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Missouri gains 6,000 jobs in April

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri added about 6,000 jobs in April as its seasonally adjusted unemployment rate edged down slightly. 
Figures released Tuesday by the state Department of Economic Development also show that Missouri added more jobs in March than originally thought. The March job growth was revised upward from 4,800 new jobs to 6,800 jobs. 

Missouri's unemployment rate declined one-tenth of a percentage point in April to 7.3 percent. The department said that is the lowest level in 40 months. 

The national unemployment rate was 8.1 percent in April. 

The most recent county unemployment data available from the Missouri Economic Research and Information Center is for the month of March. 

Local area unemployment rates for March were: 

· Bollinger County, 7.7 percent 

· Cape Girardeau County, 6.9 percent 

· Perry County, 5.6 percent 

· Scott County, 7.6 percent. 
Mo. House approves bill on suing co-workers 

By WES DUPLANTIER - Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers likely will not pass any legislation moving claims related to deadly work-related diseases into the workers' compensation system, Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey said Tuesday.

The state Legislature will instead settle for a measure that prevents employees from suing their co-workers over accidental on-the-job injuries, the least controversial aspect of a three-part plan that also set out to change the state's workers' compensation system and its Second Injury Fund.

In a 122-29 vote Tuesday, the House gave final approval to a bill dealing only with the co-employee lawsuits. The Senate unanimously passed the measure earlier in the day. It now goes to Gov. Jay Nixon.

The Democratic governor vetoed legislation that contained similar provisions earlier this year, but in an April letter to Senate leaders, he said he largely agrees that such lawsuits should be eliminated.

The measure passed Tuesday leaves out more controversial provisions that would have included claims for diseases caused by exposure to toxic chemicals in the workers' compensation system. Such a proposal had been included in the legislation that Nixon vetoed and was the primary source of the governor's objection to that bill.

"Failure by lawmakers and the administration to reach compromise on these issues is a significant blow to Missouri employers and employees," said Dan Mehan, president of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, which pushed for the changes. "Both employers and employees will pay a heavy price."

Nixon said in his veto message that the workers' compensation system could not adequately compensate workers for debilitating diseases that will eventually take their lives and said such cases should be handled by civil courts as they currently are.

But about six weeks after his veto, Nixon sent a letter to Dempsey and Senate Minority Leader Victor Callahan saying that he would sign legislation moving the claims, as long as sickened workers received an "enhanced benefit" in the form of weekly payments larger than those given to workers with other types of permanent work-related disabilities.

The amount the enhanced benefit should be ultimately became the sticking point in negotiations between lawmakers and the governor, Dempsey said.

Dempsey had put forth proposals this week that would have given sick workers a weekly payment as high as 200 percent of the state's average weekly wage- payments of about $1,546.16 per week- for 200 weeks, or nearly four years. Such a settlement would total more than $309,000.

But Dempsey said Nixon had rejected such offers. He said the governor had wanted victims to receive a total of more than $700,000, a figure that business groups said would be unworkable.

"It's like fighting the seven-headed mythical hydra," Dempsey said of negotiations on the toxic exposure provisions. "Every time you cut one of its heads off, two appear in its place."

A spokesman for Nixon declined to comment on whether Dempsey's figure was correct or about legislation dealing with toxic exposure cases.

The bill on co-worker lawsuits also leaves the fate of the Second Injury Fund unresolved. The fund pays benefits to people with disabilities who sustain injuries at their jobs. It is financed by a surcharge on companies' workers' compensation insurance premiums, but the fund's balance has fallen steadily since the surcharge was capped at 3 percent in 2005.

A spokeswoman for the attorney general's office said the fund has about $9.45 million on hand and more than $17 million in unpaid bills as of this week.

Charter school expansion bill heading to Missouri governor

 Jason Hancock - The Kansas City Star 
JEFFERSON CITY | A bill expanding charter schools and implementing new accountability standards is on its way to Gov. Jay Nixon. 

Charter schools are public schools that are funded by taxpayers but operate independently of school districts. Current law confines them to St. Louis and Kansas City. There are 22 charter schools operating in Kansas City, although two are closing and another plans to open next school year. 

The legislation passed Tuesday by the Missouri House would allow charters to be established in any unaccredited district around the state or in any school district that has been provisionally accredited for at least three years. In accredited districts, the local school board would be allowed to establish a charter school. 

The bill also would implement new standards in regards to the oversight of charter schools, requiring sponsors to collect student performance data annually and use them to evaluate the schools. 

Sponsors would also have to develop procedures to be used when a school closes. The State Auditor would be permitted to audit any charter school, and the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education would evaluate sponsors every three years.

“This bill dramatically improves accountability for charter schools, dramatically improves transparency for charter schools and modestly expands charter schools,” said Rep. Todd Richard, a Poplar Bluff Republican. “It just gives local school boards another tool.”

Critics of the legislation argued that charter schools have generally not performed any better than regular public schools and drain resources away from the public school system. More accountability is needed before charters are allowed to expand statewide, they say, and the accountability provisions approved Tuesday don't go far enough. 

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, supported the measure even though he agrees more accountability is still needed. But the changes are better than the status quo, he said. 

The bill cleared the House 90-54. The Senate passed it earlier this year, so it now goes to the governor.
Mo. lawmakers approve expansion of charter schools 

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau Chief 

JEFFERSON CITY • A bill that could expand charter schools statewide while making it easier to weed out underperforming ones is headed to the governor's desk.

The Missouri House passed the bill Tuesday on a vote of 99-54. The Senate passed it earlier, 31-2.

Gov. Jay Nixon has called for tougher accountability standards for charter schools but has not said whether he favors expanding them. The governor has until mid-July to sign or veto the bill. If signed, it would take effect Aug. 28.

Charter schools are independent public schools, funded by taxpayers but freed from district regulation and encouraged to experiment with curriculum. Currently, they are confined to St. Louis and Kansas City.

Supporters said letting the nontraditional schools spread throughout the state would spur innovation in classrooms and give parents more choices.

Other provisions in the bill — for example, requiring charter schools to sign formal performance contracts — are intended to help the state avoid surprises such as the sudden closure this year of six deficient charter schools in St. Louis run by Imagine Schools Inc.

"It's primarily about accountability," said the bill's handler, Rep. Todd Richardson, R-Poplar Bluff. "We make sure Imagine doesn't happen."

Opponents said charter schools, as a group, had performed no better than the traditional public schools in their districts. In some cases, their academic performance was worse.

"We need to look at this before we expand the pool of what we're trying to do," said Rep. Clem Smith, D-Velda Village Hills. He said for-profit charter school management companies such as Virginia-based Imagine "get the money first" before leaving town.

Missouri passed its original charter school law in 1998, in part to give parents in urban areas another school choice in lieu of moving out of the city. According to information distributed by supporters, there are 19 charter schools in St. Louis enrolling more than 11,000 students and 22 in Kansas City enrolling more than 10,000 students.

If Nixon signs the new legislation, charter schools could be established in any school district that loses accreditation and, after a three-year waiting period, in districts that are provisionally accredited and not making progress toward accreditation.

Charter schools also could be set up in accredited districts, but only when established by the local school board. Also, if the district had at least 1,550 students, no more than 35 percent could be enrolled in a charter school.

The most immediate impact of the changes could be in the Riverview Gardens School District, which has been unaccredited since 2007.

Jeff Weiner, a 1977 graduate of Riverview Gardens High School, has been waiting for the legislation to pass and is readying his charter school application.

He said Tuesday that he hopes to operate an elementary school — starting with kindergarten, first and second grade — and a middle school, starting with sixth grade, in Riverview Gardens. He would add grades as the children advanced. He said the school would be located at a parochial school's building in the district.

Weiner, who has worked to set up charter schools or the framework for them in four states, plans to seek sponsorship from a new entity established by the bill: a nine-member Missouri Charter Public School Commission that would be appointed by the governor.

"We believe with the strength of our application they'll fast-track it," he said.

Each charter school is required to have a sponsoring organization — usually a nearby college or university now. The bill would expand the list of potential sponsors to include the new statewide commission and any two-year private vocational or technical school — such as Ranken Technical College in St. Louis.

The State Board of Education would evaluate and approve new sponsors. They would be reviewed every three years.

The fuzzy role of sponsors was part of the problem with the Imagine schools, said Douglas Thaman, executive director of the Missouri Charter Public School Association.

Under the bill, a sponsor could set detailed targets for attendance, academic progress, graduation rates and the like.

"You can put in place measurable goals that have to be met," Thaman said. Schools would be evaluated every other year to allow time to fix problems or plan a closure.

Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, called the measure a compromise that doesn't threaten rural districts because as long as they stay accredited, a school board would be the only entity that could approve a charter school in the district.

While the changes neutralized school administrators' groups, teachers' organizations remained opposed. They said the state should make sure its accountability standards work before expanding charter schools.

"It's such a Wild West, barely regulated environment," said Otto Fajen, who lobbies for the Missouri National Education Association.

Another concern, he said, is that teachers at charter schools lack the due process protections that require traditional public schools to file written charges and grant a hearing before a veteran teacher is fired. The bill has long been a priority of Republican legislative leaders, who have struggled to pass more sweeping bills eliminating teacher tenure.

The GOP has worked closely on the bill with some urban Democrats, such as Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis. Jones said Tuesday that charter schools weren't "a silver bullet," because schools still must deal with problems related to poverty and lack of parental involvement.

But the bill takes a "huge step forward to holding schools accountable," she said. When her son starts school this year, "I'm going to put my money where my mouth is and put him in a charter school."

Also supporting the bill were the Missouri Chamber of Commerce & Industry; StudentsFirst, a national advocacy organization; and the Missouri Education Reform Council, a group supported by retired investor Rex Sinquefield of St. Louis.

Some of the groups wanted fewer strings on expansion, among other things that didn't make the final bill.

"I call it charter school light," said Joe Knodell, who lobbies for the Missouri Education Reform Council. "It's better than nothing."

The bill is SB576.
Mo. lawmakers approve expanding charter schools 

By CHRIS BLANK - Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers on Tuesday approved an expansion of charter schools and created new requirements aimed at boosting accountability for those schools.

Supporters contend charter schools offer parents an additional option to the traditional public schools in their areas and that improving oversight would help to address those that underperform. The state House voted 99-54 to pass the legislation that would allow new charter schools to be established in struggling school districts. The measure already passed the Senate, and now goes to Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

Lawmakers passed the charter school legislation in the final days of a legislative session that started in January with leaders calling for significant changes to Missouri's education system. Efforts to adjust the state's school funding formula, change teacher tenure and address student transfers out of unaccredited school districts are bogged down and face longer odds of passing before the session ends Friday.

Missouri has allowed charter schools for more than a decade in St. Louis and Kansas City. Under the new legislation, charter schools could be established in any district that has lost state accreditation and in districts that have been provisionally accredited for three straight academic years starting this fall. In accredited school districts, charter schools could be established under the sponsorship of the local school board.

Missouri has three unaccredited school districts: St. Louis, Kansas City and Riverview Gardens in St. Louis County. An additional nine school districts are provisionally accredited, including two in southeastern Missouri, two in St. Louis County and others scattered throughout the state.

Charter schools receive public funding, but unlike traditional public schools, they are independent and are sponsored by universities, community colleges or local school districts. The legislation would allow new entities to sponsor charter schools, including private vocational and technical schools and a newly created statewide Missouri Charter Public School Commission.

Rep. Tishaura Jones, who said she plans to send her son to a charter school, argued the legislation would expand options and strengthen safeguards.

"Hopefully this bill can remedy some of the bad and promote most of the good," said Jones, D-St. Louis.

Six charter schools in St. Louis run by Imagine Schools Inc. recently were closed because of academic and fiscal management problems. The schools were sponsored by Missouri Baptist University, and the private university agreed to give the state oversight of the schools.

Besides expansion, the legislation also develops new requirements intended to improve oversight for charter schools. It would require that sponsors develop procedures for reviewing charter school proposals, which would need a sustainable operational plan and a clear explanation that the academic program follows state standards. Sponsors also would need policies for granting the charter, developing a performance framework to evaluate schools and intervening in the school when necessary.

The Missouri State Board of Education would evaluate sponsors every three years and notify those not complying. If a charter school sponsor does not address problems, state education officials would conduct a public hearing and recommend corrective action.

Some opponents said increased accountability is good but the expansion of charter schools is premature. Others questioned their track record.

"Before we expand the pool of what we're trying to do, I think we should go with the accountability portion first," said Rep. Clem Smith, D-St. Louis County.

The Missouri Charter Public School Association praised the legislation and said charter schools work to ensure students receive a quality education.

"We believe it is important that all of Missouri's families have an opportunity to choose the public educational option best for their children," said Douglas Thaman, the association's executive director. "This legislation will provide more families across the state access to quality charter schools held accountable to high standards of academic performance and operational management."

---

Charter schools is SB576
State board renews charter school, with conditions

BY JESSICA BOCK • stltoday.com 

JEFFERSON CITY • The Missouri State Board of Education voted Tuesday to renew the charter of Confluence Academy but review it in one year while the low-performing schools undergo changes meant to improve academics.

Confluence will spend the next year on probation with its sponsor, Missouri University of Science and Technology.

To meet requirements of the probation, Confluence's governing board will end its contract with the management company EdisonLearning and has plans for a revised curriculum and other changes. Confluence has nearly 3,200 students enrolled in grades K-12 in four buildings, all in St. Louis. 
Mo. Senate stops bill allowing ads on school buses

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Legislation allowing Missouri school districts to sell advertising space on buses has been stopped by a Senate committee.

The bill had previously passed the House, but it received no support in the Senate Education Committee on Tuesday. The committee chairman, Sen. David Pearce, declared that the bill is dead for the session that ends Friday.

Pearce, a Republican from Warrensburg, said he was concerned that ads on the outside of the yellow buses would distract drivers and thus jeopardize the safety of children.

Sen. Kurt Schaefer, a Republican from Columbia, also raised concerns that the bill's limits on the types of ads that could be displayed might lead to lawsuits over free speech issues.

---

Bus bill is HB1273

Mo. Legislature passes cellphone, billboard bills

BY ELIZABETH CRISP • stltoday.com

JEFFERSON CITY • The Missouri Legislature – making its way through the final week of the session – voted today in favor of bills that will allow residents to add their cellphones to the state’s do-not-call list and open up the state to more digital billboards.

The cellphone bill has been pushed in several recent sessions but has never managed to make it all the way through. Today, the Senate voted unanimously in favor of sending the bill to Gov. Jay Nixon.

The state attorney general’s office runs the Missouri No Call List, an free service intended to protect people from unsolicited telemarketing calls. It currently applies to landlines only.

Telemarketers can face penalties of up to $5,000 per violation, according to the AG’s office.

The new bill will expand the service to cellphones. The legislation also includes unsolicited text and multimedia messages.

In other action today, lawmakers also agreed to send a pro-billboard bill to Nixon.

The legislation, as it passed both the House and Senate, will give billboard companies an avenue to rebuild their signs when roads and highways are widened. It also allows them the ability to build back with electronic signs.

Many of the billboard affected by the proposal do not meet the current regulations because they were built before the state’s 1999 billboard reforms. They likely would be stripped away during road construction projects.

The House granted final passage to Senate Bill 607 in a 112-41 vote today. Nixon vetoed a bill with similar language last year.

Supporters of digital switch say fewer billboards will be needed because one sign can run many ads.

Opponents, including the non-profit Scenic Missouri, cite concerns over aesthetics, safety and energy consumption among the drawbacks of electronic billboards.

Under the version that has passed the Legislature, local zoning authorities can prohibit the resetting of signs that do not comply with local regulations.

Legislative session ends Friday: Here's what's passed and what's pending 

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

The Missouri General Assembly’s session adjourns Friday. While the GOP-controlled legislature has passed some noteworthy pieces of legislation, other bills deemed priorities have stumbled. This list will be updated throughout the week to reflect legislation that’s passed -- or passed away.

Bills that have passed

Veterans’ home funding: Legislators passed a bill last week that changed how the state’s veterans’ homes are funded. Rep. David Day’s bill would direct $30 million from casino boarding fees going to early childhood education to a trust fund for veterans’ homes. The bill also directs $35 million from the state's tobacco settlement to early childhood education and includes language prohibiting any agency from creating rules or operating a Quality Rating Systems for early childhood development.

Arch tax: Rep. Todd Richardson’s bill permits the St. Louis Board of Aldermen and the county councils in St. Louis County and St. Charles County to put a 3/16th of 1 percent sales tax increase on the ballot.  About 60 percent of the proceeds would go to the Great Rivers Greenway, while 40 percent would go to local parks. Funds to Great Rivers Greenway would be used for “enhancements” on the Arch grounds and developing trails throughout the region.

To go into effect, at least two of the three voting jurisdictions have to approve the proposal.

(Start of update) Workers compensation: Legislation passed both chambers this week to revamp the state’s workers compensation system. Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed an earlier version of the bill. A sticking point was whether  workers with occupational diseases should resolve their claims in the workers’ compensation system instead of circuit courts. The latest version does not have the occupational disease component.

Charter school expansion: Legislation from Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, would allow charter schools to operate where there are unaccredited school districts. The bill would also allow charter schools in provisionally accredited school districts under certain conditions.

Cell phones placed on 'No Call' list: Legislators have approved a bill that will allow mobile phone users to add their number to the state's "No Call" list that already governs landlines. (End of update)

Court plan amendment: Lawmakers approved a proposed constitutional amendment making changes to the state’s nonpartisan court plan, which selects judges for the Missouri Supreme Court and Missouri Court of Appeals. The amendment now goes on the November ballot. If voters approve the amendment this year, it would change the composition of the commission that provides nominees to the governor in case of vacancies.

Currently, the Appellate Judiciary Commission is composed of three lawyers elected by the Missouri Bar, three gubernatorial appointees and the chief justice of the Missouri Supreme Court. The amendment would take the chief justice off the commission, provide the governor with four appointees and allow the governor to select all laypeople in a single term.

Sentencing changes: Rep. Gary Fuhr’s bill – which passed by an overwhelming margin in both chambers – would shorten periods of probation and parole for some criminal offenders for good behavior. It would also impose 120-day “shock” incarceration for parole violations. Additionally, the legislation sets up a commission to monitor implementation of the new system.

Asthma medications: Legislation sponsored by Rep. Sue Allen, R-Town and Country, would allow school nurses to administer asthma rescue medications.

County vacancies: Rep. Tony Dugger’s bill would allow a county commission to appoint an interim official when there’s a vacancy for county clerk, collector or assessor. That appointee would remain in that position until the governor appoints an official replacement.

Waiving maximum age of state militia: Another bill sponsored by Day would allow the state’s adjunct general to waive the maximum age requirement for the state militia on a case-by-case basis. Currently, the maximum age requirement is 64 years old.

Elder abuse protections: Sen. Kevin Engler’s legislation is aimed at protecting elderly residents against financial exploitation. Anybody who “who exercises authority over an elderly person or disabled person in order to take unfair advantage of that persons's vulnerable state of mind, neediness, pain, or agony” would be guilty of second-degree elder abuse. 

Don’t Tread on Me plate: Legislation put forth by Rep. Chuck Gatschenberger, R-Lake Saint Louis, would alter some parameters around a “Don’t Tread on Me” license plate, which was authorized last year by the General Assembly. Besides specifying the plate's appearance, the bill also requires a $15 fee in addition to the regular registration fees. It also states that there will be no additional fee to personalize the plate. 

Bills still pending

Tenure: Lawmakers introduced legislation at the beginning of the session that would have dramatically scaled back tenure for public school teachers. That bill sponsored by Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, ended up being narrowed to a provision that would not take seniority into account when conducting layoffs.

St. Louis circuit clerk: Sen. Joe Keaveny’s legislation would transform the city’s circuit clerk from an elected position to one appointed by judges. The bill would also make Cole County’s circuit clerk appointed as well.

Economic development incentives: House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said last week that he was hopeful for movement for a scaled-down economic development package that includes incentives to encourage freight-forwarders to direct cargo traffic to Lambert St. Louis International Airport. That bill though may encounter resistence from some senators, such as Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau.

Payday loans: In the midst of an initiative petition to cap substantially the interest rates for payday loans, legislators introduced legislation changing lending practices in the state. Both Keaveny and Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, put forward legislation that, among other things, barred individuals from taking out another loan if they have one outstanding. They would also allow a borrower to renew a loan only once.  Meanwhile, Rep. Mary Still’s legislation would have capped such loans at 36 percent, like the initiative petition.

None of these bills related to payday loans passed either chamber thus far, making it unlikely that anything on the topic will be passed before Friday.

Ethics legislation: Rep. Jason Kander – a Democratic candidate for secretary of state – offered up a bill to bar lobbyists' gifts, reinstitute limits on campaign donations, ban lawmakers from serving as political consultants, apply the state's sunshine law to individual lawmakers and establish a two-year ban on lobbying after leaving office. The bill didn’t make it out of committee, making it unlikely that it will pass this session.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, noted earlier this year that he didn't expect any ethics bills to pass this year. 

Lieutenant governor: Lamping proposed a constitutional amendment to make  governors and lieutenant governors run as a ticket, similarly to Illinois. The amendment failed to get out of the Senate and is not expected to pass this session.

Shortening the session: A constitutional amendment put forward by Lamping would have shortened the state’s legislative session from 18 to 12 weeks. Like his bid to pair the governor and lieutenant governor as a ticket, Lamping’s measure didn’t pass either chamber. 
Missouri General Assembly passes bills on charter schools, workers compensation

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

The Missouri General Assembly took action Tuesday on the two top pending issues during the session’s final week: changing the state’s workers’ compensation system and revamping the state’s laws governing charter schools to allow more of them.

Both bills won strong support in the state House and Senate and now go to Gov. Jay Nixon, who has yet to say if he supports or opposes either measure.

The state Senate voted unanimously, 34-0, in favor of the workers’ compensation changes. The House vote was 122-29. The bill, HB 1540, is aimed at protecting an employee subject to workers compensation from liability if a fellow employee is injured or killed on the job due to an accident or “occupational disease.”

 Tim Jones Sponsored by state Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, the bill is seen as helping to reduce businesses’ workers compensation rates. It stems from a 2010 court ruling that said co-workers could be liable.

An earlier version of the bill also was passed  by both chambers but was vetoed by Nixon, a Democrat, because of other provisions that were dropped in this later version.

Dan Mehan, chief executive of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, said the chamber – which backed the original bill – also supports the revised measure.  He asserted that changes in the workers compensation system are needed at once.

The chamber, he said, “has heard reports of trial attorneys using the loophole to go after the personal assets of co-workers of employees who were killed at a Joplin business during last year’s tornado. “

However, the chamber and some legislators on both sides of the workers compensation debate are concerned that the final bill doesn’t address the serious underfunding problem plaguing the Second Injury Fund, a workers compensation program for people with pre-existing conditions or disabilities who become injured on the job.

More charter schools allowed

The school charter bill, SB576, passed the House by a vote of 99-54. The Senate earlier had approved the measure, 31-2.

The bill allows charter schools – which do not have to meet some of the regulations governing regular schools – to be established in an unaccredited school district or in districts with provisional accreditation for three years.

 Mary Still School districts with more than 1,550 students also can establish charter schools, with school board approval. In such districts, no more than 35 percent of the students can be enrolled in charter schools.

All sides agree that the bill provides more oversight than  under current state law.  The state Board of Education, for example, must approve new charter-school sponsors -- a move that advocates say will help block sponsors with poor track records. 

Charter schools and their sponsors must lay out specific targets for performance and attendance, among other things.  The bill stipulates the state Board of Education must review sponsors every three years, to determine compliance.

The Missouri Charter Public School Association lauded passage of the bill.  “We believe it is important that all of Missouri’s families have an opportunity to choose the public educational option best for their children,” said association executive director Douglas Thaman in a statement. “This legislation will provide more families across the state access to quality charter schools held accountable to high standards of academic performance and operational management.”

But some critics, including state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, said the measure is inadequate. She was among several legislators who cited studies showing that the performance of students at many charter schools lagged behind their counterparts in the local public schools. Still called the bill approved Tuesday “a misguided attempt at reform,’’ and cited the disruption caused by the sudden closing in St. Louis of the Imagine charter schools.
Digital billboards bill in Missouri headed to governor

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. • The Missouri House has voted to allow more digital billboards on the state's roads and highways.

Current law allows for converting conventional billboards into electronic signs if they comply with all federal and state rules. The Missouri Outdoor Advertising Association says there are about 40 or 50 such signs throughout the state.

The House voted 112-41 to allow noncompliant billboards to be converted into electronic signs if the signs met state and federal rules when they were first put up.

The measure has already been approved by the Senate and now goes to Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.

Nixon vetoed similar legislation last year because it restricted how local governments could regulate such billboards. Those provisions appear to have been removed from this year's measure.
Mo. House votes to expand state's elder abuse law

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - Missouri's elder abuse law could soon be expanded to protect older citizens from financial exploitation.

The House voted 147-2 in favor of legislation that makes it a crime for those with authority over an elderly person to take advantage of that person's state of mind for financial gain.

The provision would apply to people who have guardianship, power of attorney or some other financial management role for seniors.

If someone steals money from an elderly person that had been intended to cover nursing home expenses, a judge could order that the money be paid to the home.

Supporters say some senior citizens need more protection because of their age and health.

The measure has already been approved by the Senate and now goes to Gov. Jay Nixon.

 Elder abuse bill is SB689

Missouri Senate approves earlier liquor sales at Lambert 

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN - mschlinkmann@post-dispatch 

Before boarding an early-morning flight Monday to Cancun, Joanie Jones and her fiancé, Bruce Smothers, wanted to kick off their vacation with a Bloody Mary at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport.

But they couldn't get one immediately at the Chili's restaurant near their gate because it was about 15 minutes before the 6 a.m. starting time set by Missouri law for selling liquor by the drink. That would change under a plan in the Legislature to allow booze to be sold at Lambert as early as 4.

Jones, 57, and Smothers, 58, both of Edwardsville, said they didn't mind the current restriction. But a few feet away at the bar, Kim Perry, 48, of Collinsville, who also tried unsuccessfully to buy a Bloody Mary before 6, liked the idea of an earlier start time for Lambert travelers just beginning their day. She contrasted their demeanor to the 3 a.m. closing-time scene in Soulard and some other areas of St. Louis. State law sets a 1:30 a.m. shutdown in most of the rest of Missouri.

Find the latest updates on our free news apps iPad, iPhone,  Android, Windows mobile, BlackBerry and Kindle Fire.

"The bottom line is, I see people at bars drinking until 3 in the morning and rowdy and crazy and dangerous," said Perry, who was waiting to fly with family members to Washington, D.C.

Darryl Jones, an official with the group that operates Lambert's restaurants and bars, said although the bill would allow airport liquor sales as early as 4, plans now call for a start time of 5 or 5:30 if it passes.

That might change, he said, if "we get a huge rush of passengers that come in at 4:30" because of future alterations in flight schedules.

As of now, he said, Chili's on the recently reopened C Concourse is the only establishment with a bar at Lambert that's open for food sales before the 6 a.m. starting time for alcoholic beverages. It opens at 4:30. If the bill passes, he said, it's likely that two other eateries with bars would open before 6 on each of two other concourses. Bars and restaurants at Lambert typically close by 10 p.m.

Jones, who is managing partner of D&D Concessions, said his firm and its joint venture associate, HMS Host Corp., decided to seek the legislative change after getting about 15 pre-6 a.m. requests for Bloody Marys on April 2. That was the day tornado-damaged Concourse C reopened after extensive renovations.

Among other airports surveyed Monday, the start time for serving alcoholic beverages is 6 a.m. at Minneapolis-St. Paul, San Diego, Los Angeles and Phoenix and 7 a.m. at Indianapolis and Philadelphia. There are no time limits on alcohol sales at bars past security checkpoints at Chicago's O'Hare and Midway airports, but a city spokeswoman said few or none sell liquor 24 hours a day.

The Lambert drinking time change is included in an omnibus liquor bill measure passed Tuesday by the Senate, 27-7, and sent back to the House. The provision also is included in a different bill pending on the Senate floor.

One supporter, state Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, said the airport provision would help it cater more to international travelers on differing timetables.

The same point was made by a Concourse C passenger interviewed early Monday.

"It's not always 4 in the morning" for every traveler, said Steve Brookshier, 28, of Enfield, Conn., a frequent traveler overseas. "They're not always coming from the Central time zone."

Other early-morning patrons at Chili's gave differing views on the pre-6 a.m. liquor proposal.

Jack Hodge, 66, of Chesterfield, said he didn't think he would order a drink that early.

"But that doesn't mean somebody else shouldn't have the opportunity to," he said.

Also supportive of the change were Adam and Danielle Theurer of Macon, Mo., who were waiting to fly to Mexico on their honeymoon.

"I'm not a big fan of governments regulating things one way or the other," said Adam Theurer, 27. "People have all different types of schedules, all different hours."

However, Wayne Edwards, 65, of Springfield, Ill., recommended against it.

"They're asking for trouble if they open that early; you're just going to have a continuation of the party the night before," he said.

Ordering a Bloody Mary just after 6 was Jeff Brewer, 45, of Palm Springs, Calif. Brewer, who sets up lighting for Broadway-type shows, was in St. Louis working at the Peabody Opera House for several days and wanted a drink before flying home after a long stretch on the job.

"I just got off work after 20 hours," he said.
Mo. House moves to stop Jayhawks license plate 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri license plates won't be sporting Kansas Jayhawks logos anytime soon if the Missouri House has its way.

The House approved an amendment to a higher education bill Tuesday allowing only Missouri schools to be featured on license plates, unless the Missouri Legislature gives its approval.

Efforts to create a University of Kansas specialty plate in Missouri began a year ago, well before the University of Missouri left the Big 12 Conference for the SEC.

The amendment's sponsor, Democrat Stephen Webber, says he'll remove his amendment or seek to repeal it if Kansas challenges Missouri to a football or basketball game next school year.

A specialty plate Pittsburg State University in southeastern Kansas has been approved in Missouri. It was not immediately clear what would happen to that plate.

---

Higher education bill is SB563

Missouri House takes stand against KU license plates

 Jason Hancock - The Kansas City Star 

JEFFERSON CITY | The Missouri House sent a clear message to the University of Kansas this morning: Unless the school resumes rivalry games with the Missouri Tigers, there will never be a Jayhawk license plate in the Show-Me State. 

"I don’t like KU under any circumstance, but in the year that they can’t find the heart or courage to play us, now they want to add something to our license plates? Not if the House has anything to do with it," said Rep. Stephen Webber, a Columbia Democrat. 

The push for the new license plate came from the KU Alumni Association. Not surprisingly, the idea has not received a warm reception from Missouri lawmakers. 

Under existing law, a new specialty license plate is established either directly by the General Assembly through the passage of a bill or through an administrative process that doesn’t require legislative action. Webber proposed a change to the process that would prohibit the administrative process from be used to create Missouri specialty plates for out-of-state colleges and universities.

The change was added as an amendment to a larger higher education bill. That bill now goes back to the Senate, where a pair of Republicans made it clear they will work to block any effort to establish a Jayhawk license plate in Missouri.

While the amendment would apply to any out-of-state school, make no mistake that its main focus is on the Jayhawks.

Webber pointed to the economic impact the KU-Mizzou rivalry has had on the Kansas City are, where the annual football game is held at Arrowhead Stadium. If KU agrees to resume the rivalry game, "I will personally file legislation to repeal this amendment," Webber said. 

“This is one of those opportunities to kick the Jayhawks in their non-existent teeth, and I say we take advantage of it," Webber said. "I would like to say in all seriousness, the rivalry’s been good for Kansas City, it’s been good for our state, I think it’s been good for their state as well.”
Missouri River listed as one of nation's 'most endangered'

BY KEN LEISER • stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 16, 2012 12:05 am

ST. LOUIS • Outdated flood-control practices have made the Missouri River one of the 10 most “endangered” waterways in the United States, according to a conservation group.

American Rivers announced the annual ranking today. Environmental groups quickly seized on the findings to encourage Congress and the Army Corps of Engineers to take steps to fund planning and flood protection on the nation’s longest river.

During the past 75 years, the federal government has taken steps to develop deeper channels and reservoirs that have diminished natural floodplains and wetlands along the waterway. The result has been a heightened flood risk to communities.

The Missouri River ranked as the fourth most endangered in the American Rivers report.

"We need to completely reevaluate our approach to managing the river,” said Brad Walker, wetlands and floodplain director at the Missouri Coalition for the Environment, during a news conference at St. Louis City Hall.

Walker encouraged the federal government to restore funding for a Missouri River study to analyze the river’s current management and to develop strategies to deal with the problems.

Meanwhile, there's continuing pressure to develop land in flood plains near the river. Melissa Moulton of Maryland Heights Residents for Responsible Growth, said that city has the largest single piece of developable land in St. Louis County — the Howard Bend Flood Plain. The swath of land extends from I-70 south to Olive Boulevera, and from Creve Coeur Park west to the Missouri River.

Moulton said there have been proposals to build a 191-acre regional retail center in the Howard Bend flood plain. Last fall, the Maryland Heights Planning Commission approved a resolution favoring retail and mixed-use development near Creve Coeur Lake Park.

It marks the 27th year that the nonprofit American Rivers has published its Most Endangered Rivers report, highlighting rivers “at a crossroads” because of pivotal upcoming decisions. Ranking No. 1 on this year’s list was the Potomac River.
Kiosks to help in unclaimed property 

 O'FALLON, Mo. (AP) -- As the state of Missouri continues to hold hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of unclaimed property, a new effort seeks to make it easier for the rightful owners to step forward.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel (ZWY'-ful) scheduled a visit to O'Fallon on Wednesday for the installation and demonstration of an unclaimed property search kiosk at a state license office. Zweifel says the kiosk allows those renewing driver's licenses or plates to also search for and claim unclaimed property.

Kiosks were previously installed at license offices in Columbia and Joplin.

The treasurer's office says there is nearly $700 million in unclaimed property in Missouri.
Longtime St. Louis Business Journal reporter dies

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

ST. LOUIS • Funeral services are pending for Rick Desloge, who spent nearly three decades as a journalist with the St. Louis Business Journal.

The Business Journal says Desloge died Monday, about a year after he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He was 63.

Desloge began at the Business Journal in 1984 and continued working until recently. He was well-known for his "St. Louis Character" feature. He provided twice-daily Business Journal reports on KMOX Radio until about a month ago.

Desloge was a graduate of the University of Missouri and received numerous journalism awards from the Missouri Press Association and the Society of American Business Editors and Writers.

He is survived by his wife, Nancy, and sons Rick and Nick.
Area legislators largely support Limbaugh selection for Hall of Famous Missourians

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- While some state lawmakers are deriding Rush Limbaugh's placement into the Hall of Famous Missourians as an embarrassment, those who represent districts closer to the talk show host's hometown said Tuesday they were solidly behind House Speaker Steve Tilley's decision. 

Even one Southeast Missouri Democratic House member, Steve Hodges of East Prairie, said he doesn't oppose the selection, calling it a "done deal." 

Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, and Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, each said they support the decision to put a bust of the conservative talk show host in the Capitol's third-floor rotunda between the House and Senate chambers, where it will join likenesses of fellow inductees, including Walt Disney, Harry Truman and George Washington Carver. 

"It is about a famous Missourian," Lichtenegger said. "Rush Limbaugh is a famous Missourian. Whether you like what he says or not, you can't say he is not a famous Missourian." 

Others, mainly Democrats and some women's groups, disagree. Opponents say that Limbaugh doesn't belong, citing his comments about a female law student involved in the national debate about insurance for contraception. 

Limbaugh was inducted Monday during what some call a semisecret ceremony in the state Capitol that included police guards to keep out uninvited guests. About 20 members of Limbaugh's family attended the event in Jefferson City. 

But Lichtenegger said the meeting was largely private to ensure the safety of Limbaugh and his family. 

Lichtenegger said that death threats had been made. 

"It had nothing to do with trying to keep people out," she said. "It was because of the threats. He's very protective of his family." 

Some lawmakers are hoping to block the bust from being placed. Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon's office released a memo Monday suggesting that a state board has the authority to determine what items are displayed in the rotunda. House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, also said that Tilley has no legal authority to order Limbaugh's bust to be placed in the Capitol Rotunda. 

Wallingford said Monday he got to meet Limbaugh when he was in Jefferson City on Monday and that he "got goose bumps from just thinking about it." Wallingford doesn't have a problem, he said, with the way the induction ceremony was handled, suggesting that it may have had something to do with Limbaugh's hectic schedule. 

"I don't know how much lead time the people in the know even got," Wallingford said. 

It would be hard to find a noncontroversial candidate, he said. 

"I don't think controversy should be part of the selection process," Wallingford said. "If it was, we'd have very few people we could select to honor." 

Wallingford called Limbaugh "very deserving." 

Hodges said a letter of opposition with 48 names that was sent to Tilley in March did not bear his signature. Hodges, who was born in Cape Girardeau, said he knows Limbaugh and his family so he didn't oppose it. But he said he did find one of Limbaugh's remarks during the ceremony offensive. 

During his remarks, Limbaugh said that liberals and Democrats are deranged. 

"He's just making a blanket comment about everybody and that was poorly put," Hodges said. "Why be negative about it? He was talking about me. I don't feel like I'm deranged. Why didn't he just come up here, go through the ceremony and be gracious?" 

Still, Hodges said he still won't oppose Limbaugh's induction. 

"It's a done deal," he said. "We're not going to go back in and grandfather something in and take that bust out. But it will be interesting to see if it is placed in another area of the Capitol. If you want my opinion, I don't think it will happen." 

Postal Service deadline for action by Congress passes

By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

Bess Johnson, a clerk at the Richard G. Wilson Mail Processing and Distribution Facility, is pessimistic about her future. 
"It's just scary," she said. 

The Cape Girardeau center, with about 100 employees, was one of 220 set to close until the U.S. Postal Service agreed to a moratorium on facility closures through Tuesday to allow Congress time to act on an alternative. 

But the day came and went without any action by the House of Representatives, although the Senate approved a plan to delay closings last month. The Postal Service is expected to announce this week a plan for its processing centers, which could have major implications for the Cape Girardeau facility. 

Now Johnson, who was transferred to Cape Girardeau when the distribution center she worked for in Chicago closed, is facing her second move in less than two years. If she loses her job again, her teenage son will have to transfer to his third high school. 

"They moved us away from our families to come here. I knew nothing of Cape Girardeau before I came here. I came here thinking I'm going to be stable for a while; now it's the same thing. It's heart-wrenching," said Johnson, who has worked for the Postal Service for 12 years. 

There are five other clerks, like her, who were transferred from Chicago and now may be transferred again. They're not sure, though, that there are jobs to transfer to. 

"This time around, there's really no place to go because they're closing so many of them," Johnson said. 

The Postal Service will unveil a plan Thursday for 252 mail processing centers, including the one in Cape Girardeau, said Richard Watkins, Postal Service spokesman in Kansas City. 

"Prior to public release of any additional information, our top priority, as is standard operating procedure, is to ensure our employees are notified first," Watkins said Tuesday. 

Johnson said they've been told to expect an announcement, but she doesn't know whether they will say the center will remain open or will close. 

Johnson said a malaise has fallen over the distribution center's workers, including herself, as they await the news. It's hard to even get out of bed, she said. 

"You still got a job to do, but the motivation to get up and go is not there," she said. 

According to the Postal Service's feasibility study, consolidating the Cape Girardeau center's operations with the St. Louis distribution center will save the agency $3.8 million annually. 

Decreasing mail volume necessitates changes to the mail processing network, according to the Postal Service. It has experienced a 25 percent decline in first-class mail volume since 2006. 

"America needs a financially stable Postal Service to adapt to a changing marketplace and evolving mailing needs," Watkins said. "The steps we are taking now will put the Postal Service on a strong financial footing for decades to come." 

The Senate had approved a plan last month to shore up the struggling Postal Service by refunding $11 billion of overpayments it made to a federal retirement fund and allowing the organization to make smaller payments into a future retiree health benefits account. 

House Resolution 1351 would solve nearly all the Postal Service's problems, said Greg Davidson, president of the American Postal Workers Union Cape Area Local 4088. The bill has 227 co-sponsors, but House leadership won't let it go up for a vote, he said. 

"We're disappointed that we couldn't get a better bill through the Senate, and we're disappointed that the House is just sitting on its hands on this," Davidson said. 

He's hopeful that the Postal Service will use the Senate bill as a blueprint for its new plan. 

"It would still mean the closure of a lot of facilities, but there's a decent chance we would remain open at least for a few years," Davidson said. 

He expects some distribution center closures this summer but that most won't happen until next year, which would give Congress more time. 

"A lot could happen between now and then if the political will is there. So far, Congress has not shown the political will to fix the problem," he said. 

Last week the Postal Service announced that it wouldn't be closing rural post offices, which was once suggested as a way to save money. Instead, it decided to reduce hours at an expanded number of rural post offices. 

MISSOURINET
Senate debates expense of executions (AUDIO)

May 15, 2012 - By Bob Priddy 

The state senate has started considering the economics of the death penalty.     

St. Louis Senator Joseph Keaveny figures it costs one-half million dollars more to execute and inmate than to keep that person in prison for life without parole.  He wants the state auditor to pick ten death penalty cases and ten life-without-parole cases and compare the costs to taxpayers.

Cape Girardeau Senator Jason Crowell knows what the results will be—it’s exponentially more expensive to pay for imprisonment and years of court appeals before executions. .    

But he also warns elimination of the death penalty could drive up the costs of those doing life without parole because the death penalty is an important bargaining chip that leads many people to strike a plea bargain for life without…..thus saving costs of trials and years of appeals.

Crowell hopes any decision on the death penalty is made on the basis is justice, not on the basis of dollars and cents.

The senate has not reached a vote on having the audit. 




AUDIO: Listen to the debate 27:30
MAMTEK bill endangered by senate snag (AUDIO)

May 16, 2012 - By Bob Priddy 

A proposed new law designed to protect Missouri communities from falling victim to another MAMTEK scheme is close to legislative approval.  But it has picked up an amendment in the Senate that threatens to kill it.

MAMTEK, you’ll recall, is the Chinese company that talked Moberly into issuing tens of millions of dollars in bonds for a sweetener plant project that turned sour last year. Two legislative committees have investigate and have produced a proposed law that protects cities from similar debacles and requires the Department of Economic Development to be more vigilant.

Senate sponsor Jim Lembke describes the bill as “an effort to protect our communities” and develop more credible tax credit tools.

But Senator Eric Schmitt wants to tack on a five-dollar-per ticket tax credit to lure major athletic events to Missouri such as the NCAA tournament or the Super Bowl. He’s been trying to get the idea passed for three years and sees Lembke’s bill as the last chance he has to get his idea enacted this year.

Lembke, though,  says the legislature is in no mood to talk about new tax credits. Schmitt won’t withdraw his amendment…so Lembke has withdrawn his bill from debate.  The two have three days left to work something out.

 
AUDIO: Listen to the debate 8:15
 
Charter schools expansion, accountability proposal sent to the Governor

May 16, 2012 - By Mike Lear 

The state legislature has approved a bill that would allow expansion of charter schools and strengthen their accountability.

Charter schools are supported by taxpayers but not regulated by districts. They typically use different curriculums from their public school counterparts. Currently, they are restricted in Missouri to St. Louis and Kansas City.

The bill would let charter schools be formed anywhere in the state in districts that are unaccredited or have been provisionally accredited for three straight years, and in districts in which the local school board sponsors them. It also adds new provisions to laws on charter school accountability.

See the legislation, SB 576
Representative Todd Richardson (R-Poplar Bluff) says, “The bill allows for an annual review of all the charter school sponsors in the state, it also provides for consistent performance reviews and holds charter schools to the same standards with the annual performance review, including map tests, that our public schools have to meet.”

Opponents point out that some charter schools have performed worse than public schools in the same districts. Representative Tishaura Jones (D-St. Louis) sponsored an identical bill. She says in the case of the Imagine schools that were recently shut down by the State Board of Education, “We all know that Imagine schools have been the bottom feeders in the state in terms of performance.” She says original laws regarding accountability were weak, and this legislation will prevent more situations like that with the Imagine schools.

Representative Sara Lampe’s (D-Springfield) district includes the largest accredited school district in the state. She supports the accountability portion of the bill, but not the expansion part. “The state department has some guidelines for how (charter schools) can be better. This bill is not needed for that to happen. The only thing that this bill is needed for is to create an opportunity for expansion of a business out into the state into your community to draw profit off your community and take away your local community school.”

Governor Jay Nixon called on the legislature to pass a charter schools accountability bill in his “State of the State” address in January.

Download 
 

BLOG ZONE 
Four legacies of Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley

 Barb Shelly Barb Shelly - The Kansas City Star

Steve Tilley won’t go into the books as one of the great speakers of the Missouri House. After two years in that post, he’ll be remembered for:

1) Getting Rush Limbaugh added to the Hall of Famous Missourians. Tilley slipped the controversial “Rush Bust” into a locked chamber on Monday, for an inauguration ceremony witnessed only by Republican lawmakers and their staffers. The public and Democrats were kept at bay.

2) Signing on as a co-sponsor of the “don’t say gay” bill, which would have prohibited any talk about sexual orientation in public schools, even in conversations to deter bullying.

3) Presiding over last summer’s flop of a special session. The Senate bore the larger share of responsibility for that crackup, which went on for seven weeks, cost $281,000 and produced next to nothing. But Tilley didn’t have the leadership clout to make it work.

4) The 2012 presidential primary fiasco. Under the leadership of Tilley and Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer, the legislature was unable to do something as simple as move the event to a date that complied with Republican National Committee rules. Instead, Missouri spent $7 million on a primary that resulted in no delegates being selected.

Tilley is term-limited from serving another term in the House. He announced he was running for lieutenant governor, then changed his mind, which is probably just as well.

Condolences to the family of journalist Rick Desloge

BY DEB PETERSON • stltoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, May 15, 2012 12:07 pm 

CONDOLENCES: Our thoughts go out to the family of Rick Desloge, a reporter with the St. Louis Business Journal since 1984 and a familiar voice on KMOX (AM 1120) radio, who died at his home yesterday.

Desloge, 63, died from pancreatic cancer. He had been diagnosed a year ago.

I became acquainted with Desloge and his wife, Nancy Solomon, several years ago as we sat in the stands watching our respective sons play hockey for Kirkwood High School. Desloge loved to talk about news and hockey and kids and no matter how well or poorly the team was doing, he always had a smile on his face.

His happy disposition is something his colleagues noted in the St. Louis Business Journal obituary about Desloge. They said that in the year he battled his cancer, they "were amazed at his consistent good cheer. It seems odd to say that someone fighting such a serious illness was chipper, but chipper he often was."

During his illness, Desloge, an avid bike rider, his wife and friends and family formed "Team Desloge" to raise money for "Pedal the Cause," a bike ride that supports Siteman Cancer Center, Barnes-Jewish Hospital, Washington University medical school and Children's Hospital.

Desloge was treated at Siteman.

Desloge was a Mizzou Journalism School grad and an award-winning journalist who received honors from the Missouri Press Association and the Society of American Business Editors and Writers. Before joining the Business Journal, Desloge wrote for the Suburban Journals in St. Louis and Traveler’s Inside Report in San Francisco. He also worked at KPLR (Channel 11).

He is survived by his wife and their sons, Rick and Nick; his mother, Kathleen McAuliffe Desloge; and siblings Suzie (Charlie) Weiss, Jim (Janet) Desloge, Ellen (Rick) Gray and Dan (Chris) Desloge.

Funeral arrangements are pending.
Michael Mahoney – 20 Pounds of Headlines

Emily’s List Puts Mo-4 Democrat Hensley on “the List”

The Democratic leaning ‘EMILY’s List’, is now backing likely Mo-4 Democratic challenger Teresa Hensley.

Hensley is the Cass County prosecutor. She running against freshman Republican Vicky Hartzler in the district that covers much of western and south-central Missouri.

Hartzler defeated former House Armed services Chairman ike Skelton in 2010.

In a news release, the organization states, “On the List” is a new way for EMILY’s List members to engage with and support promising candidates early in an election cycle. By putting Hensley “On the List,” EMILY’s List is ensuring that she has access to this powerful network of supporters.”
EMILY’s List claims to have a million people on the list network. It says it raised more than $38 million dollars in 2009-10 election cycle for the candidates EMILY’s list supported.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Missouri minimum wage is likely to rise, with or without a vote

BY DAVID NICKLAUS • stltoday.com | Posted: Tuesday, May 15, 2012 3:52 pm 

Missouri's minimum wage is likely to be headed higher next year, regardless of how a ballot initiative fares. That's because voters decided in 2006 to adjust the wage floor for inflation, and the inflation index that the state uses is pointing toward an increase of about 15 cents an hour.

The Missouri Department of Labor announces the inflation calculation every October, based on the July reading for an indicator with a long name: The Consumer Price Index for urban wage earners and clerical workers, Midwest urban region. (We'll call it the Midwest CPI-W for short.) Department spokeswoman Amy Susan confirmed by email that the state minimum wage -- the figure that gets used as a base for the next inflation adjustment -- is identical to the federal minimum wage of $7.25.

The federal Bureau of Labor Statistics released the April reading for the Midwest CPI-W today, and it shows an increase of 2.4 percent in the past 12 months. If the same inflation rate persists in July, it would indicate a state minimum wage of $7.42. Missouri law calls for rounding to the nearest nickel, which would be $7.40.

A proposed ballot initiative would instead raise Missouri's wage floor by a dollar, to $8.25, on January 1, and would continue the inflation adjustments in future years. Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan has yet to rule on whether the petition is supported by enough valid signatures, but supporters say they have far more signatures than are needed.

As I wrote in a recent column, this looks like a bad time to increase the minimum wage. The job market is sluggish, especially for unskilled young workers, and if employers have to pay more for unskilled labor, they'll use less of it. Still, voters seem to decide these things based on emotions, not economics.  So it may be helpful to know that minimum wage workers are in line for a small raise come Jan. 1,  even if Missourians vote "no" on the bigger increase.
Editorial: Missouri Speaker's legacy: It's El Rushbo's House now 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 16, 2012 12:15 am 

Mark Twain was no fan of politicians. He thought they were crooks. He probably would have wanted no part of the honor bestowed upon him by former Missouri Speaker of the House Bob Griffin in 1982.

Mr. Twain, aka Samuel Langhorne Clemens, was the inaugural member of the Hall of Famous Missourians. Generally, the hall is populated by Missouri's favorite sons and daughters. Honors are chosen by the speaker of the House.

That Mr. Griffin, a Democrat, later would go to jail for bribery and mail fraud, fulfilling Mr. Twain's analysis that "public office is private graft," is fitting.

On Monday, when the latest speaker of the House, Republican Steve Tilley of Perryville, closed the House chambers to the public while inducting talk-radio personality Rush Limbaugh into the same hall that contains a bust of Mr. Twain, a quotation from Mr. Twain's autobiography came to mind:

"To lodge all power in one party and keep it there is to insure bad government and the sure and gradual deterioration of the public morals."

Mr. Tilley presides over a decidedly partisan House controlled by enough Republicans to render Democrats superfluous. The results have been devastating. Bills that many people in Mr. Tilley's party not long ago would have considered fringe proposals are passing handily. Democrats' and moderates' proposals are safely tucked away in the speaker's desk, never to see the light of day.

That Mr. Tilley would sell his soul to Mr. Limbaugh, and offer a place in the Capitol rotunda for his likeness is hardly surprising. In fact, it's oddly appropriate; history will record that under Mr. Tilley's watch, the discourse in the House has not been too different from the sort of bile that is a regular feature of Mr. Limbaugh's show. Still, no House member has yet publicly called a woman a 'slut," as Mr. Limbaugh did in March.

We suspect Mr. Twain would welcome Mr. Limbaugh to the hall, as the presence of both men paints politics in the most cynical light.

But no Missourian should accept the decision by one of our state's most powerful elected officials to post armed officers paid for by taxpayers at the public entrances of the House galleries so that Mr. Tilley and Mr. Limbaugh could hold a private, partisan pep rally.

The people's house is worth more than that.

It should not be sold to the highest bidder.

Closing the chamber to all but selected Republicans who were invited for what ostensibly is a public event and then asking members of the Missouri Highway Patrol to bar the public from the stately chamber that belongs to them is beyond arrogant. It's insulting.

So, too, was Mr. Limbaugh's reference, from the House dais no less, to the Democrats who were locked out of the chambers as "deranged." That classless move firmly chiseled Mr. Tilley's legacy into state history. He won't need a bust.

Mr. Tilley forever will be known as the man who turned what lawmakers like to call "The People's House" into Rush's House.

On Tuesday, Mr. Limbaugh repaid the favor, lavishing praise on Mr. Tilley to his national radio audience and replaying clips of his induction speech.

Mr. Tilley, who has turned monetizing public service into an art form, sold out the people for 15 seconds of fame.

Cha-ching.
DAVID ROSMAN: Senate bill is bad for Missouri teachers, students

Columbian Missourian

Ah, the last few days of Missouri’s legislative session. Most of the mainline bills have been finalized. Yes, there are only a few this year, but most have run their course.

The keyword here is “most.” There is one bill still pending that is very worrisome for our state’s public school system, though this bill addresses only the St. Louis Public Schools.

HB 1526/SB 601 “allows teachers in the St. Louis City School District who have a permanent appointment to be removed based on incompetency.” It also reduces the time between notification of a hearing for dismissal and the hearing itself.

As a college instructor and having taught high school, I have my own qualms concerning tenure and the competent instructors. In post-secondary institutions, competency is measured through a number of factors including a student satisfaction survey, usually given in the last weeks of the term, and a review of grades awarded — the latter looking for grade inflation or deflation.

SB 601 would do two things. First, the bill would reduce the time between notification of a pending hearing for dismissal to the hearing itself from one semester to 30 days. Other than the various teacher unions rejecting such a change in support of tenure, this appears to be good for the teacher and the school, preventing anxiety from being displaced into the classroom for a longer period. I know some will disagree.

Second, the bill will insert “incompetence” as a reason for teacher dismissal, tenured or probation. On the surface this does not seem too bad; however, our legislators, as is their usual manner, left out something important — a working definition of “incompetence.”

What does “incompetence” mean? Does “incompetence” include the inability of the teacher to enlist the student’s parents as part of the student’s support system? Does it include the number of nonnative speaking students or students with conditions that limit their learning in the classroom? How about poverty? These and more are factors concerning a child’s ability to learn and the achievements in a classroom.

Without a base definition, a school district may decide that “incompetence” includes the refusal to discuss religious beliefs in a science class or science in contemporary religion. “Incompetence” may include a thoughtful and pointed discussion on bullying as it concerns a student’s sexual orientation.

Can “incompetence” extend to one’s theistic or atheistic beliefs? How about teacher’s sexual orientation or living arrangements?

There are seemly an unlimited number of sectarian and secular reasons for the “unfair” dismissal of a teacher that may be permitted under the catch-all term “incompetence.”

This tough question can be eased if our legislators were brave enough to write in a definition, but they are not.

There is a slippery slope argument here as well, one that has been well-greased. If a bill concerning a specific school district’s rule on tenure is to be legislatively changed, what prevents these changes from going statewide? We all are aware of school districts in Missouri that would use this opportunity to dismiss employees for their religious, sexual or scientific beliefs, keeping discrimination under the radar. This may cause an already fractured learning competency of the students in Missouri to deepen to an abyss.

By focusing on only one factor, a teacher’s undefined “competency,” with so many other factors to consider, this bill will prove to be unfair to teachers and students alike.

Peter Thomson, the late CEO of Avis Rent a Car, wrote that if you really want to know what is wrong with a system, ask those on the front lines. I doubt that the members of the state House or Senate have taken the time to speak to the teachers on the front line. I doubt some legislators have read their letters.

These are the reasons to urge our state senators to vote no on SB 601 and for the governor to veto the bill. It is not fair for the students, not fair for the employees and not fair for the future of Missouri.

David Rosman is an editor, writer, professional speaker and college instructor in communications, ethics, business and politics. Questions? Contact Opinion editor Elizabeth Conner.
Letters to the editor, May 16 – St. Louis Post-Dispatch

A true levee partnership takes more than words

The commentary "Long-term partners in levee rehab" (May 9) clearly stated a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers commitment to work closely with Metro East leaders as "partners." It pointed to the long history of cooperation between the corps and local authorities in managing flood risks, yet it barely acknowledged the tremendous frustration expressed by its partners or why they might feel that way.

Let's review:

• Metro East leaders were forced to raise what were considered to be matching funds and probably now are the only source for the $170 million levee rehab;

• The corps' three-year, never-quite-finished rehab plan required 30 years and more than $300 million to implement;

• Patience exhausted, the Flood Protection District Council had to hire engineers at its own expense to develop a feasible plan within a finite budget and reasonable time frame;

• Four years into the project, the corps revealed a costly, time-consuming permit requirement coupled with a meandering approval process. The result: Most of the rehab work is in limbo; and,

• Area leaders have carried this burden for nearly five years — five frustrating years of continual problems with few solutions, economic uncertainty and a growing disappointment in those responsible for protecting Metro East lives and property.

Obviously, public safety is a driving force for the corps. Everyone involved shares this same concern, especially those residents and businesses directly affected. But this is an indefensible excuse for years of bureaucratic doublespeak and delay.

A true "partnership" is more than words. It requires trust, respect and accountability.

Patrick McKeehan • Edwardsville

With services cut to the bone, lawmakers must look at revenue

Last week, the Missouri Legislature passed the state budget for the next fiscal year. It was a budget that pitted various social services against each other (child-care funding against funding for medical services and veterans homes, etc.). As an agency that works with low-income families, we were grateful that policymakers found ways to maintain many of these services. Not all of the programs were as lucky, including the Missouri Early Headstart program, which was eliminated.

Moreover, there was little to no funding included in the budget's reserve or supplemental funds, virtually ensuring that more budget cuts will be required during the year unless legislators immediately enact common-sense revenue policies.

Missouri faces many more years of budget shortfalls, and critical services already have been cut to the bone. Elected officials no longer can rely solely on cuts to balance the state's budget. They must take steps to bolster state revenue and generate the resources needed to build a stronger future for Missouri and invest in high-quality children's services, good schools and affordable colleges.

Two easy ways to do this include passing legislation to close the tax loophole on Internet sales or increase the state's cigarette tax, both of which have stalled in committee. Legislators should advance these proposals in order to prevent damaging mid-year budget cuts that would hurt Missouri's children and families.

Anne Silea • St. Louis County

Lutheran Family and Children's Services of Missouri

A full day's work

So our Leisure Legislature thinks that it can spend its last week in session by coming in for late afternoon openings. Our legislators don't seem to be too worried that too many Missourians are unemployed, that too many Missourians have no health insurance, that Missouri's children are not getting an adequate education and that there isn't enough money being allocated for police, fireman and other services to our communities.

Maybe when they go home on Friday, they should stay there and let people who really care for solving these problems come back and put in a full day's work.

Tom Heitzer • Bonne Terre

The emperor's clothes

The emperor (JPMorgan CEO Jamie Dimon) has plenty of clothes (profits) to cover the "poorly executed" hedge that cost JPMorgan $2 billion. The emperor thus disputes the need for the pending Volcker Rule in the Dodd-Frank law, which would restrict such portfolio hedges.

Yet the emperor did not mention that the $2 billion loss was caused by a very modest 2 percent loss on a 'stupid" $100 billion bet, nor did he say what this too-complex-to-explain investment actually was hedging.

Nor did the emperor note that 95 percent of the $38 trillion derivatives market is held by just five banks, or that the size and profits of said banks grew significantly since 2008 despite relatively modest lending activities.

All of which begs this question: Why should banks make billions in profits on complex derivatives trades that create no jobs yet put banks and taxpayers at risk while customers pay higher service fees and businesses struggle to secure loans? The answer is that they should not, as Congress approved in the Dodd-Frank law.

While the Volcker Rule may trim bank profits in the short term, it will encourage big banks to focus on lending instead of hedging and help avoid a repeat of the 2008 financial crisis that cost the 99 percent far more than the 1 percent represented by the emperor, Mr. Dimon.

Steve Collins • Eureka

Reinstate Glass-Steagall

Recent stories about JPMorgan's $2 billion loss provide an opportunity to look at the people who have started to put our foot into this financial crisis bucket again just four short years since the last round of risky bank investments.

Let's put Sen. Carl Levin, D-Mich., in charge. He heads the Senate's Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. Then get all of the other cooks out of the kitchen, including U.S. Rep. Barney Frank, D-Mass., economist Paul Volcker and the Brookings Institution, to name a few, with their loophole-infested bandage repairs.

Congress should repeal the ruinous Republican legislation and all of its amendments and add-ons known as the Financial Services Modernization Act of 1999. Reinstate the Glass-Steagall Act, also known as the Banking Act of 1933, in its entirety. Glass-Steagall, enacted in 1933, limited securities and speculative activities by banks, and remained in effect until 1999.

Admittedly, this has very little, if any, chance of happening because it would take courage and it would fly directly in the face of the Washington, D.C., hierarchy.

K.C. Weber • St. Louis county

Can't rely on self-regulation

The $2 billion loss in the hedging department of JPMorgan is a prima facie case for re-regulating the entire U.S. financial industry. The 1930s-era Glass-Steagall Act needs to be sent through Congress again. It needs to be the law of the land again. The deregulation of the financial industry that occurred since the 1980s must be undone.

If we are to prevent $670 trillion in credit default swaps from being called in, then we need tough new regulations for commercial banks, investment banks and insurance companies. The top 10 banks in the United States need to be split up. We can't have banks that are "too big to fail." The Republicans, CEOs and millionaires and billionaires are all wrong. Too much regulation is not the problem with American business. The problem is way too little regulation.

We can't rely on businesses, the Republicans and the rich to regulate themselves.

Gregory Gebhart • Webster Groves
Letters | Teacher quality, illegal immigration, gun laws- Kansas City Star

Boosting teacher quality

A teacher’s effectiveness on students can’t be overstated. 

A recent Harvard and Columbia study conducted over a 20-year period shows an effective teacher’s students have lower teenage-pregnancy rates, are more likely to graduate high school and attend college, and have higher earnings than students with an ineffective teacher.

Missouri needs a system to recognize, reward and retain our most effective teachers. We need to provide meaningful feedback and support to teachers so they can consistently improve instruction. We must remove policies that do not promote quality education for all children.

Senate Bill 806 is a giant step toward creating this system. This bill creates a more comprehensive teacher evaluation system. Teachers would be assessed based on a combination of measures. These include how much the students in their classrooms grow academically, observations by their principals and others, and their contributions to the overall school community.

Senate Bill 806 tells teachers that Missouri values how effective they are with students, not simply how long they have been in the classroom. This is the right message to our educators.

I have five grandchildren in Missouri schools, so I’m concerned about teacher quality.

John Stolte - Kansas City
Make America strong

The May 14 editorial, “Expand work visas for top foreign talent,” in favor of a significant increase of visas for foreigners earning masters degrees in the United States when read in conjunction with the front page article in the same edition which explains that immigrants learning English (many of whom are refugees) make up over 50 percent of Kansas City East’s senior class makes one pause to think (“Many worlds, one home”).

The Star is promoting a “brain drain” from the Third World, which directly contributes to the reason many seek refuge in the United States. Let those coming here to learn return to their homelands to build stronger nations.

Let us here promote programs for our legal residents, including U.S. citizens, to obtain skills that employers need.

Thomas Walsh- Lenexa
Limbaugh Capitol bust

How disappointing — but not surprising — that House Speaker Steven Tilley proceeded with inducting Rush Limbaugh into the Hall of Famous Missourians even though there was so much opposition (5-15, A1, (“Limbaugh gets spot at Capitol”). Tilley knew it was the wrong thing to do or he would have invited Democratic lawmakers and the public instead of locking people out and posting armed members of the Missouri Highway Patrol.

The bust must come down.

Mary Lynn Stone – Gladstone

Illegal immigration

I listened to a political “expert” comment recently on the difficulty the Republican Party would face in the presidential election because of the position being taken by a candidate on illegal immigrants. His position was that it was politically damaging for a candidate to want to enforce the law spelling out the ground rules for non-Americans to enter this country legally.

My forefathers and millions of others patiently waited months and years to obtain the right to enter this country legally. They worked to feed, clothe, educate and provide medical care to us, their offspring.

It galls me to listen to politicians who want to welcome these illegal immigrants with open arms, feed, clothe, educate and make them immediate citizens — just in time for the presidential elections. Politically, this is understandable.

In all of this political maneuvering, it is grossly insulting to the millions of legal residents, many of whom are the parents or grandparents of those so eager to win a political battle that they will attempt to circumvent the law for political power.

It’s disgusting.

Charles J. Faraci - Kansas City, Kan.
Osterheldt column

At first glance, it would appear that Jeneé Osterheldt and I have little in common. But after reading her May 14 column, “A first step toward marriage equality,” that no longer seems true.

As a 60-something gay, white male, I find that this young woman of color shares my belief that we must learn from the past. I recall when racial equality was a states’ rights issue, and I grew up in a part of the country where that meant that African-Americans were treated as less than second-class citizens.

Through the intervention of the federal government, that racist stance by some state governments was abolished. I hope that the president’s evolution will continue to the point that his political position matches his personal position.

I dream of a time when all marriages, including my own (thank you Iowa), will be treated with equal respect and equal rights across this country. 

Thank you, Ms. Osterheldt, for speaking out.

Steve Dodge – Leawood
Gay marriage, Obama

What is truth? There are two world views.

Truth is either determined by God’s view or man’s secular view. President Barack Obama’s view of marriage has evolved that man’s view overrides God’s view.

The design of marriage as defined by God is found in the Bible as a covenant relationship between a man and a woman (Genesis 2:23-24). It was Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve.

God destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah because of homosexuality and other sexual perversions. Obama says he wants America to move forward, and evidently gay marriage is on his agenda.

May God have mercy on us.

Wilson Winch – Independence

Guns, NRA problems

Thanks to the National Rifle Association and its lobbying efforts, weapons of all types and sizes, including assault firearms, are saturating our cities and towns. They are on the streets and in automobiles, homes, businesses and other buildings.

Homicides daily blanket our news media, with record numbers likely in our metropolitan area and around the country. The export of our weaponry to Mexico contributes to the violence and death in that country.

In the past, some cities appropriated funds for gun-buy-back programs with a good bit of success. I would suggest it is time to again initiate such programs by our cities.

On the day that presumptive Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney was making promises to the annual meeting of the National Rifle Association in St. Louis, a police chief in a small town in Maine was gunned down while trying to serve a search warrant. He was 48 years old and had planned to retire in two weeks.

Don Biggs- Kansas City
Fairness for businesses

Small businesses are struggling enough in this anemic recovery — we shouldn’t have to compete with one hand tied behind our backs. But that is basically what is happening because big, online-only retailers like Amazon.com are allowed to forgo collecting sales taxes, which gives their products the illusion of being cheaper.

And, of course, customers go for what they perceive as the cheapest product. Luckily, a national solution is in the offing.

But it will only become law if regular people and small-business owners stand up for those politicians brave enough to take a stand against these online retail behemoths. Here in Missouri, Sen. Roy Blunt is one of those taking such a brave stand.

He is a co-sponsor of the Marketplace Fairness Act, which would give states the power to collect sales duties (and garner much-needed revenues without raising taxes). The Marketplace Fairness Act is a win-win for everyone involved.

Local retailers get to compete on a level playing field, online-only retailers help pay their way in the states where they do business and the states get increased revenues without being subject to federal dictates. 

Congress needs to pass the Marketplace Fairness Act today.

Taylor Haas - Carthage, Mo.
Misery of Missouri

I don’t like my home state of Missouri anymore. There are too many people who complain about your house, yard and other things. No one wants to help. There are too many obese people and too many cigarette smokers.

The high school dropout rate is dismal. There aren’t enough well-paying jobs, unless you are lucky enough to find a union job.

The taxes are too high. There are too many traffic fatalities. The homicide rate in Kansas City is too high.

Kansas City is my former hometown, which I am afraid to visit anymore, thinking I will be caught up in a rolling gun battle. 

They say Kansas City is a friendly town. I don’t agree.

Also, about my current town of Richmond: If people don’t know you personally, they will not help you. My husband lost his job last September, and no one in town has acted concerned or reached out to us.

Rita May - Richmond, Mo. 
