the field. That’s an unhealthy amount of power for a governor to wield over the judiciary.

Changing the Missouri Plan has been a long-time goal of conservative Republicans who think that trial lawyers are the root of all evil and want to keep them off of the nominating commission. But if voters approve the constitutional change, there’s a pretty good chance the immediate beneficiary would be Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, who is running for re-election with weak opposition so far. Nixon actually gets along pretty well with the trial lawyers.

Nevertheless, House Speaker Steve Tilley proclaimed the resolution to be “probably one of the top (things) we’ve done in the past seven or eight years.” 

Considering that no one is able to cite examples of blundering by Missouri judges, it’s kind of pathetic that a legislative leader would consider fixing a problem that doesn’t exist to be one of the top accomplishments of his career.

Shear madness

Unlike Kansas, the Missouri legislature surpassed expectations this week by actually completing a budget on time. Afterward, lawmakers congratulated one another for not raising taxes, even though at one time or another in the process funding for universities, child care subsidies, health care for the blind and veteran’s homes were endangered. Money for elementary and secondary schools will be $439 million less than required by the state’s funding formula next school year.

Lawmakers could have had a productive discussion on something sensible like collecting the tax required on Internet purchases and adding millions to Missouri’s revenue stream. But no. The hot topic of the week was whether the legislature could find a way to close down a leadership program at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, which receives about $250,000 in state funds. 

That would be the Sue Shear Institute for Women in Public Life. Sen. Jane Cunningham, a Republican from Chesterfield, Mo., and other Republicans want to close it down because they think it grooms Democrats, even though the program takes pains to be nonpartisan.

Both chambers attempted to draft legislation worded in such a way as to ban the institute’s existence.

But it’s the job of the university administration and its governing board — not the state legislature — to decide what programs will be offered on a campus. Tim Wolfe, the new president of the University of Missouri system, accurately if undiplomatically called the legislative interference “a fricking embarrassment.”

The language eventually was removed from the budget bill, although the subject may come up next week as part of another piece of legislation. 
Obama Bows to Gay Marriage Pressure

Posted: Saturday, May 12, 2012 6:32 pm Washington Missourian
For months President Barack Obama had said his position on same sex marriage was “evolving.” The past week when the pressure mounted for him to take a stand, he expressed his support for gay marriage.

According to reports, the president had hoped to come out for gay marriage after the November election and after voters would keep him in the White House for four more years. He was playing it “safe” on this explosive issue.

However, after Vice President Joe Biden expressed his support for gay marriage and by continuous pressure from gay rights advocates, the president came out of the White House closet and said he supported gay marriage. Also, this past week voters in North Carolina approved an amendment to the state constitution affirming that marriage may only be a union of a man and woman. That’s the traditional belief held by most religions and Americans.

Is this going to hurt President Obama in his presidential re-election bid? In spite of a recent poll that said Americans are split 50-50 on the issue, it’s definitely going to damage his chances of winning some states. The gay rights people probably would have voted for President Obama regardless of what he said prior to the election so there is very little or no vote gain in that sector. There are Democrats who support the president but may reject him now because they oppose gay marriage. Mitt Romney, expected to get the Republican nomination, is against gay marriage and in the end should gain some votes over this issue.

President Obama isn’t likely to carry Missouri and he sealed his doom in this state with his gay marriage stance.

The president said he delayed his announcement because he was keenly aware of how sensitive Americans are about marriage that invokes “very powerful” traditions, and religious beliefs. He’s right about this being a sensitive issue and it goes against long-held religious beliefs and values.

To us, marriage is a union between a man and a woman. The president’s position isn’t going to change our position. A man wearing a religious garment, in discussing Obama not long ago, said one has to look at the “big picture” in deciding to support Obama. We have and we don’t like what we see.
Our View: Crossing the line


The Joplin Globe 

— The shooting of U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords more than a year ago at a Tucson, Ariz., grocery store parking lot should have ended political speeches and ads that put opponents “in the cross hairs,” or paint “targets” on their backs.

But it didn’t. Last week at a tea party rally in Springfield, political activist Scott Boston showed deplorable judgment in comments made about Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat who is running for re-election in the fall.

“We have to get Claire McCaskill out. We have to kill the Claire Bear, ladies and gentlemen,” Boston told the Springfield gathering, as reported by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

“She walks around like she’s some sort of Rainbow Brite Care Bear or something, but really she’s an evil monster.”

Boston later said his comment was a metaphor for ending McCaskill’s political persona. He told reporters he had not meant to be harmful.

We don’t think Boston deserves a pass, and here’s why.

The Arizona gunman who injured Giffords, and was described as mentally unstable, killed six people that morning, including a 9-year-old girl. He wounded 13 people, including Giffords.

Pima County Sheriff Clarence Dupnik blamed the vitriolic political rhetoric that has consumed the country.

“When you look at unbalanced people, how they respond to the vitriol that comes out of certain mouths about tearing down the government. The anger, the hatred, the bigotry that goes on in this country is getting to be outrageous,” he said in a statement after the January 2011 shooting.

Giffords expressed similar concern, even before the shooting. She had referred to the animosity against her by conservatives, including Sarah Palin’s decision to list Giffords’ seat as one of the top “targets” in the midterm elections.

In the hours after the shooting, Palin issued a statement in which she expressed her “sincere condolences” to the family of Giffords and the other victims.

No, we don’t think Boston wants to “kill” Claire McCaskill. So why say it? Why even put the idea out before the public where some other loose cannon might be listening?

Dangerous vitriol keeps comes out of the mouths of those affiliated with all the political parties. It needs to end.
Sarah Steelman's Shortcomings

Posted: Saturday, May 12, 2012 6:32 pm Washington Missourian
Politicians often do disgraceful things. Politicians often show ineptness in reacting to campaign rhetoric. An example of this is Sarah Steelman, Republican candidate for the nomination of U.S. senator.

She not only has exhibited ineptness but has shown a complete disregard and a lack of insight of what constitutes decency, even in politics. She has damaged herself from holding public office.

A supporter of Steelman, speaking in Springfield, said these threatening words about Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill, who is seeking re-election: “Kill the Claire Bear!”

Steelman’s reaction: “I may disagree with the words Mr. Boston chose in his statement, but I understand his frustration and I emphatically support his right to express his views.” That’s an endorsement of her supporter, who now faces scrutiny by law enforcement officers because of his threatening words.

Steelman should have known better since as a state official she received threatening letters and even one of the message senders was arrested and convicted of harassment. How could she not recognize this as a possible threat made by her supporter?

We have considered Steelman a strong candidate for the nomination. She has been able to raise money for her campaign and there are those people who would like to see a conservative woman take on a woman who leans too far to the left on some issues. Steelman has standing in early polling numbers.

Steelman should have considered all of this before offering her thoughts (convictions?) on this matter.

Steelman should have denounced the threat and the man from St. Louis who uttered those words.
The Star’s editorial | Expand work visas for top foreign talent

Each year, Washington awards visas to immigrants who bring skills and qualifications prized by high-tech companies. This is an eminently sensible policy, since highly trained immigrants add greatly to the nation’s stock of human capital and as a group, they have a high propensity to start companies of their own. That creates more jobs for Americans.

There’s one problem. The number of these special visas, called H1-Bs, is too low — only 65,000, with 20,000 more awarded each year to foreign students with master’s degrees or higher from a U.S. university.

Those numbers don’t begin to meet demand from tech firms hungry for new talent. In 2009, the annual quota was filled in less than a week. The year before, all the H1-Bs were snatched up in a single day.

This means that our world-class university system, supported to a great extent by tax dollars, is training thousands of smart foreign students, who then take those talents back home and start companies that compete with U.S. enterprises.

You can thank Congress for this because Congress caps the number of H1-Bs. But Kansas Sen. Jerry Moran, a Republican, and Virginia Sen. Mark Warner, a Democrat, have drafted a bill aimed at easing this bottleneck.

Their bill, called the Startup Act, would make it easier for new companies to raise financial capital by rolling back certain taxes, but its most significant provisions would greatly expand the number of visas available to foreign-born talent. It would authorize a new visa category for 50,000 foreign students who earn a master’s degree or higher in a technical field — science, technology, engineering or math. A total of 75,000 additional visas would go to foreign-born entrepreneurs who register a new firm or raise $100,000 in capital while in the United States on another category of visa.

Moran says most of his colleagues probably agree that something needs to be done about the misguided bar on foreign-born talent. But sadly, immigration in general remains politically radioactive. The bill has only one other Senate co-sponsor: Missouri Republican Sen. Roy Blunt.

That’s a shame. Immigration may be a divisive subject, but it is one of those topics in which the politics is lagging the facts on the ground. 

Much of the concern about immigration, legal and illegal, is focused on Mexico. But our southern neighbor is changing rapidly.

It’s growing much faster than the United States, creating opportunity for Mexicans who might otherwise be tempted to emigrate. Over the last four decades, its birth rate has plummeted from nearly 7 per woman to around 2. Arrests at the border have fallen off radically.

Some experts believe net immigration from Mexico has reached inconsequential levels, counting people who have returned to Mexico because of the sluggish U.S. economy. Douglas Massey of Princeton, founder of the Mexican Migration Project, told The Christian Science Monitor last month that his calculations suggest migration is now at “net zero.”

That suggests immigration will someday fade as a hot-button dispute. For the present, however, it’s still a touchy topic for any politician — which is why Moran and Warner deserve credit. 

What’s a mystery is why more of their colleagues aren’t willing to sign onto a bill that will bring more technical and entrepreneurial talent to our country.
Editorial: Ballot proposals offer stark contrast to Legislature's follies 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Monday, May 14, 2012 12:15 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
And then there were four.

After a record 143 initiative petitions were submitted to the Missouri secretary of state this election cycle, only four remain with a chance to end up on the November ballot.

If each proposal is certified as having enough valid signatures and survives any last-minute legal hurdles, here's what Missouri voters will be asked to decide on Election Day:

• If control of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department should be returned to the city, taking it away from a state board that has existed since the Civil War.

• If payday loan interest rates should be capped at 36 percent. The predators who prey on the poor currently charge an average annual percentage rate closer to 400 percent.

• If Missouri's minimum wage should increase by $1 to $8.25 an hour.

• If Missouri's lowest-in-the-nation 17-cent tax on a pack of cigarettes should go to 90 cents, below the national average but enough to raise around $400 million, much of which would be earmarked for education.

There are good reasons to support each initiative, and at various times we have urged lawmakers to pass similar legislation.

But our point today is not to rally support for initiatives that are not yet officially on the ballot, but to note the stark contrast between how strongly Missouri voters have spoken and how their elected officials are bumbling away what is left of this year's legislative session.

It's not easy to get an issue on the ballot. It takes in the neighborhood of 100,000 valid signatures of registered voters spread around the state's congressional districts to qualify for ballot access. Collecting them takes dedicated volunteers and a fair amount of campaign cash to pay signature gatherers.

And in the case of the group trying to rein in payday loan abuses, there was the not-so-minor matter of fighting through the intimidation of the deep-pocketed payday operators from out of state willing to spend millions to protect their Missouri cash cow.

Here's what all this means: While the Republican-controlled Legislature diddles away the state's future talking about the president's birth certificate, keeping gun owners safe from job discrimination that doesn't exist, fear-mongering at the expense of Muslims, handing out corporate tax credits while cutting funding for the blind, passing anti-worker bills and blaming teachers for society's ills, real Missourians are worried about their neighbors.

The local control issue would right a 151-year-old wrong. Two of the ballot proposals aim to help the working poor, people doing their best to contribute to the economy but barely scraping by. The tobacco tax would buttress education funding, both at the K-12 level and at colleges and universities, building a stronger workforce and making sure that students don't get clobbered every time tough budget decisions are made.

Each of these issues was brought to the Legislature and discarded. So the people are sending a message to their lawmakers: People matter. The middle class matters. The poor matter.

The Missouri's state flag bears a powerful motto: "Salus populi suprema lex esto."

"The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law."

In November, the people of Missouri can breathe life into that motto. And while they are the polls, they can choose legislators worthy of the people they serve. Back up the bus.

Our Opinion: Budget items get hung up, but hang on

News Tribune editorial

The $24 billion state budget approved Thursday by Missouri lawmakers is a tale of items that were hung up, but hung on.

As a percentage of the budget, none of the controversial items reflects a major expenditure.

But, in a lean budget year when lawmakers are attempting to close gaps, every expenditure counts. And, inevitably, principles, politics and personalities play roles in budget debates.

One day before Friday’s deadline, legislators advanced a budget to Gov. Jay Nixon, who may sign or veto specific line items.

For now, let’s look some at some of the hot-button budget issues lawmakers spared from the budget ax. They include:

• A 2 percent pay raise for state workers. The pay increase not only survived, it mirrored a House version for state employees earning up to $70,000. The proposal is more generous than a Senate counterpart; it differs from Nixon’s proposal that would have covered all workers, but delayed the effective date.

• A health care program for more than 2,800 blind Missourians. The budget sent to Nixon provides nearly full funding, but includes limits the governor’s office already has called invalid.

• Funding for veterans’ homes. Legislators tapped a portion of casino fees as a dedicated funding stream for nursing homes for the state’s veterans.

• Added funding for Southeast Missouri State University in Cape Girardeau and six other colleges and universities, including $49,633 for Lincoln. A dispute flared when two lawmakers with ties to southeast missouri traded personal allegations. In the compromise, SEMO got less of an increase than originally was placed in the budget. The other six schools had not been set to get anything.

• The Sue Shear institute for Women in Public Life. Funding was jeopardized after the institute was criticized as a training ground for Democrats. Funding survived, but was accompanied by a warning against using public funds for political activity.

Crafting the state budget is not unlike a chess game involving hundreds of pieces — including programs, institutions, agencies, etc. — being sheltered, shifted or sacrificed by hundreds of players, including legislators, lobbyists and special interests.

Amid gambits and missteps, the budget was completed before deadline and with money allocated for state employees, veterans and blind Missourians.

Attention now turns to the governor’s desk and, ultimately, to whether revenue sources can meet projections. 

Pact puts fairness in play

Our Opinion, St. Joseph News-Press
Who could see this coming? 

The Missouri General Assembly was grinding through one of its more unseemly legislative sessions. Matters of real import languished as lawmakers engaged in one political spat after another. 

And then this: House Speaker Steven Tilley grabbed hold of a budget bill last week and put in $2 million for his alma mater, Southeast Missouri State University. By singling out Southeast for its second-lowest funding-to-student ratio, Tilley suddenly put the spotlight on Missouri Western State University — the campus with the lowest funding per student. 

A day or so later, the great compromise of the 2013 budget emerged. About $30 million from the casinos will fund veterans nursing homes. To replace that money, $35 million from the nationwide tobacco settlement will fund early childhood programs. And most of the state’s 10 public universities will share in $3 million awarded to address funding inequities. 

Western and Northwest Missouri State University each could receive about $515,000. At Western, the money likely would be used to give faculty and staff their first general pay raise in four years and to replenish reserves. 

As important, an amendment authored by Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, requires the legislature develop an equitable funding formula for public universities to be implemented by 2015. 

Gov. Jay Nixon still must sign off on the spending plan. And a budget withholding always is possible; lawmakers have left just $6 million for midyear adjustments — far less than normal. 

You also never can take for granted that lawmakers two years from now will make wise decisions in crafting a new higher education funding formula. You can hope, but you never can be sure. 

The one certainty: This late-session development has put the subject of fairness in funding in play. This alone is a significant, positive development for historically underfunded campuses.
Editorial: Vibrant public discussion will make Arch proposal better 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Monday, May 14, 2012 12:10 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Some time in the coming weeks, or perhaps months, the St. Louis Board of Aldermen and the St. Louis and St. Charles county councils will face a fairly easy decision.

With the passage of House Bill 1504, the Missouri Legislature has authorized each of those entities to ask voters whether to approve a 3/16th-cent increase in local sales taxes to pay for improvements to local parks and the grounds surrounding the Jefferson National Expansion Memorial, or the Gateway Arch.

Placing the Arch/parks tax on the ballot is a no-brainer.

When and how it's done is not.

The bill won't become law until Aug. 28, so for the moment, putting the issue on the April 2013 ballot would make the most sense. But that shouldn't stop public bodies from beginning to discuss the issue now.

There's no doubt the proposed tax increase will receive a very public airing in St. Charles County, where County Executive Steve Ehlmann, a Republican, criticized the attempt to push the bill through the Legislature with little discussion.

Mr. Ehlmann says he isn't necessarily against the proposal, but he has some reasonable concerns and hopes — and we agree with him — that the public bodies in charge of deciding how to move forward on the tax increase will invite full debate before putting the measure on the ballot.

"We want to hear what the people think first, then we'll make up our minds," he said.

The people in all three regions approved a similar sales tax for regional parks in 2000, creating the Great Rivers Greenway, which since has spent millions of dollars developing local parks and trails that connect the entire metro region.

The success of the Greenway district and the popularity of the Arch grounds will make the proposed sales tax easier to sell, even as the economy continues to recover from the recession.

The proposal would spend about 30 percent of the $38.5 million raised each year on improving the Arch grounds as part of the CityArchRiver project, a massive $500 million-plus plan to better connect this national gem to downtown St. Louis. The rest of the increased funds would be divided among Great Rivers projects and local city and county parks.

The biggest stumbling block to getting the project before voters will be ensuring that its critics — both those who question the idea of putting a "lid" over Interstate 70 to increase pedestrian access to the Arch grounds and those who question spending local tax dollars on a federal park — feel as though they have had a chance to be heard.

The legislation includes proposed wording for the ballot issue but leaves some wiggle room, saying that the language must be 'substantially" like what exists in HB 1504.

Public hearings should examine whether the language on the tax proposal needs to be tweaked. One of Mr. Ehlmann's good suggestions, for instance, would be a provision that prevents the money from being used for tax increment financing districts, which would divert money to support developers, not parks.

The Gateway Arch project is incredibly important to the future of the St. Louis region. So are local parks and green space.

Let's debate it fully and get it right.
GUEST COMMENTARY: Human trafficking has ambiguous presence in western Missouri

Columbia Missourian

By Laura Kebede

May 14, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT

Last December, I interviewed five children in the Takeo province of Cambodia and talked with several of more than 40 others at A Greater Hope Orphanage. Each had a story about escaping poverty, neglect or abuse.

The International Labour Organization estimates 28,000 children in this small southeast Asian country are forced to beg, dig through trash or work as servants — almost double the number of current students in Columbia's public schools.

Without the option of the orphanage, several could have ended up in sex or labor trafficking situations. Traffickers often approach parents and promise to give their children jobs in the city, a blatant lie. In some cases, impoverished families will sell a child to traffickers, knowing full well what will happen.

In the last decade, these revelations about human trafficking have pushed the topic to the forefront. Horrific stories of sexual and physical slavery have inspired thousands to action, including groups on the MU campus and elsewhere in Columbia.

The Western District of Missouri U.S. Attorney’s office, which includes Kansas City and Boone County, claims it has handled 45 human trafficking prosecutions since 2006 — more than any other U.S. district. This includes urban destinations such as New York, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles. 

With a bold claim like that, the district stands to gain leverage in requesting federal money. But, so far, they have been unable to answer requests from the Missourian for comparative numbers from other districts to back up the claim. 

Evidence of the number of prosecutions related to human trafficking in each judicial district has been impossible to acquire. Those numbers are kept with the U.S. Department of Justice in Washington and are not available to the public.

If the claim is true, the district should be commended. But handling the most prosecutions does not necessarily mean the district has the biggest human trafficking problem. It could mean it has the most success in bringing traffickers to court — granted, a key deterrent that helps curb human trafficking.

But the public has no way of knowing without access to all the numbers. 

On a national level, some data can be found. In 2010, the U.S. Department of Justice districts prosecuted 131 human trafficking cases, for example.

Federal task forces investigate about 1,200 cases a year, according to Bureau of Justice Statistics report. About half of those turn up confirmed cases of victimization.

But in Boone County, the scope of human trafficking remains unclear. Part of this is because of a national tendency of poor data collection on human trafficking cases. The U.S. State Department is asking local, state and federal agencies to do a better of job of reporting that data in the Trafficking in Persons 2011 report (scroll down to United States.)

It's also because local advocates and law enforcement are reluctant to disclose the numbers they have collected in Boone County. Donations are solicited and events are held to help local survivors, but official numbers on how many survivors live in Boone County are restricted.

In Columbia, the Central Missouri Stop Human Trafficking Coalition raises money to assist human trafficking survivors with living expenses and hosts training sessions for law enforcement, social services and the public.

Yet Deb Hume, the co-chair of the coalition, would not reveal how many survivors had been served since the coalition began in 2008. She said the U.S. Attorney's Office told her not to provide exact numbers because it could compromise the survivors' identity.

One board member, however, has hinted that three survivors have been served by the coalition in the past year.

Almost all of the coalition's budget is from small donations. A two-year $100,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services in 2009 is the only federal or state funding the coalition has secured. The grant paid the Columbia Police Department for training and overtime to proactively unearth human trafficking cases.

A handful of officers netted two cases for prosecution, and now, no one in the department is dedicated to human trafficking cases.

As the community learns more about how to recognize human trafficking, the costly emotional and physical consequences for victims and ways to contribute to the solution, we should also know the extent of the problem — however large or small.

Laura Kebede, who graduated from the Missouri School of Journalism this spring, spent three weeks in Cambodia in partnership with A Greater Hope Orphanage. She was a public safety reporter at the Missourian this spring.
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St. Louis' children need effective education reform, not outside lobbyists
There is no question that we have to fix our low-performing public schools, but there's a right way and a wrong way. I'm a parent of two St. Louis Public School students and have witnessed years of divisive debates over school improvement. Fads, quick fixes or silver bullets will not lead to the sustainable education reform our children desperately need.

Let's get serious about fixing our schools and resist the urge to be drawn in by the shiniest object. We can't let the educational reform process in Missouri get sidetracked by outside lobbyists coming into St. Louis and Jefferson City, pushing ideas that sound good but have no successful track record.

It's Michelle Rhee's group now coming to Missouri's rescue. Rhee, who was run out of Washington, D.C., public schools and who has no connection to St. Louis schools, is now a lobbyist. She claims she knows what our kids and schools need, but legislators and the public should be wary. St. Louis parents, teachers, school leaders and others should be at the table, not outsiders.

Michelle Rhee and her StudentsFirst organization travel from state to state, urban district to urban district, using just the right rhetoric about helping disadvantaged kids. But in the back rooms of state legislatures, she pushes fixes that no successful school district or top-ranked country uses. If you start peeling away the layers of Rhee's "test-the-kids and blame-the-teachers" strategy, it's not very healthy.

We need to give teachers and students all the resources they need to be successful. Teachers should be fairly evaluated using multiple measures and then given targeted assistance to improve effectiveness. Teachers, like all professionals, get better with more experience, training and assistance.

Rhee and StudentsFirst also support privatization, in which tax dollars used to fund regular public schools are diverted for boutique charter schools and tax-credit scholarship vouchers. Research on these options is clear — charters and vouchers are window dressing and don't do better, if at all, than regular public schools. Let's put away the destructive fads and do what works.

Research shows that early childhood education makes a huge difference for poor children. Is Rhee pushing for fully funded early childhood education? No. There's a bill in Missouri to start the school age at 5 instead of 7, which would be an extremely effective strategy to begin closing the achievement gap. Is Rhee pushing for that? No.

Disadvantaged kids need before- and after-school programs that provide academic assistance, a safe place for recreation, health care, counseling and other programs and services that privileged kids take for granted. Other cities using this community school approach have been able to help overcome poverty issues within their districts. Is Rhee pushing that? No.

St. Louis' public school students deserve quality public schools that use effective education reform programs. What they don't need are lobbyists coming to town, pushing proposals that don't work and experimenting with their future. It's time that we stand up for all our children because a quality public education is fundamental to a prosperous St. Louis.

Cara Jensen • St. Louis
Founder of OPEN SLPS Parents' Group

Taxpayers know public education isn't free
In "Make the Turner fix" (May 10), Pastor Katherine HawkerSelf twice implies all children are entitled to a "free" education. These comments came in the midst of a tortured, impassioned admonishment of those who would "bankrupt" the St. Louis Public Schools by forcing it to pay the tuition of students attending other districts. Apparently SLPS doesn't have the money to pay for that "free" education!

The fact is, there is no such thing as "free" education in America, or anywhere else in the world (unless you are talking about the school of hard knocks). Further, America pays more per student per year to educate its children than any other country in the world, yet our students consistently rank near the bottom of the pack on performance tests. Why is this?

The state law Pastor HawkerSelf decries does (or did) not require a "failing" district to give its funds to other districts; the funds in question don't belong to the districts, they belong to taxpayers. The law simply requires a district that fails to maintain its accreditation — something taxpayers expect as a minimum — to transfer the tax money assigned to it to a district of parents' choosing, usually a district that not only maintains its accreditation but one that actually educates its students.

What the pastor fails to see is the law represents the only real hope for the students attending SLPS. Without this law, which gives citizens the power of choice, where is the incentive for SLPS to improve? What is the consequence to SLPS for not maintaining accreditation?

Right now you can be sure someone somewhere is arguing the 'solution" to SLPS's poor performance is more money, which answers the question of how Americans find ourselves in the uneviable position of having the most expensive, poor performing public education system in the world.

If Pastor HawkerSelf really cares as much about the children as she says she does, she'll stop admonishing taxpayers who demand value for their dollars. Taxpayers are sick of seeing their money wasted. The parents in this case who sued SLPS understand the value of the service provided by their government — in this case education for their children — shouldn't be measured by how much tax money they paid for it, but rather by how well their children are educated by it. Hopefully, Pastor HawkerSelf will come to this realization as well, and its corollary, which is that the only way to save poor performing public schools such as SLPS is to incentivize good performance and punish bad performance, as the law she decries does.

Let's all hope she comes to this realization soon, because her vision of "free" education is going to bankrupt us all.

Mark Sletten • St. Jacob
Obese people carry weight of responsibility
Shifting the focus from challenging individual behavior to holding manufacturers and marketers more accountable for their actions seems to me like a good anti-obesity strategy ("Broader campaign is sought to combat obesity in the U.S.," May 7). On the other hand, doing both at once might be even better.

Concerning the individual approach, here is an idea I've been sitting on for a while. There should be a set of barbells in the office of every pediatrician and general practitioner. When clearly obese patients arrive, the docs should estimate how much overweight they are, put that much weight on the bar, and ask them to lift it.

Directly experiencing how much excess weight they are carrying around might shock obese patients into making a serious effort to slim down to their normal weight.

Herman M. Heyn • Baltimore
Arresting an epidemic
The number of Americans considered obese is expected to rise from the current 34 percent to 42 percent by 2030, according to a study published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine and discussed at Monday's "Weight of the Nation" conference in Washington. Diabetes, kidney failure, heart disease and other obesity-related ailments account for countless premature deaths and as much as 18 percent of the $2.6 trillion national cost of medical care.

The leading causes of obesity are consumption of fat-laden meat and dairy products and lack of exercise. This is particularly critical during childhood years, when lifestyle habits become lifelong addictions.

A five-year Oxford University study of 22,000 people, published in the International Journal of Obesity in 2006, found that those on a vegetarian or vegan diet gained the least weight. A review of 87 studies in Nutrition Reviews concluded that a vegetarian diet is highly effective for weight loss.

The time has come to replace meat and dairy products in our diet with wholesome grains, vegetables and fruits and to undertake a regular exercise program. Parents should insist on healthy school lunch choices and set a good example at their own dinner table.

Gwendolyn Burr • St. Louis
Need balance in life to battle obesity
The front-page story "Action is urged to battle obesity" (May 9) mentions that one-third of American children are overweight, and that they may be the first generation to face shorter life spans. I agree with the message of this article, and I agree with the recommendations laid out by the Institute of Medicine. However, before anything can be really done to eliminate this problem, the most important question needs to be asked, "Why are we doing this to ourselves?"

We live in an unbalanced society. Whether it's exercise, eating, work, leisure, caring for our families, etc., we either do too much or too little. We don't practice balance because balance is uncomfortable. To be balanced means you have to say "yes" to some things and "no" to others. It means you have to think about your actions and the impact it has on yourself and those around you. We don't want to think anymore. It means you have to delay gratification. "Feel good now and worry about the consequences later" is the mindset of our society today. It means you may have to put the needs and desires of your family before your own. But we want the status that goes along with success for ourselves before we want our families to be happy and healthy. This is not just kids, but adults as well.

To get to the root of the obesity epidemic, I believe it starts with parents breaking their own cycle of unbalance and beginning to teach children how to establish balance, not only in eating and exercise, but in every other aspect of life.

Dave Schall • Chesterfield
Head strength and conditioning coach, Westminster Christian Academy

Tax on soda won't help
As a dietitian and health educator, I am pleased to see the attention you are paying to the obesity epidemic, both in your "Underage, oversized" series and your May 9 article, "Obesity battle requires more movement, healthy foods."

The Institute of Medicine's mission is well-founded and much needed, yet we have to be cautious in how we approach a complex issue like obesity. The institute's recommendations target many of the struggles Americans face daily. Specific goals, such as expanding the availability of healthy foods and requiring 60 minutes of activity in schools, are right on target. But others, like placing a tax on soda, don't fall in line with a positive approach to wellness.

Taxing sugar-sweetened beverages does not solve the fundamental issue. According to a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition (September 2011), soda consumption has been declining, while obesity continues to be on the rise because we are consuming too many calories overall and not exercising enough.

To solve the obesity crisis for this generation and generations to come, we need to focus on the "big picture." Obesity is a multifaceted problem that requires a comprehensive solution to elicit long-lasting change. We will only create such a solution by providing and reinforcing education on a healthy, well-balanced diet, portion control and physical activity. What will the public learn from a tax on soda? Not much, as it sends a message of punishment, rather than positive reinforcement.

By demonizing single nutrients, such as sugar, we are neglecting to pay attention to the real problems: overconsumption and inactivity. If we tax beverages, what's next? Where will the line be drawn? How much of our freedom of choice are we willing to give up?

Elizabeth Patton • St. Louis
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Prosecutors worked with Nixon and others on Justice Reinvestment Act
As usual, the Post-Dispatch didn't bother to do the proper research before publishing an editorial ("Scaling the wall," May 7). If you had, you would have discovered that for the past year the Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys worked with Judge Price, Rep. Fuhr, Gov. Nixon, PEW Center on the States and a myriad of others to develop the very smart and recently passed Justice Reinvestment Act. You would have also discovered that years ago, MAPA began a rewrite of the criminal code and later joined with the Missouri Bar, public defenders and others to complete the rewrite and all then advocated to include the code, crack/powder fix and restitution for crime victims in this legislation.

Then instead of including this sentence: "(Mr. Nixon) should stand up to prosecutors like St. Louis County's Bob McCulloch, who regrettably points to Kentucky's reduction of 1,000 nonviolent prisoners as a bad thing," you could have included this informed and accurate sentence: "Mr. Nixon, Missouri's prosecutors and others properly point to Kentucky's early release every month of 1,000 burglars, drug traffickers and thieves who steal hundreds of thousands of dollars from individuals and businesses (and who were in prison because this was the fourth or fifth time they have been convicted) as a bad idea because it is a bad idea."

However, the necessary research would have required a 10-minute telephone call by an editorial writer, which apparently is far too much time for him to spend on such a major issue.

Robert P. McCulloch • St. Louis County
Prosecuting attorney

Obama didn't repudiate threat
Considering the standard set by the Post-Dispatch in the editorial "Steelman's shame" (May 10), I guess the Democrats will have to dump President Obama as the 2012 Democratic presidential candidate.

Sarah Steelman is disqualified in the paper's view because she "condoned a rhetorical threat" made by a speaker at a Tea Party rally. In an apparent attempt at humor, the speaker compared Sen. Claire McCaskill to a "Care Bear," which is a well-known 1980s cartoon and stuffed animal craze. His call to "kill the Claire Bear" has given the Post-Dispatch the vapors.

Steelman did not mention the comments made before her speech, but later said, "I may disagree with the words Mr. Boston (the speaker) chose in his statement, but I understand his frustration and I emphatically support his right to express his views."

Not enough, claims the Post.

Well, last year on Labor Day, Teamster leader Jimmy Hoffa Jr., in a speech introducing President Obama, railed against the recently elected Tea Party congressmen and senators and said "we need to take the sons of bitches out!"

President Obama followed Hoffa and said he was proud of him and of the Teamsters. No condemnation of Hoffa's rhetorical threats then, or since. Obama's lack of a response says everything.

Craig Niehaus • Glendale
Church protects its faithful
David Gibson's article "Disgraced cardinal led crackdown on nuns" (May 6) is a disgraceful piece of journalism. It is a cardinal example of the unsupported bias that tends to creep into the pages of the Post-Dispatch. Using strong and insulting language, Mr. Gibson opines with numerous undocumented allusions and innuendos. Dare you print a more balanced point of view?

The Catholic Church is not a democracy, as Mr. Gibson has supposed. In all times and places, the church is called to testify to and defend the truth as revealed to humankind. Granted, that truth is often controversial because in every age dissidents arise who confuse the faithful by distorting the truth. When such dissidents gain positions of influence over large numbers of people, the church, like a mother who cares for her children, must react strongly in order to protect the faithful.

Bishops are not called to Rome because they are too controversial to function in their native lands. They are summoned to execute the church's mission on a global scale precisely because of their unwavering willingness to defend the truth in the face of controversy.

The church's position on the sanctity of life and marriage did not materialize in the 20th century United States. Rather, it has remained constant for more than 2,000 years. Those who doubt this might consult the biblical books of Genesis and Romans.

And Mr. Gibson would do well to research his topic before railing against an institution for which he has little understanding.

Carolyn Vokoun • Chesterfield
Sister encouraged faith in church
I must take exception to Colleen Carroll Campbell's ("A call to renewal," May 10) inaccurate characterization of Dominican Sister Laurie Brink's keynote address to the 2007 Leadership Conference of Women Religious as a call to Catholic sisters to "move beyond church."

If Ms. Campbell had read the address, she would see that Sister Brink puts forward four models of religious life for consideration, one of those being 'sojourning in a new land not yet known," which could involve moving beyond canonical status, i.e., beyond church jurisdiction.

Sister Brink rejects this model in favor of "continuing fidelity to the church, a ministry of reconciliation among all of us, and between women religious and bishops and others tasked with governance." She goes on to say, "Reconciliation is not the only choice, but it is my choice, because it is also my church." Sister Brink is clearly calling on Catholic sisters to remain faithful to their church.

Ms. Campbell is entitled to her own point of view but not to her own interpretation of well-documented fact.

Sue Clancy • St. Louis
Associate member, Sinsinawa Dominican Congregation of the Most Holy Rosary

Raising minimum wage doesn't hurt
It is so typical of David Nicklaus to trot out tired old Chamber of Commerce propaganda about raising the minimum wage ("Boost in bottom wage no solution," May 11). Corporate welfare is OK, but guaranteeing people a livable wage is somehow a distortion of the economy. It is laughable on its face to say that raising the minimum wage would hurt poverty-stricken families.

You can always find an ideologue in academic circles like Professor Neumark to make the claim that raising the minimum wage costs jobs. It simply isn't true. In 1996, Republicans predicted that the increase from $4.25 to $5.15 would result in millions of job losses. In fact, about 13 million new jobs were added to the American economy between 1996 and 2000. Some cities, such as Santa Fe, have set a minimum wage that is higher than the national minimum with no ill effect on local job creation.

Deliberately keeping wages low exacerbates the disparity between workers and executives, a true distortion of the economy. And "experts" like Nicklaus wonder why we're not seeing expansion in the economy when the wages of the lowest-paid are kept below poverty level.

It's unconscionable that American society would not provide a livable wage to all working people. The minimum wage should be indexed annually for inflation, a position a certain Gov. Romney supported at one time.

If the minimum wage doesn't need raising, then I want Mr. Nicklaus and Professor Neumark to live on minimum wage for a year and report back on whether it is truly sufficient to support their families.

Gerald Kreienkamp • O'Fallon, Mo.
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Student loans are the next financial iceberg
Although the focus of financial concern is still on the big banks, there is a smaller but just as devastating financial iceberg ahead. That is student loans.

There is much concern over the immediate cost of student loans and whether or not interest rates will be raised. However, no one has addressed the problem of lack of regulation and responsibility on the part of schools and independent lenders of student loans.

Schools may promise that they have high placement rates, they may tout new, cutting-edge programs, they can direct students toward loans rather than applying for grants, and there is no oversight. Not until the money is spent does the student discover the placement figures are padded, the new program has no relevance in the working world, or the lenders are no more willing to work out manageable payments than the banks were for mortgages.

As for independent lenders, they can play games by claiming they never received the deferment form, or that you sent it to the wrong fax number. And that game can be played for years. An online consolidation is the same as a legal acceptance of the loan, whatever payment schedule or interest rate they choose to charge. There is no period of rescission.

And there is no oversight group where you can file a complaint. There are no services in place to protect students from predatory practices by schools and lenders. There is nothing that requires them to provide full and accurate information so that a student, or a parent, can make an informed decision.

Allowing current students to go even further into debt, whether by raising interest rates or cutting funds to education, which adds several years to the time needed to graduate, is not an answer. Only by establishing oversight and accountability can this national financial threat be mitigated.

Getting an education was supposed to lead to better lives, not lives spent in financial slavery.

Zoanne Leavy • St. Louis
Vehicles as phone booths and caskets
The article "Bills eye distracted drivers" (May 9) was about restricting activities such as talking on a cell phone while behind the wheel of a vehicle. The article stated that Missouri distracted-driving laws lag behind those of Illinois and most of the rest of the country. No distracted-driving bill appears to be moving forward this legislative session.

In Missouri, it is a sad fact that when we get behind the wheel of a vehicle, our lives become cheap because we have a backward Republican Legislature that keeps reasonable distracted-driving laws from being enacted. In Missouri, many people drive vehicles that tragically become their phone booths and caskets.

Nancy Reeves • Kirkwood
Marriage of all kinds should be embraced
As a Christian and a U.S. citizen, I stand against the passage of Amendment One in North Carolina and in support of our president in his support of so-called "marriage equality."

Different faiths view marriage differently, but marriage is first and foremost a covenant of faith and has been for millennia. Marriage is not for the state to define. The state's job is to define what legal arrangements people can enter into and give equal access to them. As a citizen, I find Amendment One to be legislative overreaching. As a Christian, I find it presumptuous and offensive.

For Christians, marriage is about a joining together in Christ, a sign of Christ's love to a broken world. Jesus spoke regularly about the quality of love to which we were called and not at all about the gender of the people involved. As a Christian, I believe particularly in an age where commitments are too often treated as suggestions, two people who are willing to stand before God and in the midst of their community and pledge to love one another as Christ has loved us until they are parted by death should be embraced, celebrated, and supported ... not rebuffed.

The Very Rev. Michael D. Kinman • St. Louis
Dean, Christ Church Cathedral

No partisanship at Shear Institute
I read with sorrow about the Missouri Legislature voting to not fund the Sue Shear Institute at University of Missouri-St. Louis. It especially disturbed me that the Republican senators described it as a Democratic partisan effort and that it discriminates against men. Nothing could be farther from the truth.

I attended a Sue Shear program titled "Pipeline to Politics" when I ran as an independent for mayor in Florissant in 2007. Yes, this program is designed to get women more involved in local politics, but it is open to all comers. Since most political offices in St. Louis County (e.g., city councils and school boards) are nonpartisan and part-time jobs, I do not see how a program designed to get citizens involved in their community could be labeled partisan. When I attended this class, there were women of all ages who were running for positions in University City, Clayton and the Lindbergh School District among others. We all learned about getting information from the County Election Commission on voters, how to put on a fundraising event and even how to design a yard sign to get your name recognized. Surely these are not Democratic nor Republican ideas.

Instead of trying to kill the Sue Shear Institute, perhaps the Legislature should be increasing its funding. Maybe then we will see more people getting involved in their local politics and actually improve on the dismal voter turnouts.

Andrew Podleski • Florissant
Protect the food stamp program
Joint Neighborhood Ministries is celebrating its 45th anniversary this year, serving South St. Louis with a food pantry, energy assistance, parish nursing services, clothing, agency referrals, prayer and Christian love. Over 30 congregations support our efforts with volunteer hours and money, but we depend, as well, on grants from private foundations and from government programs.

We owe it to those who depend on us to speak out against injustice, and that includes the discussion in the U.S. House of Representatives suggesting that churches should — or could — absorb the costs of feeding poor American families if the government removes its support for food stamps.

These lawmakers and candidates who suggest that any American can subsist on rice and beans are in denial. Food stamps do not just keep people from starving. They allow a family to reserve some funds to pay for the electricity and natural gas needed to cook the food and to pay for a place to live. The food stamp program makes sure that children get the food they need and that families do not have to choose between food and other necessities.

Children need more than a crust of bread or a bowl of rice and beans to live healthy and productive lives. The food stamp program is a simple and effective investment in the future of our society. We urge all members of Congress, regardless of party affiliation, to put the needs of children and families as a first priority.

Joan Hensley • St. Louis
Executive director, Joint Neighborhood Ministry

Musial picture was disrespectful
I find the front-page image (May 8) of Stan Musial peering down the Cathedral steps waiting for his wife's casket to be disrespectful of the family privacy. Some images have no business in the local newspaper.

Mark Richardson • St. Louis
Letters | UMKC athletes, government waste, red-light cameras

Kansas City Star

UMKC athletes

I was dismayed by an allegation in Wednesday’s sports section by an adjunct instructor alleging a lack of academic integrity by the UMKC athletic department. The experience of the writer has not been my experience as a teacher of physics at UMKC over the past six years.

I average about 600 students per year in my classes. Fifty to 60 are student-athletes who are “going pro” in something such as medicine, dentistry or pharmacy. 

The grades of my athletes in rather formidable physics courses are on par, if not better than, the general student body.

On the rare occasion I do report students not doing well, those students are in my office within a day to rectify the situation. They don’t beg for a grade or try and intimidate. They just want to know what they can do to make it right.

This is the UMKC athletic department I know. The integrity of the administration and student-athletes is beyond reproach. They remind me of the young Marines I had the pleasure to lead for over 20 years. I wish the positive stories of these athletes were told on the front page.

Bob Riggs

Liberty

Government waste

The U.S. Government Accountability Office says the federal government wastes hundreds of billions of dollars each year. Other sources put the waste at $1 trillion a year as far back as 2008.

When are the Occupy people going to protest against that?

David Lund

Kansas City

Red-light cameras

For some people red-light cameras raise the issue of how they “don’t add to safety” or red-light cameras are “opportunities for revenue.” I have to disagree on both these points because when we get our license, we agree to certain laws to ensure public safety, such as not passing red-light signals.

The red light cameras are just a form of deterrence, but they’re also there for our safety. As for the privacy issues, according to the Constitution, it’s the role of the government to protect the people.

I don’t see the big deal with getting photographed on the road. Some red-light cameras can also be designed to take pictures of the rear license plate and completely disregard the people in the vehicle.

However, that is always not the case because other places may require a photo of the driver.

Jared Tiu

Kansas City

Unfair immigration laws

I think the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) should not deport families back to their countries because a lot of immigrant families have children who were born in the United States, and some of those children have never been in their parents’ country.

They should arrest all the drug dealers, not the hard workers. Immigrants work the hardest.

Luis Serrano Jr.

Overland Park

Politics of ‘fair share’

Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s. The line that follows is to give to God the things that are God’s.

God only asked 10 percent. The finish line is, “When they heard it, they marveled, and they left him and went away.” Matthew 22.

Marie S. Mentrup

Kansas City

Kudos to veterinarian

As a new pet owner I have become more aware of the importance of animal advocacy and welfare. I am forever grateful for Camelot Court Animal clinic in Leawood and Dr. Donald T. Dinges, D.V.M. & Associates.

The veterinary technicians and supporting staff are also integral members of this veterinary health care team. They are specialized and educated in the care and handling of these precious animals.

Our communities expect state-of-the-art veterinary care and high quality services. Education and compassionate choices are stressed. Dr. Dinges and team continue to demonstrate the respect, compassion, and loving care to our animals and their owners. It gives me great comfort that Camelot Court Animal Clinic and its staff will be my pet’s voice in the coming years.

Linda Taylor

Leawood

Unsavory countries

There are at least two categories of countries in the world. The “liberal social democratic” countries include France, Sweden, Japan, New Zealand, Australia, Germany, Britain, Canada and Israel among others.

The most conservative, Israel, would be on the very left in the United States. The second contains such countries as those that have heavy social/religious bases such as Saudi Arabia, Iran and Pakistan combined with a ruling elite oligopoly and a resource-based or cheap-labor-based economy.

It also contains those with unrestrained crony capitalism combined with massive corruption, such as in Russia and many African countries. Why is it that most tea party members, social conservatives and increasingly the Republican Party are so eager to have the United States join the second group?

David Rogers

Overland Park

Diagnosing autism early

Autism is a tragedy, but it is better to catch it earlier rather than later. Autism is becoming an epidemic.

Its most common victims are males. Testing for developmental disorders early is our best chance of correcting damage done by autism.

There is no cure, but you can improve your situation by home therapy, behavioral therapists and health care providers. 

Because of these measures my autistic twin brother has improved vastly, and we can now do so much more as a family.

Patty Donahue

Overland Park

Obama’s desperation

Let me see whether I have this right. After almost four years as president, Barack Obama’s record is so bad with his Obama-nomics, Obamacare, the worst recovery ever, unemployment, lies and broken promises, record gas prices, the “1 percenters” and the Supreme Court, that the only thing he has to run on is “the Buffett rule.”

That may raise a few billion to pay down the more than multitrillion-dollar debt he has run up. 

The liberals, conservatives and independents should all be on the floor laughing at Obama’s desperation.

Richard Wiens

Leawood

Insurance requirement

Regarding the Affordable Care Act requiring everyone to pay for their own health care insurance, aren’t we required to have automobile and any other vehicle insurance?

We were required to buy life insurance for my husband in the amount the house was worth when buying a house in 1958. 

Why should everyone else pay for those who don’t think they should be required to pay their own way in this society?

There’s already too much of that going on.

Geraldine W. Williams

Independence

Better public servants

As a retired public service employee I, and millions of others, am once again betrayed by the arrogance and stupidity of a few. It is much too often the abusers who get the headlines and seldom those who have had a career of honorable and responsible service.

But, then, it is all too often because a public employee chose to emulate extravagant practices common in private businesses. I want the companies that have ripped off the taxpayers in this instance to give us refunds.

Did they make any effort to keep this from happening? Aren’t they culpable as well?

Carol Fields

Mission

The Letter Exchange

I support all efforts to preserve the lost art of letter-writing. Three years ago, on a quest to find others who enjoy writing and receiving letters in the mail, I found The Letter Exchange.

It is a wonderful organization that publishes a magazine of listings from would-be pen pals.

The Letter Exchange also provides a confidential letter forwarding service for those who want to keep their home address private. 

Through The Letter Exchange, I have met several interesting people from across the United States and abroad, and my daily trip to the mailbox is filled with anticipation that maybe the gift of a letter will be among the junk mail and bills.

For more information about The Letter Exchange go to www.letter-exchange.com.

Marge Gasnick

Kansas City

Finding heaven here

I wonder why does the topic of “heaven” stay in my mind? Possibly because I want people, you and me, to remember that this could be “home.”

That here we can find beauty far beyond our wildest dreams. That the joy of loving one another is real.

And how exciting is the thought that we discover the honest meaning of trusting one another. 

Just imagine the happy atmosphere of caring, sharing, laughing and finding peace.

And we will not need to fight each other to discover honest relationships. 

Why wouldn’t we want to be in a place like this?

Doug Sutherland 

Raymore 
