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Missouri Legislature ends combative session
By VIRGINIA YOUNG AND ELIZABETH CRISP stltoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 19, 2012 12:15 am

JEFFERSON CITY • A divisive Missouri legislative session ended Friday evening with rancor and few marquee issues for legislators to brag about back home.

A bill that would have removed seniority protection for public school teachers in layoffs provided the final drama, dying in a filibuster led by Democrats. Because Republican leaders held up another bill — one that would speed up intervention in unaccredited Kansas City schools — as leverage, it failed, too.

Legislators also set up a conflict with Gov. Jay Nixon by rebuffing his request to include requirements for a public vote in a bill authorizing local sales taxes on out-of-state car purchases. A recent Missouri Supreme Court decision knocked out local sales taxes on out-of-state auto purchases in cities and counties that have not passed use taxes.

Nixon immediately signaled to reporters that he would veto the sales tax bill because it would "go around the will of the people. That's not a policy step I think we should take."

But the final hours of the 4½-month session saw some successes.

Legislators salvaged a measure to lessen the disparity between crack cocaine and powder cocaine sentencing. A report last year showed that Missouri had the nation's highest weight-based disparity between crack and powder cocaine charges at a 75-to-1 ratio.

They also passed a child-care bill that would tighten restrictions on unlicensed child-care centers. The legislation, scaled down from an original stronger version, would let a judge bar unlicensed providers who have been charged in the abuse, neglect or death of a child from providing services until their cases are resolved.

Another measure that made it to the finish line would allow employers to deny health insurance coverage for services such as contraception that go against their religious or moral beliefs.

St. Louis-related bills that passed would allow liquor sales to begin at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport as early as 4 a.m., make the St. Louis circuit clerk an appointed instead of elected position, and allow regional votes on a sales tax to overhaul the grounds of the Gateway Arch and other area parks.

Another criminal law change failed. It would have removed some crimes from mandatory sex offender registration and created a path for offenders to get off the registry. The House passed it, but the Senate balked. As a compromise, the Joint Committee on the Missouri Criminal Code will study which offenses should be removed.

Overall, Nixon said, the Legislature "got a lot of the people's work done," though his list of successes was short and mainly consisted of passing a budget and expanding two of his special projects: a veterans job search program and home-based services for the developmentally disabled.

He also expressed satisfaction that the Legislature found a dedicated source of funding for the state's veterans homes: casino admission fees.

Expectations had been set low for the election-year session, and Nixon didn't even mention the failure — again — of legislation reining in the cost of development subsidies and renewing tax credit programs for several charitable groups.

The latest attempt at compromise would have added one new credit, sought by the St. Louis Sports Commission. Up to $3 million a year in tax credits would have underwritten the costs of amateur sporting events such as the NCAA Final Four basketball games, college wrestling and hockey championships and U.S. Olympics events.

That package died in a House-Senate standoff, as it has for several years, when the House refused to consider reducing the outlay that goes toward rehabbing historic buildings.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, praised bills requiring periodic reviews of administrative rules and protecting co-workers from costly lawsuits when employees are injured on the job.

"We improved the business climate," Jones said. "Good employees will not face the choice of losing their jobs and being sued."

He also said the crack-cocaine legislation "is monumental in scope" and listed it as one of the major successes of the session.

Under the current law, a person who sells 425 grams of powder cocaine faces the same charge and sentencing as someone who sells 2.5 grams of crack cocaine. Both crimes are Class A felonies with mandatory minimum sentences of 10 years.

The bill would allow the sale of up to 24 grams of crack cocaine for the same penalty. 

The change came as part of a larger judiciary bill that also makes the St. Louis circuit clerk an appointed position, rather than elected. Supporters said the move was needed to make the courts more efficient because judges will now have more authority over the office.

Other Republicans singled out measures they passed earlier in the session, such as a proposed constitutional change in the nonpartisan court plan, a bill expanding charter schools and probation changes aimed at keeping some nonviolent offenders out of prison.

One of the hottest debates Friday was over a bill that got shelved. It would have let the state replace the Kansas City School Board with a new governing structure this year instead of waiting two years after losing its accreditation.

The Republican leadership refused to bring it up unless the Senate passed a measure that would revise a law known as "last in, first out," which requires that untenured teachers are laid off before tenured teachers when school finances call for cutbacks.

The holdup angered Sen. Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City. "I'm going home to 17,000 kids that cannot read," she said. "I don't get it. This is what we are here for. Our kids have gotten cheated. We cannot afford the inaction of this building because of politics."

Overall, it was a meager year for education legislation. Earlier, legislators snuffed out chances to fix problems with the school aid formula and a student transfer law that is tied up in court.

Another flashpoint Friday dealt with the measure authorizing a religious exemption for health insurance. Opponents said the bill could limit access to birth control for some women in Missouri, but supporters say the bill is about ensuring religious freedom.

"People of faith have a responsibility to their faith," said Rep. John McCaherty, R-High Ridge. "They have rights as well."

In addition to the employers insurance clause, the final version of the bill allows people to opt out of coverage for services that they disagree with, such as abortion. "As someone who is very opposed to abortion I don't think I should have to pay for that coverage," said Rep. Sandy Crawford, R-Buffalo.

Rep. Genise Montecillo, D-St. Louis, said she disagreed with the à la carte approach.

"If we all start deciding — I don't like this, I shouldn't have to pay for it — what kind of insurance will we have left?" she said.

The Senate nixed a bill that would have declared the federal health care overhaul unconstitutional and established criminal penalties for anyone who tried to enforce it.

Lawmakers passed legislation that will allow earlier liquor sales at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. Currently, passengers can purchase alcoholic beverages beginning at 6 a.m., but if Nixon signs the liquor legislation into law, restaurants and bars could start serving booze as early as 4 a.m.

The child-care bill is dubbed "Sam Pratt's law," after a boy who died while in an illegal day care in Pilot Knob, Mo., in 2009. The owner, though charged with child abuse resulting in death and involuntary manslaughter, continued to operate the business during the case.

The bill includes a pilot program to help working parents pay for child care through the Department of Social Services. The "Hand-up Program" is intended to aid families that face a sudden loss in full child-care subsidies.

House Budget Chair Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, said the pilot program could transform the way the state utilizes social programs.

GOP leaders had pushed through two workplace bills early in the session, but Nixon vetoed both in March, saying that they could be harmful to workers. The Legislature did pass a related bill in the final week of the session that protects co-workers from lawsuits.

But the Legislature failed to fix the state's Second Injury Fund, which has faced financial struggles since lawmakers capped the surcharge that funds the program.

The final week became a free-for-all with amendments flying. Three-page bills turned into Christmas trees, loaded with 40 amendments, many of them unrelated.

One amendment that passed would bar the state from creating specialty license plates for out-of-state universities and colleges. The bill doesn't name a specific school, but those pushing its passage said they were targeting the University of Kansas.

"It is a shame that KU leaders have chosen to abandon more than a century of tradition by refusing to compete against Mizzou for the foreseeable future," Rep. Steven Webber, D-Columbia, said in explaining the effort. "This snub makes now the absolutely wrong time for Missouri to honor Kansas with a specialty license plate."

List of bills considered by the Missouri Legislature in its 2012 session 

stltoday.com Posted: Saturday, May 19, 2012 12:00 am
HOW MEASURES FARED

Here are some of the measures considered by the Missouri Legislature this session:

PASSED

Veterans homes • Shifts $30 million from casino entrance fees to veterans homes and allots $35 million from tobacco settlement to preschool programs. Also prohibits establishment of a rating system for preschools. (HB1731)

Nonpartisan court plan • Asks state voters to amend constitution to give governor more control over selection of appellate judges. (SJR51)

Probation • Aims to keep certain nonviolent offenders out of prison by letting probation officers order short jail stays for probation violations and shortening the supervisory period for offenders who follow the rules. (HB1525)

Arch tax • Lets residents in St. Louis, St. Louis County and St. Charles County vote on raising sales tax by three-sixteenths of a cent to overhaul Gateway Arch and fund other area parks. (HB1504)

Charter schools • Expands charter schools statewide under certain conditions and strengthens accountability standards. (SB576)

Workers' compensation • Prevents employees from suing co-workers for work-related injuries. (HB1540)

Billboards • Allows for replacement of billboards that are displaced in road construction projects and opens the state to more digital billboards. (SB607)

Health care exchange • Prohibits the establishment of a state-based health insurance exchange unless the exchange is established by a legislative act, initiative petition or referendum. Voters will decide in November. (SB464)

Cellphones • Protects cellphone users from unsolicited calls by allowing mobile numbers to be added to the No-Call List. (HB1549)

Sales tax on cars • Reinstates local sales taxes on out-of-state purchases of motor vehicles even if cities and counties do not have a use tax. (HB1329)

Rabies • Requires dog and cat owners to show proof of rabies vaccination or surrender their pets when rabies exposure is suspected. (SB566)

Administrative rules • Require periodic reviews of state administrative rules. (SB469)

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

Liquor • Modifies definition of a franchise between alcohol wholesalers and suppliers. (SB837)

Jayhawk license plates • Bars the state from issuing University of Kansas-themed license plates without special permission from the Legislature. (HB1042)

Pain management • Requires certain chronic pain management procedures to be performed only by licensed physicians. (SB682)

Crack cocaine • Lowers mandatory sentencing for crack cocaine offenses to align with that for powder cocaine (SB628)

Circuit clerk • Changes the St. Louis Circuit Clerk position from elected to judge-appointed. (SB628)

Liquor at Lambert • Allows alcoholic drinks to be served as early as 4 a.m. at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. (HB1498)

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

Child care • Tightens restrictions on unlicensed child care facilities and establishes a new child-care subsidy program. (HB1323)

Sex offenders • Requires the Joint Committee on the Missouri Criminal Code to study which offenses should be removed from registry. (SB628)

Agriculture • Requires agriculture employees who videotape suspected animal abuse acts to turn the recordings over to law enforcement within 24 hours, among other provisions. (SB631).

Radioactive waste • Changes the fee schedule for companies transferring radioactive waste across the state. (HB1251)

Gambling • Extends the license renewal period for some excursion gambling boat operators. (HB1644)

Proprietary schools • Establishes new regulations for for-profit schools. (HB1042)

Transportation hardship • Allows student transfers if the school in the student's district is at least 17 miles away and the school in another district is at least seven miles closer. (HB1789)

Adoption • Bars the use of race and ethnicity as factors in adoption cases. (HB1758)

Churches • Establishes as a misdemeanor crime the intentional and unreasonable disruption of a house of worship, including through the use of profanity, noise or rude or indecent behavior. (SB755)

DID NOT PASS

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

Initiatives • Sets 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)

Sex offenders • Eliminates mandatory registry for some crimes and adds a way for some offenders to be removed (HB1700)

Drug monitoring • Establishes a prescription drug monitoring program to curb illegal use of controlled substances (HB1193, SB710)

Health care • Declares the federal health care overhaul unconstitutional and sets criminal penalties for anyone who tries to enforce it. (HB1534)

Tax credits • Caps authorization of historic preservation tax credits at $75 million a year and extends several tax credits, including those for contributions to child advocacy centers or donations to food pantries. (HB1865)

TIF • Requires redevelopment plans in St. Louis County, St. Charles County and Jefferson County to have support from the majority of the local tax increment financing commission or majority of the voters of the county. (SB721, HB1623, HB1170)

Gun owners • Protects gun owners from workplace discrimination (HB1621)

Casino credit • Allows licensed gambling boats to provide lines of credit for tokens or chips. (SB813, SB726)

Kansas City schools • Requires the State Board of Education to establish new governing structures for unaccredited school districts. (HB1174)

Food stamps • Sets eligibility requirements for convicted felons to receive food stamps (HB1238)

Abortion • Allows medical workers to opt out of assisting with medical procedures that go against their religious or moral beliefs. (HB1541)

Voter ID • Establish photo identification requirements for voting. (HB1104, SB442)

Second Injury Fund • Restricts some workers from having access to the Second Injury Fund and raises the surcharge cap. (SB807)

Blind health care • Requires people on blind pensions to pay premiums and co-pays for health insurance based on income levels. (SB854)

Auto suppliers • Expands incentives for automobile manufacturing suppliers that generate jobs. (SB734)

Missouri Employers Mutual • Establishes a legislative committee to study whether Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co. should be privatized or sold. (SB856).

Term limits • Asks state voters to change state constitution to modify term limits on lawmakers by producing the possibility of 16 years in one chamber or a combination of the two chambers, rather than the eight-year limit per chamber. (HJR41)

Teacher tenure • Raises the length of time required to earn permanent teacher status to 10 years from five. (SB806)

Gold standard • Declares that gold and silver issued by the United States government is legal tender in Missouri. (HB1637)

Shear Institute • Bars public universities from operating the Sue Shear Institute for Women in Public Life, part of the University of Missouri-St. Louis. (SB455)

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

Formula fix • Modifies the elementary and secondary education foundation formula to prevent large shifts in funding among school districts. (SB454, HB1043)

Prevailing wage • Allows pay below the prevailing wage for projects related to disasters that receive federal disaster declarations. (SB439)

Turner fix • Lets suburban school districts turn away transfer students if the districts lack enough teachers and classrooms and provides alternatives for students from failing city schools. (HB1174, SB706)

Primates • Regulates the ownership of nonhuman primates and other exotic animals. (SB666)

Spending lid • Asks state voters to amend the constitution to impose a state spending lid. (HJR43).

Firefighter pensions • Changes benefits earned by future St. Louis firefighters and adds accountability measures to fire department's disability pensions. (HB1857)

Jumping jacks • Makes the jumping jack the official state exercise. (HB1063)

Beer • Prohibits brewers from having any financial interest in a beer wholesaler, with limited exceptions. (SB 876)

Ethics • Modifies laws on ethics, lobbying and campaign finance, including setting contribution limits and barring gifts from lobbyists. (HB1080)

PASSED BUT VETOED BY GOVERNOR

Employment law • Requires workers to prove discrimination was a "motivating factor" rather than a contributing factor in wrongful termination. (HB1219)

Workers' comp • Requires all claims over chronic diseases that stem from work environments go through the workers' compensation program, rather than civil court action. (SB572)

Mo. lawmakers fail to put vehicle tax on ballots
 May 18, 8:55 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A proposal to give Missouri voters a say in reinstating local sales taxes on out-of-state vehicle purchases has died in the Legislature.

Missourians have long paid local sales taxes on vehicles bought out of state when they register them in Missouri. But the state Supreme Court ruled the practice unconstitutional earlier this year.

The Republican-controlled Legislature passed a bill reinstating the sales tax earlier this week. Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon says doing so would be an unacceptable tax increase. He says voters should decide whether the tax is reinstated.

A group of lawmakers had drafted a substitute allowing counties to put the question to their voters. But that measure never came to a vote in the House or Senate before the legislative session ended Friday.

---

Vehicle tax bill is HB1170

Legislative session winds up short of substance, long on symbolism
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter, and Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

10:41 pm on Fri, 05.18.12

Aside from passing a budget on time, this year’s session of the Missouri General Assembly was arguably small on substance and big on symbolism.

Many of the major transformative efforts that had attracted early headlines for Republican legislative leaders – from revamping teacher tenure to retooling workers’ rights – fell short. 

Instead, most of the major successes involved lower-profile issues, such as setting up a dedicated source of funding for the state’s veterans homes and overhauling aspects of the state’s judicial system so that, among other things, there no longer would be stark sentencing differences between people found guilty of using crack cocaine or powder cocaine.

Much of the session’s 4 ½ months offered a sharp contrast to the 2011 session’s sweeping initiatives, such as a vain effort to push through an economic development bill with incentives to create an international trade hub at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport.

Last year’s failures, including a disappointing fall special session, may have set the stage for this year’s less ambitious agenda.

For the St. Louis area, victories included legislative approval of a local vote on a proposal to impose a sales tax to finance improvements near the Arch grounds.

The highest profile measure during the session’s last days -- a bill dealing with religious objections to insurance coverage for contraception, abortion and sterilization – ended up tossing out most of conservatives' long-sought broader provisions, such as allowing pharmacies not to stock certain medicines.

After several years of futile fights, legislators did pass changes in the state’s workers’ compensation system. But that bill, too, was dramatically scaled back so that its key provision protected co-workers from being sued if an employee got injured or killed on the job in an accident.

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, vetoed an earlier, broader version passed by the General Assembly that had been strongly backed by business but ardently opposed by labor.

Despite business' pressure, legislators once again failed to revamp the state’s underfunded Second Injury Fund which covers on-the-job injuries for workers with preexisting conditions.

For all the attention on public education, the only major bill to land on the governor’s desk dealt with charter schools. The measure expands the number of districts that can set up charter schools, but it also imposes more regulations in hopes of curbing the number of those that fail.

But the failed fights over teacher tenure and seniority rights did attract national attention, including some from former Washington D.C. school superintendent Michelle Rhee, now a leader of a group called “Students First.” Some legislators claimed to have seen her, or a look-alike, in the state Capitol during the session’s final week.

Also attracting national attention were Friday’s votes by the General Assembly to allow employers not to provide insurance coverage for contraception, abortion or sterilization. Some national groups sent out statements casting the bill as symbolic of the national battle over reproductive rights.

The bill appears to be at odds with the federal Affordable Care Act, now before the U.S. Supreme Court. And that’s what its advocates have in mind, in hopes of making a national statement.

Missouri’s Republican legislative leaders also had a national target in mind – the federal government and the Obama administration – with this week’s passage of a bill that bars the creation of a state health-insurance exchange, as mandated by the Affordable Care Act.  The bill, now sent to Nixon, would allow an exchange only if legislators or Missouri voters allow it.

The measure is set to go before Missouri voters in November, with the results potentially attracting national interest.

Jones cites successes, blasts senators

In dueling news conferences after the session ended at 6 p.m. on Friday, Nixon and Republican legislative leaders generally accentuated the positive.

All noted that weeks had been spent crafting a $24 billion budget during trying economic times. For the first time in four years, no federal money was available to ease the state’s financial squeeze.

The Missouri Budget Project, a watchdog group, issued a statement late Friday asserting that, “The budget that passed did not include any reserve funds or funding for supplemental budget bills.  As a result, mid-year budget cuts of more than $100 million are virtually guaranteed."

The Senate derailed a last-minute House effort to tack on "tax amnesty'' onto related bills, which House budget leaders and Nixon believed could bring in $70 million in unpaid back state taxes.

Former state Senate President Pro Tem Michael Gibbons, R-Kirkwood and now a lobbyist, observed that the state’s tight fiscal picture had forced legislators to spend so much energy on the budget that, once it was passed May 10, they had limited interest or time to deal with other issues.

Still, legislative leaders said much was achieved during the final week, and during the session.

 “We were able to pass legislation placing Missouri not only on a strong economic path, but a strong moral path as well,” said House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, designated to be the next state House speaker. The outgoing speaker, Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, skipped out several hours before the session ended to attend his daughter’s high school graduation.

Jones -- who attracted attention for his Tweets jabbing liberals -- said that the session had achieved success in four key areas: “Protecting taxpayers, creating jobs, reforming our schools, protecting our values.”

But Jones also vented, on the House floor and in the news conference, at scuttled bills that he blamed on “renegade senators with personal agendas.’’

“Many of those personalities will not be here next year,” added Jones. “And the ones that will be here are the ones that I have the best relationships with.”

He singled out Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, who is in line to be the next Senate president pro tem. “I can tell you I spoke with [Dempsey] extensively throughout the session,” Jones said. “And we never had a disagreement.… We had challenges; we had issues we had to overcome. We overcame them together.”

Boring final week?

Dempsey wasn’t disappointed that this session’s final week was not as hectic as previous years.

 “As the majority leader, I like a boring week,” Dempsey said. Overall, he added, “It’s been a productive year. In an election year when redistricting seemed to fray relationships, we have moved and will continue to move some very substantive legislation.”

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer – a Dexter Republican leaving the Missouri Senate due to term limits – described his time as leader of the Missouri Senate as a “humbling, exciting and at times frustrating experience.” But he added the chamber was able to pass bills that will have resonance, including funding for veterans’ homes and making it easier to transfer college hours to other Missouri universities.

“We did a lot of good things, it was a challenging session,” said Mayer, who is running for a judgeship this fall in southeast Missouri.

Senate Minority Leader Victor Callahan, D-Independence, said in a press release that the session was successful in the sense that controversial measures – such transforming Missouri into a right-to-work state – were blocked or dropped.

Referring to Republicans' huge majority in the Senate, Callahan observed, “They could have 'gone nuclear' ... to just roll over the eight Democrats in the Senate, and several of their members were calling for just that."

He praised Dempsey for opting not to try it.

Wrote state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal in an e-release sent to allies late Friday: "Sometimes a legislative session is noteworthy because of what did NOT pass, and I think the 2012 session falls into the latter category."

Education sticking point

But not every senator was pleased with the session's outcome.

Sen. Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City, admonished both the Senate and the House for not passing legislation that would eliminate a two-year waiting period before the state could take over an unaccredited school district. The bill was especially pertinent to the Kansas City School District, which recently became unaccredited.

Curls said it was held up until the Senate took action on a bill that would have eliminated the protection of seniority when teachers are laid off.

Friday afternoon, Curls complained, “At this point, it’s difficult to sit here and listen to the remainder of the bills...when we have 17,000 students in the Kansas City School District and an entire community that is hanging in the balance over this bill. At this point I am very disgusted with the process here. It’s a part of the process, but I do not have to like it. At all.”

When the Senate did take up the teacher seniority bill with less than hour to go, the bill’s handler, state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, decided to drop the effort when two St. Louis state senators – Chappelle-Nadal and Robin Wright-Jones – made clear they would filibuster.

House leaders contended that it was the Senate that had linked the two bills.

Nixon: Special session unlikely

Also in limbo was an effort to allow some local jurisdictions to reinstate a sales tax on the out-of-state purchases of new cars later registered in Missouri.  The Missouri Supreme Court ruled in January that without a local vote, such a tax was improper.

The General Assembly passed a bill to restore the tax, but Nixon hinted that he might veto the measure, which he viewed as an improper tax increase. He said Friday that he agreed with the court that a local vote was needed.

Legislators failed to come up with a different option before the session ended.

Nixon said he planned to undertake “a careful and thorough review” of all the bills that passed – and he demurred when asked if there were any that he particularly disliked.

The governor did say he was disappointed that the General Assembly didn’t pass more legislation related to job creation – a topic that prompted his decision last fall to call a special session.

Perhaps reflecting that special session's failure, the governor indicated Friday that such a special session was unlikely this year.  “As I sit here right now, they’ve had a good amount of time to do their work and I don’t sit here with a pressing need” for a special session, the governor said.

While he wouldn’t grade the session, Nixon did say that lawmakers sent what he deemed significant legislation to his desk, including the veterans’ home funding bill, a major priority for Tilley. Casino entry fees will be used.

Nixon also praised lawmakers for sending him a budget on time.

“We got a lot of the people’s work done this year,” Nixon said. “I thank the members for their work and we’ll move on. I think we had some solid steps forward on a lot of fronts.”

But when asked how he would describe the session, Nixon observed, “I wouldn’t want to characterize it in one word.”

Legislators act to prohibit state health insurance exchange
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

3:26 pm on Fri, 05.18.12 Updated at 4:39 pm on Fri, 05.18.12

The Missouri General Assembly has acted to bar “the establishment, creation, or operation of a state-based health-insurance exchange” unless the voters or legislators approve it.

The measure, SB464, also “specifically prohibits the establishment of a state-based health-insurance exchange” by Gov. Jay Nixon, whose administration earlier had undertaken some technical activities in preparation for such an exchange before legislators blocked them.

The bill calls for its ban to go before voters in November.

The Missouri House voted 108-38 in favor of the bill, one vote short of a veto-proof majority. The Senate had approved the ban earlier.

The real target is the federal Affordable Care Act, the federal health-insurance law approved in 2010 and now before the U.S. Supreme Court.

As a way to reduce insurance costs, the act calls for the creation of “health-insurance exchanges’’ in every state by 2014, when people without job-provided insurance could purchase their own through the exchange. Buying insurance through an exchange would be cheaper than buying it on the open market, especially for people with health problems.

If a state declines to set up an exchange, the act allows the federal government to set up an exchange for them.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, said that SB 464 reflects Missourians’ anger over such mandates. “Missourians don’t want the federal health-care law or anything close to it,’’ he said, citing the passage in 2010 of Proposition C, which sought to exempt Missouri from the Affordable Care Act.

“The federal health-care bill is a lie, it did not bend the cost-curve down,’’ Jones said. He contended costs could reduced in other ways.

State Rep. Margo McNeil, D-Florissant, said that the exchanges have yet to be established, so it’s not yet known if they will cut costs. Observing that insurance costs have gone up for decades, she said that the real purpose of SB 464 was “nullification of the federal law.”

Jones and state Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, said the bill’s real target was Nixon.

“The governor needs to follow the will of the people,” Jones said. “He has failed to ask for a waiver.”

Said Silvey: “This is about reining in a governor who is out of control.”

(Start of update) The state chapter of Americans for Prosperity, a conservative group, lauded the General Assembly's decision.

“The exchanges are just a backdoor for Washington bureaucrats to micromanage our personal healthcare decisions,” said state director Patrick Werner. “Missourians should be proud that our legislature has blocked these exchanges from being implemented." (End of update)

Mo. lawmakers pass contraception bill on final day 

By DAVID A. LIEB, Associated Press
May 18, 8:45 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's Republican-led Legislature registered its discontent with President Barack Obama's health care policies Friday during an otherwise uneventful final day of a legislative session in which lawmakers settled for the doable instead of the ideal on their education and business priorities.

Legislators sent the governor a bill stating that employers can refuse to provide health insurance for birth control - a measure meant as a slap against an Obama administration policy requiring insurers to cover contraception at no additional cost to women working at certain religious-affiliated institutions.

A separate measure also passed Friday will ask Missouri voters later this year whether to restrict the creation of a health insurance exchange, another Obama initiative.

The session ended at 6 p.m. Friday without passage of several education and pro-business proposals touted by Republican leaders when they began work in January. But legislative leaders, as is typical, still declared the session a success, noting that, in an election year, they were able to reach compromises that led to the passage of a $24 billion budget, an expansion of authority for charter schools and a tweak of the state's workers' compensation system, among other things.

"For the Missouri House, it was promises made and promises kept. We're very happy with our success," said House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon noted many of his budget priorities prevailed but expressed disappointment that lawmakers failed to expand incentives for businesses that supply parts to automobile manufacturers.

When the session began, some Republican legislative leaders outlined an aggressive education agenda to overhaul the state's school funding formula, expand charter schools, pare back teacher tenure protections, authorize tax breaks so children in failing schools could attend private schools, and eliminate a two-year waiting period before the state could intervene in unaccredited schools such as the Kansas City School District. The charter school bill was the only item to pass.

The Legislature's pro-business agenda also was left partly unfulfilled. Lawmakers sent the governor a bill prohibiting employees from suing co-workers for injuries covered by the workers' compensation cases. But Nixon vetoed other workers' compensation changes, as well as a Republican-backed bill that would have made it harder for employees to win workplace discrimination cases. Divisions between the House and Senate again scuttled bills to create new incentives for businesses or scale back the state's existing tax credits.

By Friday, several major bills either already had passed or been effectively declared dead. That led to any easygoing mood underscored by a series of legislative pranks. In the Senate, food mysteriously appeared on the desk of an unsuspecting senator, a flagrant violation of chamber rules. In the House, one lawmaker arrived to discover his desk wrapped in tin foil, while another lawmaker attempted to dangle objects from an upper gallery over the head of the person presiding over the chamber. Some House members threw paper wads at each other before reveling in an end-of-session tradition of tossing suddenly useless bills and amendments into the air when the final gavel fell.

Although some Democrats opposed the measures, debate on the pair of politically charged health care proposals remained relatively calm. The contraception legislation passed the Senate 28-6 and the House 105-33.

The bill states that no employer or health plan provider can be compelled to provide coverage - or be penalized for refusing to cover - abortion, contraception or sterilization if those items run contrary to their religious or moral convictions. The bill also gives the state attorney general grounds to sue other governmental officials or entities that infringe on the rights granted in the legislation.

"This bill is about religious freedom and moral convictions," said Rep. Sandy Crawford, R-Buffalo. "This is about sending a message to the federal government that we don't like things rammed down our throat."

The legislation is a response to a policy by Obama's administration that initially sought to require religious nonprofits serving the public to cover birth control through employee health plans. After a backlash, Obama modified that policy earlier this year to require insurers, not the religious employers, to bear the responsibility of covering contraception.

Nixon declined to say whether he supports the Missouri measure, adding that he backs both a woman's access to contraception and the right of people to practice their religious beliefs.

"We already have a strong religious exemption on the books, but we'll review this carefully," Nixon said.

Rep. Stacey Newman, D-St. Louis County, said the legislation was "attacking women's reproductive choices."

"This is wrong and I dare you to go home and talk to your daughters ... and say, `Look, what we're going to say is that your employers' religious beliefs matter more than your own,'" Newman told colleagues.

Under a separate bill passed Friday, voters would get the final say on whether to enact a state law prohibiting the governor from establishing a state health insurance exchange. The federal health care law signed by Obama requires states to create such online markets by 2014 or have the federal government run one for them. The Missouri measure would allow a state-created insurance exchange only if specifically authorized by a state law or a subsequent vote of the people.

Both health care measures are part of a continuing effort by the Missouri Legislature to stand up to Obama's health care policies. In 2010, lawmakers referred a measure to the statewide ballot prohibiting the government from requiring people to have health insurance, a challenge to a federal provision that most people must have insurance by 2014 or face penalties. Voters approved the measure by 71 percent.

---

Birth control bill is SB749

Health exchange bill is SB464.

KC school bill dies as Missouri lawmakers adjourn

Rep. Kiki Curls declares, “You just saw 17,000 kids used as pawns” as proposal expires without ever facing a vote.

By JASON HANCOCK

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

JEFFERSON CITY -- A bill that would have allowed the state to immediately take over the failing Kansas City Public Schools died in the Missouri House on Friday without coming up for a vote. 

House Education Committee Chairman Scott Dieckhaus would not allow the legislation to proceed unless the Senate passed a controversial bill barring seniority from playing a role in teacher layoffs. 

The Senate couldn’t do so, and both bills died when the Missouri General Assembly was constitutionally mandated to adjourn at 6 p.m. 

“You just saw 17,000 kids used as pawns for legislation that has nothing to do with moving our district forward,” said a visibly distraught Sen. Kiki Curls, a Kansas City Democrat. 

“This bill died because of the selfishness of a few people, and it’s just disgusting to me.”

Dieckhaus, a Republican from the eastern Missouri town of Washington, said he fully supported the Kansas City schools bill and voted for it numerous times. In fact, an earlier version cleared the House without a dissenting vote. 

When asked why he refused to allow a vote on the Kansas City legislation without the teacher layoff bill, Dieckhaus refused to comment. 

“That’s the most frustrating thing,” said Rep. Mike Lair, a Chillicothe Republican and the bill’s co-sponsor. “If the votes weren’t there and it had been defeated on the floor, I could live with that. But it didn’t even get a chance.” 

Months of negotiations and community meetings culminated Wednesday in the Senate passing the Kansas City schools bill nearly unanimously. It only had to be considered by the House before going to the governor’s desk. 

Under current law, the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education must wait two years after a district loses its accreditation before it can intervene. The Kansas City district officially became unaccredited Jan. 1 after achieving only three out of 14 standards on the state’s annual performance report, a decline from four in the previous year. It was the second time in 11 years the district has lost accreditation.

“It’s ridiculous for the state to basically declare a district a failure but then be barred from taking meaningful steps to fix it,” said House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat. “You’re putting kids and parents in limbo.”

Lair’s legislation would have eliminated the two-year waiting period. The state would have had the authority to immediately move into the district and either allow the local board to continue governing the district or dissolve that board and replace it with a new governing structure.

“If we wait two years, a child that began the ninth grade in Kansas City last September will be a junior before any changes can take place, and out of school before any meaningful changes take hold,” Lair said.

But now that the bill is dead, the earliest the state could take over the district would be 2014. 

“It’s difficult for me to sit here and know the amount of time and emotion that has gone into this bill,” Curls said. 

“I just wonder at what point the people in this building who say they care about education will actually take a stand and do what’s right.”

The bill that derailed the Kansas City legislation would have allowed schools to lay off tenured teachers while keeping faculty who have not yet earned tenure protections.

Dieckhaus said the bill had been pared down dramatically during the session and was a “modest reform” ensuring that schools judge faculty based on performance.

Opponents contended the legislation would effectively alter how teacher tenure would work in Missouri and could be a first step toward eliminating it. 

Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat, put the blame for the demise of both bills at the feet of teacher unions who were “afraid of change” and “so-called education reformers.” 

“The two of them worked together to kill this bill and keep the 17,000 kids of our school district in the lurch for another two years,” Justus said. 

At a hearing last week, Kansas City school board president Airick Leonard West insisted that local control of the district is key to student achievement.

“Anything that divorces communities from their sense of obligation for our scholars’ well-being damages public education,” West said. “Anything that increases their sense of ownership supports it.”

Jamekia Kendrix, a member of the district advisory committee who has a daughter in the Kansas City school district, said she was always unsure about the Kansas City bill.

Ultimately, it doesn’t matter what sort of governing structure is in place if the root problems that plague the district aren’t addressed, she said.

“The biggest issue is poverty,” she said. “In my neighborhood, if a kids misses her bus, they don’t go to school because parents don’t have a car to get them there or they have to get to work and don’t have time to make sure they get there.”

But after four decades of underperformance by the district, Curls said, the community came to understand that dramatic change was needed.

“What that action is at this point is something we need to have a community discussion about,” she said. 

While the General Assembly was unable to pass education legislation on its final day, lawmakers did approve two other measures:

• A bill stating that no employers can be compelled to provide insurance coverage for abortion, contraception or sterilization if those items run contrary to their religious or moral convictions.

The legislation is a response to a federal policy that initially sought to require religious nonprofits serving the public to cover birth control through employee health plans. 

After a backlash, the Obama administration modified that policy this year to require insurers, not the religious employers, to bear the responsibility of coverage. 

But the move did not dissuade Missouri Republicans, who pushed forward with their legislation. 

• Republicans also pushed through a measure that will appear on the Nov. 6 ballot allowing voters to decide whether to prohibit the governor from establishing a state health insurance exchange.

However, Gov. Jay Nixon has repeatedly said he would not try to establish an exchange on his own. Exchanges are a key provision in federal health care reform law. 

Ag bill dominates last day of session
Area representatives scramble to get legislation passed

  Jimmy Myers

St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:21 pm CDT May 18, 2012
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri General Assembly adjourned for the year at 6 p.m. Friday, after several hours of last-minute passage of bills and amendments.

The pace was furious in the House beginning at 10 a.m.; nearly 20 bills were passed before lunch, with little to no debate. The pace slowed when an omnibus agriculture bill hit the floor around 1 p.m.

The legislation, which is now on the governor’s desk, includes language that Rep. Casey Guernsey, R-Bethany, said made it the single most important bill this session for his rural district.

“(The omnibus bill) literally saves a couple hundred jobs in my district,” he said.

Rep. Glen Klippenstein, R-Maysville, stood in support of the legislation, particularly for the language that protects the rights of Missourians to raise livestock. Mr. Klippenstein, a career cattle farmer, told the News-Press prior to floor activity that the bill defends the agriculture industry from animal rights groups.

“We can’t maneuver near as well if we feel constantly under threat,” he said, “and that has an impact on consumers as well, because we can’t produce it as cheaply and as abundantly.”

Mr. Klippenstein, whose district is undergoing a drastic boundary change due to redistricting, will not be running for re-election and saw his last day on the House floor Friday. After his endearing comments offering support for the omnibus bill, several of his colleagues, including Democrats, walked to his desk to shake his hand.

Rep. Galen Higdon, R-St. Joseph, also had amendments on the agriculture bill that involved protecting landowners from being sued by trespassers who happened to be injured while trespassing.

Mr. Higdon and Rep. Delus Johnson, R-St. Joseph, believed bringing green energy jobs into the state is an important issue.

Mr. Johnson was running back and forth between the House and Senate in the early afternoon, working on pushing legislation that would help attract solar panel manufacturers to the state. He said the recent proposed tariffs on China’s solar exports should drive more domestic production.

“I want to make sure we make Missouri the solar manufacturer destination of choice,” he said, “hopefully before any other states do.”

However, the bill’s language never made it through the Senate.

Considering where the session began regarding funding for education, Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, found some relief in its end. Gov. Jay Nixon had proposed a 12 percent cut in higher education appropriations.

Mr. Thomson, chairman of the higher education committee, said in January he didn’t know how they’d make up that funding. However, the budget that was finally passed and is before the governor restored all the cuts to higher education and added a half-million dollars to Northwest Missouri State University and Missouri Western State University.

“I’m really pleased at this point where we are,” he said, “not from the standpoint that we’re doing well, just better than expected.”

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, attached an amendment that addresses the higher education funding formula issue to a veterans bill that passed both houses. Mr. Thomson will be part of the committee looking to work on a solution that will address how two-year, four-year, and the University of Missouri System is funded.

“How you fit all that together into a formula that makes everybody happy and works is going to be tremendously complicated,” Mr. Thomson said. “We will be working on that starting next week.”

Rep. Pat Conway, the lone Northwest Missouri Democrat, agreed with several others that the most important duty the legislators completed was finalizing the budget. Without much power in the House or Senate, Democrats have little say in establishing a legislative agenda.

“From our side of the isle,” Mr. Conway said regarding legislation he plans to take up next session, “we would have to have something that would have great bipartisan support to undertake it.”

Mr. Thomson, Mr. Guernsey, Mr. Higdon, Mr. Conway, and Mr. Johnson are unopposed in the November election, which means they’ll have another two years in the House. Rep. Mike Lair, R-Chillicothe, has opposition in the primary and the general election.

Mo. bill would make disturbing worship a crime
May 18, 6:51 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Disturbing a worship service could become a crime in Missouri under legislation headed to Gov. Jay Nixon.

The House gave final approval Friday to a bill making it a misdemeanor to intentionally disturb or interrupt a "house of worship" with profanity, rude or indecent behavior or noise that breaks the solemnity of the service. The Senate passed the bill in March.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer has said he sponsored the legislation because of isolated incidents around the country in which people have disturbed worship services, though he did not cite any particular examples.

Violators could face fines of up to $500 and six months in jail. Repeat offenders would face increasingly harsher penalties of up to five years in state prison.

---

Worship bill is SB755.

Koster urges Supreme Court to set execution dates for Bucklew, others
Sunday, May 20, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian
Russell Bucklew has sat on death row for 15 years awaiting his sentence for what local law enforcement officials describe as one of the worst Cape Girardeau County crimes of the past few decades. 

Now, if Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster gets his way, Bucklew's wait is about to end. 

Koster's office has filed a motion with the Missouri Supreme Court that asks for execution dates for Bucklew and 18 other condemned killers. The motion seeks execution dates for nine men and renews previous attempts to get dates for 10 others, which includes Bucklew. The attorney general's office previously filed a motion asking for an execution date for Bucklew in 2007. 

"Some will say that our actions to bring so many names before the Supreme Court appears harsh," Koster said in an interview Friday. "However, there are 19 individuals on death row at the present time and, importantly, 10 of those names have been before the Supreme Court for execution dates to be set for extended periods of time. One of the goals we are attempting to accomplish with this filing is to indicate that being silent in these matters is no longer an option for the court." 

Bucklew, a former electrician who grew up in Lincoln County, was sentenced in 1997 for crimes he committed in Cape Girardeau County. Bucklew was convicted of shooting Michael Sanders to death and then beating and abducting a woman who was Bucklew's ex-girlfriend. Bucklew raped the woman and took her with him as he drove toward St. Louis. Bucklew was apprehended after a gunfight with police officers. Bucklew escaped from the Cape Girardeau County Jail before his trial but was later captured. 

Beth Riggert, spokeswoman for the Missouri Supreme Court, declined to speculate on why execution dates have not been set for the 10 earlier inmates. As for the nine new ones, she said each has five business days to respond to Koster's call for execution dates. 

"The court will rule when it deems it appropriate," she said. 

Meanwhile, Missouri's next execution will apparently use a new process. Previously, the state used a three-drug protocol. But a shortage of one of those drugs, sodium thiopental, has prompted the state to go to a single-drug method. 

Between 1989, when executions resumed in Missouri, and 2005, the state put to death 66 convicted killers. But in the seven years since then, only two men have been executed -- Dennis Skillicorn in 2009 and Martin Link last year. 

Death penalty opponents have filed several claims that lethal injection violates a constitutional guarantee against cruel and unusual punishment, saying it potentially causes extreme pain that the drug-induced inmate cannot articulate. A 2010 ruling by the U.S. Supreme Court cleared the use of the drugs. 

Then a shortage of one of the three drugs occurred. But Missouri recently revised its protocol and will now use just one drug, propofol (marketed as Diprovan), which will be administered intravenously. 

Those issues may have been factors on why the Missouri Supreme Court has failed to set execution dates, Koster said. 

"All of this cannot be laid at the court's feet, that is true," Koster said. " ... But we believe those legal impediments have now been cleared. I would think the Supreme Court would set dates quickly." 

The son of Bucklew's victim, Zach Sanders, said he was glad to hear that Bucklew's sentence may soon be carried out. Sanders, who was 4 at the time of Bucklew's crimes, watched Bucklew come into his home and shoot his father. 

"It's about time," Sanders said. "It's kind of ridiculous how long it takes." 

Cape Girardeau County Prosecuting Attorney Morley Swingle agreed, saying that long waits hamper any deterrent effect having a death penalty has. Swingle has even suggested the creation of another federal appellate court directly beneath the U.S. Supreme Court. Bucklew, for example, would have had an appeal to the Missouri Supreme Court and then an appeal to what Swingle called the death penalty court. His plan would allow death penalty appeals to take only two years. 

As it is, Swingle said that Bucklew is a good example of why the death penalty is needed. 

"I just think he's a truly dangerous individual," Swingle said. "He's clearly one that if he gets out, you'd have to worry about who he's coming after next. A murder in the course of a kidnapping as he did is a type of crime you want the death penalty for." 

The Associated Press contributed to this report. 

United Arab Emirates gives $5 million toward medical center replacement
By Kelsey Ryan

 news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Fri May 18, 2012, 08:57 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — In a ceremony Friday morning, Mercy Health Systems announced a gift of $5 million from the United Arab Emirates toward a wing of its new hospital, which will replace the storm-destroyed St. John’s Regional Medical Center.

“If there has ever been a comeback story in one year, I think Joplin is that story,” said Yousef Al Otaiba, ambassador to the U.S., in an interview after the ceremony.

Al Otaiba said that immediately following news coverage of the May 22 storm, he received a phone call from the crown prince of Abu Dhabi asking how to help. Al Otaiba and his staff reached out to the Joplin School District and Mercy Health Systems.

“What you’re seeing today is the beginning of the building of one of the most advanced hospitals in the Joplin area,” Al Otaiba said. Mercy is investing hundreds of millions of dollars in a new hospital complex at Interstate 44 and Hearnes Boulevard. The gift will be used to help fund a pediatrics section and neonatal intensive care unit.

“So we’re proud,” Al Otaiba said. “We’re proud and privileged to be associated with a health care program and an educational program that will make Joplin once again back where it should be.”

During the ceremony, Al Otaiba noted he and his country felt a moral obligation to help the city. Additionally, the donation serves as an example of international relations.

“People of the U.A.E. now know more about the people of Joplin, and I think the people of Joplin know more about the people of the U.A.E., and in my world, that’s a good thing,” he said in an interview.

Mo. session ends with some of business '6' fixed 

May 19, 12:27 PM EDT

By WES DUPLANTIER 

Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Despite repeated attempts during two legislative sessions, the Republicans who control Missouri's Legislature have passed only part of the six-point, pro-business agenda outlined by the state's main businesses groups, who are some of their biggest supporters.

The package dubbed "Fix the Six" includes changes to the state's workplace discrimination laws, its workers' compensation system, a phasing out of its franchise tax, a change to its minimum wage laws, tort reform and a restructuring of the state's unemployment benefits system.

Lawmakers have passed some of the agenda, and as the latest session ended Friday, they touted their passage of measures that hold the line on taxes and eliminate regulations they believe are unduly burdensome on companies, but they've failed to meet all the goals laid out at the start of the 2011 session to make the state more business-friendly and jump-start the economy.

Business groups pushed the agenda hard during that session, and lawmakers themselves referred to "fixing the six" frequently. That session saw bills pass that will do away with the state's franchise tax by 2016 and reduce the number of weeks that unemployed people in the state can receive benefits from 26 weeks to 20. Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon signed both bills.

Legislation dealing with workplace discrimination laws was vetoed this year and last. A measure dealing with the workers' compensation system was vetoed this year, but a new, scaled-down version later passed and is on its way to Nixon's desk.

Measures dealing with the minimum wage and tort reform did not advance beyond the House.

"I'd be crazy if I said we didn't expect more," said Dan Mehan, president of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. "But we got something, so that's very important. If you get out of the pocket and off the back of business, business will do fine. This bunch gets that."

Mehan noted the franchise tax change would save businesses $80 million. The six-week reduction of state-paid unemployment benefits also will boost companies' bottom lines because they'll now pay less into that system, he said.

This year saw lawmakers give much less attention to the "Fix the Six" package. In an interview, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer seemed to only vaguely remember the package's six parts and said passing the entire agenda was not one of his primary goals.

But he also pointed out that four of the six priorities had come through- and passed- his chamber. While the Senate passed workplace discrimination and workers' compensation bills with veto-proof majorities, the House did not have nearly enough votes on either measure to plausibly attempt to override Nixon.

On Friday, House Majority Leader Tim Jones defended his chamber's efforts, pointing to the scaled-back workers' compensation measure, which Nixon has indicated he will sign. That measure, which Jones himself sponsored, would bar employees from suing each other over accidental on-the-job injuries, a practice Jones said costs state businesses millions.

Although that issue "was very contentious over the last two years, (we have) something with nearly universal agreement with labor and the workers and the business owners," said Jones, R-Eureka. "Good employees will not face the choice of losing their jobs and being sued."

Lawmakers in both chambers seemed resigned to continue chipping away at the six-part list in future legislative sessions. Mehan conceded that passing one law - let alone a package of six - can take several years. But he said they need to be passed soon, if the state's business climate -and economy- are to improve.

No changes made for Mo. injured worker fund 

By CHRIS BLANK, Associated Press
May 19, 1:31 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's financially troubled fund for injured workers will get no relief from the state Legislature for at least another year.

The state Second Injury Fund takes businesses off the hook for paying the claims of workers who have previous injuries or conditions and are re-injured on the job. Despite analysts' warnings for years that the fund was heading toward insolvency, lawmakers wrapped up the legislative session Friday without approving changes.

"It's only getting worse, and at a dangerous rate," said Dan Mehan, the president and CEO of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

Last year, the fund collected $43 million from businesses while its obligations were $77 million. The fund currently has just more than $9 million - while the unpaid bills top $17 million. In addition, more than 31,000 cases are pending against the Second Injury Fund.

The fund is financed through a surcharge that employers pay on their workers' compensation insurance. That charge was capped at 3 percent under a 2005 workers' compensation law. Previously, it increased and decreased based upon a formula created by the state Department of Labor and Industrial Relations.

The collapse of this year's attempts to overhaul the fund has many looking to try again next year, though others are watching what might happen in the courts.

Attorney General Chris Koster, who was responsible for defending the Second Injury Fund against claims, stopped settling cases in late 2009 and forced them to go through a lengthier hearing process. About one-third of the attorneys defending the fund have been laid off, and the attorney general's office has stopped paying new awards for permanent, total disability cases.

John Boyd, an attorney from Kansas City, said the situation has become intolerable.

"It's the equivalent of you or me having a credit card, which was issued back in 2005, and we continue to run up charges on it, and we haven't made a payment on all those charges," he said. "There comes a time when you have to pay off all those charges."

Lawmakers for the past several years have considered changes to the fund. This year, the legislative session started with some business groups throwing support behind a proposal that called for increasing the surcharge that businesses pay and scaling back eligibility for the fund.

However, no idea could win final approval in the Legislature. Although the House approved some changes, senators disagreed about whether to tweak the fund or abolish it.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones said resolving the issues surrounding the fund will require help from others in state government.

"It's run out of time many years ago," said Jones, R-Eureka. "We're going to need some leadership from the executive as well as some assistance form the attorney general's office. This is going to have to be a group effort to accomplish that."

About half of U.S. states have similar disabled worker funds, though rising costs have helped lead to the end of many others during the past two decades.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, who oversaw the Second Injury Fund during his tenure as attorney general, has been more demure in delving into the fund. When last year's efforts to address the fund's finances faltered, he called it a "two-year bill." Shortly after lawmakers adjourned this year without making changes, Nixon said the work would continue.

"In the long run, it's a problem that we're going to have to deal with," he said. "I think that it is not a simple problem in many ways, but it's a solvable problem in a lot of ways."

For his part, the attorney general has called upon lawmakers to make changes to the fund. For example, this past February, Koster told members of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry that the fund should be abolished or revamped with a new funding system.

"The (Second Injury Fund) cannot endure another year of inaction, and the longer we wait the more expensive your solution becomes," Koster said. "We must do one or the other because doing nothing is a breach of the promises we make to our employees, the people of Missouri and to ourselves."

Records: Joplin twister was costliest since 1950 

May 19, 2:58 PM EDT

By DAVID A. LIEB, Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The cost of 30 manhole covers that got sucked away: $5,800. A new concession stand at the destroyed high school: $228,600. Shelter and care for more than 1,300 homeless pets: $372,000.

The tornado that tore through Joplin a year ago already ranks as the deadliest twister in six decades. Now it carries another distinction - the costliest since at least 1950.

Insurance policies are expected to cover most of the $2.8 billion in damage. But taxpayers could supply about $500 million in the form of federal and state disaster aid, low-interest loans and local bonds backed by higher taxes, according to records obtained by The Associated Press and interviews with federal, state and local officials.

Almost one-fifth of that money was paid to contractors who hauled off debris. Tens of millions more dollars went to individuals for temporary housing and other living expenses in the immediate aftermath of the storm. Additional money could help subsidize construction of a new hospital to replace one that was irreparably damaged.

All told, about two dozen school districts, emergency agencies, public housing authorities, religious groups and other nonprofits could receive taxpayer money through a program run by the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

The outpouring of assistance is nowhere near the scale of Hurricane Katrina, which swamped New Orleans and damaged property along a wide swath of the Gulf Coast in 2005. Yet the Joplin tornado raises questions anew about the government's role in disasters.

For Joplin families still on the long road to recovery, the taxpayer aid generally is appreciated.

The twister killed Danielle Robertson's mother and destroyed the duplex she shared with her teenage daughter and two dogs. After several months of temporary living arrangements, Robertson eventually got one of the FEMA trailers for tornado survivors. No rent or utility payments were required.

"There are just thousands of people who would not have recovered at all had that aid not been there. I mean there's no way," said Robertson, who finally moved into a rebuilt rental home about three weeks ago. "I like to consider myself a survivalist, but there was nothing to survive with."

The Joplin tornado, which killed 161 people, was one of 99 major disasters declared by President Barack Obama in 2011. Other included blizzards, wildfires and hurricanes. Congress responded in December by authorizing an extra $8.6 billion in disaster aid.

Missouri has a rainy day fund with about $500 million that was created for costly emergencies. But the fund hasn't been tapped for Joplin because Gov. Jay Nixon and some lawmakers are reluctant to trigger a constitutional mandate that the borrowed money be replenished within three years.

Some critics of federal disaster aid point to Missouri's rainy day fund as a prime example of how states pass the buck to the federal government for local tragedies.

"It seems to me this indicates the bad incentive problem that comes with federal involvement - that states would rather tap federal taxpayers before they have to tap their own taxpayers," said Chris Edwards, an economist and editor of downsizinggovernment.org, a website run by the Washington-based Cato Institute, a group that promotes free markets.

FEMA Director Craig Fugate said it takes an especially destructive tornado to trigger federal aid. What made the Joplin tornado so unusual was the intensity of the devastation in such a concentrated area, he said.

"We're talking thousands of families impacted, hundreds of deaths, the trauma to the community alone was overwhelming," Fugate said. "The likelihood of Joplin being able to recover successfully without federal assistance ... warranted the president declaring it" a disaster zone.

Some of the taxpayer-subsidized projects, such as rebuilding St. John's Regional Medical Center, will benefit people well beyond Joplin. The hospital served patients from a wide region extending into southeastern Kansas and northeastern Oklahoma.

Hospital administrators estimate their total cost from the tornado at $950 million, including demolishing the old building, creating temporary facilities and constructing a permanent replacement.

The hospital expects to get more than $345 million from insurance. It's submitted more than $88 million of expenses to FEMA, of which the federal government could pay for 75 percent. The rest will be covered by private donations and the resources of the Sisters of Mercy Health System, which runs the hospital.

"We do hope to get some money from FEMA, but we're not counting on that," said Shelly Hunter, the chief financial officer for Mercy Health of Joplin.

The cost of replacing damaged school buildings will be covered largely by insurance, too. But voters recently approved the largest bond issue in Joplin history - $62 million - to help rebuild or repair 10 school buildings. The resulting property tax increase is estimated at $65 a year for the owner of a $100,000 home - roughly a 10 percent hike.

The Joplin school district has sought disaster aid for dozens of costs not covered by insurance, such as a truck and trailer used to shuttle band equipment between makeshift school buildings, as well as the concession stand, bleachers, flagpoles, fences, outdoor basketball hoops and new mulch for playgrounds. The cost to remove and replace the mulch at just three sites: $7,100.

The city has its own share of tornado costs, like the manhole covers. The tornado also destroyed two sirens that warn people of dangerous storms. Taxpayers paid more than $41,000 for temporary and permanent replacements, according to disaster-aid records.

During the cleanup, 14 fire hydrants and curbs and gutters at 111 locations were damaged by heavy equipment. And tires were punctured on about 125 vehicles, costing almost $57,300.

The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals said it spent $1.2 million providing shelter and veterinary care for 1,300 homeless pets after the tornado. The city of Joplin agreed to cover $351,000 of those costs and now is seeking reimbursement from FEMA. It's seeking an additional $21,000 for costs incurred by Joplin Human Society.

Federal disaster aid rules also reward local entities for the charitable work and donations of others. Joplin expects to receive $1 million through FEMA as a partial credit for an estimated $17.7 million worth of volunteer labor and donated supplies and services. That money can be used to offset the city's own expenses for debris cleanup and emergency response.

"The fact that we can basically break even from a tornado of this magnitude is astonishing, and it's in large part due to the donated resources," city Finance Director Leslie Jones said. "Not only did it help us financially, they helped us clean up our community. I don't even have words to describe it."

Missouri lawmakers see success in compromise
Associated Press

POSTED: 10:35 pm CDT May 20, 2012
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Politics is sometimes referred to as “the art of compromise.” If that’s so, then there was plenty of politics during Missouri’s 2012 legislative session.

On education issues, pro-business proposals and matters affecting the courts, lawmakers struck compromises this year with the theory that passing something — even if it’s a sliver of the original goal — is better than nothing.

“That’s how the process should work,” said House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville. “There’s differing opinions in this building and strong feelings on both sides, and I think at the end of the day if you can find compromise or middle ground to get it done — but not sacrifice your principles to get there — I think that makes sense.”

The middle-ground approach runs contrary to the public’s perception of government, especially Washington, where fiery rhetoric and a stand-your-ground approach has contributed to Congress’ perpetually low public approval ratings.

Missouri’s Capitol sees its fair share of partisanship and political maneuvering, but the art of compromise lives. Take, for example, the November ballot, which will ask voters to decide whether to grant the governor greater powers in Missouri’s process of screening and appointing people to state appellate courts.

Some conservative groups and Republican lawmakers had pushed for years to abolish or dramatically overhaul Missouri’s judicial selection method. Currently, a panel composed of three gubernatorial appointees, a judge and three attorneys chosen by members of the Missouri Bar submit a list of three finalists to the governor to fill vacancies on appellate courts. The governor then appoints one of those three to the bench, and the appointee subsequently stands for periodic retention elections.

Some past proposals had sought to replace that plan with the election of judges in partisan campaigns. Other proposals had sought to require Senate confirmation for judicial appointees. The Missouri Bar had fought to defend the status quo.

The compromise measure that ultimately passed the Legislature this year merely gives the governor four choices instead of three. It also adjusts the nominating commission, adding another gubernatorial appointee and making the judicial member of the panel a non-voting participant.

Republican lawmakers also settled for a compromise in their effort to overhaul workplace laws.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed a measure passed early in the session that would have made it harder for employees to win workplace discrimination lawsuits. He also vetoed a bill that would have provided businesses additional protection from legal costs by bringing occupational diseases under the workers’ compensation system and barring employees from suing co-workers for accidental injuries covered by workers’ compensation.

After compromise failed on the workplace discrimination and occupational disease provisions, lawmakers settled for something instead of nothing. In the final week of the session, they sent Nixon a bill dealing only with co-employee lawsuits — a position they anticipate the governor can sign.

Similarly, lawmakers sent the governor a bill granting more entities the ability to run charter schools while also imposing more oversight responsibilities on the schools’ sponsors. The bill itself is a compromise between those wanting to greatly expand charter schools and those who fear the consequences for traditional public schools.

But the charter school legislation’s passage gave Republican legislative leaders — who had pushed a broader education agenda — something to cite as all the other education initiatives died, including efforts to pare back teacher tenure rules, overhaul the school funding formula and allow the state to more quickly intervene in unaccredited schools.

On the session’s final day Friday, some Senate Democrats agreed not to block a bill that would allow employers to refuse to provide health insurance for birth control. The goodwill gesture was part of a compromise with GOP leaders, who agreed not to move forward on a more expansive bill allowing health care providers to refuse to carry out certain procedures on moral grounds.

Legislature leaves some unfinished business
BY VIRGINIA YOUNG Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau Chief stltoday.com | Posted: Sunday, May 20, 2012 1:45 am

JEFFERSON CITY • In the final hours of a Missouri legislative session, there is always a hostage.

Last year it was local control of St. Louis police, which died when it was linked to a tax credit overhaul. This year, it was money for pregnant women and children.

The Legislature adjourned at 6 p.m. Friday without renewing tax credits that pump several million dollars into child advocacy centers and pregnancy resource centers.

The so-called "benevolent" credits were used as bargaining chips by the Senate in an attempt to get the House to agree to rein in more costly subsidies used to rehab historic buildings.

But as they have for several years, House Republican leaders refused to reduce the $140 million outlay for historic credits. So the whole package died. Now, time is running out on the benevolent credits. By law, they will expire Aug. 28. The same fate befell a food pantry tax credit last year.

Sam Lee, an anti-abortion lobbyist, has worked for years to keep the pregnancy resource center credits. He said that while he understands the need for a tax credit overhaul, the strategy of lumping them all together isn't working.

The tax credit quandary was just one of a string of issues that legislators failed to resolve.

They didn't fix the state's funding formula for schools, which divvies up $3 billion in state aid. Because of a budget shortfall, districts won't get their full allotment next year. That will throw the complex formula off, resulting in millions of dollars being shifted among school districts.

Legislators also made no headway on how to manage transfers of students out of unaccredited school districts. A circuit judge took the pressure off by ruling that the law authorizing transfers imposes an unfunded mandate on suburban districts. The case is on appeal.

Another education bill seemed to have a sure path to passage but died Friday night when it, too, became a hostage. That bill would have let the state appoint a special board to oversee the unaccredited Kansas City School District without waiting two years, as current law requires.

The Kansas City bill had widespread support in both chambers. But it was held up Friday by Republican leaders trying to use it as leverage to pass a bill removing seniority protection for public school teachers in layoffs. Instead, layoffs would have been based on teachers' performance.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, promised she would talk for the remaining hour of the session to kill the layoff changes. Republicans pulled the bill, dooming the Kansas City bill as well.

"It's been a disappointing session because we had a number of problems that needed to be addressed," said Rep. Margo McNeil, D-Florissant, a former teacher.

Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, blamed teachers' groups for the impasse.

"I think what we've seen this year, generally, is the education institutions and the people whose jobs depend on public education control this building," Cunningham said. "And I don't see the courage or the backbone to do what's really right for children."

Meanwhile, lengthy negotiations over workers' compensation resulted in passage of what Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, termed "half a loaf." Legislators sent Gov. Jay Nixon a bill protecting co-workers from costly lawsuits when employees are injured on the job.

Nixon, a Democrat, had vetoed other workers' compensation changes dealing with occupational disease. No middle ground emerged.

Though jobs are everyone's top priority, the governor's proposal to draw auto suppliers to the state by expanding incentives was a nonstarter. Nixon called that his biggest disappointment of the session.

Instead of education and jobs bills, the Legislature spent a lot of time on symbolic measures and political hot potatoes.

One of the Legislature's final acts was to pass a bill allowing employers to refuse health insurance coverage for services that go against their religious or moral beliefs, including abortion, contraception and sterilization.

Another bill that passed Friday asks Missouri voters to prohibit the governor from establishing a health insurance exchange, part of the federal health care act.

Nixon has said he won't set up the exchange on his own, and he repeated that promise to reporters Friday night. The real reason for the referendum may be to galvanize anti-Obama voters to go to the polls in November.

The unpopularity of the Affordable Care Act was cited frequently by Republicans pushing another bill — to declare the act unconstitutional and make it a crime to try to enforce it in Missouri. Though it passed in the House, the Senate shelved it Friday after Democrats questioned how the state could usurp the U.S. Supreme Court.

Meanwhile, debates on guns and gays made the Missouri Legislature the butt of late-night television jokes. A bill declaring gold to be legal tender drew barbs from Democrats — who called it wacky — and even from some Republicans.

Such legislative pursuits left people wondering what the priorities are in Jefferson City, said George Connor, who teaches political science at Missouri State University in Springfield.

"I mean, for God's sake. They still can't fund the K-12 formula and yet they have time to pass bills that have little relevance outside of the ballot box. I think the Legislature spent a lot of time debating nonsubstantive but politically sensitive issues, in part because it's an election year."

Sometimes it seemed hard to find the big-ticket items on the agenda, other than the budget.

"We just haven't had anything that seems like it has any substance," said Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie. "We do these ridiculous resolutions to Congress. It's not going to make any difference."

Legislators maintained that they passed a balanced budget while protecting education funding. But the budget's dependence on higher Missouri Lottery sales could result in a shortfall.

To fund veterans homes with casino fees that currently go to preschools, the Legislature shifted tobacco settlement money to early childhood education. That will require the lottery to fill in the gap and take in $50 million more than it is projected to reap this year. Tax analyst Brian Schmidt, a former staffer for the Legislature, called that a 'shaky assumption."

The tenor of the session was captured by House Speaker Steve Tilley's private ceremony — with highway patrol officers guarding the doors to the House chamber and guests allowed in by ticket only — to induct conservative radio talk show host Rush Limbaugh into the Hall of Famous Missourians.

In other words, it was a divisive session, propelled by grudges, marked by strongly worded attacks, and lacking much in the way of compromise.

The Republicans' huge majorities — they control the House 106-57 and the Senate 26-8 — may actually complicate consensus.

Sen. Tim Green, D-Spanish Lake, said: "Everybody always says, 'We have a big tent.' Well, sometimes when you get too big of majorities, there is going to be inner fighting, and that's what you have seen. Moderate majorities are probably best for public policy because it forces people on all sides of the issue to sit down and get things accomplished."

Nixon didn't exert much political capital to bring legislators together, except to complain about plans to cut health care for the blind.

"Why does Nixon stay out of this? Because he doesn't have to get involved," said Connor, the political science professor. "The Republicans are shooting themselves in the foot. It's the House Republicans against the Senate Republicans."

Indeed, though there was an attempt to save the benevolent tax credits Friday afternoon, senators said it collapsed when new House demands surfaced.

"You can't deal with somebody who not only moves the goal post; they put the goal post in the back of their pickup and drive off the field," said Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield.

After the Senate adjourned, senators who are leaving the chamber decried the atmosphere.

"We've really lost a lot of the decorum, the respect in this chamber," Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, said.

Urging colleagues to reconsider "the name-calling, the screaming at each other," he said it was time to decide: "Are you going to join together to get things done? Or are we going to join together to kill things?"

The tax credit issue could provide the first test.

Lee, the anti-abortion activist, said he'll be back seeking the credit for the 56 pregnancy resource centers such as Birthright and Thrive St. Louis, which use the credit to raise money to serve about 42,000 clients a year. They provide pregnancy tests, counseling, maternity clothes and other services.

Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, said more pressure will come to bear on the House to cut a deal on historic tax credits once businesspeople on the boards of the groups losing credits find their fundraising suffers.

"They're going to turn their energy, their passion and their ire on this building," he said.

Bud bottles up distribution bill
BY TIM LOGAN • stltoday.com | Posted: Monday, May 21, 2012 6:00 am

Two weeks ago, we wrote about a bill that beer wholesalers were pushing in the Missouri Legislature to block Anheuser-Busch InBev from self-distributing in the state.

Now the legislative session is over, and that bill never came to pass.

It's the second straight year that the wholesalers' effort to write the three-tier system into Missouri law has failed. Similar bills have passed in four other states in the last two years, but not the home of the King of Beers. This time around, it won the blessing of a Senate committee but got no further. Maybe it stalled due to the general inaction of this legislative session. Maybe Anheuser-Busch - which was reportedly lobbying hard behind the scenes - bottled it up.

Either way, the current setup - in which A-B has the right to buy wholesalers (though it owns none in Missouri - will last at least another year.

Renovation of Pendergast’s old HQ is almost done
1908 Main St. | Former Jackson Democratic Club building gets a $1.5 million makeover

The renovation of Boss Tom’s headquarters includes new features and historical reminders.
The old Missouri capitol is being renovated.

Not the one in Jefferson City.

The one in Kansas City. At 1908 Main St.

The former Jackson Democratic Club building — from which machine boss Tom Pendergast influenced politics in Kansas City and much of Missouri during the 1920s and 1930s, and which many referred to as the state’s unofficial capitol — is getting a $1.5 million makeover.

“This is personal for me,” said Wit Solberg, the building’s owner and head of Mission Peak Capital, the financial services firm whose 10 employees are scheduled to move into the building next month. 

Solberg represents the third generation of his family to have owned the building. His grandfather acquired it from a Pendergast relative and ran a barber supply business there for more than 30 years.

“Only two families have owned this building,” Solberg said. “And my grandfather operated his business here longer than Pendergast did his machine.”

The restoration will include a first-floor gallery space, allowing public access to the Crossroads district landmark on a scale not seen since machine operatives filled its second-floor meeting room during Boss Tom’s time.

Last October, the property was entered in the National Register of Historic Places, an honor the Kansas City Landmarks Commission first tried to arrange in 1978. That effort ended when Tom Pendergast Jr., who often worked to safeguard his father’s memory, objected, calling the effort “a bunch of foolishness” and threatening litigation if it went forward.

The younger Pendergast died in 1990.

The nomination documents prepared last year by Cydney Millstein, a Kansas City architectural historian, detailed the two-story brick building’s construction for $15,000 in 1926 and summarized how it had been “purpose-built by Pendergast as the headquarters of his political machine.”

The project also represents a local use of state and federal historic tax credits. The Pendergast project, Solberg said, would not have gone forward without them. 

But the Pendergast project is almost complete. 

Workers have found no, uh, anomalies.

Although Doug Stockman, a principal with El Dorado Inc., an architecture firm, was alert to the legends of Pendergast Ready-Mixed Concrete, a Pendergast family company, he came across no irregularities when inspecting the building’s foundation.

“I was worried about finding bodies,” Stockman said, smiling. 

There were none, he added.

 “I was thinking more of gold,” said Solberg.

A few relics of the Pendergast era did remain. At the upper floor’s western end, workers removed a nest of old electrical wiring. It’s possible, Solberg said, that some of these wires had been installed as part of the “wire” that Pendergast had ordered so he could receive timely horse racing results. 

This wire contributed to his ruin, as it enabled Pendergast’s gambling obsession, leaving him vulnerable to the payoffs from insurance industry executives that ultimately attracted federal investigators.

Pendergast pleaded guilty in 1939 to income tax evasion charges and received a term in the Leavenworth federal prison.

Part of that plea agreement prompted a specific change to 1908 Main St.

Three years earlier, Pendergast had suffered a heart attack and battled other serious health problems. That December, The Kansas City Star noted that a doorway had been opened in the second-floor common wall between 1908 Main St. and the adjacent building to the north, the Monroe Hotel, which Pendergast had acquired in 1924.

The doorway allowed Pendergast to ride the hotel elevator to the second floor and then walk into his office.

Part of the 1939 plea agreement, however, directed that Pendergast could not return to the 1908 Main St. building, and the doorway was ordered sealed. Today that doorway is almost impossible to discern on the 1908 Main St. side, as workers have added a veneer of plaster to the wall.

However, the second-floor office space — with its oak window trim, transom windows and wall-mounted coat hooks — remains evocative of the Pendergast era. 

Also, Solberg said, the windows retain original glass, and it remains possible in two of the windows — when the sun strikes the glass just so — to discern the faint outlines of letters spelling out “Jackson Democratic Club.”

State and federal historic tax credits can be used for up to 45 percent of eligible costs, Solberg said. Eligible costs on this project included roof replacement, new electrical wiring and facade restoration. Such credits are subject to government approval, so Solberg remains uncertain as to the amount that will be approved. 

The renovation also has included new air conditioning and heating.

 “I was cooling much of Main Street with our old air conditioning system and our historic insulation,” Solberg said.

The project met mandates monitored by local preservation representatives.

“It’s a local landmark and we approved all the changes to it,’ said Brad Wolf, Kansas City historic preservation officer. “They did a great job.”

Some decisions were challenging, such as the decision to not go with exposed brick on the second floor. But the plaster that long ago had been affixed to the brick would not come off in an attractive way. 

 “I struggled with that,” Solberg said.

 “I know it would have made it real Crossroads-y. But this had not been a loft space. It had been an office with plaster walls.”

The large upstairs meeting room, what Solberg calls the “bullpen,” in which political operatives strategized about 80 years ago, will be retained.

Solberg’s grandfather Frederick Solberg Sr. acquired the building in 1967 from a sister of the former boss. He ran his barber supply business from the building until his death in 2000. 

His son, Rick Solberg, a former Kansas City Star photographer, inherited the building with his sister. Solberg bought out his sister and, later with his wife, Betsey, installed gallery space on the first floor. For several years Kansas City Art Institute students exhibited work on occasional First Fridays.

Their son, Wit, returned to Kansas City about four years ago after working in Hong Kong and New York. He moved his business to 1908 Main St. in 2009 and acquired the building from his parents earlier this year.

“Before this, I had never worked below the 35th floor of an office building,” Solberg said. “My children will probably just sell it.

“But hopefully not.”

MISSOURINET
Sexual predator treatment program prepares for release (AUDIO)
May 18, 2012 - By Bob Priddy 

Sometime in the near future, a Farmington man is going to be out of SORTS……and that’s causing some consternation in the city.

The Department of Mental Health will release someone from its Sexual Offender Rehabilitation Treatment Services program–SORTS.  53-year old James Lewis, who  has been a client in the program for 12 years after doing four years in prison for the attempted rape of a child will be that person.  

The program staff and others who have watched Lewis for several months agree treatment has produced a man who is no longer a threat to re-offend.

Farmington Senator Kevin Engler has suggested a change in the law requiring prosecutors be added to the list of people who will be told a sexual predator is moving to their community after being released from the program.

Lewis will wear an ankle bracelet that tracks his every move.  He’ll return to the center each evening. It’s hoped that his gradual transition into regular society and the ongoing support he’ll get will lead to a home and a job. 

The SORTS program has been operating for about 20 years in Farmington.  Almost 125 sexual offenders who have done prison time but are considered to dangerous to be back on the streets have been committed there under the mental health department.

 
AUDIO: Listen to the debate 42:04
 

 

Pseudoephedrine legislation added to public safety omnibus
May 18, 2012 By Mike Lear 
A dispute between republican proposals in the House centers over which approach to take in getting pseudoephedrine out of the hands of meth-makers.

One would allow Missourians to possess about a ten-month supply of cold medications with pseudoephedrine, stiffen penalties for owning more and let Missouri share purchase information with other states. The other allows for about a three-month supply but exempts a new product that law enforcement says has so little pseudoephedrine, attempts to make methamphetamine with it fail.

Both pieces were offered as amendments to a massive law enforcement bill. In the end, the House chose Sedalia representative Stanley Cox’s plan, which allowed the greater supply.

In this last day of the session the package goes back to the Senate.

House Republicans and Democrats assess the session 
May 21, 2012 - By Mike Lear 

As one might expect, Republicans and Democrats in the House see the 2012 legislative session two very different ways.

Republican Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones (R-Eureka) says the House kept the promises it made and had a successful session. “We are very proud of our session, we are very proud of our caucus. We were very proud to welcome our members across the aisle … along with our colleagues in the Senate.”

Jones touts accomplishments including a charter schools reform and accountability bill, a co-employee liability fix and narrowing the difference in sentencing between crack and powder cocaine-related offenses.

Democrats backed all of those proposals, but Minority Floor Leader Mike Talboy (D-Kansas City) says the two top priorities going into the session, a foundation formula fix and job creation, went undone.

“Regardless of whether it’s the House’s fault or it’s the Senate’s fault, when you have the majorities that were discussed at the beginning of this cycle, one of those two things should get done.”

One fundamental difference between the two parties’ positions going forward regards new revenue.

Democrats, like outgoing representative Sara Lampe (D-Springfield) say in order to keep meeting the state’s obligations to education, transportation and public safety, more money will be needed. “We’ve had them before this legislature. They’re out there. (Increasing) cigarette tax sales collection, internet sales collection and tax amnesty. All three of those could have gone through this year but didn’t.

Jones disagrees. “‘Raising revenue’ is simply code for raising taxes. Across this nation, across this great state that is not what the voters want. They spoke loud and clear on that in 2010 and I believe they will again this fall.”

View the House Republicans’ and Democrats’ end-of-session media conferences below, courtesy of Missouri House Communications:

 

BLOG ZONE 
38 lawmakers own stock in JP Morgan Chase Barb Shelly Barb By KEVIN ROBILLARD | 5/18/12 7:34 AM EDT Politico.com
Thirty eight members of Congress own stock in embattled JP Morgan Chase, with two Senators and four House members owning at least $100,000.

New Jersey Democratic Sen. Frank Lautenberg owns at least $1,000,001 in JP Morgan stock, according to data compiled Thursday by the Center for Responsive Politics. Lautenberg is the Senate's fifth-richest member. Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-La.) owns between $100,001 and $250,000.

In the House, Republican Reps. Jim Rennaci (Ohio) and James Sensenbrenner (Wisc.) all own at least $100,000 in shares, as does Rep. Peter Welch, a Vermont Democrat.

The totals are based on financial disclosure filings from 2010.

Some of the JP Morgan Chase shareholders are facing tough races in 2012, including swing-state Democratic Sens. Sherrod Brown of Ohio and Claire McCaskill of Missouri. Sen. Orrin Hatch (R-Utah), who is still fending off a primary challenger, owns less than $15,000 of stock.

Among the House shareholders, Reps. Connie Mack (R-Fla.), who is running for Senate, owns between $17,001 and $80,000 worth of the bank, as does his wife, Rep. Mary Bono Mack (R-Calif.).

House Speaker John Boehner and Senate Minority Whip Jon Kyl are the only two members of the Congressional leadership with holdings. Boehner owns between $30,002 and $100,000 and Kyl owns $2,290.

UPDATE: Brown has sold his JPMorgan stock, according to his office. Brown inherited the shares from his mother in 2009, but sold them soon after. McCaskill's office said the JPMorgan holding listed on her 2010 disclosure was a bond owned by her husband and was sold last year.

CORRECTION: The original version of this article incorrectly described the assets of Rep. Leonard Lance (R-N.J.). His wife is the owner of the JP Morgan stock, according to his office.
Line-item veto bill hits Senate wall
By Molly K. Hooper - 05/21/12 05:00 AM ET thehill.com
The House-passed line-item veto bill, which has been endorsed by the White House, is on life support in the Democratic-controlled Senate. 

More than four months after the House approved the measure, co-sponsored by Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-Wis.) and ranking member Chris Van Hollen (D-Md.), the Senate hasn’t touched it.

Both House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) and Majority Leader Eric Cantor (R-Va.) voted for the bill that passed the lower chamber 254-173. The White House said it “strongly supports” that measure, claiming it would help “eliminate unnecessary spending and discouraging waste.” 

Shortly following House-passage — with 57 Democrats voting in favor of the bill and 41 Republicans opposing it — Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill (D) offered an identical bill in the upper chamber.

McCaskill’s bill has languished in the Senate's Budget Committee. Despite interest on the part of other senators such as Arizona Sen. John McCain (R) and Colorado Sen. Mark Udall (D), McCaskill’s bill has no co-sponsors.

“We need to be using every possible tool to bring down federal spending. A line-item veto is something I’ve advocated for since I arrived in the Senate, and now that the House has finally acted, it’s time for the Senate to take up and pass this bill right away,” McCaskill said as she unveiled her legislation.

A source close to McCaskill, who is facing a tough reelection, told The Hill that the senator is working to build support for this legislation as well as other measures to cut spending.

But Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.), who sets the Senate floor schedule, has previously voted against line-item veto legislation. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.), meanwhile, supported the bill that Reid rejected in the 1990s. Reid’s office did not comment for this article.

Van Hollen believes there is “broad, bipartisan support” for the measure that would give the president the authority to propose spending cuts in appropriations bills that Congress sends to his desk. Under an expedited process, those recommendations would then be voted on by Congress without amendments.

Proponents of cutting government spending succeeded in creating a line-item veto power for then-President Clinton in 1996. But critics of the law, including the late Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.), legally challenged it. The Supreme Court subsequently ruled it unconstitutional as an abdication of congressional authority over power of the purse.

The Ryan-Van Hollen bill seeks to comply with that ruling by requiring Congress to take an up-or-down vote on any cuts sought by the White House.           

Van Hollen told The Hill that House lawmakers pressed their Senate counterparts to move the bill shortly after its passage in early February.

“We’ll have to take another run at that,” Van Hollen said.

While Pelosi voted for the bill, her fellow Democratic leadership team did not: Minority Whip Steny Hoyer (D-Md.), Assistant Leader James Clyburn (S.C.), caucus Chairman John Larson (Conn.) and Vice Chairman Xavier Becerra (Calif.) all voted against the bipartisan measure.

At the time, Hoyer, a former appropriator, said he supported expedited rescission authority but added he opposes portions of the specific language approved by the House because it would allow the president to reduce funding altogether rather than simply object to money being spent on a specific project.  
“I think that diminishes the authority of the Congress under Article I to establish spending levels and appropriate funds to priorities that it deems appropriate,” Hoyer told reporters.

Please keep this great honor under your hat

Friday, May 18, 2012

Joe Sullivan, Southeast Missourian

Shh! Meet me in the atrium of the federal building at 10 o'clock. Don't tell a soul! And don't bring anyone with you. 

What about my wife? Can she tag along? 

Only if she's a certified Republican. 

Well, she has voted for some Democrats from time to time. 

Sorry. She'll have to stay home this time. We only want pure blood represented. 

What's the big deal? 

We're unveiling a bust of Cape Girardeau's best-known native, but we only want true believers at the ceremony. No need to let the riffraff watch. They're so messy. 

A bust? How much does a bust cost? 

A lot. And the low bid came in $800,000 over estimate. But that's OK. We have to have this bust. 

Why? 

For one thing, the atrium is kind of bare, don't you think? There's all that space with nothing in it. 

So you're going to fill the atrium with a lot of busts? 

Oh, no need for that. I think the ego that comes with this bust is big enough to fill the whole atrium, and then some. 

So how are you going to keep out ... you know, those Democrats ... during the unveiling ceremony? 

We're going to lock the doors. And the National Guard has been mobilized. Troops will be deployed around a four-block perimeter. And we'll have Democrat-sniffing dogs just in case some of the pinkos make it to the door. 

But isn't the federal building a public building? Wasn't it funded with tax dollars. And don't Democrats pay taxes just like the Republicans? And wouldn't some of our local Democrats like to see this unveiling? And aren't they entitled to go to a ceremony being held in a building they own? 

We're not going to take a chance that some of those disruptive legislators from Jefferson City might show up and try to ruin our dignified proceedings. 

But weren't they Republicans? 

What are you? Some kind of troublemaker? Are you sure you're a pure-blood Republican? 

I'm just thinking out loud. I'd like to see this bust unveiled. And I'd like to see Cape Girardeau's best-known native. And I think a lot of other folks would like to be there too. 

I'm sorry. It's clear now that you should never have been invited. Please avoid the entire neighborhood until after the ceremony. 

What happens if I show up anyway? 

You'll be in for a big surprise. It will be business as usual in the atrium of the federal courthouse. No bust. No National Guard. No dogs. Nothing. 

But you said ... 

I lied. I had to make sure you were really a Republican. It's obvious now that you're suspect. 

How can you tell? 

You're asking questions. True-blue followers of our Great Leader, the one honored with the bust, never ask questions. So the minute you asked if your wife could attend the ceremony with you, I knew you were a Republican lite, at best, and maybe even a commie. 

I guess I'll have to see the bust after the big ceremony. I'll just wander over to the federal courthouse in a couple of days for a look-see. 

Ha! You think you can just stroll into the federal building? Do you have two forms of ID? Do you have your birth certificate? Do you have your voting records for the past 10 years? Do you have your certified heterosexual marriage certificate? Have you ever eaten at a Mexican or Chinese restaurant where illegals were employed? Can you say the Pledge of Allegiance backward in pig Latin? Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party? 

Say, you're sure asking a lot of questions. Are you really a Republican? Or do you just want to run for Congress? 

Listen, buster, just stay away from the federal courthouse. 

OK. I guess I can still get into city hall. ... 

Joe Sullivan is the retired editor of the Southeast Missourian. 

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Legislature won't find success until voters clean it up 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 19, 2012 12:15 am

Before Missouri legislative leaders pounded their gavels to end their annual session on Friday, Republican leaders already were declaring their five-month frat party a success.

This is not unusual. Nearly every Missouri legislative session ends the same way.

The majority declares it won. The minority decries misplaced priorities. Posturing begins for the next election. But few legislative sessions in Missouri history have been as remarkable as this one. The blame belongs primarily to the Republican-led House, which pushed an agenda with the apparent goal of getting its most extreme members on late-night cable television shows as the butt of jokes.

In that regard, Republicans were successful. So says the man the GOP says will be the next speaker of the House.

Friday morning, state Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, used the social media site Twitter to define his version of legislative success:

"The left wing prog haters outside the Capitol have gone apoplectic in their rage this week. Mission accomplished. Session=Success."

There was a time when success would have been measured by the passage of jobs bills, or increased education funding, or protecting the state's water, air and other natural resources, or, as it was a few years ago, fighting insurance companies so that children with autism could get the coverage they need.

Now success is defined as angering poor people, gays, minorities and women.

The sad reality is that the Missouri Legislature is going to get worse before it gets better. Mr. Jones, the majority floor leader, has been tapped by his caucus to replace outgoing Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. That Mr. Jones is a former supporter of the birther lawsuits filed by Orly Taitz against President Barack Obama says about all you need to know about his level of seriousness.

So how did Missouri plummet so far?

Last fall, we began a series of editorials titled "Fix the Legislature" that pointed out the problems: term limits, the negative influence of money in politics and partisan redistricting. Each came into play in knocking this year's legislative session off the rails.

It's worth noting, for instance, that next year, there will not be a single member of the House or Senate who was in his or her respective chamber in 2005 when Republicans cut thousands of Missourians off of the state's Medicaid rolls.

That decision is worth remembering. For the last few years, it has been a driving force behind the effort led by some of the Senate's now-departing lions, among them Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, and Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield, to right a wrong.

Mr. Crowell and Mr. Purgason don't disown the 2005 cuts; they still claim — wrongly — that they were necessary. But both men came to recognize that there was another program that should have been cut before Medicaid — the state's bloated tax credit system. In 2005, tax credits were sacrosanct.

Tax credits still are off limits because special interests who benefit from the hundreds of millions of dollars in what is basically corporate welfare use their political contributions to control the legislative process.

Mr. Crowell passionately made the case that it is unconscionable for lawmakers to think it's fine to cut off health care for poor people and disabled people and to cut money from schools while continuing to feed corporate fat cats.

It took awhile for him to come to that position. It took time to learn, time to mature, time to develop relationships and trust with politicians on both sides of the aisle before such a nuanced and important position could be reached.

That a man who was once known for making flatulence noises during a state of the state speech would become the voice of reason before leaving the Senate says a lot about how far the Missouri Legislature has fallen. It also says a lot about how Mr. Crowell has grown.

Because of term limits, there is no time for seasoning anymore. The budget reins are handed to neophytes like Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City. He's a bright young man, but before he's learned the ropes, he's begun campaigning to move up to the Senate.

Then there are people like Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, a man who could have become one of those old lions who once prowled the Capitol's halls. Mr. Stouffer used to have big ideas about moving the state forward. He once traveled the state pushing better highway funding.

Then term limits began creeping up. He started stumping, first for Congress, then for statewide office. Now he rejects any discussion of tax hikes and pushes ideas like making it harder for seniors, disabled people and minorities to vote.

Legislators like Mr. Stouffer, Mr. Silvey and numerous others need money to run these races, so they sell their souls to whatever special interest is paying. Republicans run to the right and Democrats to the left because legislative leaders have carved out districts where moderates don't have a chance. No elected official in either party has to worry about solutions that might work for all Missourians.

Next year, the transformation will be complete.

A birther will run the House. Neophytes will take charge in the Senate. Success will be measured by damage done to political opponents, not building a better future for Missouri.

Voters can make a difference this November by recalling that old Nancy Reagan advice and just saying no. But in reality, because the system is tilted so far from them, voters' options are limited. The best thing voters could do is to rise up and fix the system in a statewide referendum.

Get rid of term limits, or at least extend them so institutional knowledge doesn't disappear before lawmakers have grown into their jobs. Reinstate campaign finance limits and limit the ability of lobbyists to curry favor with elected officials. Reform the redistricting process so that communities of interest matter more than politics.

The people need to matter again. Fix the Legislature and make it so.

Limbaugh’s made state a laughingstock

St. Joseph News-Press Now, Your letters May 19, 2012

Rush Limbaugh has finally expressed an opinion that even his harshest critics can agree with. At his near-secret induction into the Hall of Famous Missourians on Monday, he said, “I’m literally quite unable to comprehend what’s happening to me today.” In addition, he exclaimed, “This is something that I never, ever thought would happen to me.” Who can disagree?

The conservative talk show host was slipped into Jefferson City to an invitation-only ceremony in the Missouri House chambers. Secrecy was the order of the day. Limbaugh’s induction was announced only 20 minutes before it began. The House chambers had been locked and armed members of the Missouri Highway Patrol guarded the doors, only allowing the invited audience that consisted mainly of Republican members of the legislature, their staff and the press, the Associated Press reported.

It is not assured yet that Limbaugh’s bust will end up on display near such famous Missourians as Walt Disney, Harry Truman and Samuel Clemens. What is assured is that House Speaker Stephen Tilley, who orchestrated this whole charade, and the rest of the Missouri lawmakers who supported him, have added one more item to the list of legislative stunts that have made Missouri the laughingstock of the country.

Keith Evans St. Joseph
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New gambling sites would help Illinois

When you're in a hole, stop digging. In Illinois, we're up to our necks in a deepening financial crisis and staggering unemployment rates. But the state could generate revenue and create jobs at no expense to taxpayers.

The Illinois Revenue and Jobs Alliance supports the increased gambling outlined in Senate Bill 1849 that would result in sorely needed dollars for education, capital projects, debt relief and safety-net programs.

SB 1849 would bring five new casinos to Illinois (including one in Chicago), create more gambling positions at existing venues and add slot machines at horse-racing tracks. This has no strings attached to the wallets of Illinois residents who are fed up with paying more and getting less.

SB 1849 would generate nearly $200 million annually in new revenue for the state and create more than 20,500 jobs for our residents, including 9,800 full-time jobs and 4,500 construction-related jobs. By adding slot machines at horse tracks, SB 1849 would create more than 2,700 jobs at the racing venues, on top of more than 1,000 full-time construction-related jobs needed to update the facilities. The creation of these jobs would generate more than $1.5 billion in personal income.

Although Illinois must reform its pension system and bankrupt Medicaid program, it must find ways to generate revenue. Independent polling shows that 74 percent of Illinoisans prefer that legislative leaders find ways to generate new revenue rather than cut programs or raise taxes. In fact, the vast majority of Illinois residents supports a gambling solution to boost the state's economy. SB 1849 would bolster the Central and Southern parts of Illinois that rely heavily on the agricultural industry and account for the nearly 37,000 agribusiness jobs related to the horse-racing industry.

Without SB 1849, other states will get gambling revenue from Illinois residents who will spend an estimated $1.5 billion in Wisconsin, Indiana, Iowa and Missouri by 2016. Our neighbors use our dollars to grow and expand their businesses, build roads and schools and provide essential services to their residents. Illinois could recapture close to half of those dollars from out-of-state casinos if SB 1849 takes effect.

Given the dire state of Illinois' finances and our overwhelming unemployment rate, it's time Illinois took that first step on the road to a more certain economic future and finally put away the shovel.

Bill Black • Springfield, Ill.

Illinois Revenue & Jobs Alliance

The entire record

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, appointed me, a Democrat, to be chairman of the Appropriations Committee for Public Safety and Corrections. I agree with the editorial "El Rushbo's Throne" (May 16) that Rush Limbaugh has no place in the Hall of Famous Missourians and that the House chamber should have not have been closed for the induction ceremony. One honorary proclamation does not a legacy make.

However, any evaluation of Mr. Tilley's tenure would include his commitment to a more respectful House. At the beginning of this session, Mr. Tilley, Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, and Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, committed to a more decorous House. Gone is the partisan rancor that dominated some previous legislative sessions.

This has yielded practical results, most notably in the budget process. Democrats on the Budget Committee appreciate a professional process that has provided for the objective consideration of most amendments. We frequently saw cross-party proponents in active disagreement with people also from both parties. The budget worked well in a difficult year, largely because of the mutually respectful conduct of the members.

Most important has been his active advocacy of prison reform and criminal law. The Pew Committee, which produced House Bill 1525, was a significant step forward, decreasing prison time for non-violent offenses and increasing the use of drug and alcohol treatment for probationers and inmates. The bill would not have passed without Mr. Tilley's leadership.

Mr. Tilley personally intervened to move the legislation that would reform Missouri's worst-in-the-nation crack/powder cocaine disparity and to move the bill that reforms our overly punitive sex-offender registry. Neither of these issues would have seen the light of day absent Mr. Tilley's advocacy.

Context is important. Mr. Tilley led his party to a historic victory in the Missouri House, even outperforming the already-significant Republican success in 2010. I wish that had not happened and devoted significant resources to preventing it. We lost. They won. Elections have consequences. When the people of Missouri elect such a huge majority of Tea Party Republicans, they get to have their way on some stuff.

The speaker managed the chamber in a professional manner and worked hard to achieve some truly impressive legislation in the corrections and public safety areas. Let's remember to consider the entire record.

Rep. Chris Kelly • D-Columbia, Mo.

Regrets

I was happy to see that a great Missourian finally has received the recognition he richly deserves. I'm speaking, of course, of our own purveyor of half-truths, factless facts and divisive hatred: Rush Limbaugh. It makes me so proud of our state Legislature to see its members stand up to the voices of reason who spoke out against his nomination. After all, who can appreciate family values more than a man who has had four families? Who better to rail against drug users than a man who admitted an addiction to painkillers? Who else can we count on to further divide this country into fragmented special-interest groups instead of a citizenry with common goals?

My biggest regret is that our honorable representatives chose to hide their faces and the ceremony in a locked-and-guarded room instead of letting the good people of our state participate in the bestowing of this great honor.

Terry O'Reilly • Fenton

A clearer way forward

The hard budget decisions resulting in $10 million in cuts to child care disturbed and saddened me. The state's budgeting process pits too few dollars against too many state needs.

One in five children in Missouri lives in poverty. These children will begin kindergarten already behind their classmates because of the lack of quality day care and preschool. However, those arguments aren't effective if the real problem is lack of state revenue. I'm not a legislator, but I sympathize with their plight of having too few dollars chasing too many needs, which results in difficult cuts to worthy programs.

Why not look at the revenue end of the problem?

Missouri has the lowest cigarette tax in the nation at 17 cents per pack. That times the 545 million packs that were sold in 2011 resulted in $92.6 million in cigarette tax revenue for Missouri. At first glance that doesn't seem too bad. However, that's before you compare it to the average of all the cigarette taxes for all the states, which is $1.46. The difference between that average and Missouri's tax rate is $1.29. If Missouri's tax were the national average, the state would have $703 million more in revenue from the sale of cigarettes. Heck, even it if raised Missouri's current cigarette tax to $1 — that's 46 cents below the national average, the state still would rake in $452 million more per year in tax revenue than is being collected now. Hey, even if you raised the current cigarette tax to 34 cents, which is lower than many of the tobacco-producing states, that would bring in an additional $92 million per year. That would make revenue a non-issue when discussing child care, veterans homes or road improvement.

After doing some research and thinking this through, what I'm really disturbed, saddened and more than a little irritated by is the fact that a majority of legislators in Jefferson City would rather cut program after program year after year than access revenue available by raising the cigarette tax for the first time since 1993.

Sally Sandy • Eureka

How much influence is too much?

Washington University wants University City to remove 55 sweetgum trees on a walkway frequented by university students. This issue is just the tip of the iceberg of an evolving concern about the relationship between University City and the university. There is no question that University City and its Loop businesses have benefited from having this prestigious university as our neighbor. But there is a downside and a danger. It is feeling more and more like our neighborhoods are becoming a bedroom community for the university.

The Loop used to be home to a wonderful grade school, probably the most diverse in our district, with children whose parents were professors at Washington University as well as kids from nearby Loop apartment buildings. There were stores where you could buy groceries within walking distance. That is all gone now. Much of the housing in the Loop now is student housing, and the school is closed. A discount grocery store frequented by people in the east end of University City (especially by those without cars) was bought and closed by Washington University. Recently, the university announced plans to make major changes in the east end of the Loop, with more student housing and retail.

How big is too big? How much influence is too much? The changes brought by the university are doing nothing to address the significant issues in our community of foreclosures and vacant homes. Many of our young people, especially African-American males, no longer feel welcome in the Loop. Divisions of class and race, clearly played out in the enrollment in our public schools, are not being addressed. I moved to this wonderful community more than 30 years ago so that my children could go to good public schools in an integrated and vibrant community, not to live in a playground for tourists and university students.

Francie Broderick • University City

Return of destructive behavior

Although we bailed them out, Wall Street banks continue with much of their destructive behavior. Exhibit A: They hold 95 percent of derivatives. JPMorgan Chase just announced a $2 billion loss on investments in derivatives — and the losses may have just begun.

How can we stop the madness?

Bank speculation in derivatives, the very thing that caused the economic crisis of 2008, is going on more than ever. JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup, Bank of America and Goldman Sachs have some 95 percent of such exotic investments, with only a small percentage being held by the tens of thousands of other banks in the United States. Each of the current large bank holders of derivatives were recipients of bailout funds under the U.S. Troubled Asset Relief Program.

The Glass-Steagall Act, the law that had prevented banks from involving themselves in such ultra-risky transactions, was repealed in 1996. New Commodity Futures Trading Commission regulations to limit the type and numbers of such positions taken by commercial banks on such financial investments are being challenged even before they are final.

One of the items proposed for regulation is speculation on West Texas light crude oil, a benchmark for the international price per barrel of oil. Previously, the WTLC market was regulated in Dubai and the United Kingdom, but not in the United States, so speculators could do as they pleased with those oil prices and not be subject to U.S. regulation or even U.S. scrutiny. It is commonly agreed that speculators add as much as 40 percent to the price of a barrel of oil. The proposed CFTC regulations anger large speculative investors, who have threatened lawsuits even before the regulations go into effect.

One method of suppressing speculation is a financial transaction tax. Some experts say that a broad series of financial transaction taxes would provide additional revenue to countries and prevent the kind of wholesale speculation in derivatives and other such exotica that gave us the world economic crisis in 2008. Taxing authorities could provide regulators real-time information on the positions of various investors to monitor and avoid abuses.

The Europeans are about to impose such a tax on financial transactions to deter speculators and to raise revenues. Perhaps we in the United States should do likewise.

Timothy E. Hogan • Des Peres
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Dome, convention center both should be renovated

Now that we have gotten over the sticker shock of the Rams dome renovation plan, we should allow time to get an exact cost and time frame and plan this project in phases — $700 million and three years sounds excessive. We should look at this as an opportunity to address the Rams' needs and our convention center. Our convention center isn't in the top 10. Many cities have made expansions and renovations, and St. Louis has fallen behind in size and amenities. The Rams have done their due diligence in addressing their needs and included upgrades in the dome to accommodate NCAA basketball Final Fours, Super Bowls, concerts, soccer games and convention facilities.

Perhaps its time to follow through with a western expansion of the convention center to 11th Street with the closing of Ninth and Tenth streets. When the Mississippi River bridge is completed, traffic will be routed to Tucker, eliminating the need for access to Interstate 70 from Ninth and 10th streets.

This expansion would allow our convention center to handle larger conventions and offset any lost business because of construction on the dome. While the western expansion is under construction, the infrastructure on Broadway could be completed.

The price is high, but we have the opportunity to finally put to rest this issue with keeping the NFL in St. Louis in a first-tier facility and enhance and expand our convention facilities. We need to make sure the Rams pay their fair share on this renovation and realize this is about our convention facilities and the dome. Like it or not, we have to address these concerns in order to remain competitive.

Richard Ontiveros • Chesterfield

Take the long view for St. Louis

St. Louis, we do not want to lose our football team! I am old enough to remember what life was life before football, and it definitely is better with a team. I am a woman who enjoys living in St. Louis, and I appreciate its cultural and sports offerings. Because mountains and beaches are a long, long drive away, we need to keep the assets we have.

The Edward Jones Dome is not a good venue. It lacks modern features and needs renovation. This is a good reason and a good time to get it done. Let's get creative with the financing and take the long view for the region.

Cyndie Lund • Frontenac

New name for football team

Who needs better schools, improved roads, replaced sewers and water lines, parks, etc., etc.? Let us all join together and collectively and willingly shell out half a billion dollars for more glass on our football stadium. After all, these poor folks in the football world need our help. The contract with the Rams must be renewed.

Oh, but let us ask for one stipulation in the new contract: that the franchise be renamed from the St. Louis Rams to the St. Louis Chumps!

Len Banaszak • St. Louis

The smug 800-pound gorilla

Regarding "Single-payer is the key" (May 16): From the inequities and insufficiencies in care to medical bankruptcies, Dr. Ed Weisbart reminds us of the millions of Americans suffering and dying for lack of health care. Those of us using this system are reminded of our own precarious position each time we seek medical care. It seems strange that our lawmakers and politicians fail to see the difficulties described in this Dr. Weisbart's commentary and experienced by all of us.

The smug 800-pound gorilla — the health insurance industry — sitting in the center of the room gobbles up about 30 cents of each health care dollar. While it provides nothing in actual health care, it spends a lot time searching patient histories for policy loopholes that enable it to deny care. This is known as "obligation to stockholders," my friend. Politicians smoothly refer to our health system as "the best in the world" but blandly ignore the gleeful gorilla victoriously surveying the scenes of destruction.

Isn't it time for policymakers to grasp the cruelty of the present health care reimbursement system and transform it so that needed health care can come before obligation to stockholders? Isn't it time for politicians to realize that the electorate no longer believes their commentary on our health care system? Isn't it time for us to pay more attention to the Dr. Weisbarts of the world? I believe it is.

Toni Vafi • Webster Groves

More accountability from charters

The editorial "Charting new course" (May 17), billiardly speaking, scored 100 in indicating the charter school bill, Senate Bill 576, should not have been a priority before the legislative session ended. But the writer pocketed his own ball in indicating that it balances accountability with expansion and suggesting that Gov. Jay Nixon should sign it.

Boards of education and the Missouri Charter School Commission will be able to sponsor charters, but there is nothing to prevent the charter boards from hiring profit-making entities to manage the charters. School boards and the commission may require a no-private-contractor provision, but they are not bound by SB 576 to do so. The history of for-profit schools is not good because profits take precedence over student interest. Yes, those who authorize charter schools can close them, but only after they see damages. Many charter schools fail mid-year, and the pupils return to the public school.

Mr. Nixon should veto this legislation and tell the Legislature to send him a bill that imposes strict accountability and more oversight.

Ken Curtis • Valley Park

Feckless regulators

Where are FDR and Ferdinand Pecora, the 1933 Senate's special banking committee investigator, when we need them? This Justice Department, under Attorney General Eric Holder and his deputy is weak and ineffectual and fearful of the arrogant trash-talking JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon, the Charlie Mitchell of our day, and the wrath of Wall Street. The Justice Department's excuse for dragging its heels in investigating top mega-bankers is vapid given the continued reckless high-stakes derivatives gambling.

Unless the Glass-Steagall Act is reenacted, we are facing a second 2008 banking crisis. And this one will take us not to the edge but right off the cliff. The tsunami is on its way from Europe. JPMorgan's $2 billion mark-to-market loss is symptomatic of the danger to the financial system and can't be unwound unless losses mount exponentially. It is a stark violation of the spirit of the "Volcker rule" and reflects the risks embedded in the banking system globally.

The regulators and rule makers are at odds and feckless. Call the break-up-the banks restored legislation the Levin-Merkley Act. Time is wasting.

Laurence C. Day • Ladue

Outpouring of hate

The outpouring of hate displayed in the initial flush of comments on Rush Limbaugh's induction to our state's Hall of Famous Missourians was as expected. Harsh, knee-jerk reactions, posted by those left-wing sycophants devoted to the perpetuation of the failed ideology of big government and big spending. Undoubtedly, some even prefer unlimited acceptance of all things directed at killing American devotion to Constitution, national sovereignty, individual responsibility and self control.

Mr. Limbaugh's more than 20 years of radio supremacy testifies to his understanding of these issues and an uncanny ability to make fools of his detractors. His opposition consists only of detractors, as none who oppose him seem capable or willing to confront him on any important issue.

Concerning his millions: His money comes from the same pockets as does compensation for any successful product — customers. Get over it.

Harry Kellogg • St. Louis County
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Concert fees add up

As a high school student working a minimum-wage job, it is often difficult to purchase expensive things. Recently I purchased concert tickets from a company, which I was led to by the Ticketmaster website.

The tickets were around $67 each, but then there were the fees. First came the facility fee of $2, and then there was the convenience fee of $15, and then a delivery fee of $5.

All of that times two, and you have about $40 in added fees, plus the tax and the original ticket price. I personally feel that is robbery and this company is stealing from its customers.

I have purchased tickets from different sites many times and have never experienced something like this before. I can personally say I will never use this site again.

Lainey Jungden

Kansas City

Consequences of sex

Contraception talk, free or not, has a major missing link. Where has all the talk and worry and concern gone about AIDS and all those other diseases that can go with sex or sex with more than one partner? All of those sexually transmitted diseases (too many to mention here). 

Herpes and others are lifelong and without cures, and they can be life-threatening to newborns when giving birth.

And now there may be a breast cancer connection, too, when putting all those hormone-changing things in a woman’s body. What about all the broken hearts and loss of self-respect that go with all of the sex happening outside of marriage?

All of this being said, how can anyone say using artificial birth control is health care? Is this really what we signed up for?

Whatever happened to saving ourselves for that special one/marriage or just saying no or having a headache?

Self-control is said to be what sets us apart from animals, right? Natural family planning, there’s a great app for that, too — Iperiod. Google it.

Courtney Williams

Overland Park

Women, GOP at peace

OK, take a deep breath. The GOP is not out to take away women’s rights.

Both sides need to calm down. An irresponsible remark by a radio talk host and one politician’s view on birth control are no more representative of the mainstream Republican Party than a Democratic strategist’s comment resulting in accusations that the Democrats are against stay-at-home mothers.

Come on. We know better.

In the words of Dan Aykroyd impersonating Bob Dole, “I know, you know it and everybody in Russell, Kan., knows it.”

Toni Hutton

Lenexa

Federal ban on divorce

As I read the May 13 Star, the letters concerning the president’s lack of a moral compass made me have to stop eating my breakfast. I feel such concern for the folks who think gay marriage will destroy their families.

What the what? Here is an idea that will save the traditional “mom, dad and kid” unit. How about a constitutional amendment banning divorce if there are kids involved? The right wing and evangelicals should love this idea. Not.

Linda Christian

Greenwood

Marriage by the book

My Merriam-Webster has three definitions for the word “marriage”:

1) The state of being united to a person of the opposite sex.

2) The state of being united to a person of the same sex.

3) An intimate or close union, such as the marriage of painting and poetry.

Guess I need a new dictionary.

John Compton

Overland Park

Limbaugh debacle

Missouri House Speaker Steven Tilley has shown himself to be another self-serving politician who puts his personal wants above what is best for his state and his constituents. Honoring Rush Limbaugh with a place in the Hall of Famous Missourians is an embarrassment to the state of Missouri.

I, for one, am ashamed to claim Limbaugh as a fellow Missourian. Mr. Tilley has also shown his own ignorance by comparing Limbaugh to Mark Twain.

Granted, Mark Twain may have made controversial statements in his day, but he also gave the world great literature. Besides being a loud mouth and a hypocrite, what has Limbaugh contributed?

I will not be voting for any incumbents in upcoming elections. They have overseen a “do-nothing” government at a time when much needs to be done.

And, while I understand that the whole Limbaugh debacle was entirely Tilley’s fault, I feel that my representatives should have done more to stop him.

Karen Bonner

Kansas City

End political conflict

Republicans and Democrats have clearly declared war on the opposing party. But what are we actually gaining by demonizing their political companions?

Both parties have constructed new, radical definitions of their ideologies, polarizing to the opposite sides of the spectrum, which prevents any form of reasonable compromise that could ultimately benefit our country. Politicians have been forced to temper their potentially innovative ideas to meet the criteria of their party or face political wrath.

Meanwhile, we, the people of the United States, have been forced to carry the burden as the middle class that our politicians’ tunnel vision has repeatedly failed to address.

Over the last eight months, we have been constantly barraged by slanderous political campaigns in one of the most expensive battles in election history featuring super political action committees. And it’s not about to end.

Truthful or not, these constant attacks that candidates have inflicted on their opponents have shown a revealing light on the dignity of the people we elect to office. Although we shouldn’t need to, we must demand obedience out of the politicians we elect.

For the future of the United States, we must end this ridiculous war on politics.

Kaitlin Heaphy

Overland Park

Look for solar eclipse

Today the sun will be partially blocked by the moon, with best viewing farther west. From Kansas City the moon makes first contact with the sun at 7:25 p.m. Local sunset is 8:25 p.m., meaning that our view would be of a setting sun with a small portion covered by the moon.

Annular solar eclipses, like total solar eclipses, occur at new moon. The moon follows an elliptical shaped orbit, so the distance between Earth and moon varies at new moon just like at full moon. On Saturday the moon reached apogee, its greatest distance from the Earth. So at mideclipse the next day a more distant and smaller moon will not cover the sun entirely, leaving a “ring of fire,” the annulus, around the sun.

Never look directly at the sun without proper equipment. There will be many websites hosting live viewing of this event.

Eclipses are sort of like the expression, “What goes around comes around,” and with that in mind on Aug. 2, 2017, Kansas City skies will darken briefly as we experience a total solar eclipse.

Bob Riddle

Lee’s Summit

Ban nuclear weapons

At the Nobel Peace Laureates Summit in Chicago, the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War and its U.S. affiliate Physicians for Social Responsibility released a study on the effects of even a limited nuclear war, say between Pakistan and India. The findings showed that even 100 small Hiroshima-sized bombs would result in one-sixth of the human race starving to death over the following decade.

Contrast that with even one U.S. Trident sub, which can destroy 100 cities and produce the global famine described in the study. The U.S. has 14 of them, not to mention the land-based nuclear missiles and those on bombers.

Talk about overkill. Even the most ambitious arms reductions now being discussed would leave the U.S. and Russia with 300 warheads each. Most are 10 to 30 times larger than a Hiroshima-sized bomb, an arsenal capable of producing the global famine scenario many, many times over.

It’s long overdue to begin urgent talks to reduce the arsenals of all nuclear powers as the next essential step toward a binding, verifiable, enforceable treaty that eliminates them totally.

Ann Suellentrop

KC Physicians for Social Responsibility

Kansas City

Angels at Walgreens

On her way to a routine appointment, my genetically, directionally challenged, elderly mother became confused by detours on her usual route. She found an oasis at the Walgreens at 75th Street and Wornall Road.

Tracy and other employees demonstrated great kindness and compassion as they doted over her, calmed her and helped to get her safely home. These “Walgreens angels” will always have a special place in our hearts.

Candi Phillips

Merriam

Our Opinion: Keeping state government's house in order
By News Tribune, Saturday, May 19, 2012

Some professional organizers advise discarding clothing that hasn’t been worn for a year.

Missouri lawmakers on Thursday approved legislation requiring state agencies to review rules every five years and discard the ones deemed unnecessary. The measure has been advanced to Gov. Jay Nixon.

Under the law, state regulations must be reviewed on a rotating schedule, beginning in 2015.

The review would include an analysis of whether the rule overlaps with others, whether a less restrictive alternative is available and whether the rule remains necessary and relevant.

The sponsor in the upper chamber, Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, contends the legislation will make Missouri more friendly to businesses.

That’s a reasonable expectation, because a number of government rules and regulations mandate what private businesses must and must not do.

Another virtue of the measure is it establishes a regular agenda of executive agency housekeeping.

Rules adopted by state agencies are not unlike clothes collected in family closets.

New ones routinely are added, but rarely does anyone take time to try on old ones to determine if they still fit, are out of style or are threadbare.

The legislation will require departments to inspect those older rules and determine if they remain useful.

Like reorganizing a closet after years of neglect, the initial review will be challenging and time-consuming.

But, when repeated on a regular, recurring basis, it enhances organization and efficiency.

We believe this legislation establishes needed discipline for state government to keep its house in order. 
Your Opinion: Stealth ceremony celebrates bigotry

Rose Lineberry, Jefferson City Saturday, May 19, 2012

Dear Editor:

What a proud day for Missouri. Celebrating hate-speech, racism, bigotry, misogyny and blatant lies in a closed to the public, partisan (our conservative, “family values” party) stealth ceremony with Highway Patrol guarding the doors to a building that formerly was considered to belong to the tax-paying public. 

A quote from Mark Twain’s autobiography comes to mind: “To lodge all power in one party and keep it there is to insure bad government and gradual deterioration of the public morals.” There is something very putrid in The House. 

During the ceremony, Speaker Tilley praised Limbaugh as the “voice of conservative America for more than a decade.” And, according to Business Today, Republican Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said that he considers Limbaugh to be among the “pantheon of Republican heroes” alongside President Reagan.

Wow! The media and Missourians were not welcome at such an historic and important event?

Gotta love those Christian, conservative “family values.” After all, what mother does not ardently hope and fervently wish that “someday” her sons might grow up to be men just like Limbaugh (or Tilley et al) How it grieves me that I failed in that regard. 

Since Mr. Kinder thinks Mr. Limbaugh belongs in a “pantheon of heroes” may I suggest that Rush be included in the Apotheosis of George Washington, the famous mural in our U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. I’m sure we can count on Mr. Tilley’s support. 

While others served their country, our hero, used his pilonidal cyst, considered by some a lightweight excuse to avoid the draft ... But, one can only imagine his dripping sarcasm, glee (and endless hours of entertainment) at the expense of a despised political foe (or “Susan” Fluke!) with a similar cyst on their derriere !

Although excessive sitting is known to worsen this medical condition, our hero soldiers on for his country spending three hours most days sitting on his pilonidal cyst, instructing us all in what true patriotic, conservative, Christian, family values look like. Go Rush Go.

By the way, Rush, her name is Sandra not “Susan.” If you are going to call a woman a slut, if nothing else, get the fact straight as to her name.

Also, your original story, berated the current administration, for opposition to the war lord Jospeh Kony was also totally inaccurate. But never mind the facts.

In this age of unreason, facts, science or civil discourse don’t matter anyway.

You’re still our voice for those good old true conservative, patriotic, family and Christian values.

God Bless America. 

New RCGA Head Thinking Regionally
Posted: Saturday, May 19, 2012 6:32 pm | Updated: 2:11 pm, Fri May 18, 2012. 

Joe Reagan, president of the St. Louis Regional Chamber & Growth Association (RCGA), was in Franklin County for the third time since he was named to his present position earlier this year. He has visited East Central College, Union, and he was in Washington Thursday.

He came to learn about the county and its cities. He asked questions and particularly sought opinions about the region and the role of the RCGA. He told of the challenges facing the region and the RCGA. The challenges are similar to those of other cities and metro areas — public education, job creation, law enforcement and safety, transportation, the culture of the region, preservation of values, strengthening of ties to governmental entities and civic organizations, better communication and other subjects.

He indicated that one of his goals is to link with chambers of commerce in the region. Another is to strengthen ties to the many governmental entities and to their leaders. He’s traveling the region to get to know community leaders and to get a feel of their needs and goals. Reagan is learning the potential of the region and prospects for growth, especially in economic development.

He’s a good listener and generated thoughts about the Washington and the Franklin County community and their positions in the region. The Washington economic development leaders who met with him voiced support for the region and the RCGA’s role. They assured him that leaders in this section of the region understood that what happens in St. Louis city and county and other parts of the region impacts all of us. They also told him they support regional goals and understand the need for cooperation.

The new head of the RCGA makes a good impression and his zeal in gaining knowledge about the region gives us encouragement that he is off to a solid start in his important role. The challenges are there.

Recognition of the problems is the first step in finding solutions. One of the important roles he can play is to bring regional leaders together to obtain a consensus on issues and move the region forward. The region has strengths that must be preserved and enhanced.

Cooperation is needed to reach regional goals that will benefit all of us.

Editorials: Here’s help for degree-seekers: 

Missouri Western State University, an open-enrollment institution, reports a six-year completion rate for its students — including those who transfer and graduate elsewhere — of about 50 percent.

Northwest Missouri State University, a moderately selective institution, reports a six-year completion rate of about 58 percent.

These numbers come from one recent study. Different calculations may yield somewhat different results, but the core message remains the same: A substantial percentage of students entering our area universities do not attain a degree even when an additional two years is tacked on to the traditional four-year track.

This is why we single out House Bill 1042, sponsored by state Rep. Mike Thompson, R-Maryville, as one of the more meaningful pieces of legislation to be approved by this year’s Missouri General Assembly. This bill is a plus for the college-bound on several levels:

* It requires the Coordinating Board for Higher Education to make it easier to transfer credits. This in turn makes education within the state’s borders more portable and accommodating of students who move from one locale to another, and who move in and out of the full-time work force.

* It mandates development of a statewide “transfer library” of at least 25 lower-level courses that can transfer to all public institutions in the state. Not only does this help students who seek credits at a regional institution before moving on to a larger school, but also it helps the lower-cost institutions draw in beginning students.

* It requires colleges and universities to “replicate best practices” wherever they can be found in providing remedial education for the 40 percent or so of entering students who are deficient in one or more areas, such as math or reading. The idea is to cut the time spent on these classes, which don’t count toward a degree, thus saving the student money and keeping them focused in classes that do count.

These are just three of the steps we can take to cut costs for students and their families, keep students engaged in meaningful college coursework, and speed up attainment of college degrees.

Other approaches also help — in particular, encouraging more rigorous coursework in high school — but we should leave no stone unturned in searching for ways to boost college success.
Candidates claim it’s the economy but press social issues

May 22 DAVE HELLING The Kansas City Star 

After a spring of arguing over such social issues as gay marriage and insurance coverage for women's contraceptives, most Democrats and Republicans agreed last week that this fall's election is still about the economy -- stupid or not. 

But they sharply disagreed over which candidates are paying more attention to the issue and who stands to win the economic argument in November.

Democrats pointed to a series of job-based TV commercials from the Barack Obama camp as evidence their party will campaign on employment and opponent Mitt Romney's record, not on social policy.

"Democrats are focused on jobs, the middle class, job creation and job growth," said Mike Sanders, Missouri Democratic chairman and Jackson County executive. "What we hear from the Republican side is focusing on social issues."

But Republicans claim the shoe has firmly moved to the other foot. 

After years of criticism for their emphasis on social and cultural issues -- what some refer to as "guns, God and gays" -- Republicans insist it is now the Democrats who are talking about those concerns to distract voters from the wobbly economy.

"Obama cannot talk about his record from an economic standpoint," said Missouri Sen. Brad Lager, a Republican candidate for lieutenant governor. "Instead, he wants to talk about things like gay marriage." 

Sen. Roy Blunt, a Missouri Republican, echoed the sentiment. 

"Anytime the president can change the discussion to almost any other topic besides the economy, that's politically good for him," Blunt said. 

The current battle to define the issues in the 2012 election is considered crucial for both parties.

And numerous polls show voters are far more worried about the economy than anything else. The latest, from CBS News and The New York Times last week, showed 62 percent of those surveyed believe the economy and jobs are the most important issue in the presidential race, far more than any other subject.

Same-sex marriage was named by just 7 percent of those polled. 

At the same time, experts said, both presidential campaigns have reached a critical time -- the weeks between the primaries and the political conventions. Unlike previous campaigns, they said, that usual downtime has been replaced by an insatiable 24-hour media environment that will define both candidates, whether they like it or not.

"It's helping voters form opinions, absolutely," said Bill Lacy, director of the Robert J. Dole Institute of Politics at the University of Kansas and a veteran of presidential campaigns. "The media impact, the 24/7 media, the blogs, the websites." 

Yet Republicans haven't completely abandoned their focus on social issues.

This spring, Missouri lawmakers debated new protections for gun owners and a ban on discussing homosexuality in schools, for example, while Kansas legislators passed new abortion restrictions and argued over immigration issues.

And the squabble over who is more committed to women's concerns has not abated.

Democrats have accused House Republicans of attempting to roll back the Violence Against Women Act, while 14 female GOP House members -- including U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler of Missouri and U.S. Rep. Lynn Jenkins of Kansas -- released a letter insisting Republicans are the "real party" of American women.

Aaron Trost, a local GOP consultant who guided Nebraska Rep. Deb Fischer to a stunning U.S. Senate primary victory last Tuesday, said voters aren't in an "either-or" mood.

"We're going to be pointing out our differences (with the Democratic candidate) on a range of issues," he said. "I don't think you can put everything into one basket."

But Doug Gray, an area consultant who has worked for Democrats and on issues related to the gay community, said the focus on such issues may fade as voters get closer to Election Day.

"It all goes back to pocketbook," Gray noted. "It's not an issue, on the (gay) marriage stuff, that either side wants to talk about much."

That hasn't been completely true over the past week. Both Obama and Romney raised the issue in campaign speeches.

But social issues, from gay marriage to abortion to immigration, were absent from Romney's speech during his fundraising visit to Kansas City last week. 

Instead, the almost certain GOP nominee focused on tax policy, health care reform and energy production. 

"It doesn't surprise me," said Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach, a Republican and immigration reform advocate who was in the audience. "(Immigration) is a really controversial issue that divides some factions, and so it's not necessarily a safe issue. He's got lots of winning issues to talk about."

Our Opinion: Cold sufferers caught in crossfire of war on meth

News Tribune editorial Monday, May 21, 2012

Sir Isaac Newton’s third law of physics also applies to politics and medicine. The axiom states: “For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

Lawmakers have considered action to require a doctor’s prescription to obtain cold medicines containing pseudoephedrine, an ingredient needed to make methamphetamines — a dangerous, deadly and illegal drug commonly known as meth.

Reaction from opponents contends cold sufferers seeking relief do not deserve to be penalized with added costs and inconvenience.

A recent wave of opposition has taken the form of a “Stop Meth Not Meds” campaign sponsored by the Consumer Healthcare Products Association.

Proponents of the prescription requirement — who failed to achieve statewide legislation during the session that ended Friday — have moved their campaign to municipal battlefields.

And they have won victories in about 60 Missouri communities, including a number of towns in Southeast Missouri.

The Southeast Missourian newspaper in Cape Girardeau examined data and reported in a February story: “Statistics kept by the Missouri State Highway Patrol indicate that methamphetamine-related incidents have gone down in some parts of Southeast Missouri since many cities began requiring a prescription to purchase pseudoephedrine.”

The evidence deserves consideration.

But statistics from another source — Missouri’s electronic database — also must be weighed.

Since 2011, sales of pseudoephedrine in Missouri have been tracked at the point of sale behind pharmacy counters.

According to the National Association of Drug Diversion Investigators, the tracking system has proved “extremely effective” in the battle against meth.

The electronic technology is credited with blocking the sale of more than 49,000 boxes of medicines containing pseudoephedrine in 2011 and another 11,000 in the first quarter of this year.

Not only does electronic tracking “block unlawful pseudoephedrine sales right at the counter, it also ensures that law-abiding Missourians are not hindered from accessing the safe and reliable medicines they depend on to treat common cold and seasonal allergy symptoms,” said Charles F. Cichon, executive director of the association.

We agree.

Cold sufferers do not deserve to become collateral victims in the war on meth, particularly not while an existing electronic weapon is proving effective in diminishing production of this deadly drug. 
The job outlook

Monday, May 21, 2012

seMissourian.com

Some encouraging economic news came out last week in Missouri. The Show Me State added 6,000 jobs in April as seasonally adjusted unemployment edged down slightly, The Associated Press reported. 

The statewide unemployment rate declined one-tenth of a percentage point to 7.3 percent. The national unemployment rate was 8.1 percent in April. 

The March unemployment rates in Perry County were at 5.6 percent; Cape Girardeau County was at 6.9; and Scott and Bollinger counties were at 7.6 and 7.7, respectively. County numbers for April were not yet available. 

Cape Girardeau stands to reduce the unemployment percentage significantly in the coming months. The Menards home improvement store that opened last week is sure to bring scores of jobs, though the company has declined to say exactly how many. The Isle of Capri casino, set to open in November, will employ as many as 450 people, Saint Francis Medical Center's $127 million expansion, announced May 13, will bring about 500 construction jobs and 100 permanent jobs to the region. All of this bodes well for our local economic prospects. 

Here's hoping that the positive news will keep coming in the months to come. 

