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Voter ID kept off ballot in Missouri

Associated Press — A state constitutional amendment that would clear the way for a photo identification requirement at Missouri polls will not appear on this year’s ballot, the secretary of state’s office said. 

The Missouri General Assembly passed a proposed constitutional amendment last year that would have allowed separate legislation to require voters to show government-issued photo identification and to permit an advanced voting period. Lawmakers wrote their own ballot language, but Cole County Circuit Judge Pat Joyce struck down the summary earlier this year after concluding the statement was insufficient. 

Joyce in her ruling allowed lawmakers to revise the ballot summary, but the legislature adjourned last week without doing so. State elections officials said that means the proposal will not appear on the ballot.

The proposed ballot summary rejected by Joyce read: “Shall the Missouri Constitution be amended to adopt the Voter Protection Act and allow the General Assembly to provide by general law for advance voting prior to election day, voter photo identification requirements, and voter requirements based on whether one appears to vote in person or by absentee ballot?” 

However, the phrase “Voter Protection Act” never appears in the actual text of the proposed amendment. In addition, the judge ruled the legislature already had authority to enact an early voting period and that the amendment would put time restrictions on that. 

Opponents of the proposal contend a photo ID requirement would make it harder for many to vote without addressing a pressing problem. Supporters argue it is a commonsense effort to prevent fraud.

Wright Withdraws From Senate Race
Show-Me Times

State Rep. Billy Pat Wright has made the decision to withdraw from the race for the Missouri State Senate.

The announcement of Wright’s decision was made by Senate Leader Rob Mayer at Monday evening’s meeting of the Stoddard County Republican Club.

“Billy Pat is one of the finer men in public office. What you see is what you get; you get a genuine, kind-hearted man who is a man of high morals and integrity,” Mayer said to the large GOP crowded.

Audible surprise gasps were heard throughout the crowd on Mayer’s announcement.

Mayer said he spoke with Wright on Sunday evening and that Wright is withdrawing from the race for the Republican nomination for state senate due to family issues.

“Billy Pat has worked hard these eight years in the House of Representatives,” Mayer commented. “I couldn’t be more proud of a state representative than I am for State Rep. Billy Pat Wright. If we had all that like him in Jefferson City what a wonderful place it would be and we could get a lot of things done and we could all hold our head up high.”

Wright nor his wife, Linda, attended Monday evening’s GOP meeting. Attempts by the ShowMe Times to contact Wright on Monday evening and Tuesday morning were unsuccessful.

Wright’s withdrawal leaves just one person in the GOP field to succeed Mayer in the state senate. Republican businessman Doug Libla of Poplar Bluff will face off against Democrat State Rep. Terry Swinger of Caruthersville in November.

Wright was first elected to the state house in 2004, defeating a pair of opponents in the Republican primary and went on to defeat Democrat challenger Boyce Wooley in the November 2004 general election. He defeated Wooley again in 2006, and went on to win reelection in 2008 and 2010 over challenger Bill D. Burleson.

In the House Wright has served on the Appropriation – General Administration, Agriculture Policy, the Veterans and was chairman of the Emerging Issues in Animal Agriculture committees.
State representative drops out of state Senate race

Wednesday, May 23, 2012
By Mike McCoy ~ The Daily Statesman 

DEXTER, Mo. -- Rep. Billy Pat Wright announced Monday that he has withdrawn from the race for the state 25th Senate District seat. His withdrawal from the race leaves Poplar Bluff, Mo., businessman Doug Libla, a Republican, and Rep. Terry Swinger of Caruthersville, Mo., a Democrat, to meet in the November general election. Wright has represented the 1959th House District for 12 years and could not seek re-election due to term limits. 

Wright, R-Dexter, announced his retirement and exit in a news release. 

"I will continue to serve with pride as your state representative until the end of December 2012," Wright said. 

Wright announced his intention to run for the District 25 seat in February 2011. About the same time, Swinger, who represents District 162 in the state House, announced for the seat, followed by Libla in Poplar Bluff. Two others announced but withdrew before the filing period officially opened on Feb. 27, 2012. The seat is being vacated by Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, who was Senate President Pro Tem this past session. Mayer was also term limited. 

Wright trailed both Libla and Swinger in campaign contributions. According to quarterly campaign finance reports filed with the Missouri Ethics Commission at the end of April, Libla had a total of $331,733.72 in his campaign finance fund, Swinger had $235,142 and Wright had $55,603.53 in his campaign fund. 

A Dexter native, Wright has served on a number of House committees, including the Committee for Agriculture Policy, upon which he served as vice chair, and he currently serves as chair of Emerging Issues and Animal Agriculture, the Appropriations Committee, the Joint Committee on Wetlands, the Special Committee on Veterans, the Special Committee on Utilities and Homeland Security. 

Wright gave no other reason for his decision, other than to say he is retiring. Wright is 73 years old and is a U.S. Army veteran and a local rancher. His career was spent with Southwestern Bell Telephone Company after earning his bachelor of arts from National University and attending Three Rivers College. 

The Senate race was unsettled for a time after the first redistricting plan was unveiled. The redistricting was based on the 2010 census. The first plan removed Butler and Ripley Counties from the district and substituted Scott County, including Sikeston, Bollinger County and Mississippi County. At that time, Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, announced for the District 25 seat. The first redistricting plan was drawn up by a panel of judges and did not include public input. It was overturned by the Missouri Supreme Court. A committee was formed to study the issue and came up with another plan that gained approval. The new map left District 25 as it was, with the addition of Carter and Shannon counties to the west and Mississippi County to the east. 

Libla entered the race in August. At that time he was co-owner of Poplar Bluff-based Mid Continent Nail Corporation. The company has since been sold. He is running as a strong conservative. Wright's withdrawal from the race means that Libla will have no opponent in the August primary election. He can now focus squarely on opposing Swinger in the November election. 

Swinger represents District 162, which includes the counties of Dunklin, Pemiscot and New Madrid. Swinger said he wants to continue helping his constituents, especially in the areas of agriculture and veterans affairs. He also faced term limits in the House and chose to run for the Senate.

Governor stayed out of spotlight on big legislative issues 

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG vyoung@post-dispatch.com 573-635-6178 | Posted: Wednesday, May 23, 2012 12:15 am
JEFFERSON CITY • As a newly minted governor three and a half years ago, Democrat Jay Nixon stood with Republican legislative leaders at a news conference, promising to work with them on common goals.

But this year? The governor was often the invisible man.

He wasn't out front on tough education issues, such as how to fix the foundation formula that distributes money to public schools.

He weighed in late on workers' compensation changes and never pushed to solve problems with an underfunded state program for reinjured workers.

He was silent when legislators debated touchy issues, such as letting employers opt out of providing insurance coverage for birth control, sterilization and abortion.

Governors have a bully pulpit that can draw attention to an issue, but Nixon used his sparingly this session.

He called for preservation of state health care for the blind and a dedicated source of funding for the state's veterans homes. Both passed.

More often, however, he stayed away from the Legislature's third-floor chambers, and his spokesmen declined to respond when asked his position on specific bills.

Their standard line — for example, on measures expanding charter schools and eliminating tenure for teachers — was that Nixon would do a thorough review once a bill reached his desk.

"In general, their office doesn't opine on things until it's either on the one-yard line or in the end zone," said Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City.

Nixon cited budget items as his main successes after the legislative session ended on Friday. Those included expansion of a job training program for veterans and in-home care for people with disabilities. He also mentioned a bill to license professionals who work with autistic children.

As for broader education and jobs goals, Nixon's spokesman, Sam Murphey, said Tuesday: "We will continue our work on these issues, and we hope the Legislature can achieve consensus next year."

For now, Nixon, who is running for re-election in November, chooses his fights carefully. He sticks to his no-tax-increase theme and soft-pedals his differences with the Republican-led Legislature.

Analysts say his strategy is not surprising. Republicans control the Legislature with historic majorities but have had trouble passing their agenda because of bitter rivalries between various GOP leaders and lingering tension over legislative redistricting.

As a Democrat, the governor understands that "leaving the Legislature to make the decisions it's going to make is probably a wise strategy, since they're not going to take a lot of direction from him anyway," said Dave Robertson, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis.

Nixon is expected to face Republican plastics mogul Dave Spence of Kirkwood in the Nov. 6 general election. Spence has already invested more than $2 million of his own money in his campaign.

But it's an uphill climb for a political unknown. Nixon has four statewide wins as attorney general and one as governor under his belt and has cultivated an image as a fiscal conservative.

"He's looking at a re-election campaign where things seem to be lining up favorably for him and he probably doesn't want to do anything that would give the Republicans an opening," said Peverill Squire, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia.

How much a governor and his administration should be involved in developing legislation is a matter of opinion.

Nixon served in the state Senate before being elected attorney general and has said he respects the process, which translates into not upstaging it.

Senators from both parties gave him generally good marks. "At the beginning of session, I think it's appropriate to set an agenda. But legislators get increasingly angry when a governor tries to get involved in things," said Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said he "didn't see a lot of the governor, but my relationship with the governor has been a good one. Whenever I requested face-to-face meetings with him, he obliged."

Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, went further, saying: "In my four years on the appropriations committee, this is the most engaged I've seen the governor" on the budget.

Others would have liked more leadership. They point to the workers' compensation issue as one example.

In mid-March, Nixon vetoed a bill keeping some disputes over workers' injuries out of the court system. On April 30, he sent Senate leaders a letter suggesting middle ground.

Most of that proposal dealt with whether workers should be able to sue when they contract deadly diseases on the job. In the end, legislators couldn't agree.

Dan Mehan, president of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce & Industry, said failing to resolve the issue was "not smart. We could have used more leadership all around on that."

Barnes, the legislator from Jefferson City, said Nixon got involved too late in the negotiations and never addressed an important companion issue: the insolvent Second Injury Fund, which doesn't generate enough money to cover payments it owes to work-related aggravations of previous injuries.

"I didn't see an abundance of involvement by the governor's office," Barnes said.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said increasing a surcharge that employers pay to the fund didn't fly, in part, because Nixon "doesn't want anything that could look like a tax increase. It's an election-year problem."

Nixon certainly didn't spend his political capital the way he did last year, when he brokered a compromise on the dog-breeding issue, bringing together passionately opposing forces from agriculture and the state humane society.

Take the ethics issue.

In a brief reference in his January "State of the State" speech, Nixon urged a restoration of campaign contribution limits. Later, after the Missouri Supreme Court threw out a 2010 ethics law, he encouraged lawmakers to fix the 'significant hole" in campaign finance regulation.

But he didn't press the issue again.

Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, said Nixon played it safe and took on no big causes.

"He's been invisible. He hasn't engaged on anything. Anybody can stand up there and throw out a budget. That's rainbows and butterflies."

On polarizing issues such as health care, the governor takes pains to separate himself from the unpopular federal Affordable Care Act and is more prone to work behind the scenes.

For example, Justus said the governor's staff members tried to make sure that "medically necessary" sterilizations would still be covered under the bill letting employers choose whether to cover sterilization, abortion and contraception. But their attempt to insert a narrow definition of sterilization failed.

Nixon has said that he will review the bill, a hot-button issue that drew thousands to a Capitol rally for religious liberty. Whether he signs or vetoes the measure, political scientist Squire predicts that Nixon will do it quietly, on a Friday afternoon, in an attempt to avoid making headlines.

Republican consultant Neal English said that overall, the governor made a simple political calculation this session: As "a Democrat in a Republican or red-trending state, the best political move is to just fly under the radar and make everyone forget you have a 'D' after your name."
Opposition emerges to Missouri crawfish rule 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri proposal to restrict imports and sales of live crawfish for use as fish bait is drawing opposition.

The state Conservation Commission approved the regulation last year. It was scheduled to take effect in March, but has now been suspended until September.

Conservation officials say the rule is intended to keep non-native crawfish out of streams, lakes and other waterways where they could threaten native species as well as ecosystems.

The regulation would allow imports of live crawfish for food and research, but ban their use for bait and stocking ponds.

Opponents include the Missouri Aquaculture Association and Missouri Farm Bureau, which calls the proposal "overkill." Some opponents are circulating a petition to block the rule.
Red light cameras are changing driver behavior in Kansas City, report says

By CHRISTINE VENDEL
The Kansas City Star 

A final report given to Kansas City Police Board members Tuesday concluded that red light cameras “appear to have accomplished their intended purpose by modifying driver behavior.” 

The report consisted of a narrative but no data tables. Camera-generated citations and wrecks caused by red-light running have both declined, according to the report.

The report noted that rear-end crashes, which represent the most common type of accident, increased two years after the cameras were installed. The report blamed “inattention of drivers” for the increase and cited several statements from drivers regarding why they weren’t paying attention such as “looked down at her drink,” “looked down to get his cellphone,” and “eating peanut butter and crackers to help keep him awake.”

There was no discussion of the findings at Tuesday’s Police Board meeting. 

Pat McInerney, a board member whose term as president expired Tuesday, said the final report was included in board members’ packets but not listed on the agenda because board members already had heard a presentation from police about it.

“Each commissioner had the information and there weren’t any questions,” he said.

Police originally presented a data-laden report in January with information from 2,500 wrecks. It showed that overall wrecks, injury wrecks and rear-end wrecks had increased at the 17 camera-controlled intersections two years after the cameras were installed.

At that meeting, board members deferred a planned discussion, saying they wanted more information and more time to study the police analysis.

The final report released Tuesday was written by police with help from American Traffic Solutions, the private company that has a $1.6 million annual contract with the city to run the camera program.

Also on Tuesday, Police Board members elected Lisa Pelofsky as the board’s new president.
MSD pushes passage of bond issue to defray costs of EPA settlement

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon 

7:50 am on Tue, 05.22.12

Customers of the Metropolitan Sewer District can expect their bills to go up -- no matter what the results of a June election.

The only question is whether rates will go up gradually or increase sharply right away.

Supporters of a $945 million bond issue – known as Proposition Y – are framing the June 5 vote as a way to spread out costs for the average consumer as the agency is on the hook to pay for a multi-billion settlement with the Environmental Protection Agency. The election is one way to pay for the improvements mandated by a $4.7 billion settlement over a 23 years to address wastewater overflows throughout the system serving St. Louis and St. Louis County. That agreement was approved by a federal judge earlier this year.

In a primer sent by MSD spokesman Lance LeComb, the agency noted the bond proceeds will be used “to construct sewers, deep tunnels for storage, surface storage tanks, high rate treatment facilities, pump stations, green infrastructure, and other improvements required to meet regulatory requirements.” Issuing bonds is a way to pay for those projects over time.

“When complete – and aside from sustaining or creating tens of thousands of local jobs – this work will help protect our natural environment and local population from a combination of rainwater and sewage that is discharged into area waterways during moderate to heavy rains – a discharge that can annually measure in the billions of gallons,” the primer states.

If the bond issue is approved, MSD estimates that an average single-family home’s wastewater bill will increase from the current $28.73 a month to $43.67 by July 2015 -- a 52 percent increase. But that doesn’t mean that rates won’t increase past 2015, LeComb said.

“If we go the bond route, we project that rates will exceed $80 a month by the end of this decade or the beginning of the 2020s,” LeComb said. “After that, rates level off and future increases would generally be tied to inflation. However, even after the bonds are retired – most of them will have a 30-year term – rates will not decrease. This is the level of funding that is needed to continue reinvestment in our system so that we do not find ourselves in a similar situation again.”

If the bond issue doesn’t pass, the monthly estimated bill will jump from $28.73 to $64.15 on July 1. The rate will climb to $65.15 by July 2015, a roughly 126.4 percent increase.

“If bonds are not utilized, rates would climb to the mid-$60 a month range, and similar to the above, generally remain level except for inflationary increases,” LeComb said. “Again the rates would not decrease in 23 years, due to the need for reinvestment.”

While no organized group has emerged to oppose the bond issue, Clean Water STL was set up to gather support for the initiative. Since the organization was established with the Missouri Ethics Commission on April 16, it’s received seven donations over $10,000. That includes a $75,000 from Utah-based Covidien, $50,000 from Crystal City-based Goodwin Brothers, $25,000 from O’Fallon-based SAK Construction and $10,000 from BJC Health Care.

Michael Kelley, a political consultant working on the campaign, said the measure's failure would have a decidedly negative short-term impact on some of the region’s larger businesses. That includes, he said, Barnes Jewish-Hospital or Washington University.

“So this is a major issue as a community that we have to address. If there’s any solace in it, we are not the only community that’s having to deal with this,” said Kelley, noting that other large communities are also dealing with similar EPA settlements. “And we believe that this $945 million bond issue provides us with the most fair and equitable way to make these upgrades rather than dumping these huge cost-increases on the end consumer.”

Environmental and economic impact

Beyond the question of how to pay for the settlement is the impact new construction will have on the environment, said Missouri Coalition for the Environment director Kathleen Logan Smith. Smith's group was involved in the lawsuit that sparked the decree.

Improving MSD's infrastructure, Smith said, could help local creeks and streams.

“The streams will have a chance to recover,” Smith said. The water will "be safer to be exposed to. But you’ll also see fish come back. And when fish come back, wildlife comes back. We’ve heard people tell us stories about catching smallmouth bass in [a local creek]. We’ve heard people tell us stories about how these creeks used to be healthy and used to be populated with fish and used to be swimming holes.”

Improving the infrastructure, Smith said, will also help forestall basement backups, a common problem in the region. Both Smith and Kelley added that the repairs are not surprising, considering that some sewers date back to the 1800s.

“This is the least painful way to fix a problem that’s been neglected for 40 years,” Smith said. “And just like you didn’t work on your house or car for 40 years, when you finally get around to doing it, it’s going to cost a lot more than if you were paying for it all along. So that’s problems with our sewers and water supply. We have a bill to pay. We might as well get it done, because it ain’t getting cheaper.”

The work is also expected to provide a steady stream of construction work over the next couple of decades. That's prompted MSD to deliberate recently over its minority and women hiring and contracting policies. The agency's Board of Trustees voted earlier this year to adopt interim goals while a disparity study was being conducted.

Charter amendments 

MSD is also asking voters to make eight revisions to its charter. Among the amendments are:

· Taking boundaries of the sewer district out of the charter since those borders change whenever a new sewer is built.

· Changing the process of funding sub-districts to fund subdivisions that want to go from septic tanks to sewer lines.

· Providing language to give MSD responsibility for stormwater management.

· Altering MSD’s budget process.

· Authorizing MSD to use a design-build approach, similar to what MoDOT used for the Highway 40 project. That combines both the design and construction phases into one contract.

· Setting a 2019 deadline to appoint a commission to review MSD’s charter.
ACLU Suing Franklin County in Federal Court Over Prayers at Meetings
By Evin Fritschle, Washington Missourian Staff Writer | Posted: Tuesday, May 22, 2012 11:47 am 
It appears a Franklin County official will get the fight he’s been looking for.

Making good on an earlier threat, the American Civil Liberties Union sued Franklin County in federal court on Friday to prevent sectarian prayers from being said during county commission meetings.

The complaint was filed by the ACLU on behalf of an anonymous female resident, described in the complaint as Jane Doe, who has attended a number of commission meetings.

The lawsuit alleges the policy of Presiding Commissioner John Griesheimer and other commissioners of beginning meetings with a prayer is a violation of the First and 14th Amendments to the U.S. Constitution as well as Article I, Sections 6 and 7 of the Constitution of 1945 of the state of Missouri.

The ACLU sent the county a letter in March asking commissioners to stop the prayers after the organization received an anonymous complaint.

Griesheimer last month said he would prefer to fight the ACLU, but expressed concern over using taxpayers’ money in the litigation. At the time he suggested the possibility of creating a legal defense fund where county residents could contribute money voluntarily.

“I’d rather stand in front of a train and get run over if I believe I’m right,” he said.

The lawsuit asks a federal court to declare the commission’s acts as unconstitutional, issue a permanent injunction to prevent the commission from sponsoring prayers at the beginning of their meetings and pay $1 to the anonymous plaintiff for “deprivation of constitutional rights,” in addition to paying the ACLU’s attorney fees.

Anonymous Plaintiff
The complaint references portions of prayers said by Griesheimer on Nov. 29, Dec. 6, Dec. 13 and Dec. 20, 2011.

The county does not record audio or video from its meetings.

ACLU legal director Anthony Rothert told The Missourian previously that the complaint it received earlier this year included audio recordings of Griesheimer’s prayers.

“Plaintiff objects to and is offended by sectarian prayers at meetings of the Franklin County Commission because they endorse a particular religion and are an attempt by Franklin County and its officials to prefer one religious faith over others,” the lawsuit claims.

The suit also states that Griesheimer’s instruction to those at the meetings to bow their heads for prayer is offensive “because such instruction is coercive.”

Citizens Involved
Since receiving the March 21 warning letter from the ACLU, the commission reverted back to offering a moment of silence at the beginning of its meetings.

Griesheimer added moments of silence to the meetings after his election in 2010.

Last year Griesheimer began saying prayers instead, even though he previously said he’d prefer not to.

Some citizens, including James Goggan, Washington, and Eric Reichert, Villa Ridge, have continued to deliver prayers in recent weeks during the public comment portion of meetings.

The lawsuit claims the commission has “adopted a practice of having residents lead sectarian prayers during meetings.”

Griesheimer denied that claim Tuesday.

“We have no control over them,” he said of those citizens who have given prayers.

Last week commissioners began limiting public comments solely to agenda items, putting a halt to the public prayers

At that time Griesheimer noted the county was working on a policy regarding prayers at the meetings.

Halting the prayers all together is the preferred resolution, Rothert said previously.

“There are a lot of blurry lines when it comes to legislative prayer, but the person on the commission leading sectarian prayer is nowhere near a blurry line, it is far over it,” Rothert told The Missourian.

The lawsuit filed by Rothert claims commissioners have and continue to sponsor sectarian prayers “through both their actions and inactions.”

County to Respond
County Counselor Mark Vincent Tuesday said commissioners will need to meet in a closed meeting to discuss the pending litigation.

Vincent said he had not yet read through the lawsuit, but said it was “preemptive,” citing the policy he is drafting.

“The policy should address the concerns in the suit and will meet all federal and state laws, as well as the inherent values of the commission,” Vincent said.

Outside parties have offered to help the county, including Dee Wampler, a former Greene County prosecuting attorney.

Wampler wrote the county earlier this month, offering to meet with commissioners at no charge to offer assistance and congratulating Griesheimer “on your courageous stand regarding prayers before commission meetings.”

The lawsuit was filed in federal court in St. Louis. Commissioners were served Tuesday morning.

Griesheimer said he learned of the suit Monday night from The St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

He was critical of the paper, calling it ironic that The Post-Dispatch knew about the suit before the county did. The newspaper does not cover Franklin County Commission meetings.
Secrecy hampers inquiry into Missouri guard actions 

BY PHILLIP O'CONNOR • poconnor@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8321 | Posted: Wednesday, May 23, 2012 12:10 am
After a massive tornado tore through Joplin last May, some Missouri National Guard members sent in to secure the city instead looted it.

When the Post-Dispatch filed an open-records request this month seeking information about the looting, the guard responded as it often does to such queries, by saying it is not subject to the law, which was designed to make government institutions in the state accountable to the public they serve.

Missouri is the only state in the nation that completely exempts the National Guard from state open-records law, according to Sunshine Review, a nonprofit organization dedicated to state and local government transparency. Such broad exemptions allow a public entity to operate in the shadows with little oversight, said Joshua Meyer-Gutbrod of Sunshine Review.

"It goes from allowing an organization to protect important information to providing zero accountability," Meyer-Gutbrod said.

Even the Missouri lawmaker who in 1987 requested that the National Guard be exempt from the state's Sunshine Law said he now believes it was a mistake.

"To be honest about it, I'd have a hard time supporting any government entity paid for by tax dollars being exempted from the open-meetings law," said former Sen. John Scott, D-St. Louis. "I think everybody should be governed by it."

The Missouri National Guard includes more than 11,500 soldiers and airmen and receives the vast majority of its $660 million annual budget from the federal government. But it also has 440 full-time state employees and receives about $37 million from the state.

Yet even a state lawmaker charged with oversight of guard spending in the Missouri Legislature said he had been denied access to information.

Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, said he sought information this year about allegations a neo-Nazi was serving on a state military honor guard that pays last respects at funerals of Missouri veterans. The request was denied, Stouffer said, based on the open-records law exemption.

As the Post-Dispatch was about to publish a story about the guard's lack of action nearly a year after co-workers had complained about the soldier, a guard spokeswoman notified the newspaper that the soldier had been fired from his state job.

"Missourians prefer open and transparent government," Stouffer said. "Within reason, we ought to be able to request and receive information from the National Guard."

In October, the Associated Press filed an open-records request with the National Guard, the state Office of Administration, the Missouri Highway Patrol and the Department of Conservation seeking details about flights taken on state aircraft by government officials and employees, excluding those for law enforcement purposes. According to the AP, three of the state agencies provided the information within weeks, but despite repeated inquiries by the AP, the National Guard did not provide the flight information until mid-February — more than four months after the original request. The information was provided only after the AP filed an additional federal open-records request seeking details about the guard's policies, procedures and personnel involved in handling requests under the federal Freedom of Information Act.

The Missouri Sunshine Law sets out the specific instances when a meeting, record or vote of a public governmental body may be closed. The law includes 22 exemptions where closed meetings and closed records are authorized, but not required. Among them are the discussion of legal strategy in litigation, the lease, purchase or sale of real estate where public knowledge might affect the sale price, and welfare cases of identifiable individuals.

Jean Maneke, a board member of the Missouri Sunshine Coalition and legal consultant for the Missouri Press Association, said the guard is the only entity in Missouri state government that she is aware of that is completely exempt, noting that even the Department of Revenue, which handles income tax returns, makes certain data available to the public such as salaries and statistics on general tax trends.

"It's very unusual and it's of concern any time you have an entity that chooses not to make itself open to public inspection," Maneke said "That leaves you open to the possibility of some kind of malfeasance that the public doesn't know about."

In such cases, Maneke said, monitoring falls to the state auditor and attorney general, two entities that she said already "have their hands full."

Officials for the National Guard in several other states said they routinely respond to open records requests.

"Really our philosophy is we'll give the maximum amount of information we can under the law as quickly as we can," said Col. Greg Hapgood of the Iowa National Guard.

The same is true in Illinois, where state law closely mirrors the federal Freedom of Information Act, said Tom Banning, attorney adviser for the Illinois Department of Military Affairs, which handles requests.

"It's not policy, it's law and we are bound by it," Banning said.

Maj. Gen. Stephen L. Danner, the Missouri National Guard adjutant general, did not return several calls seeking comment.

A spokesman for Gov. Jay Nixon declined to comment.

In some cases, the Missouri National Guard does not release information that the active duty military readily makes available, such as courts-martial records or other cases involving soldier misconduct.

Such is the case with the looting in Joplin. The guard did not respond to a Post-Dispatch request for all records related to the incident.

In a telephone interview, Brig. Gen. Randy Alewel, commander of the 35th Engineer Brigade, confirmed that members of his unit were involved in the looting.

"We conducted an investigation and disciplinary action was imposed on those soldiers," Alewel said.

But he declined to say how many soldiers were involved, the extent of the looting or what discipline they received.
Zweifel, Kinder highlight volunteer service in Joplin
Missouri News Horizon
JOPLIN, Mo. — Two of Missouri’s top constitutional officials visited Joplin Tuesday to highlight volunteer efforts in the community recovering from the tornado.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel toured the non-profit organization Rebuild Joplin’s headquarters Tuesday morning. The organization was created after the tornado to help leverage rebuilding resources in a coordinated way. The group has partnered with the Joplin Long Term Recovery Committee and United Way of Southwest Missouri.

While touring the group’s facility, Zweifel visited a volunteer center where, on the wall, volunteers from all around the country had marked their hometown on a map.

Later in the day, Lt. Governor Peter Kinder visited to award his Senior Service Award to Arita Roehling, a volunteer at Freeman Hospital. After the tornado destroyed St. John’s Regional Medical Center, Freeman was the town’s only functioning hospital the night of the tornado, and carried significant weight in the weeks following.

Roehling, a 100 year old Joplin resident, logged over 15,000 hours as a volunteer at the hospital over her years as a volunteer. Roehling knitted caps for cancer patients and completed tasks at the hospital’s front desk in recent months.

Since last May, more than 50,000 volunteers have logged hours in aiding the city’s rebuilding efforts.
Business perspective needed in Washington, Brunner says

Brunner cites leadership void as reason for seeking office

South County Call
U.S. Senate candidate John Brunner looks to bring a business perspective to Washington, D.C. — and pledges to serve no more than two terms if elected.
Brunner and seven other candidates are vying for the Republican nomination in the Aug. 7 primary with the goal of facing Democratic incumbent Claire McCaskill and Libertarian Jonathan Dine in the November general election.
Besides Brunner, Republican candidates include U.S. Rep. Todd Akin of Wildwood, former Missouri Treasurer Sarah Steelman of Rolla, Jerry Beck of La Monte, Mark Memoly of Lee's Summit, Mark Patrick Lodes of St. Louis, Robert "Bob" Poole of Macon and Hector Maldonado of Sullivan.
Brunner visited the Call's office last week for an exclusive interview about his candidacy.
"I'm in this race here really because I've seen a lack of leadership and experience in getting things done in Washington, and the best way to put it, I was pretty much inspired by the Ron Johnson story up in Wisconsin, Sen. Ron Johnson," Brunner told the Call.
Johnson, a Republican, ran a family owned manufacturing company, PACUR, for 31 years, before running for office for the first time in 2010. He defeated a primary challenger in September 2010 and bested a Democratic challenger in November 2010 to be elected to the U.S. Senate.
Brunner told the Call he will not vote to increase taxes.
'Lame duck' session may face both 'taxmageddon' and debt-ceiling drama

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

7:51 am on Tue, 05.22.12

Updated at 5:11 pm on Tue, 05.22.12

WASHINGTON – It’s been called “taxmageddon,” a “massive fiscal cliff” and the “quintuple witching hour."

At the stroke of midnight on Jan. 1, about half a trillion dollars worth of fiscal belt-tightening will start squeezing taxpayers, the long-term unemployed, “doc-fix” physicians and the Pentagon.

Unless Congress takes action, of course – and it probably will. But the way things have gone in this nearly paralyzed Congress, the tough decisions will be left to the “lame duck” session squeezed between the November election and the year’s end.

Last week, House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, threw another complication into the end-of-the-year mix when he said GOP leaders want to use the next hike in the nation’s debt ceiling as an “action-forcing event” to cut federal spending further.

And Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., says most congressional Republicans agree with Boehner. “If the president thinks he’s going to have a debt-ceiling fight that doesn’t involve some budget or spending reforms, I think he’s wrong on that,” Blunt said.

But most Democrats are unlikely to go along unless revenues are in the mix – and they have the fallback option of letting the Bush-era and other tax cuts expire as scheduled. “Everything has to be on the table,” said Sen. Dick Durbin of Illinois, the Senate’s No. 2 Democrat, in an appearance Sunday on NBC’s Meet the Press.

“If we’re going to compromise and give the American people an answer – instead of a political speech or sound bite – we’ve got to get back to the same basic Bowles-Simpson principles,” Durbin said. He was referring to the National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform, which recommended a mix of tax hikes and spending cuts in a 2010 report.

Durbin, a member of the Bowles-Simpson commission and a founder of the bipartisan Gang of Eight – the successor to the Gang of Six senators who had tried unsuccessfully to reach a deficit-cutting deal last year – said the group has been “sitting at the table ….working towards the Bowles-Simpson approach” in a possible compromise.

Rejecting Durbin’s arguments for a mix of taxes and spending cuts, U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan, R-Wisc., chairman of the House Budget Committee and primary author of the House-passed deficit-reduction plan, contended that “the burden of responsibility” is on President Barack Obama to stop the scheduled tax increases and show leadership in advocating a deficit plan that relies mostly on spending cuts.

“Current law is bringing us toward a debt crisis,” Ryan said on Meet the Press. “And if the president is unwilling to sign legislation to change or prevent current law, then we’re going to have a huge tax increase and then we’re going to have a debt crisis.”

In a letter sent Monday to Senate Republicans, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., said the GOP's refusal to consider new taxes as part of a deficit-reduction mix would make it impossible for a comprehensive deal on taxes and spending to be struck before the lame-duck session.

Responding to Republican demands that the Bush-era tax cuts be extended quickly, Reid said GOP lawmakers must first agree to higher taxes on millionaires and drop the Medicare overhaul plan advocated by Ryan. "Unfortunately, it appears that Republicans’ blind adherence to Tea Party extremism is making it impossible to reach this sort of balanced agreement before the election," Reid wrote.

If Congress does nothing, automatic spending cuts agreed to in last August’s deficit-reduction deal would go into effect next year, including 9 percent on annual defense spending, 7 percent on non-defense spending and some cuts in entitlement programs. Also, several major tax cuts or breaks would expire:

· The tax cuts of 2001 and 2003, known as the “Bush-era tax cuts.”

· The temporary payroll tax deduction, in effect since the start of 2011.

· Many temporary tax cuts, including the research and experimentation tax credit for businesses and the inflation adjustment to the alternative minimum tax for individuals.

· The temporary extension of jobless benefits’ duration.

· The Medicare “doc fix,” postponing reductions in physician reimbursements.

The Bush tax cuts amount to about $250 billion a year, the payroll-tax holiday accounts for over $100 billion a year, and the debt deal’s automatic cuts would total another $100 billion. All told, the fiscal tightening would total nearly $500 billion, which represents more than 3 percent of the gross domestic product.

“At the end of the year, we have some kind of quintuple witching hour,” said economist Alice M. Rivlin, a former director of the Office of Management and Budget and a member of the Simpson-Bowles commission. She told the PBS News Hour that “something will have to be done, either to extend those provisions, at least for a while or to fix the system so it’s more sensible – or both.”

The New York Times has called the tax-cut expirations “taxmageddon” and Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke warned recently that the failure of Congress to act on such could result in a “massive fiscal cliff” for the nation’s economy.

Start update: That fiscal cliff could lead to a recession, some economists warn.
On Tuesday, the Congressional Budget Office issued a report estimating that the nation's economy could contract by 1.3 percent in the first half of 2013 if Congress does nothing and allows the scheduled tax rates to increase and the across-the-board spending cuts to occur. The CBO warned that "such a contraction in output in the first half of 2013 would probably be judged to be a recession.” End update.
Boehner adds debt-limit to mix

Along the path to that cliff, of course, are the crucial November elections, which will determine which party controls the White House and Congress – and will, in turn, greatly influence what happens in the lame-duck session.

The new round of deficit scuffles intensified last week, when Boehner – clearly under pressure from GOP candidates – warned that congressional Republicans planned to use the next debt-ceiling increase as an “action-forcing event” to push for more spending cuts.

While it is not yet clear when the nation will reach the debt ceiling, Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner – who criticized Boehner for politicizing the debt-limit proceedings – has said he expects the limit to be reached between Sept. 30 and year’s end.

“My guess is they don’t bring up the debt ceiling until after the election,” Blunt told reporters last week. “I think the speaker is right. The debt-ceiling debate is a moment where you have to make a decision. And part of that decision should always be what kind of ongoing reforms you are going to have.”

Like nearly all of congressional Republicans, Blunt does not want to raise taxes, and he thinks that incorporating “pay-for” spending cuts in debt-ceiling legislation can be an effective way to gradually reducing the fiscal deficit. “I think the speaker’s position reflects the majority, if not all of the Republicans in the Senate,” Blunt said.

He said Obama is “wrong if he thinks he necessarily wins that [debt-ceiling] fight just because the last one might have turned out pretty well for him” last August, when surveys indicated that most Americans favored the White House’s handling of the debate.

“If [Obama] wants to be part of Washington infighting as opposed to national problem solving, that’s his decision,” Blunt said.

But Durbin said Democrats want to make sure that economic recovery continues before agreeing to huge cuts in key government programs. “President Obama and I agree … we ought to make certain that we are strong coming out of this recession, that we are creating good jobs and growing businesses,” he said.

Durbin said the presumptive GOP presidential nominee, Mitt Romney, “has said he wants to return to the same economic policies we had under President Bush that led us into this recession. He called Paul Ryan’s budget ‘marvelous.’ It’s a budget that cuts taxes for the wealthiest and eliminates Medicare as we know it and makes deep cuts in programs that middle-income families need.”

But Ryan fired back, contending that Obama “and his party leaders in the Senate are refusing to do anything to address this debt crisis.” What happens during the lame duck session, he predicted, “will largely be determined by who wins this election” – and he said a Romney victory would be best for taxpayers.

What if Obama is re-elected? “If the last four years is any indication of the next four years under current management, we’ll keep kicking the can, we’ll keep making empty promises to voters – and then we’ll probably have a debt crisis in the next presidency,” Ryan said.

In an appearance on ABC’s This Week, Boehner said, “The real issue here is: Will the president lead?” He added that “people aren't clamoring to invest in Greece today. And if we don't begin to deal with our debt and our deficit … in an honest and serious way, we're not going to have many options.”

The Senate’s GOP leader, Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., said he would not try to force a Senate debate on the debt ceiling before the White House asked for it. But he told CBS’ Face the Nation on Sunday that the debt-ceiling debate – which he predicted would happen at year’s end – would be the “perfect” time to consider deficit solutions.

“We do need to have another serious discussion about trying to do something significant about the deficit and the debt,” McConnell said. “At some point here, this president needs to become the adult.”

But Sen. Mark Warner, D-Va., a member of the Gang of Eight senators that includes Durbin, accused Boehner of again trying to play “debt-ceiling roulette.” Warner said he and other senators agree that “we’ve got to take on this debt issue...but it’s going to take a balanced plan that has revenues and that has entitlement reform.”
MISSOURINET
Nationwide text alert program begins in June

May 23, 2012 By Mike Lear 

A new type of text alert could be coming to your cell phone beginning next month.

A sample of what WEAs will look like on some phones. (Image courtesy, National Weather Service.)

Beginning in June, new Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) will come from the FCC, the Department of Homeland Security and the National Weather Service. They will be issued for Presidential Alerts, Imminent Threats and AMBER Alerts.

When issued, WEAs will go out to all phones on towers in the effected area, so users with capable phones will get the warnings no matter where they are. The alerts are free to all subscribers and will not count against texting limits on wireless plans.

Weather Service Warning Coordination Meteorologist Andy Bailey’s interest is with the “Imminent Threat” alerts, which would include severe weather warnings.

No action necessary by consumers.
He says there’s no signing up involved. “It’s an opt out, which means everybody with a capable phone will automatically be entered into this. To my knowledge you won’t be able to turn off individual warnings. It’s either all-in or all-out.”

Bailey says most phones currently in use are not WEA-capable but he believes most that are being sold, are.

“I spoke with one of the major providers in the country a few weeks ago and they said out of their 40 million handsets, 3 million are capable to receive these right now. But, they said most people upgrade every 18 months to two years and within a matter of a couple of years it’ll be much closer to 80 or 90 percent.”

Phones capable of receiving WEAs will bear this symbol on their packaging.

Bailey suggests consumers contact the business they purchased their cell phone from first, and then the service provider, to see if it is WEA-capable. All major carriers and many second-tier carriers have agreed to offer WEA alerts.

The warnings won’t contain a lot of information. Bailey says they’re only meant to get a person’s attention.

“What this is really meant to do is not provide folks with all the information they need to deal with whatever hazard they’re facing. It’s more like a bell-ringer or an alert to let people know they need to seek more information from other sources, primarily the media.”

The types of weather warnings offered varies by area. In Missouri, the Weather Service will issue WEAs for tornado warnings, flash flood warnings, blizzard warnings and ice storm warnings. Other parts of the country might see texts for things like tsunamis and hurricanes.

Redundancy in this case is a good thing.
Because systems can fail especially in emergencies, Bailey encourages people not to opt out of the WEAs even if they have already signed up for other text alert systems.

“None of the systems are 100% reliable. They all have their weak points and when we’re dealing with systems like this, they’re all prone to failure at one point or another. So, just having another system, in this case a system that you’re already paying for through your cell phone … it’s not an additional charge … I’d really encourage people to remain signed up.”

Consumers can opt out of the Imminent Threat and AMBER Alert warnings but not the Presidential Alerts, by contacting their service providers.
Legislature wants alert staffs at key mental health facilities

May 23, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The legislature says some people in state custody are too dangerous to be guarded by sleepy people. 

Backers of a bill sent to the governor say the maximum security units for the criminally insane at the Fulton State Hospital and the Sexual Predator Unit at the Farmington mental health facility are places that need alert staffs.

The legislature has limited workers at those two facilities to no more than 12 hours in each 24-hour period. Senate sponsor Mike Kehoe of Jefferson City has heard reports of people working double shifts, and more, at times. But he says those places are too dangerous for that.

Download 

He was speaking to St. Louis Senator Jim Lembke. 

The mental health department says it might need 15 to 20 more workers if the bill becomes law.

BLOG ZONE 
Honk if You Love Guns: Missouri to Permit NRA License Plates 

Guns.com

The Missouri Senate has passed Bill 480, which will allow Missouri drivers to purchase National Rifle Association license plates. Now, Missourians can have official pro-gun plates to go along with all their gun-loving bumper stickers.
The NRA store offers license plates, license plate frames and window decals, but this legislation will require gun fans to go through official DMV channels if they want to acquire a state-issued NRA plate. It'll be quite a tempting purchase -- nothing says "Don't tailgate me" like an NRA logo emblazoned on the back of your vehicle. 
Missourians have Rep. Eric Burlison to thank for this legislation, who successfully added the NRA license plate amendment to the general traffic bill. 

Burlison is a gun fan himself as a an official member of the NRA and the co-chairman of the 2012 Missouri Sportsmen's Caucus, a group of lawmakers who call themselves the "first line of defence in Washington promoting and protecting the rights of hunters, trappers and anglers."

This is a nice bill and all, but the only downside is that you'll have to wait a bit before you'll be able to actually benefit from it. Assuming that the bill isn't struck down, it will go into effect Aug. 28.

Jobs recovery still three years away for Missouri and Illinois

BY DAVID NICKLAUS • dnicklaus@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8213 | Posted: Tuesday, May 22, 2012 1:53 pm
Missouri and Illinois are both three years away from recovering all of the jobs they lost during the recession, forecasting firm IHS Global Insight said this week. The firm says both states will return to peak employment levels in the third quarter of 2015, which is unchanged from a " target="_self">forecast issued six months ago. 

Both states are 5 percent below the employment levels they reached in January 2008, a month after the Great Recession began. Missouri has regained 22,600 jobs since its job market hit bottom in January 2010, but needs to create 139,500 jobs to get back to where it once was. Illinois has added 117,200 jobs since December 2009, but remains 295,400 below its peak level.

Alaska, Louisiana, North Dakota and Texas have already recovered all the jobs they lost during the recession, and IHS Global Insight expects about half the states to reach that mark by next year. The laggards are Michigan, Nevada and Rhode Island, which aren't expected to regain their employment peaks until after 2017.
Ditto-Cam: Limbaugh Bust Has Security Camera Trained on It

Micheal Mahoney
Another oddity is surfacing in the Rush Limbaugh bust in the Hall of Famous Missourians at the state capitol in Jefferson City.

ABC News notes the Limbaugh bust has its own security camera dedicated to it.
The report cited Missouri House Communication Director Trevor Fox saying a security camera was installed specifically for the bust of the conservative radio broadcaster.

The bust of the Missouri native was installed in a brief ceremony limited to some, but not all, lawmakers and the capitol press corps.

House Democrats complained about the restricted ceremony.

The Limbaugh bust ignited a political firestorm in Missouri. Partly because Limbaugh was taking heat nationally for calling a woman he disagreed with on the Obama health care law a ‘slut’ and a “prostitute” on his radio broadcast.
Teach for America: A joy and a worry for schools in Kansas City

By JOE ROBERTSON
The Kansas City Star 

Apparently the children at one of Kansas City’s more difficult schools had seen such a stricken look on a teacher’s face before.

Are you quitting?

It was a Teach for America teacher the kids were quizzing — one of 32 TFA teachers who will not be returning for a second year in Kansas City Public Schools, out of a markedly large class of 141 fresh recruits.

Everybody quits. Everybody quits.

In that moment, the teacher who told the story — who does not want to be identified — saw in those children the high stakes of Kansas City’s heavy investment in Teach for America.

TFA’s recruits, selected by the thousands from the tops of America’s graduating classes, are thrust to the head of classrooms where children all too often have witnessed America’s revolving door of first-year teachers.

Kansas City is finishing the first year of an expanded role for Teach for America. The district is getting national attention for using Teach for America recruits not just to fill persistent vacancies, but as a major element in developing its classroom workforce.

The district, with support from the Ewing Marion Kauffman and Hall Family foundations, has a contract to bring in 250 Teach for America teachers over three years.

It’s difficult work. Teachers like the one who is not returning talk of veteran teachers telling the recruits, “All you can do is pray.” They hear advisers assure them that crying all the way home “is normal.”

Twenty-seven out of 42 district teachers whose contracts were not renewed this spring were Teach for America teachers.

Even the many new Teach for America teachers who are thriving call it the hardest thing they’ve ever done.

“You do the training, you hear the stories, but it doesn’t hold a light to the real experience,” said Natalia Bustamante, 22, at Carver Dual Language Elementary School. “I don’t know what could prepare you.”

Teach for America’s enormous growth, both nationwide and in Kansas City, prospers on the ideal that some of the nation’s brightest energetic minds are dedicating themselves to helping children in some of America’s poorest communities.

As it has expanded its reach, it has come under greater scrutiny. Conflicting research mounts as many of Teach for America’s alums ascend into positions of power in setting U.S. policy.

The bigger role, as in Kansas City, demands that Teach for America teachers continue in classrooms in significant numbers beyond the minimum two years their service requires.

The program is under pressure to show more conclusively that its trainees don’t just outperform other first-year teachers, but that their members can stay and match more experienced teachers.

It has to be more than just a sort of domestic Peace Corps between college and graduate school, observers say.

Teach for America needs to help slow the revolving door in school systems like Kansas City’s, said Julian Vasquez Heilig, an assistant professor at the University of Texas at Austin. Otherwise, “they’re just building their resumes on the backs of Kansas City kids.”

• • • 

Beth McMillan is coming back.

With Year No. 3 ahead at Carver Dual Language, the success of the 24-year-old Teach for America product from St. Louis University represents what’s possible for Kansas City.

She also represents the challenges, because she’s one of just eight teachers out of the 20 finishing their two-year commitments in Kansas City Public Schools this spring who are planning to return.

Her students have made significant gains. She knows her craft now. That’s apparent in classroom observations, said Libby Sauer, one of Teach for America’s instructional coaches.

McMillan sat on the carpet with close to half of her third-graders, working a lesson with them while the rest were scattered about the room at desks or at computers engaged in other work.

“She wanted them to be independent in their learning,” Sauer said. “She had to release them from her authority.”

What she has now is a busy class of students who know their tasks and want to reward the confidence their teacher has shown them.

“Now trust is involved, and that can be scary for teachers,” Sauer said.

McMillan, before class, described the progression of her teaching experience.

“The first year was just getting my footing,” she said. This second year was the year she established herself. And next year, she said, “I want to work on whole-school leadership.”

Bustamante and her co-teacher at Carver, Erica Woodson — both first-year TFA teachers — imagine the same course ahead for them. They don’t think of themselves as “Teach for America teachers,” Bustamante said, “but Carver teachers.”

Carver principal Eric Nelis, who worried in the opening month of the school year whether some of his first-year Teach for America teachers could manage a classroom, now figures he’d welcome a staff where one-third to even one-half are from Teach for America.

“They bounce back,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s the way they pick them, or the way they train them, but they bounce back.”

Nationally, research indicates that roughly 60 percent of TFA teachers continue beyond their two-year commitment, most of them staying in low-income schools. After five years, fewer than 30 percent were still teaching, according to research published by Phi Delta Kappa International.

Among all teachers in urban schools, research shows that roughly half of all new teachers are still in the classroom after five years.

Kansas City has had three years of TFA recruits before this year’s escalation, but it is difficult to gauge how well it is keeping its TFA members. Kansas City Public Schools went through downsizing in 2009 and 2010 that cut hundreds of non-tenured teachers, including TFA, whether they wanted to stay or not.

Many of them, however, have stayed in Kansas City in other roles, including teaching in charter schools.

According to Teach for America’s Kansas City office, of the 160 teachers brought in during TFA’s first three years here, 65 remain in education in Kansas City — though only 13 in the Kansas City Public Schools.

TFA alums have come to Kansas City as principals of the Kauffman Charter School and the KIPP Endeavor Academy. Alums are leading other education organizations like the local arms of the Leading Educators training program and the education advocacy group Students First.

One of the benefits a community can expect from Teach for America is the entrepreneurial ambition of many of its members, said Rick Hess, an education analyst with the Washington-based American Enterprise Institute.

“If these people stay in Kansas City, then I think the investment is well-spent,” Hess said.

Heilig’s chief concern, however, is that communities enamored with Teach for America’s mission with novice teachers might lose sight of what children in urban schools need most.

“It distracts the public from the issues,” he said. “Countries with successful education systems hire expert teachers and pay them well.”

• • • 

Munro Richardson believes he has seen expert teachers. And he’s visited some of the nation’s most successful urban schools.

“All of these schools,” said Richardson, vice president of education for the Kauffman Foundation, “were filled with Teach for America alums. When you see it over and over again, it’s telling you something.”

The Kauffman Foundation has led the way for Kansas City’s investment in TFA, to the tune of $5.1 million.

Kansas City’s civic support of TFA has helped Kansas City Public Schools and charter schools take on the cost — some $3,000 per TFA teacher — of bringing these recruits into Kansas City schools.

For a school district that was already undergoing widespread transition, the ramp-up with Teach for America engineered by former Superintendent John Covington has been a strain on teachers and principals.

“Honestly, it’s been a tough year,” said Alicia Herald, director of TFA’s Kansas City office. “We’ve learned a lot.”

Teachers have had to switch classes during the year, sometimes multiple times. The district didn’t always establish the best blends of new and veteran teachers.

The first year is hard for any teacher, said teachers’ union president Andrea Flinders. The heavier reliance on TFA, who are union members, has Flinders “feeling more and more that it’s not in the best interest of children,” she said. “We become this training ground.”

Many of the teachers who complete their two-year commitment this month are looking elsewhere for permanent teaching positions because they feel too much uncertainty in Kansas City Public Schools, Herald said.

Superintendent Steve Green, who inherited Kansas City’s big TFA contract from Covington, believes the district can achieve the right mix with TFA in its schools.

“When it’s operating with the right match (between new and veteran teachers), Teach for America can be very powerful,” Green said. “It’s an experiment still in progress. There are going to be challenges and tremendous breakthroughs.

“The right mix can energize a school.”

Even if one of the teachers leaves after two years, “if they poured themselves into it and students benefited,” Green said, “it’s a worthwhile investment.”

But, unquestionably, he and others invested in the experiment agree that many of the successful teachers need to stay on.

Which brings Richardson to his “big, hairy, audacious goal.”

He borrowed the phrase from Teach for America trainers who encourage the novice teachers to think big.

The Kauffman Foundation doesn’t just help fund direct costs of Teach for America — it invests in helping the imported teachers feel at home in Kansas City.

He wants this to be a community project. Right now, when the thousands of new recruits to Teach for America list their preferences of where they’d like to be assigned, Kansas City ranks in the bottom quartile, he said.

“What would it take to make sure they want to stay in Kansas City?” he said. “Our (really big goal) should be in 10 years, or even five years, to move Kansas City into the top quartile.

“We’ve got all the ingredients here.”
Midwest Democracy | Nixon likes charter school accountability items

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon says a bill recently passed by the legislature contains some "important and significant steps forward" in accountability for charter schools. 

But Nixon says he will review the bill "very, very carefully" before deciding whether to sign it. 

Charter schools receive tax dollars but operate independently from public school districts. In Missouri, they're currently allowed only in Kansas City and St. Louis. 

The measure on Nixon's desk would allow charter schools to be operated in more places. It would also impose new oversight responsibilities on the sponsors of charter schools. 

During his State of the State address in January, Nixon called for "a comprehensive charter school accountability bill." He did not call for an expansion of charter schools. But Nixon says he has supported public charter schools.
Oh Deere: Brunner's tractor endorsement carries personal tinge

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 | Posted: Tuesday, May 22, 2012 10:18 am
ST. LOUIS • On Monday, Republican Senate hopeful John Brunner trumpeted an endorsement from the political action committee associated with the venerable tractor company John Deere.

Most any Republican would welcome the support of the farming staple, but the agriculture equipment manufacturer is not exactly known as a political juggernaut.

Brunner, who lives in Frontenac and vacations in the Cayman Islands, is hardly the gimme-cap and Carharrts type, either.

But there may be a more subtle reason that Brunner's campaign wanted to make sure news of the John Deere endorsement got out.

Brunner has had a particularly strained relationship with one of his primary rivals, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin.

Akin and Brunner were close enough at one point that the congressman spoke at Brunner's father's funeral in 2006.

The decision by both Akin and Brunner to seek the same office, though, obviously created a rift.

So how does the tractor endorsement factor in?

When Akin's campaign stumbled out of the gate, one of his sons, Perry, came in to help.

Perry assumed the title of campaign manager after taking a leave from his job —as a project manager at John Deere.
Missouri: Claire McCaskill Starts Push on Veterans Issues
Roll Call
Vulnerable Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) launched an effort today to underline her commitment to veterans issues with a video and website.

The push on these issues emphasizes one of McCaskill’s key lines of messaging to voters so far this cycle as the former Missouri auditor works to remind them of her brand as a watchdog.

Without a clear opponent — the three Republicans looking to take her on in November are locked in a nasty primary — McCaskill has focused on attacking the third-party groups that attack her and burnishing her credentials on veterans issues.

The new video features McCaskill’s mother, Betty Anne McCaskill, talking about the Senator’s response to the scandal at Arlington National Cemetery.

“Claire came home and says, ‘Mother, you’re not going to believe this. They’ve been burying soldiers who fought in the war in the wrong graves in Arlington.’ I said, What?!” the older McCaskill explains. “I said, ‘There’s no excuse for it!’ And she says, ‘I know and we’re going to get that corrected.’”

“Claire’s spent her career trying to make sure our priorities are in the right place, and this is a very vivid, personal example of the work Claire has done to try and right the wrongs she’s discovered in Washington,” a McCaskill campaign insider said in an email.

One of McCaskill’s first television spots this cycle was also about her stance on issues relating to veterans.

Considered one of the most vulnerable Senators up for re-election this cycle, McCaskill will face the winner of the GOP primary between businessman John Brunner, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman and Rep. Todd Akin.

Roll Call rates the Missouri Senate race as a Tossup.
Blunt’s wife raising cash for Romney

Kansas City Star
Backing Mitt Romney for president has become a family affair in the Blunt household.

While Sen. Roy Blunt, a Missouri Republican, leads the campaign to win congressional support for the likely GOP nominee, his wife, Abigail, a prominent Washington corporate lobbyist, is raising money for him.

Abigail Blunt, a chief lobbyist for Kraft Foods, has become a Romney “bundler,” according to a new report from the nonpartisan Center for Public Integrity, a campaign watchdog group. These are people, often top corporate officials, lobbyists and wealthy individuals, who gather contributions from numerous donors, say from one particular business, and then presents them in one large “bundle” to the campaign.

Abigail Blunt has so far bundled $28,700 in contributions for Romney, federal elections records show. That’s small potatoes (And Kraft produces everything from the chips to au gratin) compared to top Romney bundlers like Patrick Durkin of Barclays financial group, who has so far bundled nearly $1 million.

But Blunt is considered to be one of the capital’s top lobbyists. Give her time.
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Dave Helling | River is a flood of policy choices

By DAVE HELLING
The Kansas City Star 

It was about this time last year that the clouds opened up over Montana and dumped triple the normal rainfall into the upper Missouri River basin.

You may remember the result: a summer long flood that turned out to be a multilevel disaster.

Families and landowners along the river suffered the most, of course, but the flood also caused problems for travelers and truckers and the businesses depending on them. That meant a nightmare for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which spent the year trying to mitigate a flood it insisted was the work of nature, not bureaucracy. 

But the deluge was also a disaster for taxpayers far from the river’s banks. Last Christmas, Congress spent $1.3 billion it doesn’t have for emergency maintenance of damaged flood control projects along the Missouri, with more bills to come. And facing a May 31 deadline, the Senate this week will debate major changes to the National Flood Insurance Program. That program protects more than 5.6 million properties — and is now $18 billion in debt, money no one thinks will ever be repaid.

Public spending to prevent floods and to pay for their damage is extraordinarily tricky. 

If you live in a flood-prone area, or suffer a catastrophic flood, government help is everything. Private enterprises can’t build the dams needed to control a small creek, let alone the Missouri River, and public spending provides the sandbags, emergency responders, and often grants and loans to protect flood victims and get them back on their feet.

For the rest of us, though, the benefits of that spending are muddier. Why should Midwesterners subsidize flood insurance for ritzy homes in Florida? For that matter, why should Floridians subsidize farmers who build in Missouri flood plains? 

Don’t those subsidies actually encourage construction in places where you know it will flood?

Since the 1990s, local and national taxpayers have spent more than $500 million for flood control along Brush and Turkey creeks and on the Blue River. Consequently, flooding on those waterways is largely a thing of the past, sparing businesses, homes and high-class shops. It even saves lives.

But that money would buy a lot of asphalt and concrete for new roads, or pay for better health care, or more police. It might have made more sense to simply prohibit building near the waterways and then use the money for something else. 

You don’t hear that argument much because floods provide compelling video of rising water and frightened evacuees, images that are hard to ignore.

This spring, though, might be a good opportunity to reassess the billions we spend to protect people who choose to live near the water. Maybe we can come up with a better approach before the clouds thunder again.

Guest commentary: Getting a grip on military spending 

By Tracy McCreery | Posted: Wednesday, May 23, 2012 12:00 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
For the past several years, states across the country have faced large budget deficits and difficult choices. Here in Missouri, we have slashed health-care services from more than 2,000 blind Missourians, and K-12 education funding is $472 million less than what's called for by the state's funding formula. Health care and education are investments in the future. As a legislator, I understand how these cuts threaten that future here in Missouri and across the country.

At the same time that Missouri and other states have cut back, Pentagon spending has grown. This year, President Barack Obama proposed the first small decline in Pentagon spending after more than a decade of tremendous growth, while other programs will face much deeper cuts. Also, the House recently passed Rep. Paul Ryan's budget, which increases defense spending and slashes spending on vital programs such as Medicaid, Pell grants, job training and food stamps. The Ryan budget also exempts the Pentagon from cuts required by last year's Budget Control Act, meaning even greater cuts to non-defense spending.

This would have a tremendous effect on states. Year after year, more than 50 percent of our discretionary budget — the budget Congress debates and votes on every year — goes to the Pentagon. Since 2001, military spending has increased almost three times as fast as other types of discretionary spending. One-third of the rest of the discretionary budget goes to the states. It stands to reason that if we're spending huge amounts on the Pentagon, other parts of the budget will feel the squeeze.

We should spend what is necessary to keep our country safe and secure. However, we also need money available to invest in programs that ensure we can remain economically secure. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Martin Dempsey has said, "It makes no sense at all for us as a nation to have an extraordinarily capable military instrument of power if we are economically disadvantaged around the world."

Pentagon spending should be scrutinized as closely as other government programs. Right now, the Pentagon cannot even pass an audit to show how it spends our tax dollars. We need to keep America strong and competitive.

We can't do that if we are squandering money on expensive outdated weapons systems we don't need.

We need spending that fits with 21st-century security strategy. For example, we should cut back on our outdated Cold War-sized nuclear arsenal. We also are winding down war in the Middle East. The president is on the right track when he says, as he did in his State of the Union Address this year, that we can "take the money we're no longer spending at war (and) use half of it to pay down our debt, and use the rest to do some nation-building right here at home."

Every dollar that goes into fighting wars abroad is one less dollar we have to build stronger communities at home. This year, Missouri taxpayers will pay $2.2 billion for Afghanistan war spending. For the same amount of money, more than 390,000 students could have received Pell Grants of $5,550 each.

The business community understands the importance of education to economic development. The 600 statewide business leaders who helped develop a blueprint for Missouri's economic growth included improving the state's work force as a key strategy. We should refocus efforts on investing in education at all levels and reducing tuition.

Finally, with unemployment still around 8 percent, we cannot ignore the effect of our policy decisions on jobs. University of Massachusetts economists have shown that federal investments in non-military sectors like education, health care and clean energy create more jobs than military spending.

As a state legislator, I want what is best for my constituents, our communities and our state. It makes good sense to invest federal dollars in sectors that will create productive jobs and help our economy grow. I urge the Missouri congressional delegation to work for a federal budget that reflects these values.

Tracy McCreery of Olivette is an independent Missouri state representative.
Camera protects Rush Limbaugh's bust - but not lawmakers
Yael T. Abouhalkah 

The Kansas City Star

Gotta love the priorities in Jefferson City.

It appears the wigged out Republicans there think someone’s going to deface the new bust of conservative talk-radio host Rush Limbaugh.

From an ABC News story:

“A security camera, which was installed specifically for Limbaugh’s bust, will provide 24-hour surveillance of the statue, said Trevor Fox, the House’s director of communications. Limbaugh’s statue, which stands between those of 19th century painter George Bingham and former Missouri Gov. Warren Hearnes, is the only statue in the Missouri House’s Hall of Fame that has its own security camera.”

Wonder where that crack security force in Jefferson City was when this happened.

You’d think actual threats made against live human beings would be more important than protecting an inanimate object.

J. KARL MILLER: Limbaugh's induction accompanied by partisan criticism

By J. KARL MILLER

May 23, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT

Despite the deluge of self-righteous and angry protests to include campaigns such as "Missourians against Rush Limbaugh," negative editorials, letters to editors, denouncements from pulpits and legislative podia and more than 35,000 petition signatures, the inevitable came to pass — he was inducted into the Hall of Famous Missourians.

Yes indeed, the bust of controversial talk show host Rush Limbaugh has joined those of Stan Musial, Harry S Truman, Mark Twain, Dred Scott, George Washington Carver and Walt Disney in the state Capitol. Nominated by House Speaker Steven Tilley, a fellow southeast Missourian, the campaign, pro and con, was as polarizing as the subject himself.

As expected, the "anti-Rush" crusade can be best described as tragicomic opera at its most entertaining. It provided a forum for Democratic Party legislators to wax eloquently and posture mightily in denouncing their least favorite talk radio host.

The bloggers, the syndicated columnists, the talking heads, the party leaders and every organization with an ax to grind took up the cudgel — the epithets "racist," "hatemonger," "misogynist," "bigot" and "homophobe" flowed like water over a spillway. Speaker Tilley was not spared criticism — his nomination of Limbaugh attained major league status on the left as he was skewered in The New York Times and by MSNBC's Chris Matthews in an interview with Sen. Claire McCaskill.

Gov. Nixon, called upon to step forward and block Rush's Hall of Fame entry, wisely declined, instead offering the safe opinion "that only people who have passed on should be honored." In reality, the anti-Limbaugh blitz was futile. Instead of thwarting the process, it backfired by gift wrapping an extra measure of publicity for the talk radio icon.

As I have made clear in the past, I am not a particular fan of Mr. Limbaugh — I suppose I could be described as mildly ambivalent. Nevertheless, there is not one scintilla of doubt that the arch-conservative talk show host is, in fact, famous and, like it or not, he is a Missourian.

A four-time recipient of the Marconi Radio Award for Network/Syndicated Radio Personality of the Year (awarded by the National Association of Broadcasters), he was inducted into the National Radio Hall of Fame in 1993. The highest-paid syndicated radio host, Mr. Limbaugh also has hosted the No. 1 commercial talk radio show in the U.S. since 1991, with daily listeners estimated at more than 15 million.

Evidence of his "human" side is seen in his annual "EIB Cure-a-Thon" for the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society, an effort that has raised millions of dollars in its 22 years of service, and in his donations to the Marine Corps - Law Enforcement Foundation. This latter foundation collects money to provide scholarships for the children of Marines and law enforcement personnel who have died in the line of duty.

Following his induction into the Hall of Famous Missourians, both the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and The Kansas City Star published "sour grapes" editorials, slamming the recipient, decrying partisanship and echoing the Democratic Party legislators' laments over closing the chamber to all but selected Republicans.

Unwittingly, the Republicans did the Democrats a favor by having a selective audience and making the announcement too late for any reaction. Had it been advertised and open to all, a phalanx of dissenters would have assembled for a less than orderly protest. They would have made complete fools of themselves as mobs are wont to do.

Finally, in today's climate of forced political correctness and diversity, it is doubtful that Mark Twain would have passed muster for the Missouri Hall. After all, he is roundly accused of politically incorrect prose, particularly "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," the novel unfairly and ignorantly condemned as racist and unfit for inclusion in selected libraries.

Everyone is entitled to his or her opinion, to include vocal or written assent/dissent. Admittedly, Limbaugh is a polarizing figure whose shtick in torching the left sometimes crosses the line. Nevertheless, to deny a National Radio Hall of Fame member induction into the Hall of Famous Missourians would be silly. As I recall, the less than mannerly Ty Cobb is one of five charter members of baseball's Hall of Fame.

Besides, in a couple of weeks, it will be forgotten for some new episode of similar unimportance.

J. Karl Miller retired as a colonel in the Marine Corps. He is a Columbia resident and can be reached via email at JKarlUSMC@aol.com. Questions? Contact Opinion editor Elizabeth Conner.
Letters | Rush Limbaugh, aiding China, Bishop Robert Finn

Kansas City Star
Drug testing for K2

On sales of K2 and other synthetic drugs in Missouri, the real-life stories are all too common. Young people (mostly) smoking or ingesting synthetic cannabinoids wanting to get high.

The unintended negative health effects are rapid heart rate, increased blood pressure, loss of speech, loss of memory, seizures and sometimes death.

Many use K2, or Spice, because it is new. Others use it to avoid typical school, athletic department or workplace drug tests for marijuana. 

However, many laboratories now can test for K2 and Spice. School administrators, parents, prevention specialists and hospital emergency rooms need to know that this test now exists and request it. 

Drug testing is a very important piece of prevention and detection.

Andrea S. Wickerham

Vice President

The National Center

for Drug Free Sport

Kansas City

Brownback aids China

In his zeal to suck business out of Kansas City and across the state line, Gov. Sam Brownback and the Kansas Legislature gave a ridiculous tax break to AMC Theaters. Now the company has sold out and is owned by the Chinese (5-21, A1, “China firm buys AMC”).

So, congratulations, governor. The Chinese really need those subsidies.

Thanks a lot for supporting China. Kansas City loses millions in tax revenue.

Kansas gets next to nothing, and China wins.

Bill Pryor

Overland Park

State unfit for takeover

The Missouri General Assembly made noises about taking over the Kansas City public schools while the stench of the lawmakers’ secret induction of Rush Limbaugh into the Hall of Famous Missourians still hung in the air. 

As we as a society finally recognize the damage caused by bullies, particularly to our students, do we really want to put in charge of our schools the people who honored Limbaugh, the very definition of a bully?

I don’t know the answers to the problems facing the school district, but I think the case to disband could be better made for the legislature than the district. At least recall the speaker of the House before putting our public education’s future in the hands of the state.

Limbaugh’s “many accomplishments” mostly benefited him and his many ex-wives. He should be marginalized and only recognized for what he is, a bully, a drug addict and a hypocrite.

David Quinly

Kansas City

Infamous, not famous

A May 17 editorial, “Tilley slams the House door,” stated that Rush Limbaugh “is unquestionably famous,” but actually he is infamous. There’s a huge difference.

David Matthews

Kansas City

Famous Missourians

The Missouri Republican legislators argued that Rush Limbaugh should be in the Hall of Famous Missourians because he is famous. 

Jesse James is also a famous Missourian. I just checked, and he is not in the hall. 

Perhaps the GOPers will add him next?

Daryl Pitts

Belton

Dodging tax load

I read where Eduardo Saverin, co-founder of Facebook, had wanted to avoid stiff taxes by leaving the country (5-18, A14, “Senators target Saverin”). Several senators want to punish him for doing that.

My question is: What’s the difference between him and the rich people who live here who avoid paying their fair share? How come they aren’t punished?

Could it be that being a rich Republican goes a long way toward shirking your share of the tax load?

Jesse Aguilar

Kansas City

Low streetcar interest

We’re being told there is a huge interest in getting a downtown circulator, commonly known as a streetcar, built in downtown Kansas City. 

Yet when it comes time to vote on setting up the taxing district, an incredibly small number of eligible voters and beneficiaries of the streetcar bother to request a ballot.

How much are these elections costing the taxpayers? Are we going to allow 400 people to make it possible to raise taxes on all of downtown to build something that is clearly not wanted? 

Can we call it off because of a lack of interest?

Sue Burke

Kansas City

Savings instead of cost

According to the Congressional Budget Office, “extending the Bush-era tax cuts would cost roughly $3.8 trillion over 10 years.” (5-16, A2, “Showdown ahead”) 

A “cost”?

To whom? To our bloated government?

Why doesn’t the Congressional Budget Office — or the news media — ever describe such a tax cut extension as “saving taxpayers roughly $3.8 trillion”?

The Congressional Budget Office may be “nonpartisan,” but such language choices certainly influence how an issue like this is perceived — and reported.

Richard B. Barger

Kansas City

Left coast leanings

Prima facie evidence that the Democrats are bent on ruining this country: California, which has become a template for their national plans.

California was once a magnificent Eden, blessed with incredible resources and offering virtually unlimited opportunity, but now it is a bankrupt land of high taxes, overregulation, public sector union domination, green energy mania, engendering destructive environmentalism, insane public spending programs, welfare benefits that have become a magnet for the “entitled” and illegal immigration, resulting in a migrating exodus of productive citizens.

The “takers” in California now outnumber the contributors, guaranteeing the continued re-election of such lemming-like leftist luminaries as Rep. Nancy Pelosi, Sen. Barbara Boxer and Rep. Maxine Waters — California’s “gifts” to us as they join President Barack Obama in his relentless jihad toward national economic suicide.

Michael T. Murphy

Prairie Village

Engaging young people

The essence of the May 16 article, “Just give us safe places to have fun, teens say,” is that Kansas City or someone should give our teens places to be entertained.

My questions are: Where are the parents?

And what are they doing with their teens?

It seems that the parents are too tired or bored to engage these young people in some meaningful activities themselves. 

Also, what are these teens doing for Kansas City and their neighborhoods?

How much time are they studying or helping with chores in their homes? 

Why don’t they entertain themselves by doing some self-improvement activities such as joining the Girl Scouts or Boy Scouts, learning karate or growing a garden?

When I told my parents that I was bored, they said, “OK, I have plenty of work for you, and when you finish I have more.” 

I was sorry I’d brought up the subject.

This is the problem in the high school. The parents think the teachers are babysitters, and the students think they should be entertained.

If parents don’t wake up and the public just keeps ignoring the problem, you’ll see what undisciplined and unguided young people will become.

Tom Powell

Independence

Bishop Finn must resign

A lot has been written of late about Bishop Robert Finn’s handling of Father Shawn Ratigan.

Bishop Finn has pleaded no-contest in Clay County over these matters and faces a trial in Jackson County.

I am a cradle Catholic, and this entire affair has caused irrecoverable damage to my church, our priests and my fellow parishioners. 

If Bishop Finn truly is concerned about his flock, he needs to simply resign so we can begin to rebuild our church.

David Biersmith

Kansas City

Shopping challenges

Concerning recent letters about modest clothing, as for “exiting the junior departments,” suppose you were 91 years old and a junior size. It calls for hours of shopping.

Fortunately, I love to shop.

Alice B. Swanson

Independence

Gift for cancer survivor

Recently, after two surgeries for breast cancer and then learning that I was found to be cancer-free, I treated myself to a pedicure from a nice attendant, Jessie.

I shared my good news with him.

Soon the cashier informed me that the customer on my right (I had only seen her feet) paid for my pedicure and also the tip for Jessie, making sure that her name would not be given to me.

Of course, I cried to think a stranger whose face I hadn’t even seen would do such a thing for me.

Perhaps she, too, was a cancer survivor.

I want to thank the lady who gave me this wonderful gift. I promise I will pay this favor forward in her honor by reminding women young and old to get an annual mammogram.

Shirley McGeary

Roeland Park
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Higher education in big cities should be a top priority
The editorial "What about UMSL?" (May 18), which highlighted discussions of a possible name change at the University of Missouri Kansas City, acknowledged that "full menu universities in every corner of the state are inefficient." In this economy, few Missourians would argue with that conclusion. But at some point we also need to recognize that higher education opportunities are severely limited in our state's big business centers by lack of state support.

Legislators in neighboring states work diligently to find ways to support what is being done at state universities in their biggest cities, their state's population centers, as a means of advancing opportunities in the location of their greatest number of residents. The "UMSL of Kentucky" — University of Louisville — offers a full menu of programs, including, as at UMKC, medical, dental and legal education, in service to their biggest city despite its location in a smaller, or as we sophisticated St. Louisans might regard it, poor Southern state. This is true by comparison to other urban cities of the South, such as Alabama (University of Alabama-Birmingham), Georgia (Atlanta's Georgia State University) and Tennessee (University of Memphis). These are states in which legislators advance higher education in population centers.

And while we imagine that we reside in one of our nation's "major league" cities, we lag far behind in support for state higher education. This places Missouri behind competing states. It also means young people of ability but modest means are not well-situated to pursue higher education here, especially advanced or professional degrees.

When people ask why young people leave or why we are passed by poorer states, it's a complicated "mix," but education in our big cities should be among the first considerations.

Mike Murray • St. Louis

UM Board of Curators Professor; Chair, Faculty Senate & University Assembly, UMSL
Trolley adventure
The "Meet me at the Loop" trolley has grown to a full-size headache for all involved, especially the taxpayers who gain nothing except additional headaches.

The trolley adventure has grown to become a wasteful use of money, shepherded through the system by none other than Joe Edwards. It seems the problems facing the Trolley adventure have become numerous and only will grow if the "Loop area" suddenly fails to bring in the crowds expected.

Some questions that might be asked are: Why tear up Delmar Boulevard to lay tracks for a trolley that could use rubber tires, avoiding the huge cost of laying tracks? The trolley will not be able to move out of the way in case of a fire or other emergency, blocking the huge fire trucks that might be needed. What happens to the tracks if the taxpayers' money used to build the trolley dries up? What happens if Mr. Edwards sells his businesses or has health issues that might hinder his leadership of the Loop area? What happens if the Loop area continues to have safety issues, such as the recent mobs, shootings and other crimes? Will University City run out of money because of overtime pay if the Loop crowds drop off?

The trolley has become a runaway train, headed straight into the beloved city.

Joseph Colegrove • Grover
Update, but don't toll, I-70
I generally support the Missouri Department of Transportation, the projects it selects, project performance itself and the manner in which taxpayer money is spent. I do not, however, support its supposition that Interstate 70 needs to be replaced and financed via tolls. I drive from St. Louis to Kansas city regularly, and I actually find the highway to be in pretty good shape. I do agree that a third lane is needed along much, if not all, of that stretch.

I recently drove I-70 through Kansas, where a portion of the highway is tolled. The Kansas toll portion is two lanes in some sections and three lanes in the remainder, with several stops for tolls or toll tickets along the way. The road quality itself did not seem to be much, if any, different than that of the Missouri portion of I-70. My recommendation is to drop the big push to rebuild the highway in its entirety using tolls as the revenue source and take another look at updates and adding a third lane through traditional highway funding.

George Crowell • O'Fallon, Mo.
Taking food off the table
The House of Representatives recently voted on a package that tries to prevent automatic budget cuts by gutting programs that support needy low-income Americans. Specifically, it cut $36 billion from SNAP, or food stamps, alone. If that cut is made law:

• Every SNAP recipient will see a reduction in monthly benefits;

• Two million people now on SNAP will lose SNAP benefits entirely; and

• 280,000 children will lose free school breakfast and lunch.

I realize we need to balance the budget, but this is not the way to do it. Cutting programs that put food on the table for people in our community who truly are hungry is not just short-sighted; it is truly counterproductive.

We talk a lot about values in this country, but these elected officials' votes seem not to value people. Congress is acting from a reverse-Robin Hood mentality: Rob from the poor to protect the rich! Congressmen need to strengthen the nation's hunger safety net, not cut the strings to it.

Martha Jaegers • St. Louis
Single-payer could hurt health care
Regarding the gust commentary "Single-payer is the key" (May 16), by Dr. Ed Weisbart: I am a recent graduate of one of the two major medical schools in town. Like most professions, medical students' political leanings stretch over a fairly broad spectrum. For Dr. Weisbart to assert that medical students are increasingly supportive of a single-payer system is perhaps true, but it also is extraordinarily misleading.

To suggest, as I believe he does, that expanding Medicare to include all individuals receives support from a majority or even a plurality of medical students is incorrect. There always will be a group of socially progressive students willing to vocally take up the newest cause in the name of social justice or some other nebulous and ill-defined ideal, but, in truth, most American medical students simply do not support such a government intrusion.

Furthermore, it is unclear that increasing insurance coverage will improve overall health outcomes. There is, perhaps unfortunately, a very significant and consequential moral pluralism with regard to the value individuals place on their personal health. The solution most likely to improve health outcomes in the most vulnerable members of our society is addressing public health issues related to obesity, smoking, drug use and violence, all of which disproportionately affect those of lower socioeconomic standing. It is certainly not giving the federal government a monopoly over our health care system, a move that would stifle medical innovation and drug development, slow the advancement of medicine and, in the long run, hurt the very people Dr. Weisbart desires to help.

Stephen Gregory • Kirkwood
The only rational course
President Barack Obama came out in favor of "pro-growth" policies in Europe. Is it any wonder? He has hung his own hat on the same absurd policies that have gotten the European Union into such a catastrophic economic bind. Encouraging so-called pro-growth policies in countries that already are swamped with debt is like offering whiskey to an alcoholic under a "pro-hydration" policy! It's absurd.

The only rational course of action for Europe, the United States and, indeed, all countries with excessive debt is to reduce spending. Is reducing spending difficult? Yes. Will it take time to correct the spending excesses of the last 50 years? An emphatic yes. Is it better than the economic suicide of pro-growth, spend what you don't have policies? A resounding yes!

Come on world, it is time to wake up and drink some coffee instead of Kool-Aid!

Mike Macauley • Ballwin
