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Missouri GOP convention could see delegate battle between Romney and Paul forces
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

1:26 pm on Fri, 06.01.12

Updated at 11:07 pm on Fri, 06.01.12

Updated at 10:51 am on Sat, 06.02.12

In Missouri anyway, this weekend could be the Last Stand for supporters of Republican presidential hopeful Ron Paul.

Paul’s supporters are among the thousands of Missouri Republicans converging on Springfield, Mo., this weekend for the party’s once-every-four-years presidential convention.

The final slate of delegates will be chosen for this August’s Republican presidential convention in Tampa, Fla. Also on tap will be discussion and adoption of the state party’s platform, which stakes out stands on general philosophy and specific issues.

Friday’s kickoff gala and Saturday’s morning proceedings will feature speeches by some of the Republicans competing for statewide offices this fall.

Friday night’s keynote speaker, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., offered a reprise of his longstanding view that the Democrats occupying the White House and controlling the U.S. Senate are out of step with what the public wants, or needs.

Blunt asserted that President Barack Obama wants to turn the United States into Europe, where government regulations and taxes are high -- along with the price of gas.

Borrowing a phrase from the comedy movie "Spaceballs," Blunt said that the Obama administration's "regulators are clearly operating at 'ludicrous speed.' "

"Your government cannot get bigger than your economy can support," he continued. Blunt also asserted that the 2012 election is "going to decide what (the country) is going to be for the next 25 years."

The audience included a number of politicians and candidates, including Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder and his GOP rival, state Sen. Brad Lager; two candidates for governor -- Kirkwood  businessman Dave Spence and Kansas City consultant/minister Bill Randles; and all three major U.S. Senate hopefuls: former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, St. Louis businessman John Brunner and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin.

Many of the candidates had set up "hospitality suites'' to entertain convention attendees.

Delegate numbers hint at Paul-Romney showdown

Saturday’s session, held in a convention hall, will be dominated by the 2,123 delegates and 2,123 alternates elected at the county caucuses this spring. Although the delegates are not officially bound to specific candidates, some were elected via slates assembled for various hopefuls.

Activists privately estimate that about a third of those delegates are supporters of Paul, who has suspended his campaign but is still active in pressing issues and influencing the platform.

Allies of Paul and presumed GOP nominee Mitt Romney are expected to be jockeying for the national delegate slots to be filled at Saturday’s morning session. Twenty-five national delegates and 25 national alternates will be selected.

The state has a total of 52 national delegates, with an equal number of alternates. Of that total, 24 were elected at the congressional-district conventions in April. Three delegates are state members of the Republican National Committee.

Of the 24 chosen at the congressional-district level, 12 are committed to Romney, seven to Rick Santorum, four to Paul, and one to Newt Gingrich.

(Start of update) Saturday morning, delegates heard from all three Republican candidates for the U.S. Senate: Steelman, Brunner and Akin.

All three had similar messages: There's too much spending in Washington and freedom is under attack.

Akin, though, generated the strongest applause -- perhaps foreshadowing the delegate debate -- when he declared, "Ron Paul is right when he says he wants to audit the Fed." (End of update)
Missouri Republican Party chairman David Cole said in an interview that he welcomed lively debate Saturday over who the remaining delegates will support for president, and who those delegates will be. 

But afterward, he said, "Obviously, we want to come out of here united."

Looking at the crowd of delegates leaving the banquet hall, Cole observed, "There's a whole lot more in common among all these people, than what divides them."

Spending, national security, social issues

U.S. Senate hopeful Sarah Steelman sports a pro-balanced budget sticker. 

The afternoon will be devoted largely to the party platform. The draft, featured on the state Republican Party’s website, includes such stands as:

· Support for a federal balanced budget amendment.

· Enforcement of Missouri’s Hancock Amendment, which requires public votes for many tax or fee hikes if state income increases above a certain level.

· Opposition to the federal health-care law, known as Obamacare, and belief in the private market and personal responsibility as the best way to curb increases in health-care spending. The platform opposes the federal mandate that requires most Americans to purchase insurance by 2014.

· Requiring government-issued photo identification for would-be voters.

· Calls to change the state’s judicial-selection system and to curb judges' power to order tax increases.

· Revamping laws to make it more difficult to sue businesses and physicians.

· Changing state teacher tenure laws and setting up a merit pay system for teachers.

· Support for a federal Human Life Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. The platform states that the Republican Party believes “that life begins at conception.”

· Reaffirming that Missouri’s constitution, since 2004, recognizes marriages only “between one man and one woman,” regardless of where the marriage was performed.

· Support for a strong U.S. military presence overseas. “Fighting for freedom in foreign lands helps prevent the necessity of fighting the enemies of freedom in our homeland,” the draft states.

Republicans rally ahead of state convention
June 2, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — As the national Republican party begins to coalesce behind Mitt Romney for president, Missouri Republican began their statewide convention Friday night with the goal of getting party faithful on board to support their party’s nominee.

Saturday, 24 of Missouri’s 52 delegates to the Republican national convention will be bound and selected for the Republican nominee (the other 28 have already been decided).

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, one of Romney’s earliest congressional supporters, said after Saturday’s convention debates, Republicans need to fully support their candidate in order to have a viable effort against President Obama in the fall campaign.

“We need to get focused on the big difference we have with the other side,” Blunt told Republicans at the Missouri Republican Party’s Friday night gala.  Reviving a theme from his 2010 campaign for Senate, Blunt said this presidential election is a “generational” moment.

“You will not be able to make up for this election next time,” he said.

After the dinner Friday night, many of the stateside candidates hosted receptions for attendees where they could meet with candidates. Earlier in the day, supporters of Republican secretary of state hopeful Shane Schoeller and attorney general candidate Ed Martin held a rally off site ahead of the convention.

Conflict over missed votes deepens rancor in Carnahan, Clay primary battle
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

2:56 pm on Fri, 06.01.12

WASHINGTON – Now that the state Supreme Court has dismissed challenges to the redrawn 1st congressional district, the gloves are off in the primary battle between incumbent U.S. Reps. Russ Carnahan and William Lacy Clay, both D-St. Louis.

Late Thursday, Carnahan’s campaign blasted Clay for missing important votes late this week, including amendments related to the intelligence bill and project labor agreements.

But Clay fired back, explaining that “the House Democratic leadership excused my absence to allow me to return home to St. Louis to attend my daughter's high school graduation.”

Clay added in a statement: “If my opponent wants to accuse me of being a devoted father, he can go right ahead.”

Records of the clerk of the House indicate that Clay voted until mid-afternoon Thursday – including a key vote against the controversial Prenatal Non-Discrimination Act, which was defeated – but missed several votes later that day and was not casting votes Friday morning on amendments to the Energy and Water Appropriations bill.

(Click here to see the votes Clay cast and did not cast on May 31 and June 1  listed by date and time.)

While Clay had a legitimate excuse this week, Carnahan’s campaign contended in its news release that “missing votes has been a bit of a habit for Clay... At nearly 10 percent of the votes missed, Clay has the lowest participation rate amongst the Missouri Democratic delegation in the U.S. House since 2005.”  The release does not quote Carnahan directly but quotes his campaign spokesman.

Clay’s statement did not address his “missed votes” percentage, but the congresssman lashed out at Carnahan. “It's unfortunate that my opponent's struggling campaign is now resorting to personal attacks, making wild accusations without any basis in fact," said Clay.


An analysis of “missed votes” by U.S. House members by the legislative tracking project GovTrack.us indicates that Clay’s career percentage of missed votes was 7 percent from January 2001 to May of this year, compared to the House median of 2.4 percent. During that period, Clay missed 592 of 8,215 recorded or roll call votes, GovTrack found.

(Click here to see Clay’s overall voting record and a chart showing his percentage of missed votes.) 

By comparison, Carnahan has a better than average record on missed votes during his shorter career in the House. From January 2005 to May, Carnahan missed 135 of 5,998 recorded or roll call votes, which is 2 percent.

(Click here to see Carnahan’s voting record and a chart showing his percentage of missed votes.) 

While other members of Missouri’s delegation have varying tenures in the House, the average “missed votes” percentage for those who have served more than one term seems to be about 3 percent. That includes U.S. Reps. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood (3 percent missed from 2001 until this May); Jo Ann Emerson (3 percent from 1997); and Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City (3 percent from 2005) However, Rep. Sam Graves, R-Tarkio, missed about 4 percent of votes since 2001.

In southern Illinois, both Reps. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville (from 1988), and John Shimkus, R-Collinsville (from 1997), missed 3 percent of votes.

Clay’s percentage of missed votes is not among the worst. For example, two Chicago Democrats -- U.S. Reps. Bobby Rush and Luis Gutierrez – have among the highest career percentages of missed votes: 13 percent for Rush and 11.6 percent for Gutierrez.

Veterans home funding increase leaves early childhood education short
June 1, 2012 | Filed under: Budget and Taxes,Education,Subscribers | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
MT. VERNON, Mo. — Gov. Jay Nixon toured the state this week touting improvement in funding for Missouri’s veterans homes. Under the new law, lawmakers have established a dedicate fund of $32 million annually for the facilities, serving more than 1,300 veterans. 

The funds come from Missouri riverboat casino fees, some of which had previously gone to early childhood education programs in the state, leaving some of the programs are underfunded by $14 million. 

Nixon, speaking with reporters in Mt. Vernon, Mo., after a bill singing ceremony for the veterans home legislation, said his arms are tied in terms of increasing funding for early childhood education without appropriation authority from the General Assembly. 

“It’s concerning to me and concerning to a lot of folks that are involved with early childhood programs across the state,” Nixon said. “We’ll work to do what we can, but if we don’t have the authority to expend the money, then you can’t expend the money.” 

Funding for early childhood education, as well as a dedicated funding source for veterans homes, was in Nixon’s proposed budget. Lawmakers designated some funds from the national tabacco settlement to the programs, but to make up the $14 million deficit, the programs are now reliant on an increase in state lottery revenue. 

UM's decision to shutter university press draws criticism 

BY TIM BARKER • stltoday.com | Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 12:00 am

University of Missouri President Tim Wolfe's decision to close the system's press isn't going over well in some circles.

In what might best be described as a clash between academic luxury and economic hardship, critics say the new president has lost sight of the university's educational mission in his quest to trim the system's budget.

The move has spawned a "Save the University of Missouri Press" Facebook page with nearly 1,100 supporters, letters and emails, and warnings from alumni who say they'll drop their support for the school.

Among those is Thomas Strong, a Springfield attorney and University of Missouri-Columbia law school graduate, who said he has given "tens of thousands of dollars" to the school.

"There is no excuse for it as far as I'm concerned," Strong said. "What's wrong with our priorities if the only thing we know the University of Missouri for is its athletic program?"

The closing, announced last week, fits in with Wolfe's strategic plan for the system, which has seen a decline in state financial support in recent years. The system said it spends $400,000 a year subsidizing the press. Wolfe has not specifically addressed the closing, but said the system is re-evaluating "activities that are not central to our core mission."

A system spokeswoman said Wolfe was unavailable for comment because he was traveling Thursday and in meetings all day Friday.

The plan to phase out the press, starting this summer, has drawn criticism from alumni, authors and others in the world of academics. The Association of American University Presses issued a statement, calling the decision to shutter the respected 54-year-old press 'shortsighted" and urging the system to reconsider.

Ned Stuckey-French is an assistant professor at Florida State University and author whose book "The American Essay in the American Century" is being published by the Missouri Press.

Stuckey-French, who also is one of the Facebook page administrators, said the unit serves a valuable role in the state, publishing oral histories, guidebooks and biographies, among others.

"A lot of these books are not going to be published elsewhere," Stuckey-French said.

That's a message that resonates with Rep. Mike Lair, R-Chillicothe, chairman of the House Education Appropriations Committee and a former history teacher who has taught with books published by various university presses.

Still, he said decisions like this should be left to the UM System, which chose to hire a president with a business background.

"We can't micro manage these folks," Lair said. "With that mind, I cannot say anything against his decision.

State cracking down on accessible parking violators 
Posted: Friday, June 1, 2012 11:45 pm | Updated: 11:18 pm, Fri Jun 1, 2012. 

By Kathleen Barbosa | St. Joseph News-Press St. Josephs News-Press | 
ST. LOUIS • The city has a new jail chief, at least for the time being.

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster is attempting to raise awareness about illegal parking in spots reserved for people with disabilities.

The crackdown included spending a day with local law enforcement officers in Kansas City in February and in St. Louis County last weekend while they wrote tickets to violators. Between the two events, 182 citations were issued. While violations might seem minor, these spots are important to people with disabilities and their advocates.

“Easily accessible spots are vital to people with disabilities,” said Carla Rickabaugh, coordinator of accessibility services with the Midland Empire Resources for Independent Living. “It helps them be closer to the entrances if they have a wheelchair or maybe issues with balance or walking. They can have equal access.”

While Mr. Koster did not make a stop in St. Joseph, Capt. Kevin Castle said the Police Department has been encouraged to enforce accessible parking laws. Local law enforcement is responsible for issuing tickets to violators in private and public lots, but police lack the manpower to enforce many parking regulations.

“Moving violations take priority over those,” Mr. Castle said. “Some nights, our guys are going from call to call. But when there is less going on, we expect them to do traffic enforcement.”

When specific issues are reported, Mr. Castle said officers do respond. But these complaints are rare.

Some consumers have the opposite concern. Cindy Mueller, Target’s consumables team leader, said customers have complained that there are too many accessible spots.

Target’s 14 accessible parking spaces, four of which are van-accessible, are in accordance with federal regulations in the Americans with Disabilities Act, which requires one accessible spot for every 25 parking spots.

Nanci Gonder, the attorney general’s press secretary, said Mr. Koster chose to raise awareness about illegally parking in these spots after a discussion at a disability advocacy roundtable.

People can apply for up to five temporary or permanent handicapped tags each year. Tags should only be used when the person with a disability is in the car or is being picked up. Tags can be obtained through the Missouri Department of Revenue’s Motor Vehicle Bureau. To see if you qualify, visit http://dor.mo.gov.

Traffic-stop racial data rule should change, groups agree 
BY CHRISTINE BYERS stltoday.com | Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 12:10 am

ST. LOUIS • For the last 12 years, statistics filed in accordance with the state's racial profiling law have put police on the defense and community activists on edge — but this year is different.

On Friday, the same day the data for last year were released, representatives from both camps held a joint news conference to announce that they are working together to propose changes to the way the numbers are collected.

In 2000, Missouri began requiring the attorney general to gather and report the data, but nothing more. When the Attorney General's Office releases the numbers every year, it cautions that they are not proof of racial profiling but can prompt dialogue.

This year the data again showed that black drivers are more likely to be stopped than other drivers and that minority drivers are more likely to face searches and arrests.

But Karen Aroesty, regional director of the Missouri/Southern Illinois Anti-Defamation League, said she was tired of seeing the numbers used to slam police officers because the numbers come without a meaningful analysis.

"It's not about pointing the finger at the police and saying, 'You're a bunch of racist pigs,' it doesn't work like that anymore," Aroesty said. "Law enforcement is the most maligned profession in this country, and we want the stereotyping to stop on both sides."

She convened the Roundtable on Bias-based Policing about a year ago to bring law enforcement and community groups together to develop ways to change the law on the collection of the data.

The group includes the American Civil Liberties Union, NAACP, Missouri Association for Social Welfare, Missouri Immigrant and Refugee Advocates as well as police departments from St. Louis, St. Louis County, Springfield, Columbia and Kansas City and the Missouri State Highway Patrol.

Some of the group's suggested changes are based on practices the St. Louis County Police Department already employs to gauge whether its officers are guilty of bias. Chief Tim Fitch said supervisors ask officers questions that the state does not require, such as whether the officer knew the race of the driver prior to the stop.

"For example, it's a lot harder to determine the race of a person driving at 3 a.m. than it is during the day," Fitch said.

Fitch said asking those questions when analyzing traffic stop data offered a truer picture of an officer's patterns.

"If Officer Smith pulls over many more African-Americans than Officer Jones does during the same shift in the same area, that's how we know if we have an issue," Fitch explained.

Fitch said the department also asked where the driver lives. He noted that communities that patrol highways, such as Pine Lawn, were likely to show a difference between the racial breakdown of the people officers stop and the breakdown of the city population, which doesn't automatically mean officers are guilty of bias-based policing.

"Pine Lawn, for example, patrols Interstate 70, where the majority of drivers tend to be white even though their community is predominantly African-American," Fitch said.

Some members of Aroesty's roundtable still disagree on some aspects of the proposed changes in the traffic stops.

John Chasnoff of the ACLU said he would like to see a requirement that those who give officers consent to search them sign permission slips so as to keep better statistics on who officers search and why.

"The law was very progressive in 2000, but now we have real reforms that are needed to make progress upon these numbers," he said.

Fitch said he wouldn't support requiring signatures because many people balk at such requests.

"So what if they agree to a search but won't sign anything, then what do we do?" Fitch asked.

Aroesty cautions that the group's suggested reforms still are in the draft stage and she hopes to finalize them in time to attract a state legislator to pre-file a bill in December.

This year's analysis covers more than 1.6 million stops by 631 law enforcement agencies and includes racial and ethnic information about drivers who were stopped.

The "disparity indexes" compare the proportion of stops for drivers of a particular race or ethnicity to the proportion of state or local population of that racial or ethnic group.

A value of "1" represents no disparity; values over "1" indicate over-representation, while values under "1" indicate under-representation.

In 2011, the statewide African-American disparity index was 1.63, up slightly from the 2010 rate of 1.61. The disparity index for African-American drivers has increased in 10 of the last 12 years.

The report shows the rate at which Hispanics were stopped decreased in 2011 to .65, compared with .78 in 2010, a rate lower than that of white drivers.

However, the rates for searches of Hispanic and African-American drivers continue to be higher than for white drivers. Hispanic drivers were 1.72 times more likely than white drivers to be searched. African-American drivers were 1.53 times more likely to be searched when stopped than white drivers.

Despite the elevated search rates, African-Americans and Hispanics were less likely than white drivers to be found with contraband after being searched. For white drivers, contraband was found in 24 percent of searches. The figure was 13 percent for Hispanics and 18 percent for African-American drivers.

Arrest rates from traffic stops were 4 percent for white drivers, 8 percent for African-Americans and 9 percent for Hispanics.

Twenty-five agencies did not respond in 2011, one more than the number that failed to report a year earlier.

Among those that didn't report locally are Kinloch and Wellston. Dellwood submitted an incomplete report.

Aroesty said one of the suggestions the group will make will include punishments against departments that don't report their data.

The group also would like to see ways in which officers can be red-flagged and sent for additional training if necessary.

Attorney General Chris Koster's full report can be found at ago.mo.gov/VehicleStops/.

Crowell highlights legislative session to area business leaders

Sunday, June 3, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

In what basically amounted to a farewell address, Sen. Jason Crowell on Friday discussed his 12-year career as a Missouri lawmaker and highlighted accomplishments from the most recent regular legislative session -- one that also happened to be his last. 

The Cape Girardeau Republican, who served two terms each in the Missouri House and Senate, spoke to a room full of business leaders at the Cape Girardeau Area Chamber of Commerce's First Friday Coffee. 

During his half-hour talk, Crowell argued against the notion of a do-nothing Missouri legislature, pointing to several items accomplished this year -- from securing permanent funding for Missouri veterans homes to adding cellphones to the state's no-call list. 

Missouri also passed a budget, which may seem routine to some. But Crowell noted that the U.S. Senate hasn't passed a budget in three years and other nearby states such as Kansas and Illinois are struggling to do so. 

"In Missouri, we've been able to do things that are now just emerging as national issues on a statewide level," Crowell said. "We've been able to address tort reforms in lawsuits. We've been able to address workers' compensation, pension reform, funding issues within the budget by reforming Medicaid. We are looking at many other areas that other states are just now starting to look at." 

But Crowell also talked about points of pride -- and regrets -- from his political career that began when Crowell was elected to the Missouri House in 1999, serving from 2000 to 2004 before serving two four-year senate terms. 

One major accomplishment cited by Crowell was his involvement in Southeast Missouri autism funding. Since 2006, $1.4 million in funds have been awarded to the Tailor Institute in Cape Girardeau. Crowell also worked with Gov. Jay Nixon to reinstate $2.6 million for the construction of the Southeast Missouri Autism Center. 

A close second, Crowell said, was keeping Cottonwood Residential Treatment Center. In 2004, then-governor Bob Holden excluded funding for the center from his budget proposal. Crowell and others worked out an agreement with Holden to keep the center open. 

As for regrets, Crowell said he certainly wishes he could change one vote -- the one he cast to repeal the limits on campaign finance. He did so, he said, because he thought it would make the system more transparent. Instead, he said, the repeal has created a disconnect between political candidates and the people they intend to represent. 

"This is insane, folks, and I'll be the first one to admit it," Crowell said. "Now there are individuals who seek office that never talk to the people that vote for them. They only want to get the $25,000, the $100,000 donors." 

He also encouraged lawmakers to pick up his fight for tax credit reform -- a frequent sore point for Crowell. Last year, the Senate passed changes to Missouri's tax credit system that Crowell has said would eliminate more than $1.5 billion in such credits over 15 years. The bill would have eliminated tax credits that did not provide a return on investment and put all tax credits under the review of the legislative appropriation process. But the House leaders that year blocked the measure. Crowell again Friday pointed out that Missouri will dole out $700 million this year in state tax credits. 

With both candidates who want to replace Crowell in the audience -- Reps. Ellen Brandom and Wayne Wallingford -- Crowell also called for a reform of the criminal code to drive down the cost of housing inmates to the tune of $20,000 a year apiece. One such item that was debated but not passed was a reduction of the current five-year mandatory parole to fewer years based on good behavior. Crowell also suggested that offenders shouldn't be sent to prison for a crime as light as driving on a revoked license. 

"They're not sexy issues," Crowell said. "But we're talking millions and millions and millions of your dollars," Crowell said. 

Following the meeting, chamber president John Mehner said he thought Crowell did a good job summarizing a long political career in a short time. Mehner could also tell that Crowell cared about the issues. 

"People that have worked with him in the past know what he's been passionate about and what he's been focusing on," Mehner said. "It's obvious the autism thing was a big deal. And Cottonwood, too -- It's obvious that disadvantaged kids are a priority for him." 

Imagine schools mark graduations, closings 
BY JESSICA BOCK • jbock@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8228 stltoday.com | Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 12:10 am


With her phone's camera pointed at the stage, Tiara Johnson hardly stopped smiling as she recorded her son's fifth-grade promotion ceremony this week at his school, the Imagine Academy of Cultural Arts.

He was among those chosen from the 51 fifth-graders to give a speech. Just before the program began, she told him not to be scared. He was standing with the rest of class, and he told her to hush.

"We learned all the stuff we needed to go into sixth grade," Jamaal Gross said later on the stage, a few floors up at the charter school on Washington Avenue. "I am excited about sixth grade because we will be big kids."

Then, Jamaal's fellow fifth-graders continued their end-of-the-year program. There was a dance performance, singing, and the often-recited rhyme at graduations.

It was a bright spot in what has been an extraordinarily tumultuous year for the pupils and staff of Imagine charter schools.

But just where Jamaal and other Imagine pupils will be when the new school year begins has been the big question for Johnson and other parents from the buildings that officially closed this week as Imagine schools.

After years of questionable finances and academic failure, the State Board of Education unanimously voted to close Imagine's six St. Louis schools in what has been called the largest charter shutdown in the country.

The closures are displacing nearly 3,800 pupils and about 280 staff.

Under a plan announced last week, nearly half of Imagine pupils could end up at two schools created by St. Louis Public Schools specifically for them. The first would be at the Imagine Academy of Environmental Science and Math, near Chouteau Avenue and Grand Boulevard, where St. Louis schools is taking applications for 800 elementary pupils and 400 middle-schoolers. The second is for 450 high schoolers from Imagine, and will be at Madison School on Seventh Street.

With that offer, school district officials say they have received about 2,000 applications from Imagine families to attend district schools.

Charter schools report 75 enrollments from Imagine pupils.

But firm commitments at any school may not be determined until later this summer, or even until school starts in August. Many have filled out enrollment forms for multiple schools, but have not made a decision. Principals at the Imagine schools have recorded just 145 requests for student records to be transferred to a different building, according to the transition coordinator hired by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

Another enrollment fair for Imagine families is planned for 4 to 7 p.m. Tuesday at the Environmental Science and Math building, 1008 South Spring Avenue.

"We will be here, ready to assist them," Superintendent Kelvin Adams said.

The district also will conduct more interviews today of teachers who worked at Imagine schools.

At the Academy of Cultural Arts this week, with no working microphone at the fifth-grade promotion ceremony, a staff member had to shout so the crowd of about 150 could hear the pupils' names as they walked onto the stage to pick up their certificate. Another staff member handed out one program per family. There was no mention of the closure until the principal's ending remarks.

"This has been a trying year, and many of you have prayed with me and cried with me," Principal D'Anne Shelton told the families. "I'm going to miss my children."

She pointed out and congratulated one fifth-grader who she said scored advanced on state reading and math tests. She told the fifth-graders she looks at them and sees a room full of future doctors, lawyers, judges and architects.

Other Imagine schools also continued their usual end-of-the-year award programs and celebrations, despite the looming closure. But some parents said this week that they didn't send their children on the last few days.

"They're not really doing anything anyhow, and the school's closing," parent Zenetta Rhome said.

The Imagine schools are operated by a for-profit company, Imagine Schools Inc., based in Virginia. Charter schools are public schools that are tuition-free and operate independently of the city school system.

Greg Richmond, president and CEO of the National Association of Charter School Authorizers, said the success of the charter school movement depends on closing bad schools.

"You have to vet up front and be willing to close failing schools that continue to stay open," he said.

He said the Imagine closings and transition to new school could provide valuable lessons.

"Maybe there's a silver lining in this cloud," Richmond said. "The leadership displayed in St. Louis will be an example for other cities around the country — you can step in and do the right thing."

Johnson attended the first of three enrollment fairs organized for the Imagine families, hoping to find one school for Jamaal and his siblings. She said this week she thinks Jamaal will go to Gateway Math and Science, a city magnet school. But the attached elementary school told her it's unlikely they'll have spaces for her two other children.

"It's so frustrating," she said as she walked away from the Gateway table back in April. "I don't want to put my kids in just any school. If it closes, then I'm back at square one."

Romney allies outmuscle Paul forces at Missouri Republican Party convention
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

4:34 pm on Sat, 06.02.12

Missouri Republican supporters of likely presidential nominee Mitt Romney nudged out allies of renegade candidate Ron Paul in Saturday’s balloting at the state party’s convention to choose the final bloc of delegates to the party’s national presidential convention this August in Tampa, Fla.

The slate of 25 delegates includes six supporters of Rick Santorum, the former Pennsylvania senator who has dropped his own presidential bid and now backs Romney. The rest are committed to Romney, the former governor of Massachusetts who recently locked up his party’s nomination.

The shutout of the Paul slate belied the fact that his allies appeared to make up about 40 percent of the roughly 1,900 delegates who showed up to participate in the once-every-four-years proceeding, held this weekend at the Expo Center in Springfield, Mo. 

Of the 52 presidential delegates overall that Missouri will send to the GOP convention in Florida, only four will be committed to Paul. They were chosen during April’s congressional-district caucuses.

But Eric Vought, chairman of the Missouri Ron Paul Slate Committee, sought to put a positive spin on the loss. “I think we had a good fight of it," he said, referring to several close votes.

Vought noted that the performance of the Paul camp was far stronger than at the 2008 state convention, which he said was a signal to all Missouri Republicans that “we’re not a flash in the pan.”

Saturday’s Paul loss was somewhat expected after the state convention’s first key vote, which saw the Romney forces narrowly elect state Republican Party chairman David Cole as the state convention’s chairman. He defeated Paul supporter Brent Stafford of St. Charles.

Stafford set the conciliatory tone with concession remarks in which he praised Cole and the state GOP for rescheduling and overseeing a redo of St. Charles County’s Republican caucus, after the first one in March degenerated into a melee that prompted police intervention.

Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, later called the convention "exceedingly conciliatory'' and a sign that Republicans "are fired up to win in November."

Still, Saturday’s convention had its tensions.  Delegates battled at length over a noontime motion to take a break for lunch, which some Romney supporters viewed as a move to reduce their numbers so that the Paul allies could eke out a victory.

The Paul backers who had sought the break claimed that there was no ulterior motive, and that they were simply concerned about delegates with health concerns who needed to eat.

The move was defeated, and the convention didn’t break for lunch until 2 p.m. – after the Romney slate had won.

Prominent St. Louis Republicans make delegate list

The slate of delegates approved Saturday feature a number of prominent St. Louis area Republicans. They include:

· State House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka;

· State Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale;

· State Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles;

· St. Louis lawyer Jerry Hunter;

· Former state House Speaker Catherine Hanaway, R-Ladue, who’s among the alternates.

· Former U.S. Sen. Christopher “Kit” Bond, R-Mo., who now works for a St. Louis law firm.

· Thor Hearne, a St. Louis County lawyer active in national and state Republican affairs.

Hanaway’s re-emergence in Republican politics also was secured when the convention elected her as the state’s new committeewoman to the Republican National Committee, a powerful post.

A lawyer, Hanaway has been out of the limelight since stepping down in 2009 as the U.S. Attorney for Missouri’s Eastern District, a post she held under President George W. Bush.

But in February, she was honored as the state Republican Party’s Republican of the Year – an award that signaled that state party leaders see Hanaway as a potential future statewide candidate. She lost a bid for secretary of state in 2004.

Hanaway said in an interview Saturday that she plans “to be active on the RNC and try to make sure that I understand the new wave of people coming into the party” – an apparent nod to the Paul activists.

Their enthusiasm, said Hanaway, “brings a new energy’’ into the Republican ranks.

Keeping their loyalty, at least this November, could be a challenge.

Zac Cousins, a pro-Paul delegate from Greene County, said he was “a bit discouraged’’ by the distrust reflected in the battle over when to break for lunch.

Cousins emphasized that he is a loyal Republican – but he will not vote for Romney in November, because he sees the former governor as too liberal.

Cousins said he plans to write in the name of another Republican instead. He didn’t say who.

Platform re-ignites differences, as McCaskill shows up

After their late lunch, the delegates engaged in another Romney-Paul battle over the state party's platform -- which offers up philosophical themes along with specific stances on issues.

The conventioneers got into a prolonged fight over a motion to adjourn, with the Paul allies arguing that they wanted to continue discussing the platform -- even after a majority of delegates had approved the draft.

Matters up for discussion included a proposed constitutional amendment guaranteeing parental rights, and the proposed Fair Tax which would replace income taxes with a higher sales tax.

A provision in the platform calls for requiring photo IDs for voters, which Republicans say would guard against fraud.  A judge has blocked such a proposal from appearing on Missouri's November ballot, but some supporters of the measure -- led by state Rep. Shane Schoeller, who is running for secretary of state -- wore T-shirts promoting the idea, and circulated supportive fliers.

Although agreeing on many of the matters, Paul activists complained that the platform had too many pro-war references.

A Romney delegate declared at a mike, "We're not the Libertarian Party,'' generating cheers.

State House Majority Leader Jones also posted a disparaging Tweet, referring to the Paul forces as "Paulbots'' because they were continuing to press his views, even though Paul has suspended his campaign.

The platform was presented by state Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, who focused on its broader objective: "A call for a return to principles that made America great."

While conventioneers debated, one of the state GOP's top targets -- U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. -- held a campaign event nearby, where she decried her likely Republican rivals as "extreme."

All three -- U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman and St. Louis businessman John Brunner -- had addressed the convention earlier, to rousing applause.

All had jabbed at McCaskill over the federal budget, her late personal tax payments and her support for the federal health care changes, dubbed by the rivals as "ObamaClaire." The convention repeatedly cheered.

Romney wins majority of Missouri's convention delegates
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS stltoday.com | Posted: Sunday, June 3, 2012 12:15 am

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. • Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney won a majority of Missouri’s delegates Saturday, finally concluding the state’s complicated four-month selection process just days after he clinched his party’s nomination to challenge Democratic President Barack Obama.

Republicans who gathered at their state convention in Springfield approved a slate of delegates to the Republican National Convention in late August that includes 19 people bound to support Romney, the former Massachusetts governor, and six pledged to support former Pennsylvania Sen. Rick Santorum, who already has ended his presidential campaign.

When combined with the results of Missouri’s eight congressional district conventions in April, Romney now has received a total of 31 delegates from Missouri, compared with 13 for Santorum, four for Texas Congressman Ron Paul and one for former House Speaker Newt Gingrich.

Missouri’s delegate vote was somewhat anticlimactic because Romney’s victory in the Texas primary on Tuesday pushed him past the national threshold of 1,444 delegates needed to secure the Republican nomination, according to a count by The Associated Press.

Yet the Missouri Republican State Convention was not without contention. The slate of Romney and Santorum supporters — dubbed the Show Me Unity Slate — defeated an alternative championed as the Grassroots Life and Liberty Slate that would have allotted 16 delegates to Paul, nine to Santorum and none to Romney. The vote was 1,025-781, with the Romney-led slate carrying support from all regions of the state except from St. Louis and the Kansas City area, which went for Paul.

Romney was expected to prevail at the state convention, largely because he already had emerged as the likely Republican nominee. But Santorum carried every Missouri county during its non-binding primary in February, for which Romney did not campaign and for which Gingrich was not even listed on the ballot. Santorum’s Missouri primary victory helped boost his national campaign for a while, and both the Romney and Paul camps were dependent on Santorum supporters in order to put together a coalition at the state convention.

Jack King, 73, of Shell Knob, watched the Republican convention as a guest. King, who participated in tea party marches in Washington, D.C., in 2009 and 2010, said he considers Paul “too much to the extreme right.” He believes Romney’s private-sector business experience could help improve the nation’s economy.

“A businessman is the greatest asset we can have in government,” King said. “The president — the character we got — is way out of his league.”

Others are less enthused about Romney.

John Dilsaver, 54, watched the state convention as a Paul supporter. He voted for Obama in 2008, but has since soured on the president because of ongoing military conflicts and deficit spending, among other things. Yet Dilsaver is not sure whether he will support Romney in the November election.

“I’m more comfortable with Romney than Obama, but I haven’t heard Romney speak definitively enough on foreign policy in a way I can agree with,” said Dilsaver, a high school math teacher from Christian County. “These adventurous foreign wars are going to bankrupt us.”

Missouri’s means of awarding its Republican presidential delegates was complicated this year because of the desire by state party officials to comply with national party guidelines. Those rules sought to prevent a rush of early presidential contests by docking half the delegates of states that skipped ahead of certain other states on the election calendar.

By law, Missouri’s presidential primary is scheduled for February. The Republican-led Legislature passed a bill in 2011 to delay the primary until March 2012 in order to comply with the national party guidelines But Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed it while citing objections to unrelated parts of the bill. Nixon then added the issue to the agenda for an autumn special session. But divisions arose among Republican senators, and the second attempt to delay the primary failed to pass.

To avoid getting penalized by the national party, the Missouri Republican State Committee chose to use a March caucus system as a starting point for selecting its presidential delegates — leaving the $7 million February primary as a nonbinding public opinion poll. Those March caucuses were used to select attendees to eight congressional district conventions in April and the state convention Saturday, at which delegates finally were bound to support particular presidential candidates during the Republican National Convention in Tampa, Fla., on Aug. 27-30.

Mo. GOP Senate candidates bemoan loss of freedom 

Jun 2, 6:00 PM EDT

By DAVID A. LIEB 

Associated Press
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. (AP) -- Needing to distinguish themselves in a three-way primary, Missouri's top Republican challengers to U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill instead hit upon a common theme Saturday while appealing to the party faithful. Their message: Freedom is under attack in America.

Former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, businessman John Brunner and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin each were given a little less than 10 minutes in the spotlight in front of more than 2,000 delegates, alternates and guests at the Missouri Republican State Convention. They spent countless additional minutes in one-on-one conversations and shaking hands during a convention that marked a golden chance to win over some potentially influential party activists in a race where polls still show a significant number of Republicans are undecided.

As they have throughout the campaign, the Republican challengers repeatedly sought to link the Democratic McCaskill with President Barack Obama, blaming them for the nation's financial and economic struggles.

"Obama and McCaskill and other Washington politicians have strangled us - our family our children and children yet to be born - with a debt that is overwhelming and stifling and unsustainable," said Steelman, who drew the first speaking slot at the convention. She added: "Debt takes away our freedom."

Brunner told the audience: "Jobs are stalled. Freedom is stuck in reverse. It's a tough tragedy that we face."

Akin continued the freedom theme.

"Jobs are important and the economy is very important and both of them are under stress," Akin said. "But those are symptoms of a bigger problem, and that is an attack on your freedom and my freedom."

McCaskill, who held a rally later Saturday at a Teamsters hall in Springfield, said she agrees that government needs to spend less and enact only reasonable, commonsense regulations. But does she believe freedom is under attack?

"I do not. I feel pretty free," McCaskill said. She later added: "These are pretty extreme candidates."

The Republican candidates spoke primarily of economic freedom, praising the free-market system against a federal government that they said has become increasingly intrusive. They denounced Obama's energy and fiscal policies, for example, but made no public reference to the political battle over social freedoms, such as Obama's recent announcement that he supports gay marriage. All three of Missouri's top Republican Senate candidates have opposed gay marriage, and McCaskill said Saturday she has no quarrel with Missouri's constitutional amendment banning gay marriage.

Steelman pledged to file a balanced budget amendment to the U.S. Constitution as her first act, if elected. Akin touted a proposed amendment that would limit the growth of federal government to a percentage of the gross domestic product. Brunner touted a four-point economic plan focused on expanding domestic energy production, relaxing regulations, cutting corporate taxes and limiting lawsuits.

Saturday's focus on economic issues highlighted what many Republicans believe is their best path to not only ousting Obama in November, but to gaining seats in the U.S. Senate and House.

Among those observing the Republican convention was a representative of the Senate Conservatives Fund, a group founded by Sen. Jim DeMint, R-S.C., which is trying to decide whether to endorse a candidate in Missouri's Senate primary. The political action committee has the potential to generate between $250,000 and $1 million for candidates by bundling contributions from conservatives around the country.

McCaskill said her Republican opponents have gone too far in their limited government rhetoric, insisting that the federal government plays an important role in backing student loans, among other things.

"We've got three candidates who want to turn out the lights on the federal government," she said.

The Republican candidates said it was McCaskill who was out of touch with average Missouri residents.

"Government has become an industry and the Senate that used to be the last protection of freedom in this country has become nothing more than a club dominated by people like (Senate Majority Leader) Harry Reid and Claire McCaskill - wealthy, privileged and pampered - and they care more about protecting their own jobs and their own re-elections than they do about our country," Steelman said.

McCaskill was ranked as the 11th wealthiest senator by the Center for Responsive Politics, which runs the website opensecrets.org. But she would be surpassed by Brunner, who built a fortune through his family's health-care products firm of Vi-Jon Inc. Brunner already had contributed more than $2 million to his campaign by the end of March. But Steelman also has some wealth. She loaned her campaign $400,000 last year.

A few miles from Republican convention, McCaskill rallies supporters
June 2, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — Just a few miles away from the Missouri Republican Party’s convention in Springfield, a blue bus wrapped in “McCaskill for Missouri” pulled up to a campaign stop.

After three days of campaign stops, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat up for reelection for the first time this year, stopped at a union hall Saturday afternoon to rally supporters.

“They’re after me,” McCaskill said, referencing nearly $6 million worth of negative advertisements against her in the past year, including a new ad released this week by American Crossroads. Crossroads, alone, has spent nearly $3 million against her, and plans to continue their ads through the election. Their ads are in addition to spending against her from Republican rival John Brunner.

Pointing to the recent poll by Public Policy Polling showing her at about the same place she was a year ago when the negative ads started, McCaskill said she thinks the ads are not working.

“That’s what you call a big waste of money,” McCaskill said, “when you have not moved the needle.”

McCaskill, who is running for reelection as a “Missouri moderate,” blasted her Republican rivals as “extreme” with their views on entitlement reforms and in favor of increasing private sector involvement in student loan spending.

On stage at the Republican convention earlier in the day, all three of McCaskill’s leading rivals — Todd Akin, John Brunner, and Sarah Steelman — took on a similar tone, accusing McCaskill and other Democrats of taking part in limiting American freedom and raising the national debt.

McCaskill said she does not believe freedom is being limited and said she has supported legislation to cut back government spending.

Contraceptive health insurance bill awaits Nixon’s decision

Posted on Sat, Jun. 02, 2012 10:53 PM

By JASON HANCOCK

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

JEFFERSON CITY -- The fate of a bill allowing employers in Missouri to refuse to provide health insurance coverage for contraception, sterilization or abortion is in the hands of Gov. Jay Nixon, who over the years has managed to sidestep taking a stand on abortion legislation.

Two anti-abortion bills have been sent to the desk of the Democratic governor during his first term, and both times he took no action. Instead of signing or vetoing the bills, on both occasions he let a constitutional deadline pass that allowed them to became law without his signatures.

This time, however, the issue could have implications on the national stage. That’s because the Missouri bill is a direct response to a policy by the Obama administration that requires employers to provide health insurance coverage for contraceptives to employees. 

After a backlash, President Barack Obama modified that policy to require insurers — not religious employers — to bear the responsibility of covering contraception. 

But the change did little to dissuade Missouri Republicans, who on the legislative session’s final day overwhelmingly approved a bill that states no employer or health plan provider can be compelled to provide coverage of abortion, contraception or sterilization if doing so violates their religious or moral convictions.

The bill also authorizes the state attorney general to file suit in state or federal court to defend the rights granted in the legislation.

“This bill is about religious freedom and moral convictions,” said Rep. Sandy Crawford, a Buffalo Republican who sponsored the legislation in the House. “This is about sending a message to the federal government that we don’t like things rammed down our throat.”

Mike Hoey, executive director of the Missouri Catholic Conference, said the bill was his organization’s top legislative priority this year.

“This is not intended as a war on women or making birth control inaccessible to women,” Hoey said. “That’s not the point. The point is that people with moral objections shouldn’t have to pay for it.”

When asked about the issue in February, Nixon questioned the need for such legislation, since “we already have a strong religious and moral exemption on the books here in Missouri.”

Since then, however, the governor has remained quiet on the issue. When contacted last week, a spokesman for Nixon would say only that the governor was in the early stages of reviewing all the legislation passed by the General Assembly this year.

The last day for the governor to act is July 14.

Michelle Trupiano, public affairs manager for Planned Parenthood of Kansas and Mid-Missouri, said that in addition to making it harder for women to access contraception, the bill would put insurance companies on a collision course with lawsuits.

“It’s going to put insurance companies in a position where they have to be in violation of either state or federal law no matter what they do,” Trupiano said.

The federal policy already includes an expansive refusal exemption, she noted, which allows churches and houses of worship to refuse to provide birth control for their employees.

Hoey said Catholics understand that the religious liberty argument cannot trump public health concerns. 

However, “I don’t think contraceptives for contraceptive purposes rises to the level of overriding an employer’s religious liberty,” he said.

“Contraceptives, sterilization and abortion — these things are not health care, really,” Hoey said. “No one is going to die because they have to go somewhere else to buy their birth control pills. Pregnancy is not a disease.”

Abortion and sterilization have nothing to do with the federal mandate, said Elizabeth Nash, state issues manager for the reproductive health research organization the Guttmacher Institute. It pertains solely to contraception.

“What I find ironic is that when you provide access to contraception, you reduce unintended pregnancies and abortions,” Nash said. “Not providing these services makes no sense from a health perspective.”

Deciding when to become a parent is “about the most important decision a person will make,” Nash added. “Making sure the women, her partner and her family are healthy and ready to become parents is incredibly important. If we consider pregnancy health care, then we must remember contraception health care as well.”

Cost is often a factor that prevents many women from using more effective contraceptives, Trupiano argued. A lot of women choose the birth control pill over other types of contraception not because it is the best method for them, she said, but because it is the only method they can afford.

“Birth control is basic health care, and women should have access to it regardless of where they work,” she said. “Nobody is forcing anyone to take birth control or contraception.”

Much of the Missouri bill’s impact will be determined by the outcome of several lawsuits already making their way through federal courts, Nash said. Most importantly, the U.S. Supreme Court is supposed to issue its ruling on the federal health care law this month, a decision that could render the entire debate moot.

Dozens of Catholic institutions have sued the Obama administration to block the contraception mandate.

Trupiano said Planned Parenthood and its supporters have asked the governor to veto the measure and “will be pushing hard for a veto over the next several weeks.”

But Hoey said he was confident the governor would sign the bill, especially in a year he is running for re-election.

“I don’t think Jay Nixon is like President Obama,” he said. “I think he’s more in touch with Midwestern values.”

St. Louis preschool boom has fallout 
City schools • Windfall allows big expansion, providing free classrooms, day care for poor children. Private providers • Faced with smaller pool of kids, they question overall quality of early education.
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ST. LOUIS • Eighteen months ago, Sheryl Davenport's boss gave her a daunting task.

St. Louis Public Schools Superintendent Kelvin Adams directed the administrator of early childhood programs to open 25 preschool classrooms as soon as possible.

With the help of a $21 million budget windfall last year, Davenport did that and more. In the past year, the district has added 40 tuition-free preschool and special education classrooms for 3- and 4-year-olds, created and filled 740 preschool slots, and extended the school day to include before- and after-care for many children. Altogether, the school district hired 37 teachers certified in early education and increased enrollment in preschool by nearly a third, to almost 2,200 children.

The effort drew in parents such as Syrita Clerk, who enrolled her daughter Micaiah Green, 4, at Herzog Elementary after hearing about free preschool in a radio advertisement.

"It's free. It's all day," she said while volunteering at Herzog's field day last month. "Basically, she's getting more here than at home, and she's getting exposed earlier to an academic environment."

Children's advocates nearly all agree that preschool is important for children, particularly those from poor families. They cite research about enhancing critical brain development before age 4, and improved prospects for high school graduation.

But the move to quickly expand in St. Louis Public Schools has come with unintended consequences that have some wondering whether the expansion will fully meet its goal of boosting access to quality early childhood education.

Some fear that the free public school programs could drive out private centers, which rely on tuition — as well as a mix of state and federal funding — to serve children who might otherwise lack access to preschool.

Less than a block from Herzog, Hilltop Child Development Center has seen more than a 40 percent drop in enrollment.

"We've had just generations of families come back, but now we have competition," Hilltop director Jacqueline Williams said.

Hilltop is one of just four licensed and accredited child care centers in north St. Louis. It's been considered a beacon in the poor North Point Neighborhood for 30 years. The center, affiliated with Lutheran Family and Children's Services of Missouri, relies heavily on fundraising, corporate partnerships, United Way donations, and state and federal funding and grants.

Eighty percent of children receive some kind of subsidy to pay for the center's average tuition of $85 a week — half the market rate for a licensed preschool. At Hilltop, the average parent typically shoulders about $35 a week for a program that has free breakfast and lunch, a highly regarded curriculum, and services that include free medical and dental screenings. It's not just a center for kids, but for families needing emotional support, Williams said.

But its preschool classroom still could not compete with Herzog's free program. The center has had to lay off staff, and Lutheran Services decided it would fund the center at a higher level to ensure its future.

Directors of other preschools — including federally funded Head Start programs — say they, too, have had to scramble to fill slots in the wake of the school district's early childhood expansion.

CALL FOR COLLABORATION
No one is criticizing the school district's ambitious goal to create free preschool options for mostly poor children in the city.

But many say they wish there had been more collaboration between the district and existing providers.

Without it, they say, the new programs could fail in their effort to enroll more children in early education. Instead, children who were already getting services could be merely shuffled from program to program, pitting state and federally funded programs against each other.

"We need to have a larger systems conversation about enrollment and how do we strategically figure out where kids are and how we go about getting them placed," said Roderick Jones, CEO of Grace Hill, one of the main contractors for Head Start in the city.

Jones said the agency has faced challenges filling spots for the federal program.

"Without question, we had to really put on a press to meet the numbers," he said, noting that a free program automatically trumped their programs, which typically require parents to pay a small portion of tuition for care in the early mornings and later afternoons. "We had to dig to really reach parents who might not have enrolled children in preschool otherwise to fill our programs."

Likewise, a spokesman for the Urban League of St. Louis, which administers Head Start programs in the city, said the agency had to partner with other day cares to fill its preschool slots because parents had moved their children to the free public school program.

Although those slots survived, many of the smaller independent preschools and day cares in the city took harder hits, said Steve Zwolak, CEO of LUME Institute, a University City agency that offers training and consulting to early childhood programs, including St. Louis Public Schools. Zwolak cautioned that the next few years will be rocky ones for those centers, and potential closures could put needed infant and toddler care at risk. There is worry, too, that closures could threaten the availability of child care during nontraditional work hours, forcing more kids into poor caregiver situations.

Public schools in cities such as Chicago have taken a more coordinated approach, forging ventures with private child care centers or even home day cares so that they can serve as feeders to one another.

Davenport, of St. Louis Public Schools, said the district should not be criticized for being ambitious and acting quickly on a critical need. She said the district has yet to track where the new preschoolers are coming from, but has advertised extensively and used word of mouth within schools to recruit children who might not be getting any formal early childhood experience.

What district officials knew, Davenport said, was that far too many children were entering kindergarten unprepared to learn, and they had a waiting list of parents wanting preschool spots.

CONCERNS FOR QUALITY
St. Louis Public Schools' preschool effort was bolstered in November by a $21 million windfall from a $96 million court settlement of a lengthy legal dispute over the use of desegregation funds in the city schools.

The funding is available over a three-year period. But even before that cash was in hand, Adams had committed the schools to spending the district's general revenue — not state or federal grants — to expand preschool slots.

The investment also made strategic sense because it could drive more students to the district, which has had severe enrollment losses and school closures for decades. Indeed, preschoolers are the only growing population in the school system. In March, Adams told the District's Special Administrative Board that he expected K-12 enrollment to drop in the next school year by 683 students, to 22,785.

What remains to be seen is whether St. Louis Public Schools — stripped of state accreditation in 2007 — will deliver on quality.

Many in the child care field grumble that the school district is held to less stringent standards than the licensed private day cares that must follow established student-teacher ratios and various safety standards monitored by the state.

Under Missouri law, preschools and child care centers in schools may remain unlicensed. And because the district is using mostly its own money in most classrooms, not state or federal grants, those classrooms are not tied to outside quality standards or monitoring beyond basic guidelines established by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

Davenport said the district strives for quality by maintaining Head Start standards in all of its preschool classrooms. It follows a curriculum recommended by state education officials and has hired numerous consultants to train its staff, including Zwolak. She said the district plans to focus heavily on training teachers on the social and emotional development of preschoolers — generally considered a key component to a strong preschool program. And, Davenport said, the district hopes to license 11 of its classrooms next year so it can be eligible for outside funding.

Zwolak said he is optimistic but conceded that the district has years of work ahead to improve the quality of its classrooms. And there is worry the district will not be able to sustain the preschool classrooms when the desegregation money runs out.

Others say survival will ultimately depend on the quality of the school district's new programs and its ability to work with parents.

"I think it's wonderful that they want to see all the 4- and 5-year-olds receive free preschool," said Anne Kessen Lowell, executive director of SouthSide Early Childhood Center. "But if it doesn't have quality and a strong social-emotional component in the beginning, and it doesn't have support for families, it's not going to get the results they need for kindergarten."

Bill seeks longer yellow lights
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Drivers approaching a traffic signal should expect a minimum amount of time before the yellow light turns to red.

That’s the thinking of state Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, whose SB 611 would require the Missouri Department of Transportation to oversee minimal yellow light change intervals for all traffic-control devices.

“My goal was to ensure that we are making our intersections as safe as possible,” Lembke told Ride last week. “The overriding concern for me was in relation to intersections and municipalities that are using red-light enforcement cameras. There was a rumor they were shortening the yellow times to write more tickets.”

Say it ain’t so. This would be incredibly unfair, wouldn't it?

Lembke, a longtime critic of red-light enforcement cameras, said requiring a minimum yellow-light time would not address his primary concerns about due process rights and equal protection. But it’s a start.

Red-light cameras typically capture the license plate of purported red-light runners. It’s the car’s owner and not necessarily the driver who receives a ticket in the mail. The tickets generally cost about 100 bucks to settle.

Lembke points out that at state highway intersections where red light cameras were present, the number of photo enforcement tickets went down dramatically after yellow lights were lengthened.

If his bill is signed by Gov. Jay Nixon, it would be left to MoDOT to oversee the standardization of yellow lights at all traffic intersections in the state, he said. Minimum yellow light times would vary based on the intersection layout and other factors.

“There is a formula,” Lembke said.

The interval times would be in accordance with “nationally recognized engineering standards” contained in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices.

Last year, MoDOT embarked on a review of roughly 2,000 traffic signals on state-controlled roads and highways with the intent of slightly lengthening the timing at many of them.

The review was sparked by a national study encouraging traffic engineers to give more consideration to vehicle stopping distances at traffic signals.

“At least if we are going to talk about safety ... it has been shown that if you lengthen the yellow lights, it will make the intersections safer,” Lembke said.

UPTICK IN AIR TRAFFIC
Passenger boardings at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport increased 3.6 percent over the same time last year. Almost 509,000 passengers boarded planes in April.

It was the fourth straight month of passenger boarding growth, airport officials said.

“The numbers certainly support what we witnessed in April at Lambert with healthy business travel as well as a strong spring leisure travel season,” said Airport Director Rhonda Hamm-Niebruegge.

NEW I-270 LANES
As you may have read last week, MoDOT crews will close Interstate 270 twice on Tuesday to begin blasting away at the rock formations that stand in the way of widening the highway.

MoDOT will add one lane in each direction between Manchester Road and Interstate 44 — although the new lanes will be somewhat narrower than what are there now.

The extra lanes can’t come soon enough for at least one motorist.

Brian Carosone, 38, director of engineering for a Clayton company, has spent many years driving from south St. Louis County and Jefferson County to Clayton. His conclusion: There’s really no good route to get there and I-270 is a “disaster.”

“For the past 16 years, I have avoided 270 at all costs,” said Carosone, who has taken different surface streets between home and work. Recently, however, those routes have been cut off by different construction projects.

So he wrote to MoDOT’s St. Louis district engineer, Ed Hassinger, and three state lawmakers with an idea to turn one northbound lane and one southbound lane into “reversible” commuter lanes. The idea would create one additional northbound lane in the morning and one additional southbound lane in the evening.

Hassinger wrote him last week to tell him about the extra lanes that are on the way. Carosone said he is hopeful that MoDOT’s fix will solve the problem.

We’ll all see soon enough.

Q. Can you tell me why there is construction work on the Jefferson Barracks Bridge every spring and summer? I don’t understand why this bridge repeatedly needs work every year when most others never have any construction work. It is very disruptive to the Illinois drivers who have to deal with the lane closures that occur as a consequence of this work.
— Vito Mantese
I can tell you why there is work going on this spring and summer. During a routine bridge inspection, MoDOT crews discovered that four strands of the bridge cable had frayed and needed to be replaced, said Michelle Voegele, the state’s area engineer for southwest St. Louis County. Moisture also had deteriorated some lateral bracing so that too needs to be replaced. The project should be wrapped up by early July.

Almost half of tornado-affected residents have left FEMA housing 

June 2, 2012

 By Andra Bryan Stefanoni

 JOPLIN, Mo. — The trailer occupied by the Billy Martin family has almost been emptied of all possessions.

Theirs is one of 194 units in Officer Jeff Taylor Memorial Acres provided by the Federal Emergency Management Agency to those who had lost homes in the May 22, 2011, tornado.

Now, 100 trailers remain in that FEMA “neighborhood.” In all, there are 301 households occupied in the 13 FEMA sites set up in the area. That’s down from 586 households.

Much has changed for the Martin family in the past year. The Martins not only lost their home to the tornado, but Billy Martin lost his job as a dishwasher at Casa Montez after it too was destroyed. His wife, Terri, fought a bout with depression, and 8-year-old Savannah was struggling in school.

But the Martins had one main objective after the tornado: They planned to return to Springview Garden Apartments at 22nd Street and Michigan Avenue by this summer — providing it had been rebuilt.

It has, and on Monday the Martins will move back home.

“The only difference will be our address, which was 1726 W. 22nd, but now will be 1736 W. 22nd Apt. 1, Building 2,” said Terri Martin, who already has it memorized.

The Martins also have succeeded in rebuilding other areas of their lives. When Casa Montez reopened, Billy Martin returned to his job and was promoted to prep cook, which included a raise. The added funds have prompted him to consider one day applying for a Habitat for Humanity home.

Terri Martin was aided by charitable organizations in getting a pair of eyeglasses, and successfully completed her driver’s license examination.

Using their income tax return, they purchased a friend’s old van for $500, giving them more freedom through mobility. And Billy doesn’t have to ride his bike the 20 miles round trip to work unless he feels like it. Savannah, who improved her grades with the help of her family and teachers, is now focused on decorating her new room using a princess and Barbie theme.

“I’m going home,” she said as she showed off a box of dolls last week that she had carefully packed.

Billy Martin is looking forward to celebrating his birthday and their wedding anniversary in their own place on June 22.

“Some might look at what we’ve done as small things, but to me they were major accomplishments,” said Terri Martin. “We know we can accomplish anything now. We have come a long way.”

She credits representatives from agencies like Catholic Charities and Salvation Army with connecting the family to resources.

Challenges beyond housing

Those resources have played a key role in the success of those seeking to leave the temporary FEMA housing, according to Barb Sturner, an external affairs specialist with FEMA’s Region VII office in Kansas City.

Sturner has been to Joplin numerous times since last summer and has observed first-hand underlying issues that prevent individuals or families from obtaining housing.

“We’re very focused, as we have been, on making sure each family is pursuing viable housing options and if they’re not, or there is an impediment to that, like access to transportation in order to get to a job, we’re going to hook them up with disaster case management to look at their unique situation,” Sturner said.

Reasons vary greatly. Perhaps they don’t have enough in savings to pay the first and last month’s rent in advance as many apartments require. Perhaps they own a pet that survived the tornado, too, but can’t find an apartment that allows animals. Perhaps they are without health insurance and are putting all available cash toward medicine.

Volunteer agency liaison Jono Anzalone, who works with Joplin agencies to find longer term sustainable housing solutions for individuals and families, said that while FEMA provides numerous resources, “time and time again, that simply is not the long-term holistic recovery that individuals and households need after a disaster.”

“So many times, people really do think recovering from disaster is about housing and only housing. There are so many health and social service aspects not even thought about by the community until a year plus,” Anzalone said.

That’s why partnerships among agencies affiliated with the LTRC and Jasper County Community Organizations Active in Disaster have proven so vital, he said.

Demand for rentals

The fact remains, though, that apartments are in demand. At the peak of the housing effort, 586 individuals and families were provided temporary homes. Of those, 536 had been renters.

“There was really an appetite right after the tornado for volunteers rebuilding houses; what was really lacking from the dialogue was what to do about rentals. Only 50 of the 586 in the units had been homeowners,” Anzalone said.

By last week, 285 households had moved out and into long-term or permanent housing. Their FEMA units were moved to a staging area in Neosho for holding until they are auctioned; the Martins’ trailer will join them this week.

That leaves 301 households still living in temporary units, Anzalone said; of those, 217 are at the three community sites and the rest are spread among the 10 commercial sites.

Sturner, the FEMA specialist, said that it’s difficult to provide specifics on where they moved to.

“They are not required to tell us where they’re going. There is a process for them to leave in that they have to sign out and hand over their keys, and maybe they say where they’re going, but we don’t do a site visit to verify they’re actually there,” she said. “We just don’t have reliable data we can provide on that.”

Heather Gifford is among those still waiting for a home.

She and her husband, Todd Gifford, and their sons, Tommy Morris, 5, and Eric Gifford, 2, lost their home when the Oak Meadows Apartments in the 1500 block of South Michigan Avenue were heavily damaged.

The family has been living in a FEMA temporary housing unit on Fountain Road, where 27 units still remain of the original 53. A 138-unit affordable housing complex on South Michigan Avenue has been built to replace their former home at Oak Meadows, but the Giffords won’t be among those moving in.

“My husband had been laid off, but got his job back, so now we have too high an income for Oak Meadows,” Heather Giffords said. “We’re just searching, but there’s not a whole lot (available).”

Their challenge, she said, is that they over-qualify for low-income housing, but do not make enough money for other available housing. Their range, she said, is $300 to $650 per month.

John Joines, director of the Economic Security Corporation of the Southwest Area, described available rental housing as “still very, very tight market out there.”

He said many homeowners who lost homes didn’t have enough insurance money to rebuild, so they became renters, which saturated the market. More apartment complexes are coming online nearly every week, but many have increased monthly rates in comparison to before the tornado, making them unaffordable to some renters.

He predicted the city will see more available housing in about six to 12 months as some of the tax credit projects are completed. He believes they will be affordable to those still struggling to find housing, because public assistance is built into their rates.

“Then, we may have an easier market where people can find units. Right now it’s still tough,” he said.

Deadlines flexible

Those who remain in the temporary housing units have slightly less than six months left, although Sturner said the time frame is not a rigid one.

“When it gets close to 18 months, we’re going to look at how many households are moving out and how close are they to moving,” she said.

Carolyn Lehar, 71, who couldn’t wait to get back to a normal lifestyle, spent 10 months living in a FEMA trailer. Today, she is home. Neighbors who walk past Lehar’s front porch at No. 63 Redwood Gardens Apartments on Rex Street might think she has lived there awhile. She and her dog, Toi, greet visitors from wicker chairs amidst potted plants and outdoor decor.

But the neighbors know better, because most all of them are fellow tornado survivors who lived there before the apartments were flattened.

Lehar’s move back to the apartments on April 16 was circuitous. She had first moved there in 2006 after the loss of her husband, Kenneth Kruse, and loved the communal atmosphere of living with other seniors. She remarried a few years later. She and Bud Lehar lived in Neosho until his death in March 2011. Lehar sold their farm in an auction on May 14 last year, and was moving a load of belongings into her new apartment at 20th Street and Connecticut Avenue just after 5 p.m. on May 22 when the tornado leveled it. It was to have been her first night there.

She and Toi made their way back to Redwood Gardens Apartments on April 16.

“It looks just like it did before,” Lehar said of the newly rebuilt apartment complex. “Except for the storm shelter in the middle.”

The residents still gather to play dominoes and checkers in the community room, and they still greet each other while walking dogs or sitting on their front porches.

“That’s something I didn’t get out in the FEMA place,” she said. “I felt very depressed, very isolated. You’re just stuck there; you’re just camping.”

While not having her lifetime of possessions takes some getting used to, and she admitted to feeling overwhelmed at making yet another move, she feels like she is where she belongs.

“Most everyone who was here before has returned. We’re all family now. It’s good to be back home.”

Rep. Ellen Brandom kicks off campaign for state Senate

Sunday, June 3, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Rep. Ellen Brandom has a few distinct advantages over her opponent at this point in the race for Missouri Senate -- she's been campaigning longer, has raised significantly more money and has served in the Missouri legislature three times as long. 

Still, the Sikeston Republican said Saturday she would never label herself the front-runner. 

"I'm not ever that presumptuous," Brandom said. "I've certainly been working hard on this. I just don't do labels like that. Whatever happens, the best solution is to run like you're behind." 

Brandom hosted an open house Saturday at her new Cape Girardeau campaign headquarters on Independence Street, greeting 120 to 150 attendees, according to campaign organizers. Her event came two weeks after her opponent, Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, kicked off his campaign for the 27th District seat. The winner will be determined in the Aug. 7 Republican primary. 

Saturday's event comes nearly a year after Brandom announced she would seek outgoing Sen. Jason Crowell's seat, an event where she was introduced by Wallingford. But redistricting split the district for a time, pushing Brandom into a district that did not include Cape Girardeau County. That's when Wallingford announced he was going to run and he didn't back out when the final boundaries had he and Brandom in the same district. 

The 27th District is made up of Cape Girardeau, Scott, Bollinger, Perry, Madison and Wayne counties. 

Brandom, who spent 32 years as the owner of a petroleum distribution company, has served in the Missouri House since 2006, and Wallingford has served since 2010. She also has outdistanced him in contributions with $155,000 more total cash on hand than he does, according to quarterly campaign finance reports filed with the Missouri Ethics Commission. 

On Saturday, Brandom, 70, said creating jobs, loosening government regulations on business and protecting right-to-life laws would be her priority. She is perhaps best known for getting a bill passed that requires drug testing for certain welfare recipients. 

But Wallingford, an Air Force veteran with a background in the restaurant business and health care administration, said Saturday that he believes he has better name recognition in Cape Girardeau County, where 53 percent of the district's Republican voters live. That's why, Wallingford said, so many of Brandom's large political signs have begun popping up in recent weeks. Wallingford said he was even aware of a poll Brandom's campaign had conducted that revealed Brandom had low name recognition here and many Wallingford supporters. 

"I have a strong foothold in Cape Girardeau and Cape Girardeau County," said Wallingford, 65. "Only 12 percent of the voters come from Scott County. I think that's why we've held the Senate seat for the last 20 years." 

Wallingford noted that he has narrowed the fundraising gap somewhat, by collecting $61,140 from Jan. 1 to March 31, compared to Brandom's contributions of $36,255 over the same period. Earlier this week, Brandom contributed $25,000 to her own campaign, according to a state filing required to be reported within 48 hours. 

Wallingford has also called Brandom's voting record into question, pointing out that Brandom has been given a "mixed" rating by Missouri Right to Life. 

On Saturday, Brandom defended her record. 

"Since being a representative starting in 2006, I have always fought for the unborn and the life of the unborn," Brandom said. "As a senator, I will continue that fight." 

A campaign worker handed a flier to a reporter called "The Rating Problem at Missouri Right to Life" that called its ranking system "broken." The votes that the rankings are based on don't have anything to do with the pro-life agenda, according to the sheet. The problem centers on the funding of cloning. A three-page listing of Brandom's pro-life votes was also distributed that dated to 2007. 

The issue seems likely to emerge again throughout the campaign. 

Meanwhile, several of Brandom's supporters at the Saturday event said she is the best candidate. 

"She's done a good job as a rep," said Greg Boldrey of Sikeston, Mo. "I think she'll do a good job as a senator. She listens to everybody. She responds and she gets things done." 

Kristi King, the Cape Girardeau County coordinator for her campaign, said Brandom's jump start has given her candidate the edge so far. They've already bought television and radio advertisements and have had more time to go door to door, she said. She also thought Brandom's more time as a lawmaker makes her more qualified. 

"Six years versus two," King said. "That does mean a lot to people. She also has a good heart -- a servant's heart. She's also a walking bundle of wisdom." 

McCaskill: Court decision on gay marriage ban about states’ rights

June 4, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., expressed mild support for a federal appeals court’s ruling last week that the Defense of Marriage Act was unconstitutional.

In their decision, the panel of judges stated that the federal law banning same sex marriage was constitutionally flawed because it blocks states from defining marriage in a different way than the federal government.

Speaking with reporters in, McCaskill, who, has said in the past that she believes marriage is defined as between a man and a woman, said she agrees with the court’s ruling that the issue is one of states’ rights

“The way it has been crafted is one that I think most Missourians agree with the principles of limited government and states’ rights,” McCaskill said. “I think maybe on this particular subject, they want the Defense of Marriage Act, but I for one think it is much better for these decisions to be made at the state level like we have here in Missouri.”

McCaskill added that she thinks “it will be interesting to see how this states’ rights decision is handled by the Supreme Court because I think they are anxious to talk about a limited intervention with states rights when it suits their ideology.”

One of McCaskill’s leading Republican rivals, John Brunner, said Friday that he was “deeply disappointed” with the court’s decision.

“Marriage is one of America’s most sacred institutions and must be fiercely defended from activist courts and judges trying to legislate from the bench,” he said in a statement.

The issue is now expected to head to the U.S. Supreme Court, where the court’s conservative majority will decide on the law’s constitutionality.

Mo. Republican AG candidate to discuss veterans 

 Jun 4, 5:01 AM EDT

 JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Republican running for Missouri attorney general plans to unveil policy proposals aimed at military veterans.

St. Louis attorney Ed Martin on Monday was to discuss proposals for how the Missouri attorney general's office can help advocate for veterans and those serving in the military.

Martin served as the chief of staff to former Gov. Matt Blunt and is running against Livingston County prosecutor Adam Warren in the Republican primary. Democratic Attorney General Chris Koster is seeking re-election.

	Analysis: Veterans homes get money, others lose it 

Jun 3, 12:21 PM EDT

By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon visited every veterans nursing home in the state this past week to proclaim the good news: A new law will provide a dedicated funding source for the state-run homes, ensuring that aging and ailing military heroes can receive the care they need for years to come.

Left unsaid was another reality. The veterans are gaining only because others are losing state money.

Missouri officials didn't hit upon a new jackpot for veterans' homes. They merely gave veterans a pot of money that had belonged to early childhood programs, then shuffled the funding for childhood programs and other initiatives on a bet that the Missouri Lottery can cover the gap by generating a record amount of money for the state.

The Lottery has yet to say how it might actually do that.

Here's a look at some of the facts and figures behind the new veterans home law:

VETERANS

Missouri's seven nursing homes for military veterans have beds for 1,350 people, with a waiting list of about 1,700. Four out of every five residents are 75 or older and about half served during the World War II era, though the number of Korean and Vietnam veterans in the homes has been rising.

Veterans pay $1,800 a month to stay in the homes, typically tapping the benefits they get from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. But the residents' payments cover only about one-fourth of the costs. Veterans homes also get money from the federal and state governments. During the past decade, state lawmakers repeatedly tapped into the main trust fund for the Missouri Veterans Commission to help operate the homes. As a result, the fund balance fell from a high of about $80 million in 1999 to about $17 million today.

Veterans Commission Executive Director Larry Kay warned that the trust fund could be depleted by July 2013 unless officials came up with a steady source of money. Thus the governor and lawmakers made it a priority to find funding for the homes.

CASINOS

The new law enacted by Nixon relies on casino fees to finance veterans' homes.

Casinos already pay a $2 fee for every two hours that a patron spends at their facilities. Half of that money goes to local governments and the other half to the state. Until recently, veterans homes received $6.6 million annually from those casino fees, but the bulk of the money - more than $30 million - was earmarked by state statutes to early childhood programs.

The new law gives veterans' programs the casino fees that used to go to early childhood programs and instead says the early childhood fund will get $35 million annually from Missouri's share of a nationwide settlement with tobacco companies. The Senate Appropriations Committee has estimated that the veterans fund now could get more than $36 million annually from casino fees, though the exact amount will depend on the number of gamblers.

CHILDREN

Although the new law provided a new source of money for the state's Early Childhood Development, Education and Care Fund, it did not mandate that it be spent on specific programs. As a result, some early childhood programs got cut in the budget that takes effect July 1.

State funding was eliminated in the Department of Social Services for initiatives that provided grants to child care centers and Early Head Start programs.

Lawmakers used the money saved in those cuts to supplant general revenues in other programs. For example, public schools will get $145 million for their early childhood special education programs next academic year - the same amount as this year. But that total now will include about $14 million from the early childhood fund that had previously gone elsewhere.

LOTTERY

The Missouri Lottery is the linchpin of the complicated funding transfers stemming from the new veterans' home law. Although not explicitly stated in either the budget or the veterans home legislation, Missouri officials are counting on the Lottery to generate about $35 million more than originally expected. The plan is to plug that extra lottery money into education, thus freeing up general revenues to go to programs that had received tobacco funds before they were diverted to early childhood initiatives, which lost their dedicated casino fees to the veterans homes.

Can the Lottery actually generate an extra $35 million?

"It's going to be a challenge," acknowledged Nixon's budget director, Linda Luebbering.

Added Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer: "I believe there is a bit of a risk."

If the lottery money never materializes? The state would have to find $35 million in cuts, which could come from almost anywhere.

A recent report by consultant Brian Schmidt, a former director of the Legislature's Joint Committee on Tax Policy, declared: "Funding Bill for Veterans' Homes Threatens to Widen Hole in State Budget."

Yet heading into an election, Missouri officials readily swapped the financial stability of other programs for the financial security of the state's veterans' home.

"Veterans are sort of a constituency group that's easy to identify that enjoys support across the board," said Peverill Squire, a political scientist at the University of Missouri-Columbia. So Missouri officials "just sort of engaged in some wishful thinking in terms of concocting a scheme to direct some money toward a group that nobody wants to be seen as opposing."


New operator of Maplewood License Office hopes to promote organ donation 

BY PAUL HAMPEL phampel@post-dispatch.com > 314-727-6234 stltoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 4, 2012 12:00 am 

MAPLEWOOD • The nonprofit that now has the contract to run the busy Maplewood License Office hopes to use the opportunity to advance its cause — organ and tissue donation.

Mid-America Transplant Services was the beneficiary of the decision last week by the Missouri Department of Revenue to reverse its awarding of the contract to St. Louis County Council member Kathleen Burkett, D-Overland. The Revenue Department said Burkett's application failed to show that she had at least $105,000 in assets or credit, which was required of all applicants.

The Maplewood office, at 3238 Laclede Station Road in the Deer Creek Plaza, is one of the state's top revenue-producing fee facilities. Mid-America's president, Dean Kappel, said the group estimates that the operating budget for the office will be $360,000 a year, and that annual profit from the office would be about $60,000.

But Kappel said the charity will concentrate more on getting customers to sign up as organ donors than on generating revenue.

"It is through the license fee offices that most people sign up to be organ donors," Kappel said. "Right now, about 42 percent of licensed drivers are on the state's organ donor registry. And we have a lot of data that show that when a person signs up on the state organ donor registry, it makes the donation process go much more freely; families are a lot more accepting because that (signature) indicates a personal preference."

Mid-America was founded in 1973 and serves the eastern half of Missouri, Southern Illinois and 15 counties in northern Arkansas.

Locally, the group estimates that 1,200 people in its service area are in need of lifesaving organ and tissue transplants.

The charity has an annual budget of $39 million and about 110 employees, 90 of them in the St. Louis area.

In the charity's early years, most of its donations came from the victims of traffic accidents. But as those fatalities dropped with the development of vehicle safety features, as well as increased use of seat belts and helmets, most of Mid-America's donations now come from victims of strokes, Kappel said.

Mid-America has never operated a fee office, but Kappel said it will try to make the Maplewood location operate more efficiently.

"We plan to reorganize the footprint of the office to enhance the flow (of customers). We'll also do some things to make it look better, starting with a paint job," he said.

Kappel said the group hopes to retain the office's current staff and buy some of its equipment.

Burkett recently purchased that equipment for $15,000 in anticipation of taking over the office.

The decision to give the contract to Burkett drew controversy because Burkett had been in bankruptcy last year and owed federal income taxes dating to 2008.

Mid-America had initially finished second to Burkett in a bidding process for the Maplewood office that included seven other applicants.

In her application, Burkett had said she would return about $29,000 in revenue annually to the state from the operation. Mid-America had proposed giving about $63,000 back to the state.
Committee weighing options for MoDOT

Monday, June 4, 2012

By COREY NOLES ~ Daily Statesman

How important are good roads to you? 

This is one of several questions the Blue Ribbon Citizen's Committee on Missouri's Transportation Needs is asking Missourians to think about. 

Dexter's City Administrator Mark Stidham co-chairs the committee alongside Rod Jetton and Bill McKenna as well as 18 others from across the state. 

The committee began meeting in April when they learned about the challenges the Missouri Department of Transportation faces in years to come. 

"Basically, by 2015, the Federal Highway Commission and the Missouri Department of Transportation will be out of money," Stidham said. "The surplus they have operated on through the recession is almost gone." 

MoDOT's funding is based primarily on income from the state fuel tax. Since 1992, MoDOT has received 17-cents per gallon of gasoline or diesel fuel sold. That revenue is the same whether gas is at $2 or $4 per gallon. This money comes to MoDOT through the Highway Trust Fund, which has helped finance bridge and highway projects since 1956. 

Over the 20 years since, the cost of almost everything has risen dramatically. Asphalt has increased about 175 percent. Concrete has increased almost 200 percent per cubic yard. 

At the same time, the amount of money coming in to MoDOT has actually decreased due to more fuel efficient vehicles and people being more conscientious due to the price of fuel. 

According to MoDOT figures, Missouri ranks seventh of the 50 states in terms of the amount of highway in miles. The state ranks seventh from the bottom in terms of fuel tax to fund highway maintenance and expansion. 

What does this mean to the committee? 

The committee is looking at several different things. 

First, they are listening to groups and individuals share the needs for the roads in their region. These range widely from interstate expansion to dangerous curves to river port work. 

All of these things fall under MoDOT's jurisdiction, but as the money decreases, so is the output. 

Second, the committee is tasked with finding the solution to MoDOT's financial issues. Big projects take money. For instance, Stidham explained MoDOT plans to make I-70 three lanes across Missouri to alleviate congestion issues. 

Another area of concern is I-44 from St. Louis to Springfield. Simply put, road work is expensive. 

Does this mean more taxes? 

It's possible, but committee members believe there are other options. 

The most obvious option is to change the way the fuel tax is calculated. Instead of having it calculated by the gallon, have the tax be on the dollar amount. 

This method, Stidham said, would allow for inflation to occur while keeping MoDOT functional. 

"Could you live on what you did in 1992?" he said. "That's basically what MoDOT is doing. Utilities have gone up. Supplies and fuel have gone up and they're stuck at the same income." 

Another option is an increase in licensing fees when purchasing a new car. 

A third option is the possibility of toll roads in some places. Other states have had success with this method, but there is some reluctance to bring the practice to Missouri. 

"Missouri is the crossroads of the nation," Stidham said. "You can be anywhere in the country in two or three days from Missouri. Our highways are crucial to our economy and business not just within the state, but right here in Dexter." 

After the board's scheduled seven public meetings, they will meet among themselves to discuss and determine what their recommendation will be. 

The group will have its only Southeast Missouri meeting at 10 a.m. June 29 at the Show Me Center in Cape Girardeau. 
Lawsuits over Doe Run lead smelter could continue for years 

BY LEAH THORSEN •  stltoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 4, 2012 12:05 am 

In a St. Louis courtroom last month, attorneys geared up for a trial more than a year away that will center on whether 17 children allegedly poisoned by the lead smelter in Herculaneum can prove their ailments deserve compensation.

The lawsuit is one of several that could involve hundreds of plaintiffs in the next few years.

The trial is slated for July 2013. Two years will have passed since a jury ordered former owners of the Doe Run smelter to pay $358 million to 16 plaintiffs who said they suffered health effects from lead poisoning that the company knew existed.

That award was on top of a confidential settlement reached before the trial with the smelter's current owners, Doe Run Resources Corp.

The former owners have appealed the verdict.

Decades ago, the smelter filled the air of the company town with particulate matter so heavy, it sometimes made it impossible to see even across the street.

But it also has been a core part of the town's identity, providing jobs and tax revenue since it was built in 1892 by the St. Joseph Lead Co.

It's the only primary lead smelter in the country.

Herky, as residents call it, is still a quiet, working-class city spread out below the 550-foot smelter smokestack. But the smelter's reputation has changed in recent decades. Homes within a buyout zone around the smelter have been demolished, and it has been blamed by federal and state environmental officials for contaminating streets, yards and houses, and putting the health of local residents at risk.

Lead is a neurotoxin that interrupts normal brain development and has been linked to behavioral problems in children. Adults can tolerate higher levels of lead than children but can still suffer health problems.

"A lot of people had been there for generations, and they were never warned of any dangers," said Maxine Lipeles, co-director of Washington University's Interdisciplinary Environmental Clinic and senior law lecturer. "It's not really the citizen's job to figure out if this operation is safe. They figure that's the government's job."

UNKNOWN DOLLARS
Lawsuits with claims of adverse health effects linked to lead exposure have been making their way through courtrooms in Jefferson County, St. Louis and St. Louis County for well over a decade.

A suit filed in 1995, believed to be among the first against the smelter alleging lead-related ailments, dragged on for 15 years before a settlement was reached.

While there's no way of knowing how much money has been awarded to plaintiffs in these cases — most settlements are confidential — rare glimpses into the outcomes emerge, such as a $55 million settlement reached in April.

The settlement in that lawsuit, which was filed in 2001, includes about $46 million representing the value of 453 properties had they not been contaminated by lead.

Two local firms — Gray, Ritter and Graham in downtown St. Louis and Newman, Bronson and Wallis in Maryland Heights — are handling most of the claims.

Maurice Graham, one of the attorneys who won the $55 million settlement, said hundreds more people could sue if other cases get class-action status. He said the legal actions could continue for four years.

One trial scheduled for April seeks damages on behalf of seven people who, as children, lived near St. Francois County chat dumps, which are waste from processing.

The current owners of Doe Run will not be defendants in that case, or in the July 2013 trial, said Tammy Stankey, a Doe Run spokeswoman. She would not elaborate.

Mark Bronson, who represents the plaintiffs in the July 2013 trial, said he has about 60 plaintiffs in pending cases against the former owners and about 50 in cases that have been resolved. The current owners have settled his cases, he said.

He represented the plaintiffs in the $358 million verdict, the first such case to reach trial. The lawsuit centered on the plant's operation from 1986 to 1994 under former owners Texas-based Fluor Corp., Virginia-based A.T. Massey Coal and Missouri-based Doe Run Investment Holdings Co.

Because the defendants are appealing, the plaintiffs have not received any money.

Bronson said he thought the large judgment would spur the smelter and its former owners to settle, but attorneys on the other side continue to mount vigorous defenses — even hiring off-duty police officers as private investigators to question potential witnesses.

In a hearing last month in St. Louis before Judge Dennis Schaumann, Bronson argued that the private investigators were "harassing and intimidating" potential witnesses. He asked the judge to stop such behavior.

Bronson told of a process server who approached a teenager on the parking lot of his school in an effort to reach the boy's mother. He said a Des Peres police officer who also works as an investigator for the private investigative firm Mid-West Protective Service showed up at a family's home with a badge on his belt and carrying a gun.

"We're entitled to go to anybody's home and ask what questions we want to ask," said Keith Phoenix, who represents former owners of the smelter.

Phoenix argued that it would be "more comforting" for a police officer to appear than say a heavily tattooed man on a motorcycle. Schaumann has not ruled on Bronson's request.

EARLY LAWSUIT
Bronson was one of the attorneys who won a settlement in 1992 with companies that handled dioxin in Times Beach, where more than 2,000 residents were evacuated after the industrial waste product was found on town roads.

It was that victory that sparked his first lawsuit against the smelter. Brenda Browning called him after learning of the settlement. She grew up in Herculaneum and started her own family in the house where she grew up, about a block from the smelter.

"It was a nuisance, but growing up in Herky, you were told and believed that if you didn't work at the plant, there was no harm," said Browning, who now lives in Festus. Doe Run has since bought her old home and demolished it.

In the early 1990s, when her three children were young, she asked her pediatrician whether she should have their blood tested for lead. When the doctor asked where she lived and she told him Herculaneum, the doctor told her to move, Browning said.

She called the smelter to complain when her children's eyes watered because of the dirty air and she found dead birds in her yard. But nothing happened. She sued in 1995 and got a settlement in 2010.

Her kids all had elevated levels of lead in their blood and required tutors to help them in school, she said.

Browning, now 51, said she was made to feel like she was to blame for living so close to the smelter.

"In those simple times, we didn't question things," she said. "The information wasn't out there like it is nowadays."
Hartville gets state, federal money for sewers 

 Jun 4, 5:01 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The south-central Missouri town of Hartville is getting a combination of state and federal grants and loans to improve its wastewater system.

The DNR said in a release that Hartville is receiving a $100,000 state loan that will be used along with a $134,000 federal grant for the improvements, which include building a new lift station and installing new metering equipment. About 1,000 feet of sewer line will also be replaced. The project is expected to be completed in September.

Hartville, a town of about 600 residents in Wright County, will cover the rest of the cost, which is estimated to total about $238,000.

The DNR said its water protection program will administer the state loan funds.

MISSOURINET
Romney takes majority of MO GOP delegates
June 2, 2012 By Mike Lear 

A Majority of Missouri’s delegates to the Republican National Convention have gone to Mitt Romney.  At the GOP State Convention in Springfield, 19 delegates were bound to support Romney and 6 for Rick Santorum. 

Combined with the results from district conventions held in April, Romney will receive 31 delegates from Missouri, 13 will go to Santorum, 4 to Ron Paul and 1 to Newt Gingrich.

Of those candidates, only Romney is activley campaigning. 

The National Convention is in Tampa Bay, Florida in August.
Roadside farming coming (AUDIO)

June 4, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Drivers on some of our state highways might find farmers, not state transportation department crew workers, cutting roadside weeds. They’re farming, making hay. They’re helping stretch limited state transportation department dollars by cutting weeds by the roadsides at a time when the departament is cutting back on the number of weed-cuttings it does this summer.

For several years the department has let farmers turn roadside weeds into hay.  They can’t just take their equipment out to any old stretch of road at any old time. State Maintenance Engineer Beth Wright says they need department permission. There’s no fee.   They can’t work on the big highways—the interstates and high-volume state highways–because of concerns about slow-moving equipment. 

Travelers in some parts of the state are more likely to see roadside farming than others–areas that are hit by drought, where farmers run out of hay from their own fields, for example.  Wright says roadside haying is more likely to be done in the flatter or rolling hills areas than it is likely in the Ozarks-areas where the roadsides are steeper. 
 
AUDIO: Wright interview 2:53

BLOG ZONE 
McCaskill Calls Crossroads and US Chamber of Commerce “Front Groups” for Anonymous Anti-Claire Cash
Michael Mahoney
20 pounds of Headlines
For the second straight day, Missouri Democratic incumbent Senator Claire McCaskill blasted third-party groups spending heavy money to unseat her.

Both the conservative ‘Crossroads GPS’ political group and the US Chamber of Commerce are running ads in Missouri either attacking McCaskill (Crossroads) or boosting one of her potential GOP opponents (US Chamber).

In at interview on KMBC TV with this reporter, McCaskill said “they are just front groups”.

“The US chamber of Commerce is a front group?” she was asked.

“Absolutely. They are taking the money for these ads and they’re promising the people who are writing the checks they’ll remain anonymous.”

McCaskill said Missouri voters deserve a campaign better than that.

One of McCaskill’s main campaign themes through the late spring has been the collection of 3rd party money that has lined up against her bid for re-election.

A poll released earlier this week had McCaskill in very close races with each of the three potential Republican candidates she may face in the fall. None of the Republicans are well-known throughout Missouri.

Missouri Republicans will choose between Rep. Todd Akin, businessman John Brunner and former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman in an August primary.

McCaskill also told KMBC that the ‘Crossroads GPS commercial, called ‘Obama-Claire’, is a lie.

She says she has never voted to cut Medicare benefits as the commercial charges.

But the Democrat says she did vote against a measure involving the Medicare Advantage program. That’s an additional Medicare program offered by private insurance companies.

“I have voted consistently to cut the profits of the insurance companies on Medicare Advantage,” McCaskill said, “because the seniors are getting any value for it”. Government studies show the Advantage program increases the costs of medicare rather than reducing them.

The KMBC report looked at the accuracy of the GPS commercial.

It called the claim McCaskill’s vote in support of the Affordable Health Care Act resulted in “cutting a half trillion dollars in Medicare spending”, misleading.

The health care law calls for $500 in savings by slowing the growth in Medicare over a decade. The changes are in the future. They do not affect Medicare enrollees now. Much of the changes will be in the money to Medicare providers, not people getting Medicare benefits.

EVEN IN POLITICS, TRYING TO PLEASE EVERYONE IS A MISTAKE 
Posted 6/1/12
Between the Lines 

by Ivan Foley

Landmark editor
After the recent angry meltdown by a high school government teacher who doesn’t have a grasp of the concepts he is supposed to be teaching, a comment shared here last week from the elected mayor of Tracy who clearly doesn’t grasp the concept of the public’s right-to-know, and a phone call this week from a civics-challenged reader whose concept of community doesn’t go beyond the city limits, I’m starting to believe we should do a brief weekly civics course right here in Between the Lines. Could be fun and a good refresher course for all of us at the same time.

Taking it under advisement.

******

Always remember, never forget: The power is with the people, not the elected. You are the boss of them. Not the other way around.

*******

Summer isn’t always thought of as a politically-active time, but be on alert. This summer is an exception. There is a Republican primary for first district Platte County Commissioner, a seat currently held by Kathy Dusenbery. The incumbent is being challenged by a woman with an impressive resume featured in a recent front page Landmark story, Beverlee Roper, municipal judge of Weatherby Lake.

One interesting insight into the campaign that has been brought to my attention by some folks close to Betty Knight, former presiding commissioner, is that the pro-Knight crowd is no longer considered a pro-Dusenbery crowd. Knight and Dusenbery were considered very friendly when they served together on the commission in 2009 and 2010. Somewhere along the line, feelings have changed. It’s not likely Dusenbery (if she even realizes it--you never know with Kathy) or Knight will confirm it publicly, but some of those folks close to Knight are confirming it with confidence.

In a recent conversation, I asked a close friend/ardent supporter of Knight if it’s true many loyal Knight followers will be jumping on the bandwagon for Dusenbery’s challenger. “Unless she’s a serial killer, yes,” the Knight backer said in a no-nonsense way.

After an extensive interview with Roper recently, I feel The Landmark can safely report she is not a serial killer. So there you have it.

This creates an interesting predicament for Dusenbery. When first elected, her self-described “progressive” approach to government didn’t win her fans with the more conservative members of the Platte County Republican party. In recent months, apparently in an effort to make herself a more attractive candidate to conservatives, Dusenbery has been in lock-step with Jason Brown, who in the past enjoyed broad support among the local conservative crowd. So with this, Dusenbery may have created a scenario where she is suddenly vulnerable. There are folks in the conservative crowd who don’t consider Dusenbery a true conservative (think of her unabashed support for an $80 million half cent park tax that many folks think should have been cut in half to allow for some of that $80 million to go to core government services like law enforcement) and there are folks in the ‘moderate’ GOP crowd who are mad as hell she has become so chummy with Brown.

These are the ingredients for what will be a lively summer campaign. 

I’m told a Roper vs. Dusenbery ‘forum’ or ‘debate’ has been proposed by the Platte County Pachyderm Club for July. Roper excitedly accepted. At last check Dusenbery had not yet confirmed.

Forum or no forum, The Landmark will be covering the campaign as it unfolds. Stay tuned.

******

The Landmark in recent weeks has spent time with two of the three serious contenders for the Republican nomination for U.S. Senate. You noticed we had an article on former state treasurer Sarah Steelman a few weeks back, and this week Congressman Todd Akin came into our office for a pow-wow. Both Steelman and Akin are saying the right things. It would seem the most conservative candidate will have the best chance of coming out on top in the August primary, and both are trying to paint themselves as the most conservative. The Landmark will have a visit with the third serious GOP candidate, John Brunner, in the coming weeks. Winner gets to tangle with Claire McCaskill in the November general election.

******

A shout out to the Platte County Federated Republican Women’s Club for inviting me to speak with them at their meeting earlier this month at Platte Woods.

If you’re curious and wanting to gauge what is on the public’s mind, the first two topics to come up when I opened the floor to questions were: 1. The controversy surrounding the construction management bid of J.E. Dunn at the county. 2. Partisan politics in public schools.

There were other topics that came up, of course, but those were the first two subjects from the mouths of the ladies, who asked great questions and made for an enjoyable time of current events discussion.

******

Time for my periodic urging to get readers where they need to be to become the most informed as possible. If you’re still one of the reluctant folks who have not yet embraced the social media known as Twitter, you need to get off the mark and just do it. There’s a whole new world of timely news, information and fun waiting for you. Jump on board now at Twitter.com/ivanfoley.

One of the gripping highlights on Twitter this week has been the efforts by former Royals great George Brett to find his family’s lost dog, a Labradoodle named Charlie. Brett, a newbie to the social media, used the Twitter to plea for the public’s help in finding his beloved pet.

Charlie is black in color, swings from the left side, hits the fastball better than the curve, and is good in the clutch but has been known to use too much pine tar. 

Steve Stoll nominated, again, for spot on Public Service Commission 

BY LEAH THORSEN • lthorsen@post-dispatch.com > 636-937-6249 stltoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 1, 2012 12:33 pm

A former Democratic state lawmaker from Festus who also served as Jefferson County's director of administration is getting another crack at becoming a member of the commission that regulates Missouri's utilities.

Gov. Jay Nixon today appointed Steve Stoll to the state's five-member Public Service Commission, which sets rates and policies for the state's investor-owned utilities. It also regulates the mobile home, modular unit and recreational vehicle industries.

Nixon first appointed Stoll to the commission in December, but withdrew that nomination in February.

Members of the commission must be confirmed by the Missouri senate. Stoll's first nomination never got that far.

Stoll was to replace former Democratic lawmaker Robert Clayton, who was named to a state appeals court, the Associated Press reported. Another spot opened on the Public Service Commission with the resignation of Jeff Davis, who previously was an aide to Republican lawmakers.

Senators said they supported Stoll's nomination but wanted Nixon also to appoint a replacement for Davis. Information on a replacement for Davis was not immediately available.

Stoll served three terms in the Missouri House and two terms in the Senate from 1993 to 2005. He was the Jefferson County director of administration for more than two years after working as the Festus city administrator from January 2005 to April 2009.

Nixon appointed Stoll for a term to end in 2017.

TKC EXCLUSIVE!!! BOTH SIDES OF THE SEN. KIKI CURLS BLACK HEALTHCARE COALITION EVENT CONTROVERSY!!! 

Saturday, June 02, 2012


First of all, let's do a little housekeeping. 

Here are the two posts that we have featured so far regarding the Black Health Care Coalition walk/run scheduled for today: 

First, we featured EXCLUSIVE testimony regarding a free police detail to guard equipment.

The, we provided an update about that detail being cancelled.

Now, we've heard back from VERY INFLUENTIAL people connected to this story . . . We've even heard that Missouri State Sen. Kiki Curls was kinda peeved at the whole thing.

Real Talk: TKC's greatest joy is giving local politicos headaches. 

Here are the facts . . .

There's talk about police funding and free protection . . . Read the officer's testimony closely. He isn't referring to the whole event but merely a detail to guard equipment overnight that was subsequently cancelled. 

THANK TO AWESOME TKC TIPSTERS we've seen the invoices and plan for the upcoming Black Health Care Coalition Run scheduled for today and this includes multiple payments for security. 





More importantly, nobody claimed otherwise . . . Except in the comments which is pretty much like a madhouse where chaos rules. 

Again, the testimony of the "perturbed" officer was about a specific detail . . . That was cancelled AFTER the conversation we had on this blog.

Other sources have told us that this arrangement is how the event has always worked and was instituted back when Chief Corwin was in charge. 

Still . . . What I think is important here is that even complaints about use of resources STILL NOTED THAT THE BLACK HEALTHCARE COALITION EVENT IS A GOOD THING FOR THE COMMUNITY!!!

Nevertheless . . . As Kansas City faces increased austerity, every civic organization should be prepared to face increasing scrutiny regarding their use of public resources for even something like an overnight police detail. That was the premise of the testimony and I don't have any regrets with publishing the IMPORTANT perspective. 

What's more interesting is that we are having these debates about resources at a neighborhood level YET AT CITY HALL AND AMONG KANSAS CITY'S ELITE THERE IS A SPENDING SPREE GOING FULL SPEED FOR TOY TRAINS, DOWNTOWN HOTELS AND SO MANY OTHER EXPENSIVE AND TAXPAYER FUNDED PROJECTS!!!

Think about that for a second . . .

KCPD Officers working late night shifts are thinking about the City's resources, neighborhood groups looking to improve the health of the community are more than willing to offer transparency regarding their spending . . . BUT AT CITY HALL OUR ELECTED LEADERS ARE ENGAGED IN A GREAT MANY NEARLY SECRET VOTES AND SCHEMES TO SPEND TAXPAYER CASH!!!

Amid this important debate about City resources . . . That inconvenient fact provides another glimpse at the disparity between neighborhoods and our local government. 

Appeals court will hear Jamilah Nasheed residency case next week

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 stltoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 1, 2012 10:15 am

ST. LOUIS • State Rep. Jamilah Nasheed's political future will hang in the balance next week at an appellate court hearing to decide whether she meets the residency requirements to run for State Senate.

That the St. Louis Democrat does not currently live within the boundaries of the 5th District, which she is seeking to represent, has not been contested.

Rather, the issue is Nasheed's interpretation of Article III, Section 6 of the Missouri Constitution, which lays out, vaguely perhaps, the requirements for office in years, such as this, when district boundaries have been redrawn.

The state constitution declares that if a district has not been "long established," a candidate must have lived for at least a year in the "district or districts from which the [new district] shall have been taken."

Nasheed believes she is eligible to run in the 5th because the new district will take in part of the 4th District, where she currently lives.

Incumbent State Sen. Robin Wright-Jones has challenged Nasheed's right to run against her, arguing that Nasheed must actually live with-in the boundaries of the new district to run — not simply reside in any part of an existing district that will cede some territory to the new district.

Last month, a circuit court judge agreed with Wright-Jones, saying any other interpretation would yield "absurd results" and lead to "electoral district shopping."

Nasheed vowed a swift appeal, which she has made good on. The state's Eastern District Court of Appeals — a rung below the state Supreme Court — has agreed to hear the case next Friday, June 8.

One of the judges will be Republican Kurt Odenwald, who served 16 years on the St. Louis County Council.

Odenwald's political experience may help the court understand the time urgency at hand.

Already, the ballot uncertainty has made it difficult for Nasheed, Wright-Jones or a third contender in the Democratic primary, State Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, to wage a conventional campaign.

Absentee voting for the Aug. 7 election begins June 26, leaving little time between next week's appeals court ruling and the deadline for the ballots to be printed.

As it stands, Nasheed name's has already been removed from the ballot. The question is will it stay that way.

UPDATE: Nasheed has received a boost from Attorney General Chris Koster, whose office has filed a brief in support of her argument.

Missouri texting ban should apply to all drivers
Posted on Fri, Jun. 01, 2012 04:55 PM
COMMENTARY

By JENEÉ OSTERHELDT

The Kansas City Star

Rachel Gannon was texting and driving and listening to music. 

Dangerous as it is, it’s something many of us do. A Harris Poll study found that more than 1 in 5 drivers with cellphones send or read text messages while driving. I answer my phone. I make calls. Sometimes I dare to check texts, but I don’t have the skills to send them. None of us does. 

It takes too much focus off the road. And all it takes is a second for accidents to happen. 

When Rachel got behind the wheel on Sept. 26 and sent a text, things happened in a flash. Her car swerved off a Northland road. She tried to regain control but ran into a Nissan Altima instead. Loretta Larimer, a Camden Point great-grandmother, had to be cut from her car. She was pronounced dead at the hospital. 

On Thursday, 16-year-old Rachel plead guilty to second-degree involuntary manslaughter, third-degree assault and violating the 2009 Missouri law that prohibits motorists 21 or younger from text-messaging. 

She was given five years probation, will serve 72 days of house arrest and perform 300 hours of community service. She also was fined $200 and sentenced to 48 hours of “shock time” in the Platte County jail for texting while driving. I believe her sentence is fair. I believe this will change her life, and she will never drive while distracted again. 

But what about the rest of us? What will we learn from this tragedy? Rachel’s mistake is not hers alone. 

According to the Missouri State Highway Patrol, cellphone usage while driving contributed to more than 1,780 traffic crashes in Missouri in 2009, more than any other form of distracted driving. In the first half of 2010 alone, there were 791 cellphone-related crashes. The result? Eight fatalities and 239 injuries. 

It’s an issue to be taken as seriously as drunken driving. Yet only 10 states ban talking on cellphones while driving. And 38 states ban texting while driving in some form. Kansas bans everyone. Missouri? Just the under-21 set. And this is where we have a problem. 

An adult could have easily been in Rachel’s driver seat. Teens are not the only offenders. A Pew study found that nearly half of adults text while driving. This is not a teen problem. This is a driver’s problem. 

“I think we all could be more attentive on our driving,” Rachel’s lawyer, Brian Gaddy, told Fox 4 News. “I think there is a message here for the community at large, and that’s to be more careful when you’re driving. So I think hopefully maybe some good could come out of a tragic case.” 

Missouri has to make the next move. It’s time for the no-texting-and-driving rule to become a blanket law for all drivers. Age doesn’t make you capable of watching the road and your phone at the same time. The anti-texting campaign has to kick it up, “click it or ticket” style. 

But I’m not waiting. I’m putting my phone down while I drive. Both AT&T and Sprint have apps to help break the habit of distracted driving. Using GPS, the software determines when someone is driving, and locks the device. It sends automatic responses to texts and forwards calls to voicemail. Only emergency contacts and 911 can override the lock. Otherwise, it blocks phone usage. 

No conversation is worth a life. Texting and driving? Hang it up.

Who is behind 'Drudge'-style smear site against Peter Kinder? 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • jwagman@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268 stltoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 1, 2012 4:15 pm

ST. LOUIS • On Friday afternoon, an email was sent to reporters alerting them to a new website, the "Kinder Report."

The site — done in the bare bones text-and-links style of the Drudge Report — features some notable headlines about Republican Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, whose second-term travails emboldened a challenger from within his own party, State Sen. Brad Lager.
On the bottom of the site, reads a tagline that it is "Not authorized by any candidate or candidate committee."

Internet domain records show that KinderReport.com is registered to one Jefferson Thomas. 

Jefferson Thomas is the name of a young political operative who is now working on Lager's campaign to unseat Kinder.

But "Jefferson Thomas" is also the name, or, at least, the pseudonym of a poster on the Democratic website, Fired Up!, that wrote about Kinder, including a post that uses the same photo as the new Kinder website.

On Friday, Thomas, the Lager aide, denied any link to the Kinder online smear.

"I don't know where that website came from," Thomas said. "I hope you find out and let me know."

Within a few hours, the Twitter account for the Kinder Report had already been suspended, which generally reflects a violation of Twitter rules.

State law requires all printed material produced by a campaign to contain a "paid for by" disclaimer, a rule that the Ethics Commission recommends campaigns follow for web sites, as well.

The three questions that will decide the 2012 Senate race
Posted by Aaron Blake at 12:20 PM ET, 06/01/2012
The U.S. Senate is very much in play in the 2012 election.

In fact, it’s so much in play that Guy Cecil, the executive director of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, recently remarked that there was a 50 percent chance Republicans will reclaim the chamber.

To us, that seems about right. While Republicans’ chances were certainly better before Sen. Olympia Snowe (R-Maine) announced her retirement and Sen. Richard Lugar (R-Ind.) lost his primary, they’ve still got a great shot at winning the four seats (or three, if they win the presidency) to effectively control the Senate.

But with upwards of a dozen or more races looking potentially competitive right now, paying attention to every race is nearly impossible.

So The Fix, in true Fix fashion, has distilled the battle for the Senate down to three key questions, after the jump.

* What’s the down-ballot effect? 

One interesting thing about the 2012 Senate campaign — as we’ve noted before — is that most of the top races are outside of the swing states. That means the presidential race matters.

But just how much does it matter?

Sen. Scott Brown (R-Mass.), for instance, would probably be doing significantly better if there were no presidential race on the ballot in dark-blue Massachusetts. 

Likewise, Democrats including former senator Bob Kerrey of Nebraska, former North Dakota attorney general Heidi Heitkamp (N.D.) and Sens, Claire McCaskill (Mo.) and Jon Tester (Mont.) will all have to significantly over-perform the top of the ticket in states where Obama could lose by wide margins — perhaps double digits. Ditto former Hawaii governor Linda Lingle (R), who may be the best example of all in President Obama’s birth state, where the president took 72 percent of the vote last time.

In 2008, Obama’s success at the top of the ticket certainly helped now-Sens. Kay Hagan (D-N.C.) and Jeff Merkley (D-Ore.), who, despite being little-known state legislators, knocked off incumbents. 

* How do GOP candidates pan out? 

Republicans have a lot of opportunity but also a lot of candidates who have something to prove. This group includes insurgent primary candidates such as Indiana state treasurer Richard Mourdock and Nebraska State Sen. Deb Fischer, who are still expected to win after knocking off establishment-favored candidates. The same goes for Rep. Rick Berg (R-N.D.), whose personal approval ratings aren’t great.

But if the GOP loses races like these, it’s already lost the majority.

The bigger questions when it comes to control of the chamber are Florida Rep. Connie Mack, Ohio state treasurer Josh Mandel and the crowded fields of candidates in Missouri and Wisconsin. The uncertainty in the latter two states in particular — the Missouri GOP primary is a jumbled mess, while former Wisconsin governor Tommy Thompson faces several opponents and has problems on his right flank — will go a long way toward determining whether Republicans have the number of pickup opportunities they need to take the Senate.

* How big (and expensive) is the map? 

If Arizona and Indiana come into play, the GOP’s task of gaining a majority becomes much tougher. And if Hawaii, Florida and Ohio come into play, Democrats will have a really hard time holding the majority.

If all of them come into play, we are in for a Senate election the likes of which we have rarely seen, with nearly half of the 33 seats being genuinely competitive.

The more seats that come into play, the more money and strategy matter at the national level, and the more those parties will be begging donors to send money to Senate races instead of the presidential contest.

Republicans have a big edge in super PAC spending, and if the map gets really big, Democrats will likely need to pick up the slack. On the other hand, Democrats have more incumbents and experienced candidates to rely on.

Keep an eye on these three things, and you should have a pretty good idea in which direction things are headed.

To the line!

10. New Mexico (Democratic-controlled): Rep. Martin Heinrich (D) faces a primary fight on Tuesday but is expected to win easily. Former congresswoman Heather Wilson will be the Republican nominee and is, without question, the GOP’s strongest candidate and best chance to win statewide in the Land of Enchantment. But this is New Mexico in a presidential year, and it remains to be seen whether Wilson can overcome what is expected to be a victory for Obama. Still, she has done everything right to this point and has a history of running very credible campaigns in a tough House district. (Previous ranking: 8)

9. Virginia (D): The good news for former senator George Allen is that he didn’t run into a serious tea party primary challenger, and he’s virtually assured of winning the GOP nomination 11 days from now. The bad news is that the last few polls here have shown Obama holding on to a lead in the Commonwealth. We’ve said it before and we’ll say it again: It’s hard to believe that Obama voters would cross over to vote for Allen. We expect this Senate race to closely mirror the presidential. (Previous ranking: 9)

8. Wisconsin (D): We’ve been a little slow to the party in moving this up the GOP’s list of top-tier targets, but we’re starting to believe a little bit. That’s in no small part thanks to Gov. Scott Walker’s (R) strength in next week’s recall and Mitt Romney polling neck-and-neck with Obama. Early Senate polls also show the GOP with a lead; the problem is that the party is headed for a rough-and-tumble primary, while Democratic Rep. Tammy Baldwin is amassing lots of money. Still, we should consider this one a toss-up. (Previous ranking: 10)

7. Nevada (Republican-controlled): The latest NBC/Marist poll shows Sen. Dean Heller (R) and Rep. Shelley Berkley (D) tied. No surprise here. Worth noting, though: Berkley is only winning Hispanic voters 57 percent to 39 percent. In 2010, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid took 69 percent of Hispanic voters. Berkley will have to do better with Latinos to beat Heller. (Previous ranking: 7)

6. Massachusetts (R): It’s been a rough month for Elizabeth Warren, who continues to struggle to get out from under questions about when she told her employers that she had Native American heritage. Warren won’t lose the election to Brown because of her ham-handed handling of this issue, but it suggests that she remains an inexperienced candidate embroiled in the highest-profile Senate race in the country. Brown is running as a nonpartisan, airing ads touting Fenway Park and retiring Red Sox players (not kidding) that make zero mention of his party. It’s a smart strategy but one Warren won’t let him get away with for long. (previous ranking: 6)

5. Montana (D): New month, same race. Tester has a cash-on-hand edge of roughly $1.5 million over Rep. Denny Rehberg (R). But aside from that, the race is about as close as close can be in every measurable category. Tester launched an ad playing up how he brings Montana beef with him to Washington; Rehberg responded with an ad saying Tester brings Washington “baloney” back to Montana. Montana could well be the contest that decides which party controls the Senate, but it is decidedly low on the national radar at the moment. (Previous ranking: 5)

4. Missouri (D): Sen. Claire McCaskill (D) continues to get pummeled by the outside GOP group American Crossroads, which just went up with another new ad coining the term “ObamaClaire.” (Get it? Obamacare?) She’s hoping to use general dislike of super PACs to her own advantage, but it’s a tough strategy, since voters rarely decide based on campaign finance arguments. A Democratic poll released early last month showed her leading all comers, but all other polling has shown she has a tougher race in front of her. (Previous ranking: 4)

3. North Dakota (D): Democrats have released two polls – one from the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee and one from the state party – showing Heidi Heitkamp leading Rep. Rick Berg by five points. And the only independent poll – which had Berg up seven points – appeared to have some methodological problems. What’s clear: Berg will not sail into the Senate. While it might be tough to call this is a toss-up, it’s certainly not a done deal for the GOP in a conservative state. (Previous ranking: 3)

2. Nebraska (D): Democrats are trying to spin Deb Fischer’s GOP primary win as a boon to Bob Kerrey. After all, state Attorney General Jon Bruning was the better-known, better-funded GOP candidate in the race. But Fischer does not have any of Bruning’s negatives, which are a big reason he lost the primary. As long as Fischer doesn’t have any skeletons of her own, Kerrey's slim chance at victory may have gotten even slimmer. (Previous ranking: 1)

1. Maine (R): We know two things here. First is that former governor Angus King (I) is a heavy, heavy favorite, leading in the only public poll of this race by more than 30 points. And second, we are pretty darn sure that he won’t caucus with Republicans. If both hold true, this will grace the top of our list for the remainder of the election cycle. (Previous ranking: 2)

Kansas City LGBT Activist Sarah Gillooly Takes An Early Lead In The 24th District Missouri State Rep. Race!!! 

Monday, June 04, 2012
Take a look at the first video clip in the race for Missouri's 24th District centered in Downtown Kansas City, Missouri . . .

First . . .

TOP LEVEL TKC TIPSTERS TELL US THAT THE KANSAS CITY DEMOCRATIC PARTY ELITE LIKE THE CHANCES OF LOCAL LGBT ACTIVIST SARAH GILLOOLY IN HER MISSOURI HOUSE REP. RACE!!!

In fact, most of the Democratic Party elite seem to be supportive of her campaign for the 24th District spot as evidenced by a local Donkey group providing a nice interview clip with soft lighting and even softer questions.

Ms. Gillooly is great but this interviewer serving up softballs isn't doing her any favors.

There's not much time for the campaign so hearsay and gossip i.e. TKC's specialty is going to rule this vote while Steve Kraske thinks of something to write before his JoCo weekend retreat. 

Anyhoo . . . With two Pride Fests this weekend, Ms. Gillooly taking an early lead in this election and just a quick survey of condo dwellers . . .

LGBT VOTERS SEEMINGLY DOMINATE DOWNTOWN KANSAS CITY, MISSOURI!!!

It's an interesting fact reflects a rare change in Kansas City Demographics that are usually just about racial dividing lines.
Rep. Dave Hinson: ‘Necessities Done’ in 2012 Session 

State Rep. Comments About Just-Concluded Legislative Session

Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 8:00 am | Updated: 3:29 pm, Fri Jun 1, 2012. 
By Keith E. Domke, St. Clair Missourian Editor The Missourian | 
State Rep. Dave Hinson believes the Missouri Legislature was successful in accomplishing the “big three” tasks it is charged to do each year.

Hinson, a St. Clair Republican who represents the 98th District, said he basically thought the 97th General Assembly got the necessities done.

“We did a good job on what we’re constitutionally required to do,” Hinson told The Missourian earlier this week. “We balanced the budget, we’re paying our public debt and we funded public education. Anything on top of that is gravy.”

The state’s operating budget for the fiscal year that begins on July 1 totals about $24 billion. Its approval was one of 114 bills approved by the legislators during the 2012 session.

Hinson, named the freshman legislator of the year last year, finished his second year as a member of the House of Representatives last month. He said he was better prepared for the session this year.

“I felt I had my feet on the ground and was more ready to go,” he said. “But because of that and because I was more involved in the processes this year, there were times I got more frustrated. I know the disagreements happen quite often, but it’s frustrating to see the fighting that takes place, especially in your own party.”

He said that was his biggest disappointment of the session.

“Republicans control both the House and Senate,” he said. “And there was so much back-and-forth talk between the leadership and so much grandstanding against each other. The chambers had different ideas, and a lot of times they couldn’t get together and decide. That was very frustrating.

“There’s always a lot of compromise. It’s a big thing, and we do a lot of it,” he said. “But, we don’t want to push bills down each other’s throats, Republicans or Democrats, if they have good things for all of us to consider.

“We always need to see where everyone is and always consider what’s best, no matter whose idea it was.”

Specifically, Hinson said his goal this year was to do a better job of being better involved.

“Last year, I wanted to hit any part of the target,” he said. “This year, I knew how to better hit the bull’s-eye.”

Specifics
As far as the budget, Hinson said despite a decline in revenue, he was happy with the outcome.

“I think we did a pretty good job with what we had to work with,” he said. “I thought overall it was a pretty successful budget year. We fought against raising taxes and tried to do things that would help the economy. We worked hard to help businesses and helping with job retention.”

As far as the school funding formula, Hinson said most districts should expect similar funding for the upcoming fiscal year.

“The funding formula is still well short of where it should be,” he said. “We failed to accomplish a foundation formula fix, but we did add $5 million to the formula.

“It will be up to DESE (Department of Elementary and Secondary Education) on how to handle the distribution of money.”

Locally, the representative said schools should be able to hold their own.

“Most of the districts in my district shouldn’t be hurt too awfully bad,” Hinson said. “They may take a hit, but it shouldn’t be as bad of a hit as it could have been or what may have been expected. Coming into this year, we were expecting a $212 million shortfall but most of that was because there is no federal stimulus money.

“Because of that and because of what we tried to do, we expect most districts to experience flat funding this coming year.”

Hinson also said a resolution was passed that would prevent additional tax burdens from being assessed to farmers.

“With agriculture our No. 1 industry in the state, we passed several pro-ag bills to protect our farmers and the people who work on farms,” he said. “Farming remains a way of life. We need to take proactive steps to help them.”

Hinson also said a bill was passed that allows Franklin County, as a Class 1 county, to set up a municipal court system.

“This will help get ordinance violations processed and heard,” he said. “It will take some of the burden off of circuit court. Some cases are so far down the docket that they never get heard. Establishing this will help.”

Hinson also commented on why he went against his party line and voted against a bill passed by the Legislature that will modify the way the seven-member Appellate Judicial Commission is put together. The constitutional amendment will have to be approved by voters in the fall before it becomes law.

According to information from the General Assembly, the act would increase the number of individuals who the commission nominates for vacancies in the Supreme Court or court of appeals from three to four, and the act replaces the judge member of the commission with an additional member appointed by the governor.

“Basically, this takes the Supreme Court justice off the commission and gives the governor four picks,” Hinson said. “So now the governor would have the majority of the selections and depending on who the governor is, he or she could have it slanted. It could be one-sided and have the most liberal judges appointed.

“The philosophy would be if the governor has control of the commission, he would appoint judges with the same mind-set.”

Currently, a panel comprised of three gubernatorial appointees, a judge and three attorneys chosen by the members of the Missouri Bar submit a list of three finalists to the governor to fill vacancies on appellate courts. The governor then appoints one of them to the bench.

The measure that passed the Legislature this year gives the governor four choices instead of three while also adjusting the nominating commission by adding the additional gubernatorial appointee. Hinson said the governor’s choices do not need Senate confirmation, and that if passed by the voters, all seven members now could be attorneys.

“The governor has the ultimate power to control the board,” Hinson said. “These judges make important decisions and oftentimes set case law.

“I don’t like that all members of this commission now can be attorneys depending on who the governor is and that there is no Senate confirmation for his or her choices.” 
Mitt Romney’s top political adviser: Mitt Romney

By MAGGIE HABERMAN | 6/4/12 4:33 AM EDT Updated: 6/4/12 9:56 AM EDT 

When George W. Bush ran for president in 2000, there was never any question about who his political maestro was: Karl 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/tag/karl-rove" \t "_blank" Rove, the man later dubbed “Bush’s brain.”

Mitt Romney, well into his second, more successful presidential 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/2012-election/mitt-romney/index.html" \t "_blank" run, still has no Rove-like figure — an all-seeing adviser engineering the entire, increasingly sprawling, political apparatus. But aides and insiders say there is someone very much in charge — and that would be, for better or worse, Mitt 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/tag/mitt-romney" \t "_blank" Romney.

Romneyworld consists of a set of interlocking circles, created during his time in business and in government, tied together by a campaign manager with a clear mandate over the operation but with the candidate himself at the center. According to the basic presidential political playbook, that’s risky; staffers always say their boss is in charge but also always worry about a candidate who’s too immersed in the nitty-gritty details. Nomination narratives are full of cautionary tales about candidates who couldn’t see the proverbial strategic forest because they obsessed over every decision, creating a leadership vacuum.

But the CEO-structure of Romney’s campaign reflects a central belief set by campaign manager Matt Rhoades and adhered to by others that staff should not be the focus of attention — and it reflects the management style that has made Romney successful in the past.

“(Romney) likes a pretty horizontal organization where there’s a number of different inputs into him,” said former Missouri Sen. Jim 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/tag/jim-talent" \t "_blank" Talent, a Romney ally and surrogate. “He fields information so quickly and he has such a strong frame of reference that he knows what questions he wants to ask.”

“You have a group of people there that are mature, collaborative, [there’s] very little personality conflict and turf-fighting and the like.” said former Minnesota Gov. Tim 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/tag/tim-pawlenty" \t "_blank" Pawlenty, who has become a key Romney surrogate. He credited Romney, saying the way the campaign functions reflects the personal approach of the former Massachusetts governor.

“I think it’s remarkable because the campaign is really high-functioning, and part of the reason it’s so high-functioning is because Mitt has assembled a group of seasoned [operatives],” he added, saying they have experience “coming to a team conclusion and executing it as a team.”

“Gov. Romney has put together a very strong campaign organization that shows he is ready to take on the Chicago-style politics of the Obama campaign,” said Louisiana Gov. Bobby 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/tag/bobby-jindal" \t "_blank" Jindal.

One advantage Romney has enjoyed is continuity. The core of his 2008 staff remains largely the same. And the various groups now linked together under Romney 2012 Inc. have, at different points in Romney’s life, worked together, eliminating some of the tensions that crop up with new additions when primary candidates become their party’s nominee.

There are, for instance, the Boston power center composed of Beth Myers, Eric Fehrnstrom and Peter Flaherty; the business power center represented by longtime adviser and friend Bob White; a fundraising power center featuring “sixth son” Spencer Zwick; and the personal power center of longtime friends and family of Romney.

Messaging is something of a collaborative effort among a senior group of advisers but is identified heavily with Rhoades and admaker Stuart Stevens, who also does most of the speech writing.

The latest sphere of influence is Ed Gillespie, the former Republican National Committee chairman and George W. Bush insider who joined the campaign at the beginning of April as a top adviser. Gillespie has become much more involved in the operation but has avoided stepping on the toes of other key players. He has worked with Rhoades — unequivocally cited by all involved in the campaign as the person calling the shots — as a co-ringmaster who works to tie the different circles together.

Seen initially as a force who would primarily be a nod to donors and institutional players in Washington with whom Romney has the barest of connections, Gillespie is playing much more of an active role on calls and in meetings (he now has a desk at the campaign’s Commercial Street headquarters in Boston).

Romney’s involvement is particularly strong on the policy side, where he has little desire to step back, according to a number of people. He is a power center of his own who takes input from his wife, Ann, and sons very seriously. His oldest son, Tagg, is in frequent contact with his father, even though he’s not traveling much, sources said.

“That exact analogy is one that people used a lot four years ago, that there wasn’t a Rove-like ([igure] that would call all the shots,” said one Romney insider, referring to the candidate’s 2008 campaign. “And there is nobody with that title. You’ve got people like Stuart and Eric to some extent, and Matt, who are all playing parts of that role. And you’ve got Mitt, who is much more tightly involved in strategy and thinking, having been through it, than he might have been four years ago.”

Yet the insider said the current team is taut, with a clear core group that makes decisions along with the man they all call “The Gov.”

“There’s a lot of collaboration, but at end of day it’s generally Stuart, Matt, Beth and the Gov,” said one source familiar with the setup.

Sen. John McCain had no Rove-like figure either, although it was clear who his three closest aides were — Rick Davis, Mark Salter and Steve Schmidt. However, that was on the second iteration of his shaken-up 2008 campaign.

Several people interviewed said the different clusters of Romney advisers is preferable to having an adviser act as overlord, and they function well together in a model that replicates the one Romney has tended to follow throughout his career, soliciting a range of opinions before ultimately making a decision.

Tom Rath, the former New Hampshire attorney general who advised Romney’s Granite State campaign, said it’s “a really tight, well-functioning group that shares a vision about how this has to work. And there’s a plan and people stick to it. (It’s) the essential core of the campaign.”
Romneyland is in the midst of a rapid build-out that has prompted questions from outsiders about who is running things. Some express concern about the Romney team’s hierarchical structure.

“I really don’t know who’s in charge,” said a prominent Republican who has begun working with the campaign. “Is it Matt? Is it Stu?” Another Republican was under the impression that the person at the helm is really Eric Fehrnstrom, who’s described as best understanding “Mitt’s voice.” Fehnrstrom works closely on messaging with Gail Gitcho, the communications director.

But if the structure and who’s in charge are unclear to outsiders, it’s clear internally with the core group that’s been there throughout the campaign.

Talent, like many interviewed, said the campaign structure is simple: Rhoades is in charge, but everyone has a clear task, and there is little of the fiefdom-building and tension that characterized the McCain campaign.

“They’re staffing up now a lot,” said Talent. “There’s a lot of flux in the organization, and I think it will take a little time to work itself out as new people come in.”

As for Romney, Talent said, “He is very much in control, but he also understands that the role of a candidate.is not to run the day-to-day operations of the campaign.”

In a political era in which general consultants tend to be the true power behind the throne and the campaign manager plays an in-name-only role, Rhoades has defied that model.

“I think … what you see is pretty much what you’re getting. Matt is the campaign manager,” said Talent. “In any Romney organization, you’re going to have people that are good at running things.

Matt certainly delegates, as far as I can tell.”

There were reports of tension between Rhoades and Stevens at times during the lengthy primary slog, but a number of people attributed it more to different styles than anything else. Rhoades, a former opposition researcher, tends to shun the press and is task-oriented, while Stevens is now heavily focused on the creative aspects of messaging and strategy.

There have been moments of drama, but they’ve been rare. Romney is known to have been livid over a New York Times piece, which ran three days before the Florida primary, that elevated the role of staff. The “EtchA Sketch” gaffe by Fehrnstrom and the circumstances surrounding the clearly light vetting of foreign policy spokesman and avid Twitter user Ric Grenell garnered more headlines than any staff issue for Romney’s campaign this cycle.
Also heavily involved are White, Romney’s former Bain Capital hire and close friend who has worked with him in his past races and at the Salt Lake City Olympics. White has Romney’s trust as much as anyone internally, and his influence can’t be overstated, though he is nowhere near as visible as Fehrnstrom, the cable-TV presence, or Stevens, who is also well-known.

There are other tiers of input. There is Ron Kaufman, who became close with Romney as a key Massachusetts GOP political figure, and who frequently travels with the candidate. Rich Beeson, the political director, has a clear mandate, as do deputy campaign manager Katie Packer Gage, lawyer Ben Ginsberg (who has served as a liaison with other campaigns) and pollster Neil Newhouse. So does policy director Lahnee Chen. Advisers Brian Jones and Kevin Madden playing roles in media and in bridging the campaign to Washington .

And there are still others who, outside the Rhoades-Stevens-Fehrnstrom-Myers-White nexus, have deep ties to Romney.

Zwick, the head of the governor’s fundraising operation, has become as close to Romney as almost anyone in his political operation. Zwick is, like Romney, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and is known for a no-drama approach to raising money.

There are others who share Romney’s faith or are longtime friends, and who play supportive roles in the campaign.

One example is Bill Marriott, who is more at the edge of the campaign but is something of a cheerleader. Another is former Utah Gov. Mike Leavitt, an LDS member who is playing a more active role and has emerged as a central player in planning Romney’s potential presidential transition.

Yet Romney remains at the center of all of these webs. An example of how involved and aware he is on issues of process — and, to some extent, how much umbrage Boston takes at the Obama campaign’s clear disdain for their abilities — was on display Thursday, when Romney talked at length to reporters about why his campaign sent supporters to disrupt a David Axelrod news conference in Massachusetts.

Al Cardenas, head of the American Conservative Union and a Romney supporter since in 2008, said, “He’s as hungry for details as any candidate I’ve ever seen. The enormous respect they have for him is that he works harder than anyone else. And you know, he stays focused. He always wants the latest update.”

Romney not only makes sure he has approved all op-eds that have his name on them, Cardenas said, “he writes most of them.”

He consults on almost everything with his wife, and the family’s sentiments on specific topics remain very important.

“I think there’s a common denominator with Mitt’s campaign since the 2008 primary. It’s a compact, disciplined group that’s very loyal to Mitt Romney. And as far as presidential campaigns go, it’s one of the most resolute campaign groups I’ve ever seen,” Cardenas said.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Funding for Veterans' Homes 

Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 6:00 am | Updated: 2:58 pm, Fri Jun 1, 2012. 
Gov. Jay Nixon Thursday signed legislation to provide a dedicated funding source for Missouri’s seven homes for veterans. The action by the General Assembly and the governor has to be a note of comfort to the 1,300 military veterans in the homes.

The legislation ensures that the homes will have the resources to provide the quality care needed in the next fiscal year.

House Bill 1731 increases the transfer amount from the Missouri Gaming Commission Fund to the Veterans’ Commission Capital Improvement Trust Fund, providing a dedicated annual funding source of $32 million for ongoing operations of the veterans homes and cemeteries. This action will help avoid a revenue shortfall and will fund maintenance expenses.

This legislation had bipartisan support in the General Assembly. Members recognized the need. Gov. Nixon also recognized the importance of this legislation for our veterans.

We applaud our lawmakers and the governor for enacting this vital funding for veterans.

Reports of Looting a Disappointment 

Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 6:00 am | Updated: 2:57 pm, Fri Jun 1, 2012. 

Four Missouri National Guard soldiers were involved in looting while on duty in Joplin after the tornado struck about a year ago. An investigating officer has recommended they be demoted, but records that were made public do not reveal what type of discipline they received.

The Guard said three specialists and a sergeant admitted taking items from debris at a Walmart store. The Guard said the soldiers thought the video game players, a camera and other items were going to be dumped with other debris. The combined value of the items taken was listed at $354. The items were returned after the looting became known to the Guard.

The Guard did not immediately provide the records, or memorandums, saying it is exempt from the Missouri Sunshine Law. After denying the records to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, they were given to The Joplin Globe.

This incident is an embarrassment to the Guard even though there was some confusion as to what was going to be done with the items taken. The items should have been turned in immediately to the Guard.

As to whether demotions are appropriate punishments, to some people it should be more harsh. The records of the soldiers are a consideration in determining the punishment, we assume. We trust the Guard is doing the right thing. It would be more credible had it been more open to the public about the incident. There is no excuse for the delay in providing the records.

Litigious Age 
Posted: Saturday, June 2, 2012 6:00 am | Updated: 2:57 pm, Fri Jun 1, 2012. 
We live in a litigious society.

When we feel wronged or persecuted, we turn to lawyers and the courts to resolve our disputes and settle our differences.

Some feel that the proliferation of lawsuits — many of them frivolous — is way out of hand.

Many doctors and business owners feel that way. They say our sue-for-anything culture has blurred the lines between justice and extortion.

Others blame flaws in the legal system that allow just about everyone the right to sue for whatever they want as evidence that the legal system is badly broken.

Franklin County officials understand that we live in a litigious society.

The county has been in the news a lot lately over legal issues. In just the past few months it has been sued by an environmental group, a candidate for county commission and most recently, the American Civil Liberties Union, (ACLU).

The ACLU lawsuit has drawn statewide and national attention, stoking the fires of the separation of church and state issue that always seems to be smoldering in our country.

The county getting sued is not novel. It has been sued before over a variety of matters. Government entities are often the targets of lawsuits. Citizens who feel aggrieved by the actions of public officials turn to the courts. That’s nothing new.

In some cases, the legal actions are completely justifiable and conclude with verdicts against the political subdivision. Political subdivisions and the officials who manage them, make mistakes.

That was the case when the city of Gerald police department allowed a police impersonator and con artist to go on drug raids with its real officers. The people who were arrested sued.

They didn’t win a lot of money but taxpayers are going to have to foot the litigation costs, including possibly hundreds of thousands of dollars in attorney fees depending on how the judge rules in the case.

That happened a few years back when the county was sued (multiple times) over the way it calculated its tax rates. The county eventually had to refund hundreds of thousands of dollars to taxpayers and had to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars in attorney fees and litigation expenses. Those fees were also borne by taxpayers.

Some lawsuits are inevitable. When the county passed new land use regulations that could allow Ameren Missouri to build a coal ash waste landfill in the Labadie bottoms, it knew it would be challenged in court either by the utility or the environmental group opposing it.

Other lawsuits are harder to fathom. When the county recently tried to refinance millions in bonds it used for past construction and road projects, some citizens — including a candidate for county commission — filed an injunction to block the move. Taxpayers will pay to defend a lawsuit over an action that could ultimately save the county money.

Other lawsuits require discipline by our elected officials to avoid. Take the ACLU lawsuit for instance.

The commission was goaded into allowing prayers before meetings by some of the same group who sued it over the refinancing issue. Prior to this request, the county didn’t start its meeting with a prayer or with the Pledge of Allegiance. Some citizens complained that they should begin meetings with a prayer and the Pledge. The commission agreed.

But some of the prayers offered by Presiding Commissioner John Griesheimer crossed the line, according to the ACLU which accused the county of affiliating itself too closely with a specific faith or belief — Christianity.

Many feel the ACLU lawsuit is baseless. Federal courts have upheld the practice of prayers before government meetings so long as they are sectarian in nature.

But either way, taxpayers will pay the freight to settle the matter. Is this a wise use of taxpayer dollars? Some county residents, no doubt, would answer with a resounding yes. Others have told us they would prefer the county avoid these type of issues and instead concern itself with more mundane matters like repairing roads and bridges.

The answer to this question, like many others, comes down to priorities and management. It is something to consider in an election year. There is a large slate of candidates running for two spots on the county commission.

Voters should evaluate the candidates on their priorities and perhaps also on their abilities to manage the county in a litigious age.

We favor, like others, prayers at commission meetings that meet requirements of the Constitution.

Some lawsuits are avoidable, others are not. We need elected officials who understand the difference so all of our taxpayer dollars don’t go to lawyers.

Letters | Health care reform, Celebration at the Station, tolerance
Kansas City Star Posted on Fri, Jun. 01, 2012 05:33 PM
Cost conformity ahead 

If it were possible for the Supreme Court to allow the health care individual mandate for states that want to unify in reducing their health care costs, I would predict that the majority of the states would soon voluntarily join when faced with the reality of skyrocketing health care costs. 

Eddie J. Thomas 

Wichita 

Kudos to celebration 

Congratulations and thank you to KCPT, Channel 19, the Kansas City Symphony and all the different people who worked hard in presenting “Celebration at the Station” on May 27. It was glorious. 

My husband was a career Navy man, so my favorite music was honoring the men and women of all the services. It was nice to see the mayor stand up as a proud Marine. 

Rosie Neth 

Lee’s Summit 

Poor taste in photos 

Whoever decided to put a photo of cute bunnies on the cover of your May 27 Star Magazine, “Rabbit Revival,” to entice animal lovers to read the feature, and then on the inside pages show a rabbit being barbecued, is insensitive. 

I’ve lived in countries where they eat dog. Why not shoot a photo of cuddly puppies, and then have another photo of one being grilled? 

Be sure to include a few recipes, like deep fried Fido or Rover fajitas. 

Gary Bloomfield 

Belton 

America for Americans 

This is in response to a May 25 letter writer on racial profiling worries. I’ll keep it simple: 

1. Calling Republicans racist is profiling, so you are just as guilty. 

2. President Barack Obama being black is the only thing that got him into office, nothing else. 

3. Republicans wanting Obama to be a one-term president is because of Obama’s failed policies, which are destroying this country. We can’t take four more years of this. 

4. The American public has had enough of illegal immigrants in this country, and we want something done about it. Unlike the corrupt government and authorities on the payrolls of the drug cartels in Mexico, our local law enforcement officers are doing what they are paid to do — enforce the law. I am sorry if doing their job causes an inconvenience, but enough is enough. 

5. And finally, you stated that people need to think before they vote. If they had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation because Obama wouldn’t have been elected in the first place. 

Oh, and by the way, Republicans may be making Obama’s life miserable, but Obama is making millions of lives miserable. 

Rick Bullock 

Clearview City, Kan. 

Health care reform 

After another legislative session ends in Missouri, how in good conscience can people allow the Republican Party to continue controlling the House and Senate? 

As an independent, I am disgusted by their efforts to abolish the Affordable Care Act. 

As voters, we must educate ourselves with facts instead of being lied to with politically motivated rhetoric. According to many organizations like HealthCare.gov, Missouri has already received more than $21.8 million in grants for affordable insurance exchanges. 

The Affordable Care Act is helping Missourians by providing new coverage options for young adults and more affordable prescriptions for seniors, covering preventive services with no deductible or co-pay, providing better value for your premium dollars, requiring those companies to publicly justify rate increases, removing lifetime limits on health benefits and stopping the discriminatory practice of refusing heath care insurance to those with pre-existing conditions. 

The Affordable Care Act has also given Missouri more than $95.5 million to implement other programs to provide quality health care. 

See www.healthcare.gov/law/resources/mo.html for more facts. 

The already paid-for Affordable Care Act allows more access to heath care for the uninsured, and it gives those who are insured more choices for affordable, comprehensive health care insurance. 

Richard G. Green 

Ozark, Mo. 

McClanahan column 

I found it interesting that E. Thomas McClanahan would use Sweden as an example of a government that promotes entrepreneurship (5-27, Commentary, “Time to take a cue from Sweden, of all places”). Sweden has universal health care primarily supported by federal tax dollars. 

Imagine how many more entrepreneurs the U.S. might have if people had the same health insurance coverage whether they worked for themselves or for a large corporation or government agency. 

By the way, Sweden spends a much smaller percentage of its GDP on health care than the U.S. does. 

Phil Summers 

Kansas City 

Learning tolerance 

It is apparent that the people who are against the gay community are Republicans and want to treat gays and lesbians like second-class citizens. 

Everyone wants to quote the Bible, which was written by mankind. I believe the words “tolerance” and “love” are in this same book, which everyone seems to quote from. 

The gay community doesn’t affect my life in any way, why should it affect yours? 

Many other countries that rule by their faiths, if you haven’t noticed, treat all of their citizens as if they aren’t second-class citizens. 

It’s time for people to stop hiding behind the Bible and do what’s right in this country. You can’t go to church on Sunday and then sin all the other days of the week. That makes you a bigot. 

Dave Grant 

Kansas City 

Kansas tax cuts 

The Star’s May 22 editorial, “Kansas tax cut plan is an exercise in hubris,” said Gov. Sam Brownback’s contention that lower tax rates will bring a job surge that will overcome any revenue loss, is “hot air” and “think tank logic” and that in signing his tax cut plan Brownback is “knowingly jeopardizing the state’s future for the sake of ego and unproven theories.” 

Free-market “think tank logic,” yes, but cutting taxes to spur economic growth is hardly “unproven theory.” Nearly every time taxes have been cut on a state or federal level positive economic results have followed. 

Texas had major tax cuts under then-governor George W. Bush and under current governor Rick Perry. Texas has been one of the few states that have flourished during the economic downturn, creating more jobs. 

After the federal tax cuts of the 1920s, post-war 1940s, 1960s, 1980s and early 2000s, economic growth brought jobs and revenue. 

The Brownback tax cuts will also prove to be a huge success, but that likely still won’t stop the liberals at The Star and elsewhere from attacking tax cuts because they haven’t been swayed yet by evidence that tax cuts work. 

Mark S. Robertson 

Independence 

Investigate Obama 
President Barack Obama said recently that a $2 billion trading loss sustained by JPMorgan Chase is “why Wall Street reform is so important.” 

“We don’t know all the details,” Obama said, but “it’s going to be investigated.” 

President Obama and his government have blown trillions of dollars in 31/2 years. Where is the investigation on that? Maybe in November? 

The difference? JPMorgan Chase lost money that belonged to voluntary investors, and they knew the risks. 

Mr. Obama and company went through taxpayers’ money, most of which was taken by the force of law and certainly was not voluntary. 

Larry Dickstein 

Lone Jack 

C.W. Gusewelle 

I spent about two weeks in Kansas City with my father just before he passed away recently. While cleaning out his things, I came across an autographed copy of C.W. Gusewelle’s “A Buick in the Kitchen.” 

Reading this collection reminded me of the years I spent in Kansas City and how much I looked forward to picking up The Star and reading his column. I also found it rather encouraging as I come from a long line of less-than-admirable ancestry, share my home with cats and dogs, neglect my yard work, have a Buick in my kitchen and am otherwise counted among those very much like Gusewelle. 

Somehow, I feel qualified to write a column for The Star as a result. 

Phil Parker 

El Paso, Texas 

Religious freedom 

I am not a particularly religious person, but I have great respect for those who follow the guiding principles of their faith. Yet, I seem to remember a part of our Constitution that clearly guarantees free exercise thereof. 

This apparently has been forgotten by the folks on the hard left who think it is fine to invoke their secular atheism into their political rhetoric as if to say that those who do have religious or political beliefs belong in a lower status of American citizenship. 

When I hear and see this sort of thing, I am reminded of words attributed to Karl Marx, one of the most important and revered figures in progressive thought: “The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness.” 

First they came for the Catholics … 

Randolph Oberlin 

Leavenworth
Editorial: Nixon right to release Guard records; now, fix the broken law 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Sunday, June 3, 2012 12:15 am | (2Loading…) comments. 

The U.S. Army publishes a handy "citizens guide" to getting information using the federal Freedom of Information Act.

On the front of the guide is an eloquent quotation from one of our nation's Founding Fathers explaining the sound philosophy behind using public records to hold government accountable:

"A popular government without popular information or the means of acquiring it, is but a prologue to a farce or a tragedy or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance and a people who mean to be their own governors, must arm themselves with the power knowledge gives."

That James Madison knew how to turn a phrase.

It's time for Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, the Republicans who run the Missouri Legislature and Attorney General Chris Koster to follow Madison's advice and allow the public to gain knowledge through open records laws about the part of the U.S. Army that is the Missouri National Guard.

Last week, Mr. Nixon took a step in that direction.

In a letter to Gen. Steve Danner, the guard's adjutant general, Mr. Nixon instructed the general to release records related to looting by guard soldiers in the aftermath of the Joplin tornado last year. The records were first sought by the Post-Dispatch, which was investigating the looting.

The guard originally refused, citing a Sunshine Law exemption that allows it to ignore all public information requests from Missouri citizens.

That exemption, which dates to 1987, is a mistake, something its original sponsor now admits.

Mr. Nixon, the guard's ultimate commander, was right to order the records released. The guard admitted that four of its soldiers had help loot a Walmart but continued to play coy by refusing to release their names.

Mr. Nixon showed that he could respond to public pressure, but refusing to take a position on the guard's Sunshine Law exemption treats the symptom and ignores the disease.

In this case, the damage is already done. The guard avoided the sort of embarrassment that was heaped on other public agencies when their employees looted after the tornado. The four soldiers evaded potential consequences in the civilian courts.

This week, just as we did last month when we urged the guard to release the records, we asked Mr. Nixon his opinion on the Sunshine Law exemption — the only one of its kind in the nation.

We're still waiting for an answer.

Public accountability for the guard shouldn't depend on a governor's whim. It should be part of the law, and Mr. Nixon should take the next step and urge the Legislature to right its previous wrong.

Just like the U.S. Army, there is room for exceptions to record requests to protect national security and other similar concerns. But it is beyond comprehension that Missouri Guard soldiers would play by different rules than their colleagues in the Army, or in guard units in other states.

The fact that some guard soldiers looted after the Joplin tornado is disappointing. That the guard still won't release the names of the four people involved casts a cloud over all the other fine citizen soldiers who did their jobs in Joplin without ripping off cameras and video games.

Missouri's government leaders must right this wrong, lest it become the tragedy or farce forewarned by Mr. Madison. Fix the Sunshine Law and give the people the knowledge to be their own governors.

"Right to Pray" amendment

Friday, June 1, 2012

Monett Times

Dear Editor:

Recently, the Barry County Commission passed a resolution to place "In God We Trust" inside the commission chambers. The display serves as a good reminder for commissioners, and is meant to help guide our many decisions.

However, displays like these have been under attack. 

The Franklin County Commission was recently sued by the ACLU after beginning a commission meeting with a prayer. The anonymous citizen behind the complaint was "offended by sectarian prayers at meetings of the Franklin County Commission," and has pushed for an injunction to prohibit future prayers. 

While working to make sure no one is "offended," the ACLU has trampled on the rights of citizens to openly express their faith. 

Those seeking to pray, or express a religious belief, have been silenced in the name of political correctness.

We can change this. Missourians will have the opportunity to re-affirm our right to practice religion on August 7. 

Last week Governor Jay Nixon signed a proclamation placing the "Right to Pray" constitutional amendment on the August ballot. The amendment seeks to guarantee three things:

* The right of Missouri citizens to express their religious beliefs shall not be infringed 

* School children have the right to pray and acknowledge God voluntarily in their schools 

* All public schools shall display the Bill of Rights of the United States Constitution 

Further, the amendment protects "elected officials and employees of the state of Missouri and its political subdivisions." This would include protections for Barry County Commissioners and our display in the Commission office.

I encourage Barry County residents to take advantage of this opportunity to reaffirm the God given rights enumerated in the U.S. Constitution and support the "Right to Pray" Amendment in August.

Sincerely,

Frank Washburn

Barry County Northern 

District Commissioner

Letters to the editor, June 3 

Posted: Sunday, June 3, 2012 12:00 am 

MSD should support community with minority job inclusion
On June 5, citizens will vote on a $945 million bond decision to assist in financing Metropolitan Sewer District's sewer clean-up project. This $4.7 billion, 23-year project is one of historical proportions in terms of both cost and duration. Currently MSD is committed to interim goals for hiring of minority and women workers, but long-term minority inclusion plans have yet to be established.

It comes as no surprise that minority and women workers have experienced the hardest setbacks during the recent recession. These individuals also have experienced historic disparities in construction employment opportunities. I have spent 15 years with Metropolitan Congregations United advocating for minority labor inclusion throughout the St. Louis area. MSD has critical power to provide long-term and stable incomes to minority community workers, and I am eager to see that it make the long-term commitments necessary to ensure that these workers are adequately included in the project.

MSD needs community support to carry out this project. I want to see that MSD in turn supports the community by opening up committed pathways for minority job inclusion.

Jim Sahaida • St. Louis
President, Metropolitan Congregations United

Held up by MSD
There were considerable omissions in "$945 million sewer vote" (May 31), a story about Proposition Y, Metropolitan Sewer District's $945 million bond issue that will be on the June 5 ballot in St. Louis and St. Louis County.

The relevant standards for the Clean Water Act were established in 1972. MSD has had 40 years to meet the standards but failed to do so. It also failed to keep agreements to make meaningful progress toward meeting the standards, which caused the government to file a lawsuit against MSD in 2007. The settlement of that suit has resulted in projects being mandated that will cause big jumps in sewer bills.

Years ago, the federal government covered almost all the cost of many clean water projects. Now it provides no funding. MSD's delay and negligence will cost people dearly.

Given MSD's track record, it also can be expected that a lot of the additional funding will be wasted by the notoriously inept sewer district. For example, the cost of a MSD treatment plant in South County was estimated at $46 million but cost $230 million.

The $945 million bond issue will cost nearly double that amount when interest charges are added. When all the other costs are figured in for consulting contracts and other extravagant spending, only about 30 cents on the dollar might go for construction. If the people of this area feel they are being held up by MSD, it's because they are.

Tom Sullivan • University City
Misrepresenting facts
In reviewing test results of ground water near Ameren Missouri's Labadie Energy Center, there is a place for the discussion and understanding of facts. There is, however, no room for blatant misrepresentation of facts. Unfortunately, such is the case in "Ameren must be clearer about coal ash" (May 29), a guest commentary by the Labadie Environmental Organization. The author ignored the reason for the location of several ground water monitoring wells. In filing a lawsuit challenging a landfill ordinance recently enacted by Franklin County, LEO and its members contend they "fear" drinking wells in the area may be contaminated. Accordingly, we installed monitoring wells in areas closest to residential drinking wells.

Building a safe disposal facility for coal ash from our Labadie facility is an important and urgent need as we continue to provide safe, reliable and affordable energy. This is one reason why we contracted with a highly respected, independent engineering firm to install wells and monitor the ground water.

The tests showed that the ground water near drinking wells is not contaminated. Levels of boron, the element in coal ash most likely to leach into ground water, are below limits where they can be detected and fully comply with drinking water standards.

Our new proposed landfill, pending approval, would store the ash dry in cells and would protect the environment through a comprehensive series of liners and leachate collection systems.

We all benefit when we understand the difference between facts and misinformation in this discussion.

Michael Menne • St. Louis
Vice President of Environmental Services, Ameren Missouri

Police need better guns
The editorial "Safety videos" (May 27) was commendable — except for a comment deriding provision of new shotguns and "high-powered rifles" to the police. In fact, street cops are not issued or allowed to use high-powered rifles, even the .308 Winchester. Only highly qualified snipers may do that, and only in dire emergencies with a commanding officer's approval.

Handguns (and shotguns, which some police forces have given up on) can be effective against 'soft" targets up to 50 yards away, although much of a buckshot charge will miss at that distance. Neither gun offers much penetration, and few pistol shooters care to practice on a six-inch target more than 15 yards away, as results can be embarrassing. The medium-powered semi-automatic AK-47 rifle has sufficient accuracy, range and penetration to control most urban situations and often looks ugly enough to do so without firing a shot. Street cops need better guns to survive against today's hoodlums.

Bob Hutton • Chesterfield
Seems to have worked
Regarding "Akin's home schooling may be edge" (May 27): I have known the family of U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, for many years and thought that the article omitted the answer to an important question: How did the education turn out for the children? I can attest that the Akin kids are some of the nicest and sharpest people you will meet. They also are very productive and well-thought-of members of our society.

The four boys have graduated from college, one with a double major in mathematics and chemistry, one with a degree in computer science and two with degrees in systems engineering. One of these boys graduated 11th in his class from the Naval Academy. Two of the boys are U.S. Marine Corps officers, and two have deployed to combat zones in the Middle East. One son earned a master's degree from the University of Chicago and graduated in the top 5 percent of his class. Mr. Akin's older daughter is a senior in college and was selected to be the vice president of her class. His younger daughter still is home-schooled but already has completed 23 college credit hours.

Home-schooling has worked and continues to be working pretty well for the Akin family.

Ernst M. Taeger • Florissant
Talk is cheap
In 2001, the United States was virtually unified in its war with al-Qaida and the Taliban in Afghanistan. Then-President George W. Bush and his team expanded the war into Iraq. His perceived threat from Saddam Hussein was just smoke and mirrors to Iraq war opponents. At the same time, instead of raising money to pay for the two wars we were fighting, Mr. Bush gave us tax cuts. We started the century with a budget surplus and now have deficits galore.

We just marked Memorial Day 2012. The tax cuts expire at the end of the year. "Red, White and Blue" (May 27) tells of a large number of veterans from these wars and their ailments. Forty-five percent of the 1.6 million Iraq and Afghanistan veterans are seeking compensation for injuries they say are war related. We also have to take care of our veterans from other eras. The Iraq and Afghanistan wars' health care and disability costs are estimated at $600 billion to $900 billion, but no money has been set aside.

Will the same forces that promoted a war of choice and contretemps to the balanced budget they inherited from President Bill Clinton extend the Bush tax cuts? Or will they back up the promises to and needs of our wounded warriors by raising the money to provide for them? Talk is cheap.

Gary Otten • Shrewsbury
Your Opinion: Rep. Loehner’s service praised

Greg Stratman, Vienna

Sunday, June 3, 2012

Dear Editor: 

A tip of the hat goes to State Rep. Tom Loehner who is completing his eighth and final year in the Missouri House of Representatives. 

Rep. Loehner brought rural Missouri values to Jefferson City. 

Let’s wish Tom and his family the best and thank him for a job well done. 
Letters | Frank White, KC streetcars, Venus

Posted on Sun, Jun. 03, 2012 04:00 PM

Money pit on rails 

We had streetcars in Kansas City years ago. One need not be too old to remember the unsightly overhead power wires, the many poles required to support them and the hazards of traffic islands in the middle of streets to protect passengers from automobiles. 

We already have a bus system in the proposed area that gets little use. With the monumental initial cost, the unsightly appearance and the operational costs will not improve use. 

The city could improve the existing bus system with better vehicles and coverage, without the negatives of streetcars and at a fraction of the cost. The proposal makes about as much sense as having a rodeo in the Sprint Center when we already have a great facility. 

This is just another misdirected attempt at spending money that won’t solve the real problems of the downtown area. Let’s not line the pockets of those promoting this money pit. 

Donald Abler 

Overland Park 

Jesus has liberal label 

Some people have weird ideas of what is religious. Republicans are among the worst. 

They rant and rave about abortion, but as soon as a baby is born, they trash it. They cut off kids’ food stamps, health care, etc. 

They don’t believe in feeding the hungry or trying to cure the sick. How could anyone religious vote Republican? 

Let’s face it. Jesus was a liberal. 

Albert Henry 

North Kansas City 

White a missing All-Star 

As a lifelong metro area Kansas City Royals fan, I am disgusted over the treatment of Frank White by the organization. The Royals should be ashamed and embarrassed that one of the three people in franchise history with retired numbers is not part of the All-Star activities at the K. 

Speaking of Kauffman Stadium, I’m pretty sure the Kauffmans would have been shocked and appalled at the treatment White is receiving. Frank White and George Brett are two of the names that come to mind when you think of the Royals. 

To publish the list of All-Stars representing the Royals of the past and not include Frank White is a disgrace. David Glass and the rest of the Royals organization who’ve allowed this treatment to continue need to swallow that pride and take care of business. 

Glass isn’t a lifelong Kansas Citian. He didn’t grow up watching Kansas City teams as Frank White did or grow up as a Royals fan like the rest of us. 

David Glass needs to fix this situation. Someone in administration at the K needs to step up. Do the right thing, Mr. Glass. 

Margo Smith 

Kansas City 

Support for Israel 

Americans have been duped by the news media concerning who really owns the land of Israel. 

The land of Canaan (Israel) was given to a singular group of people — the Hebrews (the Jewish people) nearly 4,000 years ago by God, and as He did He promised to bless those who bless them (the Jews) and curse those who cursed them (Genesis 12:3). 

Israel became a nation on May 14, 1948, which was ratified by the United Nations. Since then, Israel has gained territory only when surrounding Arab nations attacked her. 

The only time Israel has lost land is when our presidents have forced Israel to give up land to its sworn enemies. Do you think there could a connection between our nation’s decline and God’s sworn promise to Israel? 

Jana Springer 

Overland Park 

Presidential reversal 

According to the White House and the liberal media, GOP presidential hopeful Mitt Romney flip-flops on the subject of same-sex marriage and President Barack Obama evolves. I think both the White House and media need better proofreaders, because they missed the omission of the “r” from evolved. 

Rex Hargis 

Shawnee 

Mental illness stigma 

The May 5 editorial, “Laughing at Missouri, backstabbing in Kansas,” should have been headlined, “State senator from St. Joe promotes stigma against depression and substance abuse.” 

Regardless of how you feel about the drug database issues, Sen. Rob Schaaf (a family physician) made a statement, “If they overdose and kill themselves, it just removes them from the gene pool.” 

That is unforgiveable, uninformed and extremely narrow-minded for anyone — especially a lawmaker, our lawmaker. 

Families have struggled for years to remove the stigma regarding depression and other mental illnesses and to promote recovery. Depression has an 80 percent success rate for recovery. 

Many individuals who have depression are highly functioning and highly regarded members of society. Yet Sen. Schaaf wants to “remove them from the gene pool.” 

Senator, I don’t care if you are a medical doctor, please educate yourself. 

Guyla Stidmon 

Executive Director 

National Alliance 

on Mental Illness 

of Greater Kansas City 

Kansas City 

Outer space events 

In a span of two days, we will be treated to two celestial events, a partial lunar eclipse and the transit of the sun by Venus. 

Eclipses typically are in pairs, so the second part of the current pair, a partial lunar eclipse, will be at sunrise today while the full moon is setting. 

Watch the moon’s left side for a darkening or reddish color as the moon moves partially into the Earth’s shadow. 

A rarer event, the Venus transit of the sun, takes place Tuesday as the sun is setting. During the transit, Venus appears as a small dot against the disk of the sun. Venus transits also occur in pairs, but separated by about eight years. Transit pairs happen at either 105- or 121-year intervals, with the last pair in 1882/1890 and the next during 2117/2125. 

Viewing the lunar eclipse requires no special equipment, but viewing the Venus transit event should be done only with special equipment. Both may be safely viewed live on the Internet. 

Not enough? On Tuesday, for six minutes starting at 10:39 p.m., the International Space Station will be visible as it passes nearly straight overhead traveling from the southwest toward the northeast. 

Bob Riddle 

Lee’s Summit 

CEO’s, president’s pay 

In response to a May 27 letter writer’s concerns about the salaries of some companies’ chief executives, has she considered what we give now for the salary of the U.S. president? 

Wally Hodges 

Mission 

Seeking debt solution 

For more than three years, I sat back and listened to the GOP leaders and their people call our president a socialist for his so-called big-government spending. I wonder where all these people were when former presidents Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush created so-called big-government spending. 

I guess because they were Republicans the spending was OK. Reagan and George W. Bush both doubled the deficit during their terms as president. 

They both created big-government programs. I guess as the label goes they were socialists, too. 

Maybe the Republicans and their people should look in their closets before they start labeling others. If history is correct, both parties got us into this financial mess. 

It is going to take a lot of hard work and suffering from both sides to start cleaning this mess up. We, the people, need to demand a central solution, not an ultra-left or a radical-right solution. 

Dennis Parker 

Independence 

Change habits, diet 

The portion of Americans considered obese is expected to rise from the current 34 percent to 42 percent by 2030, according to a study published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine and discussed at the recent Weight of the Nation Conference in Washington, D.C. 

Diabetes, kidney failure, heart disease and other obesity-related ailments account for countless premature deaths and as much as 18 percent of the $2.6 trillion national cost of medical care. 

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

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

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

Brittany Fletcher 

Kansas City 

Spring’s great beauty 

I hope everyone this spring has been enjoying our flowering trees — the huge bunch of fragrant locusts and the too-few tulip trees and the horse chestnuts. 

Peggy Smith 

Kansas City
Letters to the editor, June 4 

Posted: Monday, June 4, 2012 12:00 am | (4Loading…) comments. 

Insurance rebates could drive agents out of business
"Missouri health insurers to pay rebates" (May 27) reported that health insurers may have to pay consumers $65 million in rebates because of new federal rules limiting administrative expenses. Unfortunately, the rules could drive insurance agents out of business — and thereby deprive consumers of expert advisers that could save them many times what they'd receive in rebates.

Small businesses depend on brokers to "handle the responsibilities that larger firms generally delegate to their human resource departments — such as finding plans and negotiating premiums," according to the Congressional Budget Office. Without agents, they'd face substantial new expenses managing their benefits themselves.

Take the case of Missouri-based agent Shelly Murrill-Dotson. She helped a client maintain coverage after a job loss — and informed her of legal protections that obligated her former employer to pay 65 percent of her premium. Without that counsel, she may have been unable to pay for coverage — or lost it altogether.

Janet Trautwein • Washington, D.C.
Executive Vice President and CEO, National Association of Health Underwriters

Stress railroad hazards
The loss of life of a youngster is certainly tragic. Being remembered by his friends a fine idea, however in my opinion the Post-Dispatch used reprehensible judgment in running a top of the front-page color photo of youngsters clearly on railroad right-of-way ("Retracing a friend's tracks," June 1). Trespassing on railroad property and the extreme hazards of doing should have been highly stressed rather than included as only a few short sentences at the end of the story.

James R. Blum • St. Louis
Endangering survival of all
The editorial "Money v. Middle Class" (May 31) left several significant facts unmentioned. Workers covered under collective bargaining have dropped in this country to single digits. The failure of our auto industry to compete in a world economy is a prime example. The bankruptcy of some of our largest corporations because of collective bargaining has destroyed some of the largest cities in our country.

These employees are left without jobs and bankrupt pension plans.

The collective bargaining agreements that protect around 7 percent of all workers, many of whom are state and government employees, endanger the survival of the other 93 percent of the population. In Wisconsin, the end of collective bargaining for the teachers union amounted to having them contribute a small additional amount of their pay to fund pensions and health care costs. These small sacrifices allowed the state to ease a deficit, increase the health of school districts and give all property owners a decrease in property taxes.

Studies of salary discrepancies between state and federal employees show that those who "choose" to serve in a public-sector job are served with a compensation plan that is on average 25 percent higher than the private sector.

One only needs to look at the Euro crisis to see what the future holds for our country unless urgent reforms are enacted. Our cities will resemble Greece with total social and business chaos and endanger the survival of all.

Kenneth W. Mihill Jr. • St. Louis County
Pejorative obituary
The article regarding the recently deceased Metro East lawyer Amiel Cueto was filled with such pejorative language that I had to pause to make sure I wasn't reading a Bill McClellan column ("Metro East area power broker Amiel Cueto dies," May 30). News articles and obituaries shouldn't express opinions such as, "Mr. Cueto gleefully made public the affidavit," or "although Mr. Cueto lost that suit, along with many others, that didn't stop him."  The obituary twice stated that Cueto filed suits against those he considered his "enemies." Isn't every defendant basically the "enemy" of the plaintiff filing suit against him? The opines that "Mr. Cueto loved the courtroom ... and was not about to stay away just because he didn't have a law license." 

One would think the article could accurately state the facts of Cueto's life and death. Cueto died of an infection that caused septic shock, not liver cancer. He had been battling colon cancer, and that metastasized to his liver. Cueto's father was a vice president at Granite City Steel, and his mother was Scandinavian (the obituary said Cueto was "the son of working-class parents of Spanish descent").

Cueto served in the U.S. military and as a police officer, put himself through law school and was a self-made millionaire.

I was extremely disappointed to see editorializing in a front-page news obituary. It was obvious the Post-Dispatch was "gleefully" dancing on the grave of one of its "enemies."

Cindy Lakin • University City
Sliding into know-nothing land
Regarding "Akin's home schooling may be edge" (May 27): Apparently Missouri hasn't already suffered enough national embarrassment with the recent induction of the master of malignant misinformation, Rush Limbaugh, to the Hall of Famous Missourians in the state Capitol in Jefferson City, Mo. Now, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood — a "home schooler," Tea Party favorite and candidate for U.S. Senate — made the top 10 in the "10 Dumbest Members of Congress," a study by the Sunlight Foundation. It found "that Congress speaks at almost a full grade level lower than it did seven years ago." The study also said, "The study further found that it is the 'most extreme members' who speak at the lowest grade levels...."

Mr. Akin was joined on the list by another Missouri Tea Party sweetheart, U.S. Rep. Vicki Hartzler, R-Harrisonville. Elevating Mr. Akin to the Senate would just serve to prove further to the rest of the country that Missouri is continuing to accelerate on its downward slide into know-nothing land!

Bob Soetebier • St. Louis County
Why worry about Andromeda? Wolf-Rayet 104 is the real danger
There is something of a debate going on in astronomy: How are runaway stars propelled to their extraordinary speeds? One hypothesis is that they are slung out of a binary star system much the same way space craft are sent toward the outer reaches of our solar system. The other hypothesis is that they are propelled by the shockwave created when nearby star super novas explodes or implodes.

Someday soon we actually may be presented with direct evidence in support of this second hypothesis, if and when, as expected, one member of the binary star system known here on Earth as Wolf-Rayet 104 explodes in a super nova. Only about 8,000 light-years (one light-year is 5.88 trillion statue miles) from planet Earth, the alignment of its rotational axis is within 16 degrees of pointing directly at us and our planet.

Why should we be concerned about this occasion? Super novas are now known to be the source of deadly gamma ray bursts. Most GBR originate from within far distant galaxies, too far away to cause any deadly effects here on Earth. But WR-104 is close enough to create an apocalyptic end to our world! It may already have happened, this super nova, but we will learn about it only shortly after its GBR fries our planet.

Before then, you may wish to ask why the fellow whom Maureen Dowd interviewed before penning "Andromeda is coming!" (May 31), the one with the Ph.D. in astronomy, didn't mention WR-104. Perhaps he could see that Ms. Dowd suffers from chronic apoplexy and really did not need further unpleasant facts that would render her even more mentally impaired.

Wayne C. Workman • St. Charles
