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Missouri Democrats gather at Lake of the Ozarks for state convention

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter

1:24 pm on Fri, 06.08.12

Updated at 10:31 am on Sat, 06.09.12

Updated at 12:50 pm on Sat, 06.09.12

Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan exhorted hundreds of Missouri Democrats gathered for their state convention Saturday to use "your compassion, your devotion, your commitment'' to counter what she predicted would be unprecedented outside spending by conservative groups bent on defeating the state's top Democrats.

"We can beat the money with our passion. We can beat the money with our candidates,'' said Carnahan, who is not seeking re-election this fall. "But not if we're complacent.''

Carnahan asserted that the national media is painting an inaccurate portrait of Americans' concerns, and of President Barack Obama.

"We've got a president standing for conviction ... putting people ahead of politics at every turn," Carnahan said.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., was missing the convention. She explained in a video aired in the hall that her mother just got out of the hospital and "is not doing so well right now."

Her mother, Betty Anne McCaskill, is featured in a powerful new McCaskill ad running statewide that cites the senator's efforts to help veterans and protect their benefits.

As the Beacon reported earlier:

Hundreds of Missouri Democrats are gathering at the Lake of the Ozarks this weekend to elect the final slate of delegates for the national presidential convention in Charlotte, N.C., this September and to rev up for the coming elections.

Gov. Jay Nixon is slated to lead a litany of statewide and regional officials and candidates who will address the state convention Saturday at the Lodge of the Four Seasons resort.

Many of the activists and delegates also are gathering for a party Friday night.

(Start of update) Saturday morning, delegates signed in while candidates milled among them. John Maxwell of St. Louis, a delegate from the 3rd District, said he was optimistic that Democrats will do well in the fall, once most voters began tuning in to the facts behind the parties' dueling messages.

"The Republican lines are 'cons,' " Maxwell said. "I think it will be a landslide for Obama in the fall."

The three best-known candidates for lieutenant governor -- state Rep. Sara Lampe, former state Auditor Susan Montee and former state Rep. Judy Baker -- were distributing stickers and fliers before Saturday's proceedings, while mingling with delegates as they registered. (End of update)

Democrats aren’t expecting much controversy at Saturday's gathering, unlike the Republican state convention last weekend in Springfield, Mo., where a battle over delegates ensued between the supporters of likely Republican nominee Mitt Romney and insurgent Ron Paul, a congressman from Texas.

Rather, said state Democratic Party chairman Mike Sanders, “This convention is about Democrats standing united behind our president, governor, U.S. senator and our statewide officials. We head toward the fall election with momentum, energy and unity."

Democrats hold the majority of statewide offices in Missouri, but most expect to face strong Republican challenges in November. Missouri Republicans hold huge majorities in the General Assembly and are trying to dominate statewide offices as they did in the 1980s.

State Republicans are trying to link Nixon and other Missouri Democrats to President Barack Obama, who is not expected to carry Missouri in November -- and who isn't expected to do much public campaigning in the state.

Nixon and many other statewide Democrats have, in turn, touted their own record and not talked much about Obama.

Some of the latest polls have been particularly disheartening for allies of Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who is shown in tight contests -- or trailing -- all three of her major Republican rivals: former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and St. Louis businessman John Brunner.

St. Louis Democratic Party chairman Brian Wahby, who is a member of the Democratic National Committee, said he was confident McCaskill will get stronger as more voters pay attention to the contest and her record.

"I think the electorate is really fluid right now,'' he said. "We don't even know who her (Republican) opponent will be yet."

At Saturday's state convention, members will elect 19 at-large delegates and seven alternates to the national convention. The Missouri delegation also includes 58 national convention delegates elected at the congressional-caucus meetings in April, 13 pledged delegates and 12 unpledged delegates.

During Saturday’s proceedings, the convention also will select four Missouri members to the Democratic National Committee and 10 presidential electors. The electors participate in the Electoral College that actually chooses the president.

Mo. Democrats to officially select delegates for Obama

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Eli Yokley
June 8, 2012

LAKE OZARK, Mo. — Missouri Democrats will meet this weekend to officially elect their delegates for the Democratic National Convention in support of President Obama.

The party will hold its state convention in Lake Ozark Saturday morning, where they will elect delegates to the DNC, members of the electoral college, and remaining members of the national delegation to the party.

Gov. Jay Nixon is expected to address attendees late Saturday afternoon, preceded by other state officials, as well as U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan – currently challenging Rep. Lacy Clay for his seat – earlier in the day.

Friday night, the party will host a reception for delegates and party supporters.

Conservatives Rally Downtown, Calling for Repeal of “Obamacare”

KMOX
June 8, 2012 3:43 PM

ST. LOUIS–(KMOX)–A crowd of about 200 conservatives turned out for a rally at a downtown park, calling for the repeal of President Obama’s healthcare reform act.

Speakers, including U.S. Senate hopeful Todd Akin, and conservative author Bill Federer, warned that America’s religious liberties are threatened by the law.

Listening to the speakers in the shade of a flowering crab tree, Bridget van Means, the President of  ThriVe St. Louis,  says she believes Obama’s healthcare reform law “violates the word of God.” 

“One of the commandments says thou shall not kill, so I’m part of the majority that believes abortion is the intentional ending of an innocent life,” van Means said, “And I don’t want to be forced as an employer to provide that service to employees.”

Those in the crowd told KMOX the event was organized by email and word of mouth. Many attending brought their young children, some babies in arms.

Looking forward to the November election, Brian Westbrook, executive director of Coalition for Life in St. Louis, says the pro-life issue will be big with voters.

“This by far, the life issue and our religious freedoms, are by far the top issue we need to be talking about in this upcoming election,” Westbrook said.

Mo. rally criticizes federal health care policies

Southeast Missourian
Jun 8, 3:49 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A rally at the Missouri Capitol has drawn about 200 people opposing a federal mandate requiring employers to provide health insurance that includes coverage of contraception.

Friday's rally was one of dozens being held in cities throughout the country.

Speakers at the Jefferson City event said contraception, sterilization and abortion violate their moral beliefs. They said a government policy requiring insurance coverage for such things encroaches on religious freedom.

Bishop John Gaydos, of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Jefferson City, was among those taking part. Gaydos says all Americans suffer without religious freedom and that the ability to have a free, creative and robust society is at stake.

Blunt urges White House to investigate classified leaks

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Eli Yokley
June 8, 2012

— U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt has joined a chorus of Republicans in calling for a special investigation into leaks of classified national security information.

Blunt, a member of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, is urging the Obama administration to appoint a special prosecutor to look into leaks of classified national security information, and for them to be sure they are not facilitating the leaks.

Critics of the administration point to recent reporting regarding the United States’ use of cyber warfare against targets in Iran.

“Why would we tell anybody we were doing that? And why would we tell them that not only are we doing that, but we gave the same tools to Israel so they could do it,” Blunt asked. “I’m sure Israel wasn’t pleased to hear, read or see that.”

Blunt said he believes the leaks will eventually make it difficult for other nations and intelligence sources to assist the United States.

“It’s putting our current national security at risk, but it’s also absolutely making it harder for us to get people to work with us,” he said.

Speaking with reporters Friday, Obama rejected the notion that his administration was leaking classified national security information to reporters.

Steve Kraske | Cleaver wants to clean up ethics probes

THE KANSAS CITY STAR - STEVE KRASKE

June 11

Rep. Emanuel Cleaver's latest cause has nothing to do with Kansas City or even Missouri, and he knows it's not going to win many points with some voters.

But here it is: Cleaver is calling for the dismissal of ethics charges against two prominent African-American members of Congress -- Maxine Waters of California and Charlie Rangel of New York, both Democrats.

Cleaver said he's also not backing off his bolt-out-of-the-blue remarks last month when he demanded to know why black lawmakers are being targeted in ethics probes at a higher rate than white lawmakers.

"The process has been tainted," the Kansas City Democrat and chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus said. "I've spoken to two judges here in D.C. who told me if this had happened in their courts or any court in the land, they would have thrown it out."

Waters has been accused of improperly intervening during the 2008 national economic crisis on behalf of a minority-owned bank in which her husband held $350,000 in stock.

The House censured Rangel, a former chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, after the ethics panel found him guilty of 11 violations that included charges that he had misused federal resources.

Cleaver is speaking out even though he knows the public couldn't care less about lawmakers who are battling ethics violations. He harkens back to the old Martin Luther King quote about injustice anywhere being a threat to justice everywhere.

There's no question the ethics panel has endured waves of internal infighting, resignations and charges that investigators have violated procedures. One accusation is that two lead ethics staffers improperly shared findings.

Another is more explosive. An internal ethics document The Star obtained accused the same two staffers of making racist remarks. One staffer is quoted as saying that African-American prosecutors in Prince George's County are "not as smart" as white prosecutors.

According to the report, the same staffer also once wondered how a "blond-haired, blue-eyed prosecutor" like herself could be expected to get a Washington jury to convict a defendant.

That the two staffers and the panel's former director who leveled many of the charges are no longer with the committee doesn't matter, Cleaver said. The cases are damaged, and the House needs to move on.

"They should be thrown out," he said.

Republicans tell him privately all the time that they agree with him, Cleaver said. Committee members, however, are afraid to clear anyone because they'll be seen as soft on ethics, and that never sells with voters. The entire process needs to be reformed, Cleaver said.

"You just don't come to the defense of elected officials."

But he is. And in a big way. So you wonder: How will this play with 5th District voters?

Spence endorses 'right to work,' historic tax credit curbs in RCGA speech

By Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff

4:45 pm on Fri, 06.08.12

GOP gubernatorial hopeful Dave Spence endorsed “right to work” in Missouri, which would bar companies from operating "closed-union" shops where employees must pay dues if the majority has voted to be in a union.

Responding to a question at a forum Friday sponsored by the St. Louis Regional Chamber & Growth Association, Spence told a crowd of business leaders that he would support the proposal. 

“It’s time we explore it,” Spence said. “I know it’s a political hot potato. It’s kind of like the crazy political uncle in the closet that’s knocking at the door. Let him out, let’s talk about it, and let us see if there’s a common-sense solution. Doing nothing is wrong. And I know there are (two) sides to this argument. But it’s time we brought it out and started talking about it.”

After affirming his support for "right to work," Spence noted that several surrounding states – mainly in the South – had adopted the policy. “And they are growing and are getting more businesses and we are not,” he added.

While Republicans in the legislature have called "right to work" as a priority, it has often gone nowhere in the GOP-controlled General Assembly. (It also failed to pass in the 1970s when it was put up for a public vote.)

Even if it did make it through the legislative process, Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, would almost certainly veto it. 

While supporters of "right to work" – generally Republicans – argue that the proposal would make the state more attractive to potential businesses, opponents, including organized labor, say it drives down wages and curbs workers' clout.

In response to Spence's remarks, Missouri Democratic Party spokesman Isaac Wright said, "Going after Missouri workers is not a job-creation strategy, but it isn’t surprising coming from a dishonest guy who’s only ever looked after himself.”

Spence also added that other needed policy changes – including altering workers’ compensation and workplace discrimination laws – would make the state more competitive. Spence was critical of Nixon’s decision to veto legislation on both those issues.
He also said the state should reexamine unemployment benefits, saying that “we’ve made it way too easy to stay unemployed in our state.”

“We need a safety net, but we’ve created a hammock,” Spence said. “And we have got to simply start bringing it in, tightening it up and bringing people back to work. There are jobs out there. It may not be the job that you left. It may not be the job that you want. But if it’s between putting food on your table and not putting food on your table, there are jobs."

In an interview with the Beacon after his remarks, Spence said he would support a cap and a sunset on the historic preservation tax credit. That’s the incentive used to rehab older buildings, especially in urban areas such as St. Louis and Kansas City. Some Republicans have pushed to curtail the incentive, arguing that it's too costly during a time of budgetary woes. 

“Historic (tax credits) have done a good job of revitalizing our city,” Spence said. “Right now, if we don’t tweak some things, all of sudden buildings built in the ‘60s are going to be eligible. I don’t know about you, but we ought to put a cap on that and put some common-sense limitations. And I think we should also have sunsets on them so they come into review.”

Spence has made re-examining tax credits a big part of his campaign. He said during the forum that he would use savings from curtailing tax credits to invest in areas such as higher education.

(Democrats noted that Spence's former company -- Alpha Plastics Inc. -- got tax credits in the 2000s. Spence's spokesman told the Beacon that Spence wasn't calling for an end to state tax breaks to businesses, rather a review of what works, a point he emphasized during his speech.)

When asked whether he would support raising gasoline or tobacco taxes to raise revenue, Spence said, “I don’t support anything that cuts into net income right now.” He also said he doesn’t support enacting toll roads to collect revenue to fix the state’s highways.

Even if Spence supported any of those options, a public vote – and not the governor’s approval – would most likely be required to enact any tax increases.

Into the frying pan

While Spence devoted most of his speech to policy, he touched on his rationale for getting intopolitics after several decades in the private sector. Spence emerged as a major candidate for the Republican nomination after Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder bowed out of the governor’s race and decided to run for re-election.
Spence said that one motivation was his feeling that areas of the state – including Missouri’s cities – had fallen into disrepair. When he was younger, he said, people had a “a sense of wonderment” about St. Louis.

“Most of St. Louis had more optimism and had more businesses,” Spence said. “They were building new buildings, people were moving here, home prices were stabilized. You know, the north and south St. Louis weren’t the war zones that they are now. Our schools were much better.

“Right now, I just don’t see that,” he added. “We are stakeholders of Missouri. Everybody in this room is a stakeholder of Missouri. And we are a stakeholder of St. Louis. And this business is failing.”

Spence faces several Republicans in the Aug. 7 primary, including Kansas City consultant Bill Randles and anti-abortion activist Fred Sauer. However, state Democrats and Gov. Jay Nixon are focusing primarily on Spence, who is wealthy and the chief contributor to his own campaign.

Spence himself even quipped “if someone had said I’d be speaking before the RCGA as the presumptive nominee for the Republican candidate for governor, I would have said you’re crazy.”

Spence has come under fire over missteps involving his college background and his tenure on the board of Reliance Bancshares, which took $40 million in federal bailout money.  He later told the Associated Press that he voted for the  bank’s decision in 2011 to delay paying back the moneybecause of the bank's continued financial struggles.
Democrats recently set up a website this week featuring a web video of Randles criticizing Spence on the issue.
“Republicans and Democrats alike are disturbed and confused by Dave Spence’s refusal to repay his bank’s $40 million bailout from Washington,” said Wright in a statement earlier this week.

Spence campaign spokesman Jared Craighead asserted that the Democrats were focusing on "a ridiculous issue." Spence said Democratic critics are going over “plowed turf.”

"I wasn't on the board when they took the vote to take the TARP funds. I joined the board later," Spence said, noting that he invested in the bank when other board members didn't. "I had other things going on in my life. I resigned. I got no preferential treatment. I lost my tail in the investment."

Asked if he would have done anything differently so far in his first foray into elective office, Spence said, “I don’t think anything can be gained by looking in the rear-view mirror.”

Beacon political reporter Jo Mannies contributed information to this article.

Coming To A Missouri Ballot This Fall: Another Health Care Referendum

KCUR - By ELANA GORDON
FRI JUNE 8, 2012
This fall, voters in Missouri will face a number of decisions: picking state and congressional representatives, the President.  But also on the ballot will be a measure that like two years ago, has to do with the federal health law. 

It follows months of political tension over a key component.

The federal health law envisions that by 2014, each state will have an online marketplace where individuals and small businesses can buy health insurance plans – plans that meet certain criteria and are more easily comparable.  These marketplaces are also known as health insurance exchanges, and they can be run by either the state or the federal government. As it stands, an exchange does not exist in Missouri. Yet.  And if it’s up to Missouri’s House majority leader Tim Jones, never will.

 “We know that the citizens of the state of Missouri do not want the federal health care law, the Obama care law, or anything related to it,” Jones said on the final day of session last month.

Jones, a Republican, was speaking in favor of Senate Bill 464. The bill prohibits the creation and operation of a health exchange in Missouri unless the legislature or voters gives it the ok, and it prohibits the governor from creating one through executive order. The bill passed during those final hours of session, and will now be up for a popular vote in November.  On the floor of the House, Jones said it’s a chance for Missourians to affirm their stance on the federal health law, like in 2010. 

“71 percent of Missourians voted less than two years ago to prevent anything related to this,” said Jones. 

The issue then was the federal mandate for buying insurance or paying a fine. Opposition to that is what voters wrote into the state constitution when passingProposition C.  Senator Rob Schaaf, a Republican from St. Joseph who sponsored this latest ballot measure, says a health exchange, not the entire health law, is his main issue.

“A health insurance exchange is a major policy decision, and it should require the input of the legislature,” says Schaaf. “That’s my concern for filing this bill.”

Schaaf says Governor Jay Nixon, a Democrat, previously went around the legislature’s back in trying to set up an exchange. His administration, the department of insurance,applied for and received a federal grant last year to start setting up the technical infrastructure for an exchange, including updating the state’s old Medicaid computer system. The administration channeled the funds to a quasi-government body that wasn’t subject to legislative oversight, and was getting ready to lay out some of the groundwork for an exchange. 

“I was inflamed and decided to offer up this bill,” says Schaaf.

The group faced additional pressure from Schaaf and other lawmakers and has since suspended any health exchange activity, turning the grant money over to the legislature to appropriate.  With many lawmakers waiting to see how the Supreme Court rules on the entire law before moving forward with anything, most of those grant funds are still sitting, unused, with the federal government.

Schaaf says he wants to further ensure nothing happens without the legislature and the public being on board. That’s why included in his ballot measure is the ability for people to sue any state agency or worker involved in any exchange activity.

Some people worry about this.

“I have a concern that that bill hanging out there will have a chilling effect,” says Andrea Routh, director of the consumer group, the Missouri Health Advocacy Alliance.

Routh says the ballot measure itself, even before it’s voted on, could cause Missouri to fall behind on preparing for an exchange, whether the state or federal government ultimately runs it.  State workers might not do anything for fear of being sued, even though a lot has to happen for an exchange to be ready by 2014.

“It can really work well for families if we do it right,” says Routh. “But doing it right takes some work and planning and time, and people weighing in on how enrollment is going to work, and how our plan choices are going to be presented to us on this internet kind of platform. There are just so many decisions needing to be made, and if we’re waiting till the last minute to do it, there’s a potential that it may not be that workable for people."

If the measure does pass in November, it could be declared unconstitutional.  Even so, Ken Warren, a political scientist at St. Louis University, says having it on the ballot won't help Democrats.

“They [Republicans] used opposition to Obamacare to win elections in 2010 and they will try to do the same in 2012,” says Warren. “Particularly to help defeat Obama by bringing out a lot of Republicans, getting them to the polls to vote not only against this measure, but while they’re there to vote against Obama.”

The fate of any health exchange and that of the entire health law, meanwhile, first and foremost rests on what the Supreme Court decides. Answers on that will be coming very soon.  A ruling is expected by the end of this month.

-------------------

This story is part of a reporting partnership that includes KCUR, NPR and Kaiser Health News.

After final legislative session ends, Cunningham looks back at lessons learned

NewsmagazineNetwork.com - By: Jim Erickson
Posted 06/04/12 12:11 pm 

Being a woman serving in a male-dominated state legislature is somewhat akin to dancing.

“You have to learn to move backward gracefully in high heels,” said Jane Cunningham, who has represented West County in the Missouri legislature for the past 12 years, first in the House and for the past four years in the Senate.

Cunningham’s legislative career will come to a close, at least for the time being, at the end of the year when her four-year term of office is up. Effectively retired by a new Senate reapportionment plan that placed her in the same district as fellow Republican Brian Nieves, whose term still has two more years to go, she spoke about her experiences in the legislature and what she has learned from them.

She said the learning-to-dance analogy came to mind as she endeavored to be included with her male counterparts when they met to shape policy positions on legislative issues.

“I invited many of my senate colleagues to dinner individually to try to get to know them better and to let them get to know me – my bonding project, if you will,” Cunningham said.

“One of the men was very forthright with me and said, ‘Jane, the men are intimidated by you,’” she recalled.

A trim woman who is barely five feet tall, Cunningham is a long way from being physically intimidating.

“(The) characteristics my colleague mentioned (articulate, prepared, well groomed) normally would help propel a man to a leadership position,” Cunningham noted. However, “strong women walk on a tightrope trying to be effective and to be considered equally for the contributions they bring while not offending any potential insecurities or viewpoints on a woman’s proper place.

“I don’t want to paint all men as having difficulty working with a strong woman,” she added. “Some are secure enough to disregard gender and welcome what you can contribute, whether you’re a man or a woman.

“But when you get elected, you are in a man’s world and it can be a hard position to be in. I’m not a feminist by any means. I’m not looking for special advantages or affirmative action. I just think the playing field should be level and it isn’t always that way.”

Such challenges notwithstanding, Cunningham has enjoyed her years in the legislature.

“I’ve always liked working on public policy issues and working with people,” she said.

Those preferences are what initially propelled her into public life.

“Our sons were in Ladue schools back then and my husband (Gary) and I always were involved in whatever their activities were. So when some parents in the district asked me to run for the school board, I did,” she noted.

While serving on the school board, she said, “I found out how much I enjoyed public policy and being the voice for parents and other constituents. When the house seat opened up, it seemed natural to run because it offered the same kind of opportunities on a broader scale.”

“Policy-type roles were always more comfortable for me than making brownies for bake sales,” she said with a chuckle.

Born in South Carolina, Cunningham grew up in Florida and earned a bachelor’s degree in business with emphasis in economics and marketing from Florida State University.

After her graduation, she concluded the nation’s capital was an ideal place for a new adventure and took a job as a legislative assistant in a congressional office. It was there she met her future husband, Gary Cunningham, who was attending law school and serving as chief of staff for former St. Louis congressman Tom Curtis.

When Curtis lost a race for the U.S. Senate to Thomas Eagleton, Gary was recruited to join the White House staff.

“I actually went to parties at the White House when we were dating,” she recalled.

The couple moved to St. Louis in 1971 and have two grown sons – Bret, an owner of Austin Management Partners in Texas, and Scott, an officer in the U.S. Navy.

Cunningham believes her greatest accomplishment while serving in the state senate was passage of Proposition C, the Health Care Freedom Act approved by 71 percent of Missouri voters in August 2010. Active in authoring the measure and getting it on the ballot, Cunningham said the vote rejected the insurance mandates in the Obama administration health care law approved earlier that year.

Missouri was the first state in the nation to pass such a proposition.

She also pointed with pride to legislation she championed requiring assessors to factor in the impact on surrounding real estate when banks sell foreclosed properties for less than market value.

Education reform also has been a key issue for Cunningham during her years in the legislature. She said it was disappointing that legislation she sponsored to eliminate teacher tenure and the last-in, first-out (LIFO) rule that governs teacher layoffs was not approved.

“I thought some education reform measures could be passed this year. Improvement was way overdue,” she asserted.

As evidence, she cited a recent report from the National Council on Teacher Quality that looks at state laws, rules and regulations that govern the teaching profession. In that report, Missouri received a grade of D and ranked 47th among the 50 states and District of Columbia in progress it had made.

“LIFO is a silly law,” she maintained. “I asked an AFT (American Federation of Teachers) lobbyist if the last person hired at a school happened to be Albert Einstein, would it make sense if he was the first to be laid off. State law unfortunately requires school districts to do this and that’s not what is best for kids. Those decisions should be based on teacher effectiveness, not longevity.”

As for tenure, she is just as blunt.

“No one should own their job after five years,” she said, referring to the current requirement for public school teachers to receive tenure after that period. “Sure, the law said a teacher with tenure can be dismissed for ineffectiveness, but the time and cost involved make that step prohibitive.”

Cunningham also faults public school officials for not telling parents about the availability of virtual courses that students can take online.

“This is the delivery system of the future,” she argued. “To withhold this information from parents is irresponsible.”

The veteran legislator also pulls no punches when it comes to her evaluation of the situation.

“Everyone at the capitol will say that education reform is needed,” she said. “But we can’t pass anything. Why? Because the teacher organizations and the superintendents control that building and the people in it.”

Cunningham’s candor and championing of controversial causes have made her a frequent target for criticism.

“I’m always focused on goals,” she said. “If people try to push me away from my goals with criticism, it doesn’t bother me. Sometimes, it even energizes me.”

As for criticism of the General Assembly as a whole, Cunningham sees both sides of that issue.

“Some newspapers have a list of priorities, and that’s fine,” she noted. “But a lot of Missourians have other priorities.

“I believe we have strong ethics laws now, for example, but there are some who don’t agree with that.

“We (legislators) have to submit financial information and details about campaign contributions. All of that is available to the public. But some want to limit those contributions. I don’t believe that’s an ethical issue. What’s ethical is the requirement to disclose information about contributions.”

As for the influence of campaign contributions on a lawmaker’s decisions, Cunningham said, “Someone who’s for sale will always be for sale. You either have a moral candidate or you don’t. I don’t think campaign contributions affect a candidate’s integrity.”

The Chesterfield legislator isn’t ready yet to endorse any candidate now running for office but she has one specific requirement for any support she ultimately may give.

“I will never support anyone who hasn’t proved they can withstand the pressures of the office they are seeking,” she declared. “It’s easy to talk the talk, but it’s much more difficult to walk the walk. I want to see where a candidate has made a tough decision and then withstood the fire that came from it.”

Although her final Missouri legislative session concluded last month, Cunningham said her Jefferson City office will remain open to respond to constituent inquiries and that she’ll continue to meet with constituent groups until her term ends. She doesn’t expect to make final plans for her future until after the November election.

In addition to her legislative duties, Cunningham is the marketing director for England & Company Case Management, Inc., a medical and vocational rehabilitation firm.

“I’m in what you might call a decompression mode right now,” she said. “After being at it 24/7 for the past 12 years, I’m going to let myself lead a more normal life for a while.”

Mo. college transfer legislation signed into law

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Eli Yokley
June 8, 2012

— Governor Jay Nixon signed legislation this week that aims to ease school transfers between Missouri colleges and universities.

The legislation, House Bill 1042, requires the Coordinating Board for Higher Education to set 25 core courses that will be transferable between any college, two and four year, in the state.

“House Bill 1042 will remove many of the obstacles that block the route to degree attainment for hundreds of thousands of Missourians,” Nixon said. “It will improve remediation, align curriculum from high school to college, improve course transfer across higher education institutions, and help additional students who have received enough credits for an associate’s degree get that credential.”

State Rep. Mike Thompson sponsored the legislation. In an interview, Thompson said easing transfer requirements will help more Missourians graduate from college.

“I think that it nudges higher education across the two and four year institutions to collaborate more and start to look at the classes that they offer and get together with those and decide what actually should be offered within these things,” he said.

Additionally, the bill allows students who take courses at four year universities to transfer them to two year colleges if needed to qualify for a two year degree.

New principal at African-centered school searches for acceptance

The Kansas City Star - BY JOE ROBERTSON
Posted on Fri, Jun. 08, 2012 10:40 PM

Joseph Williams III hoped it was much easier to be reviled when he was a hypothetical.

Someone was going to be the principal of Kansas City Public Schools’ African-Centered College Preparatory Academy.

And that someone clearly would face a tall order trying to win the support of the many parents who are uncertain or outright hostile about the school district’s decision to take control of the ethnic-focused K-12 program from its founders.

Well, here he is, a 44-year-old Kansas City-born principal returning from the Deep South, where education became his “calling” after he took a substitute teaching job some 20 years ago that was supposed to simply help him pay for law school.

This is a real person, he imagined the first reaction from parents. Joseph Williams is real. And he has the same values as I do.

More than 100 parents have registered their interest in putting their children in the new school and close to half of them want to take on parent leader roles on the school’s council of elders.

But hundreds more who had children on the campus a year ago are standing back. Many have been joining in angry protests, the latest disrupting what was supposed to be a cookies-and-punch meet-and-greet at the Southeast Community Center on Thursday.

Williams said he sympathizes with the unhappy parents.

“I have no problem with parents who are vigorous advocates for their kids,” said Williams, a husband and father of a 2-year-old son. “I promise I’m an advocate for my child. I have no problem that they might be withholding judgment until the principal gets here.

“I’m here now.”

Williams and Superintendent Steve Green talked about the task ahead when they walked the spacious campus Wednesday at the former Southeast High School.

“We talked about the tremendous expectations put on him and the important transition of this school,” Green said. “We talked about the vision of what we want to see going into the classrooms, what we’re going to build on. …We talked about opening day and what we want it to look like and feel like.”

A month ago, on those same school grounds, the leaders who were running Afrikan Centered Education Taskforce Inc., had rallied its more than 900 children onto the lawn during the school day. They brought out community supporters to resist the district’s decision to end the contract and take over operations.

The speakers included an 11-year-old girl urging the crowd in an echo of Malcolm X to stop the district’s takeover “by any means necessary.”

Later in May, when the district planned a public meeting with the consultants it hired to help continue an African-centered program, crowds of parents disrupted the event, many bearing placards that included pictures of the superintendent with “LIAR” stamped over his face. Some of the signs were held up by their children.

Thursday, some of the former school’s supporters came ready with hard questions for the new principal.

They confirmed Williams, who is black, did not have prior experience in African-centered education. They wanted to know about the high school leadership position Williams held that was not listed on the district’s promotional material introducing Williams — a position at an alternative school that Williams said he resigned from because the school was converting to a private institution.

If it wasn’t already apparent, the opponents of the district’s takeover assured after the meeting that Williams now stands at the forefront of an unrelenting battle.

“We’re fighting,” Spark Bookhart said. “We won’t be ignored. We’ll make our voice heard.”

Williams and members of his team eventually retreated into another room at the community center to try to have the intended conversation with interested parents.

LaShaun Lars, who has two children she’s considering enrolling in the school, followed along. She said she wants her children to learn about their culture in a safe environment, and she likes the dual college credit programming that the district plans to continue at the campus.

But the noise at the meetings had been unnerving.

“Every meeting it’s the same thing with all the screaming,” Lars said. “And you’re not hearing what you want to hear.”

The school will be Williams’ to run. Green is not wavering in his decision to end the contract and take over the school. He says there have been too many disputes over finances, data management and other issues, including the taskforce’s failed attempt to sue the district for breach of contract.

The change is ending the quarter-century involvement of Audrey Bullard. She established the African-centered education movement’s first foothold in the district as principal of J.S. Chick Elementary School in the early 1990s and was the leader of the full K-12 campus that opened in 2007.

Williams hasn’t worked in African-centered education, but he will be working with a consulting team hired by the district that includes Molefi Kete Asante, a professor of African American studies at Temple University.

This school may pose the stiffest challenge yet for Williams, who came out of high school convinced he was heading for law school.

The former Kansas Citian was finishing his undergraduate education at Liberty University and had acceptance letters from several law schools when a friend told him about a chance to substitute teach in Shreveport, La. Distance learning would allow him to finish his degree while he worked at the school, giving him a more steady income on his way to law school.

“I was tired of the hand-to-mouth existence trying to finish that degree,” he said.

At first he was going to defer law school. Then he took a high school job in Baton Rouge, working as a special education teacher while completing an alternative certification program for people who change careers into education.

“My mother told me I should follow my heart,” he said. “This was my calling.”

He would earn a master’s degree in school leadership from Nova Southeastern University in Florida and move into administration in the mid-2000s.

For the last three years he has been the principal of a K-12 school in Quitman County outside Atlanta, Ga.

Now comes his return to Kansas City — a move that will not be easy as he tries to spark his new school’s so-far sluggish enrollment.

“I need to get out there and meet the people,” he said. “I’m hoping they give us a chance.”

Food Programs Still Available for Students Even After School is Out

"Hunger doesn't take a summer vacation." - Lindsey Neddenriep, Ozarks Food Harvest

KSMU - BY REBEKAH CLARK
JUNE 7, 2012 - 3:03PM 

For some impoverished students in the Ozarks, three meals a day are hard to come by, even school isn't in session. To combat child hunger, different non-profits around the community, as well as Springfield Public Schools, offer different meal plans for students. These meal plans provide them with fresh and healthy food options all throughout the summer. KSMU’s Rebekah Clark shares details.

 Residents of Springfield are probably familiar with the free and reduced lunch program that is provided during the school year by the public schools. What some may not know is that the public school system also provides a similar food program during the month of June. For any student that desires an extra bite to eat, they can get breakfast and lunch for free at eight different school sites around the city. Teresa Bledsoe, a spokesperson with Springfield Public Schools, says the program is for any student that lives in designated school neighborhoods.

 “To be able to serve the lunch program and receive the funding, they have to be provided in a high free and reduced lunch area. So each of these schools where we are serving meals are above fifty percent. We are serving breakfast and lunch at Delaware, Mann, McGregor, Weaver and Williams elementary schools, Carver and Pipkin middle schools and Central High School.”

She says at the elementary and middle schools, they serve food Monday through Thursday, and at Central, meals are served Monday through Friday.

 “They can find the serving schedules for each location, the times for breakfast and lunch, they can access those on our district website at springfieldpublicschoolsmo.org.”

That meal program ends June 28th.

Different non-profits around the area also do their fair share of helping out hungry kids. Ozarks Food Harvest has KidsCafe, its annual summer kids food program. KidsCafe spans to 15 different sites in nine counties around the Ozarks. Lindsey Neddenriep is a spokesperson with Ozarks Food Harvest.

 “In Springfield, a couple of our sites include National Heights Baptist Church and also the Springfield Community Center. In addition to that, we regularly serve our pantries and feeding sites in our 28 counties, including Greene County. Agencies such as Victory Mission.”

Members of High Street Baptist Church also are supporting children from Weller Elementary. Over 90 percent of the student population is on the free and reduced program, according to High Street Missions Intern, Nick Mills. For the past seven years, the church has put together Power Packs that are filled with food for kids during the school year. They provide Power Packs every couple of weeks.

“Marilyn Monroe, the principal at Weller, asked if we might be able to extend Power Packs throughout the summer. So we looked at our finances and donations and our volunteers and saw if we were able to meet this need, and we decided we were able to. Right now we have about 40 kids on the list to deliver Power Packs to, and we’ve started doing that, and we’re going to continue doing that throughout the summer.”     

Mills says every May, the school year ends. But student hunger stays the same. Neddenriep agrees.

“I always tell people that hunger doesn’t take a summer vacation. So during the school year, there are thousands of children in our area that rely on free and reduced priced school lunches and breakfast at school, but during the summer months, many parents don’t know who to turn to to find that support.”

She says anyone can donate on their website any time of day. You can also find an online listing of all the summer food programs for kids. Any dollar given, she says, is equal to ten dollars worth of foods.

For KSMU News, I’m Rebekah Clark.

Small Missouri town could be site of nation's only horse slaughter plant

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY STEPHEN DEERE 
Posted: Saturday, June 9, 2012 2:00 am 

Rockville, Mo., might be the perfect community for the nation's only horse-slaughtering plant, but only because there's not much of a community left.

Earlier this year, Sue Wallis, a Wyoming rancher, tried to open a horse-slaughtering plant near Mountain Grove, Mo. Angry residents, however, shouted her down at public meetings.

Wallis packed up and left.

Now Wallis' company, Unified Equine, is targeting the tiny hamlet of Rockville, about 100 miles south of Kansas City in Bates County, where similar opposition seems unlikely.

The company this week announced plans to renovate a shuttered beef-packing plant near Rockville by the end of the summer. The operation would be the first horse-slaughtering plant in the country since Congress restored funding for inspections of horse-slaughtering operations last year.

"We believe this is a win-win for both horses and people," Wallis said in statement.

Wallis said the plant would bring 50 jobs to the community of 150 people.

The company would slaughter hundreds of horses each day, exporting the meat to Europe where it is considered a specialty.

Cynthia MacPherson, an attorney who fought the plant in Mountain Grove, warned that if the plans in Rockville are successful, Missouri "would be known as the horse-slaughter capital of the world."

Slaughtering horses for human consumption was in efect banned in the United States in 2006 when Congress stopped funding U.S. Department of Agriculture inspections of horse meat. But last year, Congress restored the funding. That meant the slaughtering of horses was legal again.

Opponents say the practice is inhumane and offensive.

"We have a special bond with horses in America," said Wayne Pacelle, president and CEO of the Humane Society of the United States. "The nation was settled on the back of the horse."

Pacelle also noted that horses reared in the U.S. are injected with pain killers, antibiotics and other medication and shouldn't be consumed.

"Cattle are bred for food," MacPherson said. "Horses are not."

Proponents, however, say that unwanted horses risk being abandoned and neglected. Some suffer crueler fates in nature than in a slaughter plant.

In the statement, Wallis said the plant would "provide a humane and viable option to the horse industry, decimated by misguided efforts to end humane horse slaughter."

Norman Williamson, who owns the Down Home Butcher Shop, near Rockville, said people have abandoned dozens of horses in the area.

"People can't afford to feed them," he said.

Williamson said most of the land in Rockville — known for its prime duck hunting — has been bought up by hunting clubs. The town, he said, has a convenience store and bar, but little else, not even a mayor.

The beef processing plant once employed as many as 90 people, Williamson said. He has seen it change owners three times in the past 20 years. Most recently the plant, owned by the American Beef Company, was shut down by the USDA for violating federal regulations.

"I think that horse plant is the greatest thing to hit this country," Williamson said. "These people in this community need jobs."

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Nixon, Robin Carnahan exhort Democrats to remember that politics is serious business

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter

6:47 pm on Sat, 06.09.12

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, a veteran sportsman, loves to use sports analogies in his political speeches.  But at Saturday’s Democratic state convention, he made a point of emphasizing that politics isn’t a sport — even if it is often treated like one.

 “This isn’t a game where you look up at the scoreboard,’’ the governor said in his address closing out this weekend’s gathering of more than 400 party activists to choose delegates to the presidential convention.

“This is the game of life.”

Expanding access to health care, improving public education, keeping student loans affordable and creating jobs are life-changing actions that Democrats should be proud to embrace, Nixon said. 

But to fulfill those objectives, he added, Democrats have “got make sure we’re all on the field, working hard.”

Nixon’s remarks bracketed warnings Saturday morning by Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, who declared that the real issues facing the state’s Democrats boiled down to two words: cash and complacency.

She exhorted Democrats to use "your compassion, your devotion, your commitment'' to counter what she predicted would be unprecedented outside spending by conservative groups bent on defeating the state's top Democrats.

Outside spending contributed to her 2010 loss for the U.S. Senate, and now is seen as a big challenge for U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., as she seeks re-election this fall.

"We can beat the money with our passion. We can beat the money with our candidates,'' said Carnahan. "But not if we're complacent.''

Primary contests test camaraderie

Although they avoided last week’s GOP fight over lunch, Missouri Democrats at Lake of the Ozarks this weekend to choose national convention delegates got a glimpse of their own sources of indigestion.

Three of the party’s best-known women — former state Auditor Susan Montee, state Rep. Sara Lampe and former legislator Judy Baker -- are battling for lieutenant governor. All three showed up to woo Democratic support.

Two St. Louis congressmen — Russ Carnahan and William Lacy Clay Jr. — are competing for one Democratic-leaning seat in a contest that could elevate regional and racial tensions. Carnahan addressed conventioneers and emphasized his support for civil rights.

And while Missouri’s 400-plus conventioneers made clear they are solidly behind President Barack Obama, some activists tacitly acknowledged that he’s unlikely to carry Missouri in November against likely Republican nominee Mitt Romney.

 “That’s a fair assumption,’’ said C.T. Sharp, the Democrats’ district chairman for the 2nd congressional district.

The concern, voiced privately and occasionally publicly by some delegates, was whether an Obama loss might trickle down and hurt McCaskill.  Recent polls have shown her in tight contests — or trailing — all three of her major Republican rivals: former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin and St. Louis businessman John Brunner.

Sharp and St. Louis Democratic Party chairman Brian Wahby, who is a member of the Democratic National Committee, both said they were confident about McCaskill’s chances, especially once it was clear who her Republican opponent would be.

But some other party leaders said privately that an Obama loss in Missouri by more than 4 percentage points could potentially drag down McCaskill as well.

McCaskill missed the state convention. She explained in a video aired to conventioneers that her mother just got out of the hospital and "is not doing so well right now."

Her mother, Betty Ann McCaskill, is featured in a powerful new McCaskill TV ad running statewide. In the spot, the senator’s mother touts her daughter's efforts to help veterans and protect their benefits.

Amid the mental handwringing, delegates eagerly embraced Secretary of State Robin Carnahan’s message, in effect, to buck up.

“It’s up to us to tell the story of what’s really going on,’’ said Carnahan, asserting that national news media and pundits often have mischaracterized what’s on the minds of the public – and the president's record.

"The reality these people live in is different from the reality I live in,’’ Carnahan said. “We've got a president standing for conviction...putting people ahead of politics at every turn. We deserve a leader like Barack Obama … who will stand for things.”

Carnahan, who is not running for re-election, declared that she planned to hit the streets on behalf of Democratic candidates. “I’m going to be out there, and I hope you’ll be at my side,’’ she said.

Governor calls for teamwork

All told, Missouri Democrats will send 102 delegates and seven alternates to the national presidential convention in Charlotte, N.C., in early September. Saturday's voting filled out the remainder of the delegates.

The Democratic delegates include all Democratic statewide officeholders and more than a dozen St. Louis area officials, including St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, Comptroller Darlene Green and St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley.

Also among the delegates: former U.S. Rep. Richard A. Gephardt, D-St. Louis County.

Nixon, the titular head of the state Democratic Party, sought to deliver a message about teamwork — partisan and nonpartisan.

He avoided mentioning Obama or any politicians, Republican or Democrat, choosing instead to focus on issues.

The governor, who is seeking re-election, cited his administration’s efforts to create jobs and handle disasters — such as tornado-stricken Joplin and the snowstorm that forced a rare shutdown of Interstate 70.

He noted that Missouri has seen 35,000 new jobs, the 6th highest in the country. And Nixon cited his vetoes of bills that he said would hurt the state’s chances of getting ahead, including a measure that he said would have encouraged job discrimination.

Without mentioning the Republican-controlled General Assembly by name, Nixon emphasized the importance of “common ground’’ and of Jefferson City officials who “rolled up our sleeves. We got to work and we did it together.”

The governor said that, heading into campaign mode, Democrats must do the same. “Fellow Democrats, there is too much at stake,’’ Nixon said. “We need every one of our players in the game.”

He recounted an amateur softball league game in his past, where he almost got into a fight with the shortstop. 

His decision about his course of action changed, Nixon said, when he noticed that the shortstop’s team had cleared the benches to stand behind their player.

“The rest of my team was still in the dugout," Nixon recounted ruefully.

That scenario can’t be repeated, he continued, if Democrats are to win in November.

Mo. Democrats unite behind Obama at state convention

BY DAVID A. LIEB • Associated Press
Posted: Sunday, June 10, 2012 12:05 am

LAKE OZARK, MO. • Missouri Democrats united behind President Barack Obama at their state convention Saturday, expressing both concern and confidence about his ability to withstand a challenge from Republican Mitt Romney in a contest that could hinge on perceptions of the economy.

A smaller, less rambunctious group gathered at the Lake of the Ozarks this year, lending itself to a more relaxed, efficient convention compared with four years ago, when Obama was battling with Hillary Clinton for the Democratic presidential nomination. This year, Democrats were unified in their support for a trio of top-of-the-ticket incumbents for president, U.S. senator and governor.

Obama narrowly lost Missouri in 2008 to Republican Sen. John McCain of Arizona. And so far in 2012, the president has not mounted a much of a push in the state — Obama is running TV ads in nine key states, and Missouri is not one of them.

Yet Democrats contend that Missouri's historical swing-state status will be as strong as ever — partly because Sen. Claire McCaskill's re-election bid is expected to be one of the tightest races nationally as Republicans seek to gain control of the Senate.

"We are the bellwether of bellwethers; we are going to decide which way the U.S. Senate goes," Democratic Party Chairman Mike Sanders told delegates Saturday.

McCaskill did not attend the convention, staying in St. Louis with her ailing mother after campaigning at an earlier union event.

"Pray for her and fight for me," McCaskill said in a video shown at the convention.

Several other elected Democratic officials also were absent, for a variety of reasons.

The convention drew 434 delegates, less than half the 1,036 that could have come. But the atmosphere was less tense than in 2008, with its division between Clinton and Obama supporters.

Retired schoolteacher Dora Meier of Licking, who backed Obama at the 2008 state convention, said this year's party gathering lacked the same level of enthusiasm — though she gladly exchanged it for the greater unity. Meier acknowledged she is "kind of scared" about Obama's prospects against Romney because of the jobless rate.

"He hasn't accomplished all the things he promised," Meier, 72, said of Obama. "I think people are expecting miracles. I think we need to give him more time."

Gov. Jay Nixon, who won easily in 2008, didn't mention the president during his speech Saturday. But Nixon echoed Obama's new campaign slogan — "Forward" — as he touted several recent months of improving job figures in a state whose economy had remained stagnant last year.

"We're moving forward, but we can't stop now," Nixon said while urging Democrats to help him win re-election.

Student loan interest set to double unless Congress takes steps

Joplin Globe - By Emily Younker 
June 9, 2012

— If all goes according to plan, Samantha Evans will find a government job upon graduation as a crime scene analyst or a forensic officer. She also eyes possibly working with the FBI or the Secret Service eventually.

But there’s a cloud hanging over those hopes — the $25,000 that she has so far borrowed to pay for her education at Missouri Southern State University.

“I’m terrified,” Evans, a 21-year-old criminal justice administration major from Lampe, said recently. “That’s a big number. That’s a lot of money that I don’t have.”

Evans is not alone. Millions of students nationwide pay for at least part of their college education through loans and consequently amass a growing amount of debt, estimated to have reached $1 trillion last year, according to the federal government’s Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.

The Federal Reserve Bank of New York, meanwhile, estimates in a report published last month that student loan debt reached $904 billion in the first quarter of this year. Total student loan debt — which outweighs the $679 billion Americans owe on credit cards — has increased by $663 billion in the past decade, according to the report.

Two-thirds of college seniors across the country graduated with loans in 2010, according to the Project on Student Debt, which is part of the Institute for College Access and Success, an Oakland, Calif.-based nonprofit that researches issues in higher education.

The average debt for college seniors of the class of 2010 was $25,250, a 5 percent increase from the previous year, the group reports. More than half of students in Missouri, Kansas and Oklahoma leave college with debt, averaging between $20,000 and $22,000 per student. The data come from voluntarily reported debt information from about half of the country’s not-for-profit, four-year colleges and universities.

William Brewer Jr., head of the National Association of Consumer Bankruptcy Attorneys, issued a warning this spring, predicting that America’s student loan debt could trigger the country’s next great financial crisis, doing to the economy what housing debt did a few years ago.

“This could very well be the next debt bomb for the U.S. economy,” he said.

Higher rates ?

Legislators are currently debating what to do about the crisis.

Interest rates on new federally subsidized Stafford loans, designed for low- and middle-income undergraduates, are set to rise to 6.8 percent from 3.4 percent on July 1. A subsidized loan is one in which interest is paid by the government as long as the student is enrolled full-time.

The U.S. Department of Education estimates that 7.4 million students will borrow $31.6 billion in such loans in the 12 months beginning July 1. These loans generally are paid off over a decade or more after graduation.

Allowing interest rates to double would cost the typical student about $1,000 more over the life of the loan, federal officials say.

During his State of the Union speech in January, President Barack Obama urged Congress to prevent the rates from doubling this summer. And Congress appears to favor extending the 3.4 percent rate for another year, but politicians have clashed over how to pay for it.

In May, Republicans and Democrats in the U.S. Senate each shot down the other party’s proposal for paying the $6 billion cost. Democrats had proposed raising Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes on high-earning owners of some privately held companies and professional practices, while Republicans would have abolished an Obama preventive health program.

Talks have continued into June, with Republicans earlier this week proposing some cost-cutting measures that have been suggested by the president in the past, such as gradually increasing the amount that federal workers contribute to their pensions and reducing federal Medicaid reimbursements to states.

U.S. Sens. Roy Blunt, a Republican, and Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, as well as U.S. Rep. Billy Long, R-Mo., have publicly pledged their support of capping the interest rate at 3.4 percent if a mechanism to pay for it can be reached.

‘Prepare for worst’

Evans, the MSSU student, said loans are the only way she has been able to attend MSSU. She said she doesn’t qualify for grants and is financially independent from her parents. She also works at MSSU’s Beimdiek Recreation Center and as a resident assistant in her dorm — two jobs that provide enough money to cover other living expenses.

“I could not go to school without them,” she said of her loans. “They were an absolute necessity for me.”

Evans said most of her loans are unsubsidized, which means that interest began accruing the day she signed the papers. She predicts that she could owe between $30,000 and $40,000, including interest, by the time she graduates in the next two years.

A self-proclaimed “worrywart,” she has already begun thinking about what she might do if she is unable to find a job after graduation — joining the military is an option, she said — or if her payment installments are too high.

“I’m prepared for the worst, but I don’t want to go down that road if I don’t have to,” she said.

In the meantime, Evans said she is studying hard and networking, hoping her efforts will land her the job she wants and needs after graduation so she can begin repaying her loans.

Daniel Fedewa, 25, decided to return to college a year and a half ago after working in retail for several years. Now an accounting major at MSSU aspiring to be a certified public accountant or a broker, he was motivated by finances and family to get a “better career and better future,” he said last week on the university campus.

“I’m poor, and I want to make more money and support the person who’s calling me right now,” he said, glancing down as the cellphone in his hand began ringing with an incoming call from his wife, Michelle.

Fedewa said he pays for his education through a mix of federally subsidized and unsubsidized loans as well as one grant. He estimates he borrows at least $2,000 per semester to cover tuition — and a little extra for living expenses for himself and his wife, who is due to give birth to a boy this month. He has borrowed $1,500 for two courses this summer.

“I’m trying to take out enough, too, to supplement (Michelle) not working now,” he said.

Fedewa anticipates a debt of up to $40,000 when he graduates in two years. His wife has student loan debt of her own, which she has already begun paying back. The number of years it will take for the couple to pay off all their loans is expected to be lengthy — perhaps decades, Fedewa said.

Gesturing, when talking about student loans, Fedewa indicated his debt is “up to his eyeballs.”

He put his hand at eye level and then raised it above his head to demonstrate the overwhelming nature of the couple’s debt.

“The debt’s more like to the ceiling,” he said. “I try not to think about it.”

Increase in borrowing

Most colleges and universities report student debt information. But administrators and researchers warn that the statistics can vary widely depending on factors such as the grade level of the students, the type of college or university, the amount of additional financial aid students receive, what type of financial background students come from, or whether students already had loans when they began their education at a particular institution.

Nearly 90 percent of MSSU students receive some kind of federal financial aid, which includes loans or grants, said Becca Diskin, director of financial aid. Graduating seniors leave MSSU with an average debt of $18,000 per student, she said.

When asked whether she thinks students today borrow more than they did in past years, Diskin, who has worked in financial services since 1994, said yes.

“I think a lot of people aren’t prepared (financially) for college when the time comes,” she said. “More students are borrowing, and many students are borrowing more.”

At Pittsburg (Kan.) State University, nearly 78 percent of undergraduates in the class of 2011 had federal loans averaging $21,634, according to William Ivy, associate vice president for enrollment management and student success.

Up to 75 percent of students at Northeastern Oklahoma A&M College, a two-year college in Miami, take out loans, according to David Fisher, director of financial aid.

About one-fifth of students at Crowder College, a two-year college in Neosho, have loans, and average indebtedness for graduates is $7,300, according to Michelle Paul, director of financial aid.

Paul, who has worked in financial aid since 1995, said she saw an uptick in student borrowing when the economy collapsed a few years ago. And some students borrow more than simply the cost of their tuition, she said.

“The economy affects student loan borrowing because a lot of students, when they were losing their jobs, they came back to school,” she said. “In order to do that, they had to borrow money. When they were trying to pay all of their other living expenses as well, they started borrowing money.”

The Project on Student Debt report theorizes that the sluggish economy “(widened) the gap between rising college costs and what students and their parents could afford.” In particular, cuts in state funding for public colleges and universities have been met by steep increases in tuition, which has in many cases forced more students to take out loans, the report notes.

“In general, (rising student debt) is because college costs continue to go up, and family resources and available grant aid don’t always go up,” said Matthew Reed, the report’s author, in a telephone interview Wednesday. Reed is also the program director of the Institute for College Access and Success.

When asked whether rising student debt is of concern, Reed said yes. He said it impacts borrowers, who because of their debt report delaying other major life events, such as buying a house. It also could impact prospective students, he said.

“It may deter some of them from doing what they have to do to get into college,” he said.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Missouri Press Association seeks veto of records bill

Kansas City Star - THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
Posted on Sat, Jun. 09, 2012 01:17 PM

COLUMBIA -- The Missouri Press Association has announced its opposition to a measure that would allow people convicted of certain crimes to keep those records private under particular circumstances.

Director Doug Crews said the organization has asked Gov. Jay Nixon to veto the measure because it would close records the group considers important when employers and the public need to learn about someone’s background. Nixon has until mid-July to complete action on bills passed during this year’s legislative session.

Crews told The Columbia Daily Tribune that the association contends court records should be open “and that would include what happened last year and what happened 20 years ago.”

Bob McCulloch, prosecuting attorney for St. Louis County and chairman of the Missouri Association of Prosecuting Attorneys, said prosecutors also don’t like the provision that allows crimes to be expunged in part because the measure doesn’t include a funding method.

The bill covers subjects ranging from expunging criminal records to allowing some people younger than 21 to obtain a permit to carry a concealed weapon. The language that would expunge criminal records would apply to several crimes, including trespassing, peace disturbance and being drunk in church. In the case of a felony, people who have completed their sentences or probation and paid any restitution or fines they owe would be able to expunge the record if they have gone 20 years without another conviction. Misdemeanor offenders could apply for their crime to be expunged after 10 years.

Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican, added the provision to the bill in order to restore gun rights to certain offenders. To satisfy federal law, the felony conviction had to be erased, Lager said.

“My point is people do change,” he said.

He also said the list of eligible crimes was narrowly drawn and covers only a limited number of nonviolent offenses.

“Some mistakes are so outrageous that they follow you forever,” Lager said. “Others you should be able to move on.”

Familiar, new faces in three-way 146th House race

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers
Sunday, June 10, 2012

Missouri House hopefuls Gerald Adams and Van Hitt have been knocking on doors from Pocahontas to Delta for weeks to introduce themselves to voters and -- they hope -- get enough support to oust an incumbent.

But the woman who already has the job, Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, is doing the same in hopes of making a convincing case that she should be allowed to keep it.

The Missouri House race for the new 146th District showcases a rematch of Lichetenegger and Adams, the longtime Jackson School Board member who narrowly lost to Lichtenegger in 2010.

But this GOP primary Aug. 7 will have a first-time candidate in Hitt, the former Jackson High School football coach who was fired by the school district where Adams serves on the board.

Hitt, a former high school science teacher, said he's heard the theories that his late entrance into the race will simply throw the election to Lichtenegger because he and Adams will split the education vote.

In fact, Hitt said, someone even asked him if someone from Lichtenegger's camp encouraged him to run -- which he emphatically said was not true.

Lichtenegger said she's simply out campaigning for votes.

"I don't think in terms like that," Lichtenegger said last week. "I just have to focus on my own campaign. I don't worry about the other guys and what they're doing. Everything else is just speculation."

Instead, the three Jackson Republicans said they are all interested in serving in the legislature, where they believe they have the life experience and passion to work on issues that are important to them -- such as job creation, teacher tenure, tax credits and health care.

They all say they are the best candidate to represent the new 146th, which is basically made up of all of Cape Girardeau County -- except the city of Cape Girardeau and some adjacent territory -- and includes Jackson, Pocahontas, Oak Ridge, Whitewater, Gordonville and Delta.

Lichtenegger was a longtime Republican activist who first faced Adams in 2002, although neither survived the primary that year. Lichtenegger, a former dental hygienist, announced that she would seek a second term in February after mulling a run at the Missouri Senate seat being vacated by Jason Crowell.

In her first term, Lichtenegger was appointed vice chairwoman of the Appropriations Committee for Health, Mental Health and Social Services by House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

If she isn't re-elected, Lichtenegger said, the legislature will lose one of only four members with a background in health care.

Lichtenegger supports right to work, which would give employees who work at unionized workplaces a choice as to whether they wish to belong. Though she said that does not mean she is against unions altogether.

"I will tell you I am not against the unions," she said. "Unions can be a great asset. I just think people should be able to choose if they're in a union."

Lichtenegger was also one of only three freshmen state representatives out of 60 who introduced a bill that was passed in both chambers and signed into law by Gov. Jay Nixon last year. She also has co-sponsored a bill that largely eliminates pensions for those who are elected to the Missouri Legislature.

"I have the experience to do the job," she said.

Adams said he doesn't have a strong opinion on right to work. Employees at Noranda where he works have had two union votes while he's worked there. In fact, Adams wondered if the legislature hasn't spent a lot of time debating right to work when its time could perhaps be better used talking about more important issues.

"I think we've wasted time and energy on a lot of different issues," Adams said.

Perhaps more important is Missouri's issuance of tax credits, Adams said. Missouri is No. 1 in the country in issuing historic tax credits and second nationally for low-income housing credits. Adams said he wasn't necessarily opposed to tax credits in general, but he believes issuing hundreds of millions of dollars in tax credits is essentially robbing from the state's general revenue.

"They're good where they add jobs," Adams said. "When we issue those tax credits, we're basically taking away from secondary and higher education."

Hitt said he's also interested in reigning in state government and that there are too many governmental agencies that aren't communicating with each other. During his talks with voters, Hitt echoed Lichtenegger in that they said they haven't heard many issues-based concerns.

He knows the economy is a worry for many, but he said the state government really can't create jobs other than taxpayer-funded ones.

"And who's going to pay their salaries? Taxpayers," Hitt said.

There are contrasts between Hitt and the other two, he said.

"My contrast between them is my lifelong experiences," Hitt said. "I've been in education 41 years. I've farmed all my life. Those are two areas that are vital to our state -- education and agriculture are two big components of any state. I feel like I have a good background in those areas."

As of the most recent campaign fundraising filings, which were filed in April, no clear distinction had been made in the money arena. Lichtenegger had $6,373 on hand, according to the Missouri Ethics Commission filing. Adams had yet to file a report, though he said he's raised more than $5,000 since that time. Hitt had $1,278 cash on hand as of that filing.

Hitt collected money from six donors, including SEMO Specialties and Sports in Jackson and several other county residents and one who lives in Cape Girardeau. Lichtenegger's donations for that period came from seven residents and business owners, including Pyramid Home Health Services, Royal Oak Charcoal Co. of Roswell, Ga., a Sedalia, Mo., dental hygienist and a health care political action committee.

smoyers@semissourian.com
388-3642

Mo. lawmakers aim to strengthen senior protections

Southeast Missourian - By CHRIS BLANK (Associated Press)
Jun 9, 1:29 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Elderly and disabled Missouri residents could gain new protection against financial exploitation by people who have authority over them under legislation awaiting action by Gov. Jay Nixon.

Missouri already has a law making it a crime to take financial advantage of an elderly or disabled person through deception, intimidation or force.

The bill on Nixon's desk would expand that law, criminalizing the use of "undue influence" to financially exploit a disabled or elderly person's "vulnerable state of mind, neediness, pain or agony." It could be applied to those who improperly or fraudulently use a power of attorney, guardianship, conservatorship or other fiduciary authority.

The severity of the charge and potential penalty would rise with the amount of money involved.

A violation involving less than $50 would be a misdemeanor punishable by up to a year in jail and a $1,000 fine. The worst violations, involving more than $50,000, would be Class A felonies, carrying a possible sentence of 10 years to life in prison.

Norma Collins, the advocacy director for Missouri AARP, said older people with dementia and other health issues can be vulnerable to exploitation. She said the measure offers some important protections.

"This is making this a little bit stronger," Collins said. "It is eliminating some of the gaps, but it's strengthening the enforcement so that the elderly will have a little more protection."

The legislation also covers Medicaid-eligible disabled and elderly residents in nursing homes and other care facilities. People who receive funds on such residents' behalf but fail to forward money owed to a facility also could be charged with financial exploitation.

A person found guilty in those circumstances could be ordered to pay restitution as a condition of sentencing, with 10 percent of the payment go to the local prosecutor's office to help fund enforcement.

Missouri lawmakers passed the legislation in the final week of this year's session, on votes of 177-2 in the House and 31-2 in the Senate.

The bill's sponsor, Republican Sen. Kevin Engler, of Farmington, said some residents need additional protections because of their age and health.

Scott Holste, a Nixon spokesman, said the governor's office is reviewing the legislation. He said Nixon has "long been a leader on efforts to halt abuse of seniors and the disabled."

---

Financial abuse bill is SB689.

---

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Nominations being accepted for Veterans Service Award

Waynesville Daily Guide - By Rachel Parks
Posted Jun 09, 2012 @ 09:00 AM

Military veterans who give back to their communities have the opportunity to be recognized by the state of Missouri. Applications are currently being accepted for the 2012 Veterans Service Award.
The program was established by Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder. Presiding Pulaski County Commissioner Gene Newkirk said he believes the local area has a number of veterans who stand a good chance of being honored for the work they do.
“There are so many veterans here, because we are a retirement community due toFort Leonard Wood,  there are a lot of them out there who do community service,” he said.
Newkirk said in an effort to reach out to the many veterans who live in the area he has taken applications for the award to local American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars groups, as well as local motorcycle clubs. Nomination forms are also available in the Pulaski County Clerk’s office.
“I’m trying to get as many of these filled out and sent up as we can,” he added.
Newkirk said one of the great aspects of the award is that volunteers in a variety of capacities can be nominated.
“They don’t have to be a part of a VFW; they don’t have to be a part of anything. It can just be ‘John Q’ that helps out some elderly people to someone who works in an organization that does volunteer work,” he explained.
In total, 15 veterans from the state will be honored. Award recipients will be recognized with a declaration from Kinder’s office and a small token of appreciation. The only criterion is that the nominees are military veterans or currently on active duty, and they volunteer at least 25 hours per year within their community.
“The vets, when they get back and they retire, they return services back to the community. We support our troops and now our troops are supporting us,” Newkirk said.
“There is a large amount of people that (volunteer) here,” he added. “So if you know someone who has volunteered, fill (the form) out and send it in. Show that gratitude for them.”
Nominations are due to Kinder’s office by June 30. In addition to the local offices Newkirk has left nomination paperwork with, forms can be found at http://ltgov.mo.gov or http://ltgov.mo.gov. Once the nomination form is filled out, it can be mailed, faxed or emailed to Kinder’s office in Jefferson City. For additional information about the award, contact Kinder’s office by calling 751-4727.

Early childhood care slots wiped out by Missouri budget fights

THE KANSAS CITY STAR - JOE ROBERTSON
June 11

Poor working families of some 120 infants and toddlers in the Kansas City area are about to find out they're losing their state-funded child care.

One of the last-moment deals in the Missouri legislature's budget battle begins to hurt this week.

People in area agencies that distribute the state's Early Head Start funds essentially will be deciding in the next few days who will keep their spots in the free programs and who won't beginning July 1.

"Talk about being Solomon," said Jim Caccamo, the director of early learning at the Mid-America Regional Council. "Which kids do you pick out? (The providers) will have criteria, but, still, how'd you like to be the one to tell that family?"

Statewide, state funding for Early Head Start programs was cut nearly in half, from $5.67 million to $2.65 million. In the Kansas City area, the funding will fall from $1.8 million to $865,000, Caccamo said.

Missouri's Department of Social Services on Thursday distributed new contracts for providers under the reduced funding that cut services from the Family Conservancy and the Independence School District.

The Family Conservancy's Early Head Start programs losing funds include Operation Breakthrough and the early childhood program at St. Mark Union Church in Kansas City, plus several home-based providers.

They will be losing 119 of 222 "slots," pushing many low-income families into difficult situations, said Dean Olson, vice president for programming at the Family Conservancy.

"Politics is all over this," Olson said. "I know they (legislators) have difficult decisions to make, but there are going to be a lot of unintended consequences."

Early childhood programming, though underfunded, had escaped the carousel of state cuts in recent years. But Jeremy LaFaver, a lobbyist for early childhood interests, said they couldn't escape lawmakers' last-week machinations in 2012.

Governor Jay Nixon and the House of Representatives had offered a budget that avoided many of the cuts. It relied on an amnesty program for delinquent taxpayers that would have generated an estimated $70 million in revenue, said Rep. Ryan Silvey, a Kansas City, North, Republican. But the Senate rejected the tax amnesty plan and submitted a budget with sharper cuts.

Silvey chaired a joint conference committee that hammered out a compromise budget between the House and Senate on the Wednesday before the session ended May 18. He favored the tax amnesty plan. Without it, he said, the committee was forced into hard decisions, including the cuts to Early Head Start.

"It was a matter of trying to find priorities for both of us," he said. "It was important to me we did the best that we could."

The cuts come as efforts throughout the nation, including Kansas City's Turn the Page KC early reading program, emphasize the importance of helping children. In particular, they focus on efforts to prepare disadvantaged children to start their school years ready to learn.

"This is the most formative years for these kids," said Sister Berta Sailer, a co-founder of Operation Breakthrough. "This allows women who have been on welfare to get a job and have their kids taken care of. There is a huge need for this."

Olson fears that a poor family that abruptly has to figure out how to pay for child care will look to unregulated providers.

Missouri law allows anyone to provide care in their home, without being licensed, for up to four children -- in addition to any children related to the provider.

"A major concern with parents who lose care is where are they going to go?" Olson said. "In unregulated care there are no inspections, no training."

Decision to close University of Missouri Press meets with backlash

Columbia Missourian - BY STEPHANIE PROFFER
Sunday, June 10, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT

COLUMBIA — University of Missouri System president Tim Wolfe's May 24announcement that University of Missouri Press will close at the end of the monthhas received attention from around the country.

Wolfe said in a statement that beginning July 1, the UM System will no longer provide its annual $400,000 subsidy to the publishing house, which, in addition to the subsidy, has been operating with a deficit of $50,000 to $100,000 per year for the past "several years," Jennifer Hollingshead, system spokeswoman, said. 

This money will now be used to further Wolfe's priorities for the four-campus system, Hollingshead said.

With the closing of the press, 10 employees will lose their jobs. These employees, though, have not received any more information than the public has, Beth Chandler, marketing manager, said.

Chandler said the press is important for a research institute because it is the vehicle for publishing, among many other works from around the world, the work of the university's professors.

Ned Stuckey-French, an English professor at Florida State University who published his first book at University of Missouri Press, said the operation publishes books that provide a great service to Missourians.

"It has a focus on the state, yet it represents Missouri nationally and internationally," he said.

Peter Givler, executive director of the American Association of University Presses, said this is true of many university publishing houses. A press, he said, spreads the reputation of a school, showcases its academic standards and "is a way to burnish the image of a university."

Stuckey-French said Wolfe "made a short-sighted decision, and he's going to damage the brand of the university."

To express these feelings, Stuckey-French wrote a letter denouncing the decision to close the press and sent it to various outlets, including newspapers, education committee members in the Missouri House and Senate and Wolfe himself. He starteda petition to stop the closing of the press as well.

Stuckey-French also teamed up with Bruce Miller, a publishing representative in Chicago who created the Save the University of Missouri Press Facebook page. The page encourages people to "write to Tim Wolfe directly and let him know he needs to rescind his order to close the press," a May 28 post said.

On the page, which had 1,536 likes as of Friday, people from around the country have posted the letters they have written to Wolfe, urging him to reconsider.

Professors at MU also have expressed their dismay at the press's closing.

English professor Tom Quirk, a noted Mark Twain scholar, has written or edited five books that have been published by University Press. He said he was surprised by Wolfe's announcement.

"Times are tough, but I would have hoped they could come to a different decision," Quirk said.

Quirk said he is concerned about it because university presses publish scholarly works about people, places, history, architecture and more about their respective states that might otherwise not be published.

According to previous Missourian reporting, books that University Press would normally print will now be printed at other similar presses around the country.

Chandler said these books are in danger of not being printed at all, as commercial publishers are more concerned with sales. University Press often publishes books for much smaller audiences.

"There may be only 400 people who want to read some of our more scholarly publications," Chandler said. "But it's still 400 people."

"University presses matter because they make available the latest research without the pressure to conform to intellectual or commercial fashions," said E.J. Levy, who formerly taught creative nonfiction at MU and is scheduled to have a memoir published by University Press.

Levy said closing the operation is "an effort to solve a short-term economic crunch in a way that sacrifices in the long run the most fundamental mission of a research institution — the creation and dissemination of new knowledge."

The closing of University of Missouri Press is atypical of university presses around the country, Givler said.

"Scholarly publications are grappling with the transition from print to digital," Givler said. But in general, he said, presses are a "fairly stable community" and seem to be doing well.

He said he could only think of two or three university presses that have closed in the past 10 years.

One of those presses is the Eastern Washington University Press, which stopped operating in 2010 because of a budget deficit. The university had to reduce its budget by $26 million, so the press was cut, Dave Meany, director of media relations for Eastern Washington, said.

But that decision did not elicit a strong response.

"People who were tied to the press were disappointed — mostly faculty and staff," Meany said. "But there wasn't much backlash beyond the literary community."

Despite the backlash in regards to University of Missouri Press, though, Hollingshead said Wolfe is not reconsidering his decision to phase out the current model of the press.

A new, more sustainable model continues to be discussed, she said.

Supervising editor is Elizabeth Brixey.

Economic impact of MSD project is mixed, economists say

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY STEVE GIEGERICH 
Posted: Sunday, June 10, 2012 12:15 am 

For ratepayers, the Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District improvement project appears to be $4.7 billion down the drain.

However, economists, have mixed views on the project. The key question is whether the impact of higher rates -- which means reduced consumer spending by rate-payers -- outweighs the positive effect of good-paying local jobs.

“It will definitely provide good construction jobs and spending on the project is a positive effect,” said Howard Wall, director of the Institute for the Study of Economics and the Environment at Lindenwood University. “But at the same time it will be taking money out of the economy by raising rates, which is a negative effect.”

Wall calls the overall impact of the project “negligible” once the cost of the project to rate-payers is weighed against job creation and economic development.

Jack Strauss, director of the Simon Center for Regional Economics at St. Louis University, however, believes the MSD work will ultimately have a strong positive effect on the local economy.

St. Louis and St. Louis County voters last week approved the bond issue to start work on the first phase of the improvements -– a $945 million upgrade of six area sewers, sewer lines and retention basins.

An overwhelming majority of the electorate –- 85 percent -–chose incremental rate increases to offset the cost of a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency mandate that the sewer district update treatment facilities and reduce the amount of untreated raw sewage flowing into the Mississippi River.
Area homeowners can expect their average monthly bill –- currently $28.73 -– to increase by $2.61 in July. Three years from now the average bill will run $43.67 per month.

The commercial construction industry, still reeling from a recession that sidelined upwards of 30 percent of its workforce, is cautiously welcoming the prospect of a regular jobs spread over more than two decades.

“It's not the ultimate answer, but it's certainly going to help,” said Len Toenjes, president of the Associated General Contractors of St. Louis.
Two years of recession-driven “free-fall,” Toenjes said, has been followed by 24 months of 3-4 percent growth in commercial construction.

But with the drop-off in spending by the Missouri Department of Transportation, the MSD projects are arriving at an opportune time.

“It will help pick up some of the slack and stabilize the industry,” Toenjes predicted.

Experts say it's a general rule of thumb that each billion dollars spent on infrastructure generates between 20,000 to 30,000 jobs.

Those numbers are consistent with a MSD-commissioned impact study conducted by Jack Strauss, director of the Simon Center for Regional Economics at St. Louis University.

Strauss predicted the construction sector will add 17,000 construction jobs during the initial four years of upgrades.

Construction worker spending will in turn generate an additional 8,500 payroll positions in area supply and service sectors, according to Strauss.

Overall, the the local economy will reap $3.5 billion during the initial phase of reconstruction. according to his analysis.

The X-factor is how many of those jobs will be filled by workers hired by specialized water and sewer contractors  headquartered beyond St. Louis.

“It remains to be seen who actually does the work,” Wall said.

Toenjes said the nature of “design built construction” dictates that a portion of the contractors will indeed come from elsewhere.

“Quite frankly, that's a sign of the times,” he said. “It's not something that is unique to St. Louis.”

Citing the work currently being performed by St. Louis-based Alberici Enterprises  at a nickel processing plant in Newfoundland, Toenjes pointed out that “cross pollination” is a “sword that cuts both ways.”

No matter which direction the sword cuts, the organization representing the St. Louis region's minority contractors is pressing MSD to steer a fair share of the work to its members once construction gets underway.

“By giving their support to the bond issue, the voters gave a $945 million check to the MSD,” said Yaphett El-Amin, executive director of MOKAN. “Many of those citizens live in low-income, minority communities who may have trouble paying for the (rate) increase(s). If they are going to pay MSD then MSD should be hiring them.”

The sewer district responded to pressure earlier this year by establishing a hiring objective of 25 percent participation by minorities and 6.9 percent for women on the infrastructure rebuild.

The agency also promised internal monitoring to ensure the hiring goals are met on the projects.

El-Amin in turn is asking that the district retain an outside firm to track minority hiring.

“We want people participation, not paper participation,” she said.

Toenjes says he believes external monitoring will add an unnecessary fiscal and operational layer to the process.

“The reporting requirements (MSD) will be subjected to as a public utility will put them under far more scrutiny than any private consultant,” he said.

Toenjes and El-Amin are in agreement that the MSD improvements might be the catalyst to put minority contractors on equal footing with white counterparts.

Unlike short-term projects, such as the reconstruction of Interstate 64/40, labor officials view upgrades stretching over two decades as the ideal opportunity for minority contractors to strengthen business models.

The length of the infrastructure improvements are additionally seen as a chance to recruit and train young minorities for jobs that will continue long after the work on behalf of the MSD is completed.

To El-Amin, the line drawn by the MSD improvements is clearly drawn.

Republican U.S. Senate candidates head into debate with heightened tensions, attacks

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter

1:35 am on Mon, 06.11.12

Tonight in St. Charles, Missouri’s three major Republican candidates for the U.S. Senate are meeting for yet another debate.

But the stakes are arguably higher, with their primary showdown just over nine weeks away – and the first negative TV ad now on the air.

As a result, tensions could be heightened as the three – St. Louis businessman John Brunner, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood – face off at 7:30 p.m. at Lindenwood University’s  J. Scheidegger Center’s Bezemes Family Theater, 2300 West Clay Street in St. Charles.

 According to the university’s release: “The moderator will be Jamie Allman, of 97.1-FM, which is organizing the debate. Panelists include Dana Loesch, also of 97.1-FM; Mike Ferguson, of Missouri News Horizon, an independent nonprofit news organization; Betsy Bruce of KTVI-TV; and Dan Nowak, a St. Charles police officer and student in Lindenwood’s Master of Public Administration program.

“The debate will be broadcast live on FM-97.1 and on Lindenwood’s student-run television station LUTV, which is available at channel 989 in Charter Cable’s digital tier, channel 99 in the AT&T U-Verse line-up, and at www.lindenwood.edu/lutv.”

Verbal volleys over Brunner's new ad

Brunner, who has already spent $2 million on TV ads, went up last week with the contest’s first attack ad.

 Brunner campaign manager Jon Seaton told reporters last week that “the ad takes a very straight-forward and fact-based approach to comparing John Brunner’s record of manufacturing and job creation with Sarah Steelman and Todd Akin’s history of wasteful spending and debt increases.”

Brunner cites Akin’s votes in Congress, and Steelman votes in the General Assembly, that he contends “put our country, and our state, into debt.”

Steelman and Akin contend that Brunner is misrepresenting their records.

In Steelman’s case, the ad is referring, in part, to 2003 action by the GOP majority in the General Assembly to approve the issuance of revenue bonds to help balance the state’s budget, as required by the state constitution. A number of top Republicans, including Steelman, backed the action.

In Akin’s case, the ad is referring, in part, to his earlier voters in Congress in favor of raising the debt ceiling and his support for “earmarks’’ to direct federal money to projects in his 2nd District.

Steelman has countered by pointing to some recent financial problems at Vi-Jon, Brunner’s previously family-owned company that produces personal-care products. The company laid off some employees last fall, and since then has seen its credit rating down-graded. (Brunner’s family sold the company, but he remains on the board.)

The ad even prompted the trio’s Democratic target – U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill – to defend Steelman and blast the ad on Twitter.

Steelman, Brunner focusing mainly on each other

Steelman and Brunner have been sparring for weeks. He has questioned her support for lawsuit changes – dubbed “tort reform,”  citing her votes against reform bills in 2003 and 2004 in the state Senate.

She has pointed out her votes in favor of other tort-reform bills, and among other things has asserted that Brunner lacks an understanding of how government works.

Until last week, Akin had been staying out of the verbal line of fire between Brunner and Steelman. But that changed once Brunner’s ad began airing.

Akin has joined Steelman in asserting the Brunner is violating former President Ronald Reagan’s “11th Commandment , to ‘not speak ill of fellow Republicans.’ ” 

Said Akin in a jab against Brunner: “This is the typical behavior we all expect from a candidate with no record who hires DC consultants to run his campaign: avoid debates, take polls before forming your positions, and attack your opponents.”

Brunner, meanwhile, sticks by his ad.  And since he’s largely self-funding his U.S. Senate campaign, all sides expect more TV ads to follow in the coming weeks.

All of which could prompt tonight’s debate to be even more combative.

Senate race in Missouri suddenly heats up

Kansas City Star - DAVID GOLDSTEIN
June 11

Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill is confronting strong headwinds in her bid for a second term, and it's made Missouri one of the most watched states on the political map.

But the battle inside the Republican Party over who will face her in the fall has flown largely under the radar.

Indeed, as GOP primaries go, it had been rather sedate. Except for the occasional attack over who's the "career politician," or one of the candidates hoping to "punch Claire McCaskill out," there have been few fireworks.

At least until last week, when a campaign ad from John Brunner -- one of the three leading contenders for the Republican nomination and a former St. Louis businessman -- aired a tough televised ad attacking his rivals. It accused Sarah Steelman, a former state treasurer and state senator, and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin of casting votes that sent Missouri and the country into debt.

It's a potentially powerful charge in a campaign where the economy is the No. 1 issue, and cutting spending is a driving force in conservative Republican politics and the tea party movement. All three candidates are appealing for tea party support.

But more than anything, the Brunner ad introduced a long-awaited jolt to an otherwise somnambulant GOP campaign.

"It's finally injected some energy," said Peverill Squire, a professor of political science at the University of Missouri. "You've got three candidates fighting over the same group of voters, and no one has a strong claim on any of them. They're going to have to work hard to distinguish themselves. We may start seeing the campaign get considerably nastier."

Election watchers have predicted that the intensity would increase once the race got inside the two-month window of the Aug. 7 Missouri primary. Until now, the campaign has been pretty much all about McCaskill, and for good reason.

She's an embattled incumbent in a year when voters are disgusted with the capital's inability to solve problems and the Washington "outsider" label resonates. She's also a close and prominent ally of President Barack Obama, and outside groups are spending millions of dollars to defeat both of them.

Also hanging in the balance is whether Democrats can hold on to their majority in the Senate.

The National Journal calls the race a "coin toss." But against what even some Republicans have acknowledged is a weak field, McCaskill can't shake the "endangered" label. Though a recent Democratic poll gave her single-digit leads over all three GOP hopefuls, her support was below 50 percent.

"They are all competitive," said Jennifer Duffy, a Senate analyst for the nonpartisan Cook Political Report. "Her task is not unlike Obama's, which is to make whoever the nominee is a lot less acceptable."

Whether that turns out to be Steelman, Akin or Brunner, the GOP standard-bearer is likely to face a fierce advertising assault from the Democrats almost immediately.

In the meantime, they're nearly in a three-way tie, with Brunner having gained the most ground since January, according to a survey by Public Policy Polling, a Democratic-leaning survey company.

Eight Senate candidates in all will appear on the Republican primary ballot. The others are: Jerry Beck, Mark Memoly, Mark Patrick Lodes, Robert Poole and Hector Maldonado.

A wealthy first-time office seeker, Brunner has been the only one of the three leading contenders to broadcast ads so far. The others probably are saving their money for the final push. He's attacked both McCaskill and Obama and run positive spots to introduce himself to voters.

The new ad was an abrupt departure from the script.

"He thinks it's to his advantage to be negative, but my sense is that the public got a pretty good snoot-full of that in the presidential primary with everybody ripping each other to pieces," Akin said.

Steelman spokesman Patrick Tuohey pointed out that as a businessman Brunner took on debt at Vi-Jon Inc., the St. Louis personal care products company that he used to own and run.

"It may telegraph the nature of the ads to come from the Brunner campaign," Tuohey said.

The ad claims that while Brunner was "manufacturing products," Steelman and Akin were "manufacturing debt." It cited Steelman's votes for state revenue bonds and certain appropriations bills, and Akin's support for congressional earmarks and votes to increase the debt ceiling.

However, a vote to raise the debt ceiling does not mean spending more money; it's a vote to actually pay the bills for what Congress has already purchased.

Steelman and her supporters said the ad was "false" and a "smear." Brunner officials stood by it, offering voting records and media accounts as backup. They also denied that the ad was negative.

"No grainy, unflattering photos, no ominous music," said Brunner campaign manager John Seaton, who also downplayed its significance. "There've been plenty of barbs already."

He noted that a tweet from Steelman in December appeared to imply that Brunner "had no spine."

Campaigns often shift to a more aggressive message when they find something in their polling that they want to change or emphasize. It could be trying to prevent an opponent from gaining ground. Whatever prompted Brunner's new tactics, the playing field just got tougher.

"This is like a Jerry Springer show," said Jeff Roe, a Kansas City-based national Republican strategist. "It was only a matter of time before someone threw a chair."

Nixon to head 2012 Missouri Democratic National Convention delegation

THE KANSAS CITY STAR - STEVE KRASKE
June 11

Missouri Democrats on Saturday picked the final 19 delegates to their September national convention in Charlotte, N.C.

Delegates from all 114 counties gathered at the Lodge of Four Seasons in Lake of the Ozarks to do the job.

“Today, Missouri Democrats came together in a show of strength and organization," Missouri Democratic Party Chairman Mike Sanders said. "The State Convention is not only about electing delegates. It’s also a chance to demonstrate our support for candidates and fellow Democrats in 2012.

"The State Convention is a testament to our strength and determination. This is an important election year for everyone, and we are standing together.”

The list of delegates follows:

Missouri Democratic National Convention Delegation District Level National Convention Delegates

First Congressional District Thomas Applebaum Burton Boxerman Vernon Betts David Holmes Orlando Smith Mary Elizabeth Dorsey Carol Stoker Gwen Reed Patricia Bynes

Second Congressional District Tim Ryan Eric Gerber Kennard Curtis Amanda Kelley Alexis Miller Rowena Nieroda

Third Congressional District Jo Ann Karll Deborah Dubin Joan Barry Maureen Fauss Patrick Burke Sean Fauss John Maxwell Philip Barry

Fourth Congressional District Paula Willmarth Yvonne Reeves-Chong Karen Meador Manuel Ray Salas-Abarca Donald Long

Fifth Congressional District Sarah Starnes Rubou “Ruby” Alsous Corinne Michele Newman Shalonn ‘Kiki” Curls Scott Taylor Kelvin Walls Douglas Coe Alan Gray, II

Sixth Congressional District William “Bill” Caldwell Jeff Wright Robert “Bob” Saunders Barbara Womack Sharon Aring Theresa Ruiz-Garza

Seventh Congressional District Jim Hight Rayman Conrad Linda Powell-Bossi Frederick Doss Matthew Patterson

Eighth Congressional District Patricia “Pat” Allen Courtney Elizalde Emily Parker Gene Oakley Jim Scaggs

Ninth Congressional District Ted Farnen Matt Tharp Matthew Ageee Kristie Hilgedick Nancy Wilson Karen MillerPage | 2

19 At-Large Democratic National Convention Delegates First Congressional District Clement “Clem” Smith Jane Martha West LaDonna Applebaum

Second Congressional District Julio Cesar Castaneda Laura Castaneda

Third Congressional District Michael Evans Shane Cohn Jean Carnahan

Fourth Congressional District Clara Ichord Saundra Schwartz

Fifth Congressional District Doug Gray Alicia Bland

Sixth Congressional District Kieth Querry Charles F. Myers Rosalyn Curl

Seventh Congressional District Carrie Michelle Brauch Nikki ViSocky

Eighth Congressional District None Ninth Congressional District None

7 Democratic National Convention Alternates Dixie Burford- First Congressional District CT Sharp- Second Congressional District Kevin O’Malley- Second Congressional District Gary Otten- Third Congressional District Ollie Stewart- Third Congressional District Sallie Hodges- Third Congressional District Ollie Stewart- Third Congressional District Page | 3

Pledged Party Leader and Elected Officials (PLEO) Secretary of State Robin Carnahan State Treasurer Clint Zweifel Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster St. Louis City MayorFrancis Slay Kansas City Mayor Sylvester James, Jr. St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley Hazlewood Mayor Matthew Robinson State Senator Jolie Justus State Senator Robin Wright-Jones State Representative Elisa "Gail" McCann Beatty State Representative Stacey Newman Committeewoman Hila "Dutch" Newman Page | 4

Unpledged Party Leaders and Elected Officials (UPLEO) Governor Jeremiah “Jay” Nixon U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill Congressman William “Lacy” Clay Congressman Russ Carnahan Congressman Emanuel Cleaver, II Former House Minority Leader Member Dick Gephardt Jackson County Executive and Missouri Democratic Party Chairman Mike Sanders St. Louis City Comptroller & Missouri Democratic Party Vice Chairwoman Darlene Green Kansas City Councilwoman and DNC Member Melba Curls Seventh Congressional District Vice Chair and DNC Member Doug Brooks Jackson County Committeewoman and DNC Member Sandra Querry Lafayette Township Committeeman and DNC Member Bob Levine St. Louis City Democratic Central Committee Chairman and DNC At-Large Member Brian Wahby

With tough fight ahead, Democrats urge party unity in 2012

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Eli Yokley
June 11, 2012

LAKE OZARK, Mo. — Aside from the excitement of the delegates heading to their party’s national convention, the reality of a challenging election year ahead for Missouri Democrats loomed over the party’s state convention.

The stakes in 2012 for Democrats are high. The party is defending its attorney general, state treasurer, an open secretary of state seat, an important governor’s seat, and one of the most vulnerable U.S. Senate seats in the country. With that in mind, statewide candidates told convention delegates there is no time for party infighting.

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat who has been at odds with his party base from time to time, told delegates it is important for the party to stay untied behind Democratic candidates.

“There is too much at stake. We need every one of our players in the game,” Nixon said. “We have got to make sure we are all on the field playing hard.”

Nixon said he believes the state is “moving forward,” and that the state’s lineup of Republican hopefuls would put a stop to that. Nixon pointed to Republican efforts to expand voter identification laws and proposed changes to employment law.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, in a prerecorded message to the convention, urged delegates to help get out the vote in places where voters are “not convinced” she should be reelected.

“I need you very, very badly,” she said. “I can’t do this without you.”

McCaskill said Democrats will be opening 20 offices across the state and hiring 100 field staff in the coming weeks as her campaign prepares for a potentially well funded Republican rival and a barrage of outside spending against her.

Missouri Democrats were gathered to select their final delegates to the Democratic National Convention in September. The state will send a total of 102 delegates to the convention in Charlotte, North Carolina.

Undoing health law could have messy ripple effects

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - Associated Press
Posted: Monday, June 11, 2012 2:22 am

It sounds like a silver lining. Even if the Supreme Court overturns President Barack Obama's health care law, employers can keep offering popular coverage for the young adult children of their workers.

But here's the catch: The parents' taxes would go up.

That's only one of the messy potential ripple effects when the Supreme Court delivers its verdict on the Affordable Care Act this month. The law affects most major components of the U.S. health care system in its effort to extend coverage to millions of uninsured people.

Because the legislation is so complicated, an orderly unwinding would prove difficult if it were overturned entirely or in part.

Better Medicare prescription benefits, currently saving hundreds of dollars for older people with high drug costs, would be suspended. Ditto for preventive care with no co-payments, now available to retirees and working families alike.

Partially overturning the law could leave hospitals, insurers and other service providers on the hook for tax increases and spending cuts without the law's promise of more paying customers to offset losses.

If the law is upheld, other kinds of complications could result.

The nation is so divided that states led by Republicans are largely unprepared to carry out critical requirements such as creating insurance markets. Things may not settle down.

"At the end of the day, I don't think any of the major players in the health insurance industry or the provider community really wants to see the whole thing overturned," said Christine Ferguson, a health policy expert who was commissioner of public health in Massachusetts when Mitt Romney was governor.

"Even though this is not the most ideal solution, at least it is moving us forward, and it does infuse some money into the system for coverage," said Ferguson, now at George Washington University. As the GOP presidential candidate, Romney has pledged to wipe Obama's law off the books. But he defends his Massachusetts law that served as a prototype for Obama's.

While it's unclear how the justices will rule, oral arguments did not go well for the Obama administration. The central issue is whether the government can require individuals to have health insurance and fine them if they don't.

That mandate takes effect in 2014, at the same time that the law would prohibit insurance companies from denying coverage to people with existing health problems. Most experts say the coverage guarantee would balloon costs unless virtually all people joined the insurance pool.

Opponents say Congress overstepped its constitutional authority by issuing the insurance mandate. The administration says the requirement is permissible because it serves to regulate interstate commerce. Most people already are insured. The law provides subsidies to help uninsured middle-class households pay premiums and expands Medicaid to pick up more low-income people.

The coverage for young adults up to age 26 on a parent's health insurance is a popular provision that no one's arguing about. A report last week from the Commonwealth Fund estimated that 6.6 million young adults have taken advantage of the benefit, while a new Gallup survey showed the uninsured rate for people age 18-25 continues to decline, down to 23 percent from 28 percent when the law took effect.

Families will be watching to see if their 20-somethings transitioning to the work world will get to keep that newfound security.

Because the benefit is a winner with consumers, experts say many employers and insurers would look for ways to keep offering it even if there's no legal requirement to do so. On Monday, UnitedHealth Group Inc., the nation's largest insurer, is announcing that it will continue to offer coverage to young adults even if the health care law is struck down.

But economist Paul Fronstin of the Employee Benefit Research Institute says many parents would pay higher taxes as a result because they would have to pay for the young adult's coverage with after-tax dollars. Under the health care law, that coverage now comes out of pre-tax dollars.

Fronstin says there's no way to tell exactly how much that tax increase might be, but a couple of hundred dollars a year or more is a reasonable ballpark estimate. Upper-income taxpayers would have a greater liability.

"Adult children aren't necessarily dependents for tax purposes, but an employer can allow anyone to be on a plan, just like they now allow domestic partners," said Fronstin. "If your employer said, `I'm going to let you keep this,' it would become a taxable benefit for certain people."

Advocates for the elderly are also worried about untoward ripple effects.

If the entire law is overturned, seniors with high prescription costs in Medicare's "donut hole" coverage gap could lose annual discounts averaging about $600. AARP policy director David Certner says he would hope the discounts could remain in place at least through the end of this year.

Yet that might not be possible. Lacking legal authority, Medicare would have to take away the discounts. Drugmakers, now bearing the cost, could decide they want to keep offering discounts voluntarily. But then they'd risk running afoul of other federal rules that bar medical providers from offering financial inducements to Medicare recipients.

"I don't think anyone has any idea," said Certner.

A mixed verdict from the high court would be the most confusing outcome. Some parts of the law would be struck down while others lurch ahead.

That kind of result would seem to call for Congress to step in and smooth any necessary adjustments. Yet partisan divisions on Capitol Hill are so intense that hardly anyone sees a chance that would happen this year.

Slow Start In Jefferson City

Munzlinger Calls MO Session Average

Tri-States Public Radio (WIUM& WIUW)
11:10 PM, SUN JUNE 10, 2012

State Senator Brian Munzlinger (R-Lewis County) says the 2012 legislative session was average in nature. 

In fact, he initially thought the session would yield little as lawmakers could divisive stands on a variety of issues.

Sen. Munzlinger says the focus of the session was the state’s roughly $24-billion budget.  He says it relies on gaming and lottery revenue to fund education and veterans’ issues.

Sen. Munzlinger says income projections are on the rise, so he hopes the budget will be solid.  He says that is needed to turn Missouri’s economy around.

One point of contention, in relation to the budget, is tax credits. 

Sen. Munzlinger says there are both Senators and Representatives who want to do away the credits.  He, instead, would like to see them closely reviewed to determine their value to the state of Missouri.

Education did not have a productive session according to Sen. Munzlinger.  He says there was nothing done to address the funding formula shortfall or the growing number of disaccredited schools in the state.

Sen. Munzlinger had a split session when it comes to agriculture.  He was pleased that legislation requiring film of animal abuse be turned over to authorities immediately.

He says he was disappointed, though, that his bill dealing with youth farm work failed.

Sen. Munzlinger says lawmakers are proud of their efforts to prevent the state or Governor Jay Nixon’s administration from proceeding with aspects of the federal health care law without legislative approval.

He does not expect lawmakers to have return to Jefferson City, MO for a special session.

Most state employees in Missouri to receive raises

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY ELIZABETH CRISP 
Posted: Monday, June 11, 2012 6:30 am  

JEFFERSON CITY • John White hasn't received a raise in four years.

A group home supervisor for developmentally disabled individuals in southeast Missouri, White makes about $24,000 a year from the state of Missouri.

"It's been frustrating," he said. "We all could use a little bit extra these days."

Most of Missouri's state employees, including White, will see a slight bump in pay starting July 1 — their first pay raise since 2008.

The increase, approved by the Missouri Legislature in the budget that begins July 1, will provide 2 percent increases to the 54,500 public employees who make less than $70,000 a year.

"It's a start," said White, 49. "It's definitely deserved."

The pay hike comes with a $45.5 million price tag, with nearly half of that coming from the state's general revenue. State lawmakers said it was worth it, even as they considered cuts to programs for needy families and health care for the blind.

The state's status as last in the country in state worker pay and election-year politics appeared to be driving factors.

Jeff Mazur, director of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees' Council 72, said lawmakers realized the impact stagnant pay was having on public employees.

"They couldn't brush the issue under the rug any longer," he said. "It had gone on too far and too long."

Sen. Mike Kehoe, a Republican from Jefferson City who served on a Missouri committee tasked with reviewing state worker pay, said many states are in a similar situation — trying to address going years without increases.

"We have to live within our budget, but at some point in time you manage down as much as you can," he said during one debate over the pay raises. "It's time we recognize our state workers after all of these years."

According to 2010 figures from the U.S. Census Bureau, Missouri's $36,985 average yearly salary for state workers ranks last in the country — less than West Virginia, Mississippi, South Carolina and Arkansas, which rounded out the bottom five.

The increase, which equals about $740 a year for an employee making $36,985, will help boost the state closer to the average pay mark for West Virginia and Mississippi.

"It doesn't move them out of that last-place spot, but it does help move us closer," Mazur said.

Pay will still lag a couple thousand dollars behind the averages for South Carolina and Arkansas, and state workers in Kansas and Illinois will continue to make significantly higher than their counterparts here.

"It's not enough, but in this budget climate, that's probably the most we could have gotten," said Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City. "We've got to keep moving the ball toward higher salaries."

Like Missouri leaders, officials from states such as Louisiana, Virginia and Delaware have been discussing state employee pay increases, even if they could lead to cuts elsewhere.

Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, often referred to the state's prison workers, employees at veterans homes and mental facilities, and other low-wage jobs in the push for raises this year.

"For the people doing the tough jobs — there are fewer of them doing more work — they deserve it," he said.

White, who is divorced, has 10 children ranging in age from 10 to 30.

At work, he takes care of seven people with mental disabilities. It requires everything from bathing to cooking for them.

"We're everything — cooks, doctors, physical therapists," he said. "We take care of them as we would our own children."

White has worked for the state since December 2003. He knows he could probably make more in another state or even in the private sector.

"We stick to it and do the best we can to make sure that people are taken care of," he said.

A report last year from the Economic Policy Institute found that Missouri's state workers make an average 16 percent less than someone in the private sector doing the same job and working the same schedule.

The pay raise — which found support among Democrats and Republicans — passed the House with little dissent, but several senators voiced concern when the budget came before their chamber.

"When you vote a raise through, it's not a one-time expenditure," said Sen. Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield.

He also disagreed with the proposal's salary cap. About 1,800 state workers who make more than $70,000 a year who would have received increases under Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon's pay raise proposal have been excluded under the budget that passed the Legislature.

"I'm not saying the people on the lower levels don't work hard, but by doing it the way that we're doing it, you're telling people that it doesn't matter if you work hard to get a better job with better pay," Purgason said.

With the cap, state department directors don't qualify for raises, but many of their employees do. The limit also will prevent some of the highest-paid state employees — including doctors and attorneys — from getting raises.

Physicians who work for the Department of Mental Health likely won't qualify, but the direct care workers, nurses, security aids and social workers there will.

In the attorney general's office, at least 25 assistant attorneys general make above the $70,000 limit, including three who make just 8 cents more than the threshold, state employee salary data show. Their co-workers with the same title who fall just under the limit will get raises.

Nine people in Nixon's office make too much to qualify for the raises, including his chief of staff, director of policy and press secretary, according to the salary data.

Meanwhile, many of state lawmakers' staffers make less than $70,000 and will qualify, records show.

Mazur said addressing pay inequities will help the state attract quality employees and retain the ones it has.

Like Kehoe, Barnes also served on the committee to review state worker pay last year. He said that workers face other issues, including the fact that they are taking home less pay because of changes to their state pensions and health insurance.

"Obviously there's a long-term structural issue that needs to be dealt with," Mazur said.

The Legislature extended the pay review committee, allowing it to work through December 2014.

At age 100, Gerald, Mo., woman still active in politics

Southeast Missourian - The Associated Press
Monday, June 11, 2012

GERALD, Mo. -- After 20 years on the Franklin County Republican Central Committee in eastern Missouri, Alice Merrill is stepping down.

She's earned the right. She turned 100 earlier this year.

Miller's final meeting as a voting member was May 8. New members will be elected in August, according to The Washington Missourian.

Not that Merrill, of Gerald, is planning to take it easy. She's still active in the community, still involved in politics and still plans to attend Republican meetings.

Merrill has been active in GOP politics since attending Washington University eight decades ago. As a committeewoman, she helped numerous candidates get elected. Her philosophy was simple: Get out and knock on doors.

U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-Mo., said Merrill "sets an example for the rest of us as she continues to be a supporter and works in the [Republican] organization."

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder called Merrill "an inspiration to us all."

Merrill went to work for the American Red Cross after graduating from college, then left to help her father run a farm in Jefferson County. She and her husband, John Cammett Merrill, an engineer who graduated from Yale University, eventually moved to the Washington, D.C., area, and spent 30 years there.

While there, Merrill was appointed to a political central committee in Maryland and joined the League of Women Voters and the American Association of University Women.

The family -- Merrill has one son, now a lawyer in Colorado -- moved to Franklin County in the 1970s. After her husband's death, she immersed herself in community involvement and politics, first joining the county Republican Central Committee before being appointed a committeewoman. Merrill called serving on the committee a simple role in government, but "it's still very important," she said.

"On the committee, you get out and talk to people and understand what they really think," Merrill said.

At a special tribute to Merrill in March, state Sen. Brian Nieves, a Republican from Franklin County, presented her with a Missouri Senate resolution in her honor.

"She's a long-term fighter," Nieves said. "We appreciate everything you've done."

Analysis: Mo. economy poor, but jobless rate good

Southeast Missourian - By DAVID A. LIEB (Associated Press)
Jun 10, 1:37 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's economic growth remained stagnant this past year, ranking near the bottom nationally and trailing every state in the Midwest, according to one of the most commonly accepted means of economic analysis.

Yet its unemployment rate remains better than the national average, recently ranking in the top 10 among states in terms of improvement.

Which of these facts matters more?

When it comes to elections, research shows voters pay more attention to the unemployment rate - even though it is a less meaningful figure. That explains why "jobs" will be one of the most commonly used words of the 2012 campaign.

"The thing that's easy for people to see - unemployment rates and, `Do I have a job?' - that's the thing they tend to focus on," said David M. Mitchell, director of the Bureau of Economic Research at Missouri State University.

Yet there are better measurements of an economy. The "real gross domestic product" (GDP) is preferred by many economists. It's an inflation-adjusted measurement of the value of goods and services produced by a state or nation.

This past week, the federal Bureau of Economic Analysis released the estimated 2011 real GDP for states, and the news was not good for Missouri. The data show that Missouri's economy grew by less than 0.04 percent compared with the previous year. That ranked Missouri 43rd nationally- worse than any of its neighbors - and marked the third straight year that Missouri's economy trailed the national average.

Yet Gov. Jay Nixon continued to tout Missouri's economy as he spoke this past week at an energy summit in Kansas City. A few weeks ago, he cast a groundbreaking at a General Motors plant in Wentzville as "another example of Missouri's improving economy." And on the final day of Missouri's legislative session, Nixon recently declared that on a "major priority - jobs and economic growth - we continue to make real progress."

The Democratic governor's administration cites growth in Missouri's international exports along with two employment figures. It notes Missouri gained 35,500 jobs from December through April, more than any neighboring state. And Nixon's administration cites Missouri's 7.3 percent unemployment rate in April. That is the lowest mark in 40 months, notably lower than 8.1 percent national average.

"While we still have more work to do, these longer-term trends indicate that Missouri's economy is moving in the right direction," said John Fougere, a spokesman for Nixon's Department of Economic Development.

Nixon's Republican opponents also cite "long-term trends," while decrying Missouri's economy as weak.

The campaign manager for gubernatorial challenger Dave Spence contends any analysis should cover Nixon's full tenure as governor - not just the past few months. By that standard, Missouri lost 68,100 jobs - ranking 44th among states - from when Nixon took office in January 2009 through April, the latest month for which statistics are available.

"Our governor is playing games and trying to dress up bad news," Spence said. "Any way you slice it, we are falling behind."

Another Republican gubernatorial challenger, Bill Randles, said he also is "concerned about the manipulation of statistics" to make the economy sound good.

The reality is that the economy is neither booming nor tanking, said Murray Weidenbaum, an economics professor who is the namesake of the Weidenbaum Center on the Economy, Government, and Public Policy at Washington University in St. Louis.

"What's tricky is you can take either side and, by selecting your data, you can be quite accurate," Weidenbaum said.

Economists generally use the real GDP when gauging economic growth. Employment is merely one of many economic factors, and the unemployment rate can be an unreliable statistic because it can fall when people simply quit looking for a job and thus are excluded from the calculations.

Yet Mitchell's research found that voters pay close attention to the unemployment rate. His analysis of Georgia elections, which was published in 2006, found that an incumbent governor's probability of winning re-election increased between 9 percent and 45 percent when the local unemployment rate compared favorably to elsewhere. Other economic indicators such as per capita growth in personal income did not provide nearly that kind of boost.

"The state is in really bad shape economically, but the unemployment rate is lower than the national average," Mitchell said. "So people are going to look at this and they're going to say, `Well, Governor Nixon is doing an OK job."

It probably won't be sufficient for Nixon's challengers to highlight Missouri's poor economic growth, he said. To win, they likely will have to focus on employment.

"It has to be a job-based tact in order for it to resonate with voters; otherwise, they're just not going to understand," Mitchell said.

Schatz to Push for Second Injury Fund Fix

By Evin Fritschle 
Posted: Saturday, June 9, 2012 9:30 am

 Rep. Dave Schatz, R-Sullivan, said he’ll continue to push for reforms to Missouri’s workers’ compensation system even though his proposed bill didn’t pass during the 2012 legislative session.

Schatz, who is completing his first term in the Missouri House this year, spent much of the session championing a bill which would have reformed workers compensation, the second injury fund and how the state deals with occupational diseases.

That bill, HB 1403, was passed along party lines in the House, but never made it to a vote on the Senate floor.

“We had a second injury fund fix we think was acceptable. It obviously wasn’t acceptable to everyone though, as we weren’t able to get it across the finish line,” Schatz told The Missourian last week.

Another bill which did make it to Gov. Jay Nixon’s desk would make some changes to the state’s workers’ compensation fund, however.

That bill, HB 1540, “specifies that an employee will not be liable for a co-employee’s workplace injury or death for which compensation is recoverable under the workers’ compensation laws, except that an employee will not be released from liability for injury or death if the employee engaged in an affirmative negligent act that purposefully and dangerously caused or increased the risk of injury.”

Schatz said the bill, if not vetoed by Nixon, will help protect employees and companies from getting sued.

“I’m glad we at least got that piece done,” he said.

Schatz said HB 1540 addresses one issue, but said issues with the second injury fund and occupational diseases remain.

“Those will be issues we might have to take back up,” he said. “I know it is a looming problem that can’t continue to be ignored.

“There’s about $15 million in claims that have been awarded (from the second injury fund) that we can’t continue to pay interest on, or else we might eventually find the state on the hook. We’re going to have to take it up in a special session (this year) or next year,” Schatz said.

Currently the state funds the second injury fund — a fund used to pay disability claims for employees who experience an injury related to a previously paid workers’ compensation claim — using 3 percent of the premiums collected for workers’ compensation. That premium generates about $40 million in Missouri annually.

Schatz said his proposal would have increased that amount to 6 percent. His bill also would have limited future second injury claims to only those resulting in a total disability.

He said high unemployment has caused the contributions to the pool to decrease.

“There is some sentiment in the Senate that we need to maybe wind the second injury fund down, but right now it does offer some protections for employers who might hire someone who had a previous injury,” Schatz said. “We just couldn’t get the combined bodies to agree.”

The legislation on occupational diseases would have proposed a cap on how large a settlement someone could have received.

“We believe at some point we’ll get a number that will be adequate,” Schatz said. He said Nixon wanted a higher figure — roughly $700,000 in certain cases such as for those diagnosed with mesothelioma.

“That’s far more than any other type of workers’ compensation injury,” Schatz said. “The business community couldn’t accept that.”

He said changes to workers’ compensation laws in 2005 opened the system up to lawsuits on occupational diseases. Prior to that, remedies were limited to the workers’ compensation system.

He had hoped by lumping the three issues into one bill, it would have given the proposal some leverage.

Hiring teens can present challenges

Southeast Missourian - By Melissa Miller
Monday, June 11, 2012

For many teens a summer job is a chance to earn extra money, but hiring teens comes with extra responsibilities for employers.

Fourteen- and 15-year-olds can be hired for office work, retail, maintenance, food delivery and vehicle cleaning services if they have a work certificate, according to the Missouri Department of Labor.

Last month, an Independence, Mo., grocery store was penalized for employing two children under 14 without having work certificates on file for them. Hy-Vee Inc. was also in violation of the state's child labor law for failing to have a posted list of child employees and not maintaining personnel files on the children.

Work certificates, even for summer jobs, must be approved by the school district where the child is enrolled. Both the student and the employer must sign them and the employer must specify the days and hours the student will work.

Jackson had about 10 students bring in certificates during the past school year. The district usually signs two or three more during the summer, said Dr. Ron Anderson, superintendent of the district.

During the last fiscal year, the Missouri Department of Labor reviewed 2,079 work certificates for workers under 16.

Even with a work certificate, there are some jobs those under 16 are not allowed to do.

"A younger worker in a grocery store would not be allowed to operate a meat grinder or climb on a ladder to stock the top shelves or drive a forklift in the back of the store," said Mitch Volkart, assistant director of the Missouri Department of Labor's Division of Labor Standards in a podcast posted on the department's website.

Those under 16 are also prohibited from doing door-to-door sales unless they are as part of a church, school or Scouting group; they are also prohibited from operating equipment and machinery, mining and stonecutting, handling explosives, driving a motor vehicle, working in metal producing industries and sawmills, working with radioactive substances or in establishments where alcoholic beverages are manufactured, bottled or sold unless 50 percent of the workplace sales are generated from other goods.

There are some jobs the Department of Labor calls "casual jobs" that children over age 12 may do without obtaining a work certificate as long as they have their parents' permission.

"There are certain occupations that a child may do that are excluded from the definition of employment. That includes running newspaper routes, baby-sitting and occasional yard work in domestic settings," Volkart said during a recent Labor Department podcast.

Coaching and refereeing also do not require a work certificate.

Penny Williams, recreation division manager at the Cape Girardeau Parks Department, said she is familiar with teens labor regulations because the department often hires 15-year-olds as concession stand workers or score keepers.

"Typically, we don't like to hire them any younger than 15-and-a-half, and they do have to get work certificates," Williams said. "We want kids who are active and understand these sports, so it's worth it to us. For example, we want people who play baseball to be our scorekeepers."

Hiring teens does have its challenges, though, Williams said. State law limits the hours those under age 16 can work to no later than 7 p.m. during the school year and 9 p.m. in the summer. Those under 16 who are working at fairs or festivals may work until 10:30 p.m.

"Sometimes it's difficult for us to have somebody that has to leave work at 7 p.m. when we won't be done until 9 or 9:30 p.m.," Williams said. In that situation, an older employee must be brought in for the final two hours.

However, the parks department offers a lot of opportunities for young people to learn on the job, Williams said.

"For a lot of them, this is their first full-time job, so we are a training ground," she said.

Missouri law doesn't require employers to provide employees, including teen workers, with a break of any kind. There are no special wage provisions for teen workers under state law, either. Most employers must pay employees, including teens, at least the state minimum wage rate of $7.25 per hour. Tipped employees, such as waitresses, must be paid at least half the state minimum wage. Employers in the retail or service business whose annual gross income is less than $500,000 are not required to pay the state minimum wage rate to any workers, regardless of their age.

For more information on laws pertaining to teen workers, visit labor.mo.gov/DLS/YouthEmployment.

mmiller@semissourian.com
388-3646

Pertinent address:

1656 N. Kingshighway, Cape Girardeau, MO

Mo. senator to pursue redistricting changes

KFVS
Posted: Jun 11, 2012 4:12 AM CDT, Updated: Jun 11, 2012 4:14 AM CDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - A Missouri lawmaker says he'll keep trying to revise the way state redraws legislative districts every 10 years.

New maps reflecting population changes in Missouri House and Senate districts are now created by bipartisan commissions. If the commissions are unable to agree on redistricting, a panel of appeals court judges takes over.

Some of that work this year involved private discussions by the officials involved.

Republican state Sen. Bob Dixon, of Springfield, wants to prohibit private talks on redistricting.

Dixon sponsored a proposed constitutional amendment this year applying Missouri's open meetings and records law to redistricting. The amendment didn't get out of the Legislature, but Dixon says he'll offer it again next year.

Southeast preparing for visit from accrediting agency

Southeast Missourian - By Erin Ragan
Monday, June 11, 2012

Southeast Missouri State University's administration says its programs will be well recognized for quality during an upcoming evaluation to determine whether reaccreditation is deserved, even though there is a bit of a rush on campus to get ready.

Southeast expects a visit in September by a team from its regional accrediting agency, the Higher Learning Commission. The team reviews the university's ongoing ability to meet criteria for accreditation. Before the team arrives, faculty of every academic department and staff of all offices, such as financial aid, admissions and others are being asked to compile documentation over several hundred areas. It's a process that involves time and effort for many, said university provost Dr. Ron Rosati, who is overseeing the preparations.

The commission's visit was originally scheduled for fall 2013. In May, Southeast was among about 50 universities to receive notice that the visits were being moved up by one year due to a "reinterpretation of the rules," Rosati said.

Stephen Spanghel, the Higher Learning Commission's vice president for accreditation relations, said rescheduling was done to make sure no questions were raised that the commission was not following its own policies. One of the policies says the commission will reaffirm every institution it evaluates within 10 years of its last accreditation. Southeast was among universities that hadn't been evaluated in that window of time. The U.S. Department of Education checks that the commission follows regulations and policies.

Rosati said since Southeast is a well-established institution that it will be in good shape for the evaluation.

"We welcome it," he said. "It will happen a little quicker than we thought it would, but the university community has done a great job so far of handling preparation and that will no doubt continue."

A call for public comment is part of the evaluation process. Comments that address matters relating to Southeast's quality or academic programs are reviewed by the commission, and Spangehl said comments that raise major concern are thoroughly investigated. Comments the commission usually does not address and are discounted in the evaluation are, for example, normally complaints from individual students about a grade they received in a course. Also not addressed are comments that are "too positive," Spangehl said, because the comment may come from a faculty member of a university or a major donor to an academic program. Often times the commission receives no comments about colleges and universities it evaluates, he said.

Rosati said inclusion of public comment "provides an opportunity for whisteblowing," but that he feels confident in the university and its academic programs.

"Our purpose is to serve the region, and if anyone in our region perceives a problem with integrity at the university, this is the time they say something," he said.

The commission reviews documentation submitted by the university before the team's visit. Rosati said that during the visit most time is spent discussing with the team how the university can improve student learning outcomes and teaching procedures.

Much focus for Southeast faculty is placed on giving students opportunity for experiential learning, and Rosati said that is a strong area when it comes to being evaluated for accreditation.

Southeast is also a university in the commission's Academic Quality Improvement Program, or AQIP, which, according to the commisson, is a program that infuses the principles and benefits of continuous improvement into the culture of colleges and universities by providing an alternative process through which an already-accredited institution can maintain its accreditation. AQIP participants demonstrate meeting accreditation standards and expectations through a sequence of events that align with the ongoing activities of an institution striving to improve its performance.

For Southeast, that means there are always three projects ongoing at any given time with a goal of performance improvement. A current example is a project that revises and improves the university's faculty handbook. Rosati said the university's faculty senate approved 42 changes to the handbook during the last academic year and at least 30 more are expected in the next academic year. Another project is evaluating and collecting student learning outcomes.

The commission's team will be on the Southeast campus Sept. 12 through 14.

eragan@semissourian.com
388-3627

Pertinent address:

One University Plaza, Cape Girardeau, MO

SHOW ME THE RECORDS: Summer Food Service Program site list provides families with free meal locations

Columbia Missourian - BY KATE MORITZ
Monday, June 11, 2012 | 12:01 a.m. CDT

Each week, the Missourian highlights a government record that is available to the public. Open records help people keep government in check and help them better understand how government affects their lives.

For a complete list of Show Me the Records, go tocolumbiamissourian.com/records.

The records: A list of Summer Food Service Program sites that provide free meals during the summer to children under the age of 18 who are in need. The program is part of the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services.

Why you'd want the records: This list shows every free meal location and its hours of operation in the state of Missouri and is searchable for Columbia locations. During the summer, the program provides hundreds of meals per day to children who would normally rely on free and reduced-price lunches through their schools. There were seven free meal locations through the program in Columbia during summer 2011.

Where you get the records: Visit the food program's website athealth.mo.gov/living/wellness/nutrition/foodprograms/sfsp/. Click "Sponsors" in the bulleted list near the top of the page to download a PDF version of the list. Or, scroll to the bottom of program's site and click on "Find an SFSP site near you" to view an interactive map that will point out the most convenient sites for you based on your ZIP code.

How much it will cost: The information is free. 

MoDOT asked to perform study of Ironton intersection

Park Hills Daily Journal
Posted: Sunday, June 10, 2012 5:50 am 

Ironton Mayor Bob Halket and Police Chief Harold Yarbrough; state Rep. Paul Fitzwater; and Iron County Sheriff Roger Medley have asked the Missouri Department of Transportation to perform a safety study of the intersection at Highway 21 and Madison Street.

The Ironton intersection is the location of a new Casey’s General Store, as well as the site of a number of traffic accidents attributed largely to poor visibility for vehicles when pulling onto Highway 21.

Mo. transportation agency selling items online

KFVS
Posted: Jun 11, 2012 5:04 AM CDT, Updated: Jun 11, 2012 5:08 AM CDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - The Missouri Department of Transportation is selling off some of its tools and equipment in an online auction.

The list of almost 200 items includes air compressors, generators, drill presses, welders, anvils, lawn mowers and floor jacks. The department says it no longer needs them after the consolidation of its central Missouri facilities.

The equipment will be sold online through a site called www.GovDeals.com from June 12 through June 18.

MoDOT also plans to sell some vehicles in the near future.

Download 

MISSOURINET
Cong. Graves wants funding cut for Missouri River Recovery Program

By Jessica Machetta
June 8, 2012 

Efforts to save the piping plover, least tern and pallid sturgeon have been going on for a decade. However, the U.S. House has voted to cut the budget for the recovery program; the amendment was sponsored by Northwest Missouri Congressman Sam Graves. The measure would reduce funding from $72 million to $50 million.

“There is way too much, or so much more priority that is placed on two birds and a fish than on on people, and I think it is ridulous that the federal government would be spending that kind of money for this Missouri River Recovery Program when it has the fiscal problems that it does have,” Graves tells Missourinet. He says he wants to cut the program’s funding back to 2008 levels.

Recovery Program Steve Fischer says a large portion of their current budget goes to shallow water habitat restoration … another goes to gauge response to those efforts. It funds the scientific research that shows whether restoration efforts are causing an increase in numbers for endangered species: the pallid sturgeon, piping plover and least tern.

Graves says the government is not in a position to take on more land.

“This whole idea of habitat restoration in many cases goes way too far,” he says. “That money is used to restructure habitat; it’s also used to acquire property along the river, which, you know, that’s another issue of mine. “I don’t think the federal government has any business buying any more property. “It can’t manage what it already has, it can’t afford what it already has, and what’s more, it certainly can’t afford to be buying new property and taking it out of production and taking it off the tax rolls.”

Graves says he’s also not seen any definitive proof that it’s working.

Fischer says it is. He says the pallid sturgeon aren’t sexually mature until 20 years of age, so it’s going to be a slow process to see the habitat restoration make a difference.

“Some of those initial stocking efforts are now finally starting to pay off,” Fisher says. “We are seeing fish that are in reproductive conditions.”

 The pallid sturgeon and other fish species are endangered as a result of years of modifications to their native rivers. Only 8 percent of that land has been returned to natural habitat at this point.

“When we began this effort roughly ten years ago, the adult sturgeon levels in the system were so low, no one even knew if you could artifically reproduce those,” Fischer says. “So efforts working with our cooperators, in particular the Missouri Department of Conservation, were very instrumental in being able to artificially reproduce the pallid sturgeon. Huge, huge success there.”

Biologists say the sturgeon have been unchanged for more than 200 million years, they outlived the dinosaurs, but that changing and damming the rivers have rendered them nearly extinct in just 50 years. They predict that if restoration efforts don’t continue, they’ll be extinct by 2018.

Anglers are reminded that if they catch a pallid sturgeon, they must release them. Pallid sturgeon can weigh up to 80 pounds and reach lengths of 6 feet, whereas the closely-related shovelnose sturgeon rarely weighs more than 8 pounds. The back and sides of pallid sturgeons are grayish-white, versus the brownish tan color of the shovelnose sturgeons.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service asks that they be contacted with any information on any pallid sturgeon caught.

Graves does not dispute the importance of bolstering these endangered populations, but says their importance should not be placed above people.

Matching preparation with expectation in higher ed (AUDIO)

By Bob Priddy
June 10, 2012 

Higher Education leaders from throughout the state are considering how much to change the way students go beyond high school. 

More than 100 members of the governing boards of Missouri’s 23 post-secondary schools have spent a day brainstorming about ways to improve access —and success—for students. 

Assistant Commissioner Rusty Monhollan with the higher education department says a major factor facing educators is the lack of a college-going culture.  He says many students are first-generation college students who don’t have family examples of how to navigate the education world beyond high school.  

Another factor, he says, is in preparation and expectation. He says there is a gap between the preparation given to high school graduates and the expectations higher education has for them.  He says his department and the elementary and secondary education department have made progress in blurring the transition between secondary and post-secondary education although more is left to do.

Monhollan says it’s clear students need more support–more mentoring and counseling that helps them find a path that leads to graduation.

The summit meeting, if you will, produced no marching orders for Missouri’s four-year schools, community college, and technical colleges.  But organizers think it set the tone for new approaches leading to fewer people dropping out before getting degrees.

 


AUDIO: Monhollan speaks 3:48
Sen. Kehoe wants memorial highway alternatives considered (AUDIO)

By Mike Lear
June 11, 2012 

A state senator says he wants to see if there is a way to name memorial highways in the state that is better for the families of the people those highways would be named for.

Senator Mike Kehoe (R-Jefferson City), a former Highways and Transportation Commission member, doesn’t object to naming roads for people like fallen soldiers or law enforcement officers, but after talking to the families of some of those individuals he wonders if the current process takes an additional toll on them.

“I have had a couple of comments from some families … never really all that negative … but more of a, ‘We’re unsure how the process went.’”

When the family of a fallen soldier or law enforcement officer wants to have a state highway named for that person, it fills out an application that must meet several criteria, have the necessary monetary backing and go before the Joint Committee on Transportation Oversight.

Kehoe says, “Some of them have suffered a loss in the last several months with somebody overseas protecting our country and now here they have to come to Jefferson City and sit through a committee process that they don’t understand and it seems to me it’s a tough road for some of those families to go.”

Several ideas have been tossed about. Kehoe says one example would be to have a section of highway in each county be designated a memorial highway, to which names can be added when appropriate. “You could, if the family wanted to, have that person’s name displayed as a memorial section of that highway … where it became a little bit of a simpler process to have a loved one’s name who gave their life for this state added to a certain stretch of highway and have it all together where they could be remembered together.”

See the application families use for the naming of memorial highways and bridges

Kehoe isn’t endorsing any one idea now, but says he wants to see the conversation continued and the issue receive attention in the next legislative session.

“I think it’s important that we look at it and we try to respect the time of the families in the process and not make them come all the way to Jefferson City every time they need a naming or they want to have that considered.”


AUDIO:
  Mike Lear interviews Senator Mike Kehoe

Top Democrats warn party about complacency in a tough election year (AUDIO)

By Jessica Machetta
June 10, 2012 

Nineteen delegates will go to the Democratic National Convention in Charlotte, N.C., where they will re-nominate Barrack Obama for President.

Governor Nixon tells those at the Democratic Convention at the Lake of the Ozarks that this is not a time for Democrats to point out differences, but to focus on what the common goals are in running Missouri, and the United States. Secretary of State Robin Carnahan — who is not running for re-election — said the GOP is running a tough campaign against democrats this election cycle, and complacency is not an option. Other speakers, rallying party members to push for every vote, were State Treasurer Clint Zweifel and U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill.

Those gathered at the convention agreed that Senator McCaskill has the biggest uphill battle to win re-election, saying her opponents have deep pockets and are stopping at nothing to run a smear campaign against her.

Those in attendance say party members must work together to get 3,900 more voters to vote for Barrack Obama this year … that’s the slim margin he lost the state by to then-Republican candidate John McCain in 2008.

A total of 6,000 delegates from throughout the U.S. will go to the national convention, where they’ll re-nominate Barrack Obama for President of the United States.

Common themes of discussion at the state convention were protecting healthcare and medicaid, keeping student loan rates down, and protecting civil rights for women and gays.

19 At-Large Democratic National Convention Delegates

First Congressional District

Clement “Clem” Smith

Jane Martha West

LaDonna Applebaum

Second Congressional District

Julio Cesar Castaneda

Laura Castaneda

Third Congressional District

Michael Evans

Shane Cohn

Jean Carnahan

Fourth Congressional District

Clara Ichord

Saundra Schwartz

Fifth Congressional District

Doug Gray

Alicia Bland

Sixth Congressional District

Kieth Querry

Charles F. Myers

Rosalyn Curl

Seventh Congressional District

Carrie Michelle Brauch

Nikki ViSocky

Eighth Congressional District

Ninth Congressional District

7 Democratic National Convention Alternates

Dixie Burford- First Congressional District

CT Sharp- Second Congressional District

Kevin O’Malley- Second Congressional District — soundbyte

Gary Otten- Third Congressional District

Ollie Stewart- Third Congressional District

Sallie Hodges- Third Congressional District

Ollie Stewart- Third Congressional District


AUDIO:
 Jessica Machetta reports (1:17)

BLOG ZONE 
Obama airs new TV ad in nine states, but not Missouri

BY NICHOLAS J.C. PISTOR 
Posted: Friday, June 8, 2012 11:00 am 

President Barack Obama's campaign for re-election has hit television airwaves with a new ad defending his record on jobs.

The ad is airing in nine crucial swing states: Florida, Ohio, Virginia, North Carolina, Iowa, Pennsylvania, Colorado, Nevada and New Hampshire.  But it won't air in Missouri.  Still, you can watch it right here (see above).

Sen. John McCain, R-Ariz., narrowly beat Obama in Missouri in 2008.  The recent ad buy shows the Obama campaign may not be confident they can overcome that defeat and win the state in 2012.

"We're still fighting our way back from the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression," Obama says in a clip, saying that businesses have created 4.3 million new jobs in the past 27 months. "But we're still not creating them as fast as we want."

A narrator then calls on Congress to pass Obama's jobs plan, saying it would put firefighters, police officers and construction workers back to work "right now."

Poll shows Romney leading Obama in Missouri; McCaskill trailing in Senate race

BY NICHOLAS J.C. PISTOR 
Posted: Friday, June 8, 2012 1:01 pm 

A new poll released today shows Mitt Romney leading Barack Obama in Missouri by seven points.

The telephone survey of 500 likely voters, conducted by Republican-leaning Rasmussen Reports on June 7, shows Republican challenger Romney with 49 percent and President Barack Obama with 42 percent. The poll was conducted on the same day Romney visited the state--an event at a St. Louis area warehouse--to showcase his message on fixing the American economy. 

The same poll shows incumbent Senator Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, trailing former State Treasurer Sarah Steelman by 12 points, 51 percent to 39 percent.  Steelman is running in a three way Republican primary in August.  Both of her GOP primary opponents, Todd Akin and John Brunner, also lead McCaskill, according to the poll. 

The Democratic leaning Public Policy Polling showed the Senate race much tighter in a survey done in late May, labeling the race a toss-up.  That poll showed McCaskill leading Brunner 46 percent to 44 percent, tied with Steelman at 44 percent, and down one percent from Akin.

Erik Dorey, a McCaskill campaign spokesman, criticized the Rasmussen poll on Friday and hit back saying: "Today's fake Rasmussen poll flies in the face of all other recent public polling and this won't be the last fake poll they release. Rasmussen's polling has repeatedly been debunked as inaccurate and biased, so every poll they release should be viewed with a healthy dose of skepticism. Just as voters have seen that attack ads can be short of the full truth, the same applies to polls like this. In Missouri, the Washington special interests have spent more than $6.5 million to attack Claire, so some polls are going to show her up and some will show her down. But when one group keeps coming out with numbers far lower than all the rest, that's when voters should start questioning the credibility of the data and see it for what it is: spin."

Romney's good news in Missouri (sorry, McCaskill)

Kansas City Star - Yael T. Abouhalkah

Missouri’s status as a bellwether state in presidential races was undercut in 2008, when its voters supported Republican John McCain but Democrat Barack Obama won the presidency.

The GOP’s Mitt Romney, at this point, sure must hope Missouri’s bellwether status returns in 2012.

(UPDATED AT 2 PM: The respected Nate Silver of NYT analyzes data and finds Romney has 76 percent chance of winning Missouri.)

A new telephone survey from the GOP-leaning Rasmussen Reports contains good news for Romney: He leads Obama 49 percent to 42 percent.

(But, yes, here’s the Democratic-leaning Public Policy Polling result from a week ago, showing Obama ahead by a mere 1 percent.)

(But, the respected Nate Silver of NYT analyzes data and finds Romney has 76 percent chance of winning Missouri.)

The Rasmussen news is far less encouraging for Democratic incumbent Sen. Claire McCaskill.

She will be facing one of three main GOP challengers, who are fighting in the August primary to face her in the November general election.

Is McCaskill toast? Of course not. She still has the moxie to wage a determined fight against whoever emerges to challenge her.

However, given Obama’s less-than-popular status in Missouri, it doesn’t appear the president will have any coattail effect on McCaskill’s election this year. So don’t expect to see the president sweeping through the state on a regular basis.

Missouri Senate hopefuls warn of drones, burdensome farm rules

BY BILL LAMBRECHT 
Posted: Friday, June 8, 2012 12:45 pm 

WASHINGTON • Is the Environmental Protection Agency sending up drones to inspect Missouri farm fields?

Does legislation pending in Congress calling for more humane treatment of chickens threaten to "destroy Missouri agriculture?"

The answer to both questions is, quite likely, no. But that isn't preventing two of Missouri's Senate candidates from sounding alarms as they bid for Missouri's robust farm vote in the GOP primary.

Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, on Thursday raised the specter of drones patrolling Missouri croplands while Sarah Steelman contended in a news release that legislation in the Senate suggests that Congress "is ready, willing and able to look down on Middle America and our way of lifestyle and regulate it out of existence."

Many things get said in political campaigns and some of them have a closer relationship to reality than others.

In a news release from his congressional office, Akin cited "recent reports" about EPA drones operating in the Midwest and fired off a letter to the environmental agency demanding answers to more than a dozen questions. What authority does EPA have to do this? How many flights have taken place? Do they disrupt livestock?

"The idea of the EPA flying drones over Missouri farmland is deeply disturbing. The EPA assumes that Missouri farmers are the bad guys and are overreaching yet again," Akin wrote.

Asked about the use of drones, the agency responded in a statement: "Any reports of EPA using unmanned aircraft, or drones, are wrong."

By way of background, that the EPA has deployed aircraft with pilots for more than a decade — which states are told about — to observe problems such as pollution runoff from hog farms. The agency has said it had not based any enforcement actions solely on the overflights.

Meanwhile, Steelman argued this week that with recent introduction of chicken-and-egg legislation in the Senate, "another salvo has been fired in the Humane Society's war on Missouri agriculture."

The bill she worries about lays out a 15-year schedule for egg producers to increase the floor space of egg-laying hens. It is sponsored by Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., and has nine co-sponsors, among them two Republicans, Scott Brown of Massachusetts and David Vitter of Louisiana.

It is designed to gradually modernize a system in which egg-laying hens often are confined in wire cages too small for them to spread their wings. It is endorsed bythe Humane Society of the United States, as Steelman notes. It also is supported by the United Egg Producers, a cooperative of farmers from across the country which represents 95 percent of the egg-laying industry.

The egg industry recently launched a website to press for nearly identical legislation in the House.

"Science, consumers, the American Veterinary Association and animal welfare groups have gotten together and said let's have one standard that we can all accept," said Egg Producers spokesman Mitch Head.

Told of the broad support for the legislation, Sam Steelman, deputy campaign manager in his mother's Senate bid, said: "We have experience of animal rights activists coming in and trying to influence how our farmers do business, and it's a hindrance in their making a living. Any time you've got another piece of regulation coming in, you really have to be careful."

Meanwhile, St. Louis businessman, John Brunner, the third Republican in the primary field, has tallied some early agriculture support in the form of PAC endorsements from the Missouri Soybean Association and Illinois-based agribusiness giant John Deere & Co.

Brunner spokesman Todd Abrajano said he heard Brunner tell farmers: "'I'm not a farmer and I'm not a rancher, and in my life I've grown maybe one tomato. But what I do know is how to run a business...'"

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

Our Opinion: Profligate or prudent spending by agencies?

By News Tribune
Friday, June 8, 2012

Is spending by state agencies as the end of a budget year approaches profligate or prudent?

Recent audits of five state agencies by Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich show spending increased as annual budgets drew to a close. The state’s fiscal year ends June 30.

This is not a new phenomenon — in either the public or private sector. It also does not necessarily indicate wanton spending.

First, no incentive exists for state agencies to end a budget year with a surplus. Unspent funds do not carry over into the agency’s next budget year, they “lapse” into a general revenue pool to be redistributed. Consequently, agency A’s savings may become agency B’s gain.

Second, department officials fear ending a budget year in the black may result in being penalized with lesser allocations in the future. A surplus, they worry, may be interpreted as an overly generous allocation in need of correction.

“We found many examples of agencies sort of rushing to spend money before the end of the fiscal year and before the money lapses,” Schweich told The Associated Press. But, he added, “we didn’t find examples of just spending money for the sake of spending money — getting useless items.”

The failure to uncover “useless” spending is important.

End of the year spending by agencies included amassing postage stamps — now available in “forever” denominations — purchasing computer and radio equipment for future use or making advance payments on leases.

Did some state agencies receive more money than needed? Or did sound money management and frugal spending allow them to plan for the future and avert possible cuts in providing state services?

The auditor recommended the state’s Office of Administration (OA) provide more guidance to agencies on year-end spending, to which OA responded: “As noted in the audit, there are legitimate reasons for year-end spending by departments ...”

This chilly exchange indicates business will continue as usual.

Perhaps change isn’t necessary.

If, however, it is desirable, a first step may be a mechanism to reward, rather than punish, state agencies that practice fiscal prudence.
Editorial: Focus on education to jumpstart Missouri's economy

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board
Posted: Sunday, June 10, 2012 12:15 am  

Deciphering economic reports is often an exercise in divining beauty. The beholder's eye is key to the judgment.

So when Missouri ranked 43rd out of 50 states in a recent state-by-state study of economic output in 2011, the Missouri Republican Party immediately blamed Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, for the state's moribund growth.

Missouri's gross domestic product, a standard measure of economic output, barely grew at all, up only 0.04 percent for the year, far below the national average of 1.5 percent.

But when economics and politics meet, perception rarely mimics reality. Governors and presidents take way too much credit and receive far too much blame for cyclical changes in growth, unemployment and other economic indicators.

On the national level, for instance, Republicans blasted President Barack Obama when the Dow Jones industrial average took a 275-point dive on June 1. They were strangely silent five days later when it rose by a similar number.

In Missouri, economic indicators are mixed. Unemployment is trending downward, falling to a 40-month low of 7.3 percent. But overall growth, as it consistently has been for the past several years, is anemic. When it comes to economic policy, if the Republicans seek somebody to blame for the state's troubles, they ought to look in the mirror.

There is little difference in the economic policies of Mr. Nixon and the Republicans who run the Legislature. Both are committed to no new taxes, to cutting government jobs, to cutting corporate taxes that already are among the lowest in the nation and to continuing corporate welfare policies that steal revenue from schools and roads and health care.

The fact is that if Missouri's economy rises or falls in the next few months, the Democrat in the governor's mansion and the Republicans in the Capitol can share the blame or credit.

Unfortunately, Mr. Nixon and his political doppelgängers are focusing on the wrong priorities.

Excuse us for repeating ourselves, but for Missouri's economy to improve, the state must improve its education system, both K-12 and higher education. Study after study, across the country, across the state and across the St. Louis region, shows that structural workforce deficiencies are holding back potential for growth.

Lindenwood University economist Howard Wall has reached the same conclusion. Mr. Wall, a fellow at the conservative Show-Me Institute and a former economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, minces no words when he discusses what should be done to turn the Missouri economy around:

"The debate we should be having is about fixing the schools," he told the Post-Dispatch's Tim Logan. "We're already among the most business-friendly states in the nation. Education, in the long run, is the only way we're going to grow our economy."

Partisan sniping won't heal what ails Missouri. The state needs a robust pro-education policy. It needs revenue to rebuild schools for the 21st century. It needs to reduce middle class barriers to college degrees by restructuring the state's regionalized and inefficient university system and increasing state funding to reasonable levels.

If Missouri wants to grow, it must invest in education.

Our Opinion: Discouraging developments on texting while driving

By News Tribune
Saturday, June 9, 2012

A new survey on teen texting while driving, a federal scolding and a criminal sentence were part of this week’s mixed bag of distracted driving news.

The survey released Thursday found about 58 percent of high school seniors and 43 percent of juniors said they had texted or e-mailed while driving during the previous month.

The survey by the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention questioned more than 15,000 public and private high school students nationwide.

Teens are a focal point of many distracted driving initiatives, largely because of their preference for texting.

Researchers contend a typical teen sends and receives about 100 text messages daily. Deaths linked to distracted driving are most common among teens, accounting for about 16 percent of teen motor vehicle deaths.

Texting while driving for all age groups is banned by 39 states; an additional five states — including Missouri — target only younger drivers.

Texting and cellphone use among drivers was labeled a “national epidemic” this week by U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood.

“We need to teach kids, who are the most vulnerable drivers, that texting and driving don’t mix,” said LaHood, who also announced $2.4 million in federal grants to Delaware and California for public awareness campaigns.

The somber results of texting while driving were apparent in a Massachusetts courtroom on Thursday when a teenager became the first person in the state convicted of causing a fatal accident while texting.

The youth was sentenced to 21⁄2 years imprisonment, with a year to serve and the remainder suspended. He also was ordered to perform 40 hours of community service and surrender his driver’s license for 15 years.

None of these developments heralds good news.

Separately, cellphones and motor vehicles are conveniences.

Combined, they are deadly.

Why is that equation so difficult?

Kevin Wilson, guest columnist: Nursing home disaster plans lack readiness

Joplin Globe - By Kevin Wilson
June 9, 2012

— I recently read an article with the headline, “Nursing homes’ plans for disaster found lacking.” The Associated Press reported that federal investigators say nursing homes are “woefully unprepared to protect frail residents in a natural disaster.” That should come as no surprise to the people of this area.

We just commemorated the first anniversary of one of the deadliest tornadoes in history, and among the dead were several residents of nursing homes.

I don’t pretend to imply that even a well-designed disaster plan could really take into account the type of devastation that hit Joplin last year. Even the best of plans could not turn back the winds that destroyed a hospital built to withstand such forces.

But the problem is that some facilities don’t have a plan in place that addresses lesser disasters. I question whether or not those that do have a plan actually practice the drills with a real world scenario in mind. It’s one thing to have a plan written down on paper in order to fulfill a check mark on an inspection list. It’s quite another to have a plan that actually works.

Many of you reading this column probably remember the tragedy at the Anderson Guest House that resulted in a new law requiring sprinklers and smoke detection systems in extended care facilities. It comes as no surprise that there were several people around the state who fought hard against such requirements — even in the wake of the deadly fire. Members of Congress had to overcome a lot of hurdles to get that law passed. Last year, the lobby against the mandates tried to push the law’s enactment out for at least two more years. Thankfully that effort was defeated, and the provisions will take effect on schedule.

I know that at one point in time, I wanted to pass legislation that would require nursing homes to have general liability insurance just for routine issues that come up from time to time. I had a lobbyist tell me to go ahead and file the bill and he would just “kill it.” Needless to say, that particular individual was banned from my office for the rest of the time that I was in the legislature. But the sad fact is that we were never able to make that legislation happen.

I’m not trying to paint a disparaging picture of the entire nursing home industry. The folks that I know who are involved in the care of some of our most vulnerable citizens truly do want to do what is right. But there are some in the industry who are more interested in profits than they are in people. Those are the ones that we need to focus on changing.

And we have to acknowledge that even those who want to do the right thing are faced with huge financial obstacles in preparing their facilities for disasters. I once visited with state officials about requiring nursing homes to have emergency power generation capability in case of outages, and I was thoroughly shocked by the cost of just that one provision.

All of us want nursing homes to be safer and better prepared, but at the same time, all of us recognize the mounting costs associated with extended care facilities. We want safety, but are we willing to pay more for that safety? Or will we just beat our chests when something tragic occurs and ask why the nursing home couldn’t have prevented it? I think we know the answer to that one.

I guess the point of this column is to raise awareness among the general public that we have a huge issue with regard to the safety of nursing homes.

I don’t have a solution to the problem. But I do know that we need to make sure that those who care for our loved ones at least have some kind of practiced plan in place in the event that a disaster or tragedy occurs. More would be better, but at least this is a place to start.

Kevin Wilson is a former state representative. He lives in Neosho.
Letters | Arboretum art, pregnancy, Frank White

Kansas City Star
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Misguided over art

The American Family Association’s over-the-top reaction to the Overland Park Arboretum’s artwork at a time when any 10-year-old kid in this country can download specific “how-to” pornography via a smartphone or computer to a memory card or hard drive (where it can be stored forever) makes me give my personal Ostrich of the Year Award to the American Family Association for keeping the targets of outrage so small-minded (6-6, A4, “Statue petition launched”).

Keith O. Harmon
Kansas City

Americans’ tax burden

Condemnation of the income tax code because nearly half of American households pay no income tax has become a Republican rallying cry. The explanation takes away nearly all of the negative assumptions.

The income tax code is written with provisions to ensure that households have minimally livable incomes. More than 40 percent of those who fall under this umbrella are the retired elderly.

All but about 10 percent of the remaining non-income-taxed households have low incomes (under $30,000) or no income (the unemployed). Most of the remaining 10 percent have high expenses (e.g., for chronic diseases or large numbers of dependents).

If these households paid income taxes, the government would have a moral responsibility to bring their remaining incomes up to a minimally livable level. Such welfare programs are expensive and foster more abuse than the current income tax system.

Also, households that pay no income taxes pay other taxes at rates that constitute a higher percentage of income than wealthier citizens pay. Low and lower-middle income households pay their fair share.

Jeff Glauner
Platte Woods

Osterheldt column

I consider myself a smart, strong woman who is insulted by Jeneé Osterheldt’s recent comments about the Health Care Rights of Conscience Act (6-4, C1, “Snow White is smarter than many politicians”). She indicates that only pro-abortion women should have their rights taken seriously.

What about the rest of us women who think it is wrong to be forced to provide drugs that would terminate a pregnancy (which is code for “kill an unborn child”)? Ms. Osterheldt seems to be under the mistaken impression that all lawmakers, doctors and pharmacists are men determined to keep us all barefoot and pregnant.

Many, many strong, intelligent, educated women believe that we are most powerful when we protect the weak and innocent.
Teresa Long
Grain Valley

Pregnancy is serious

Mike Hoey, executive director of the Missouri Catholic Conference, commented in the June 3 article, “Nixon to decide on birth control,” saying: “Contraceptives, sterilization and abortion — these things are not health care, really. No one is going to die because they have to go somewhere else to buy their birth-control pills. Pregnancy is not a disease.”

Not so fast.

Although pregnancy is not a disease, and thankfully most pregnancies are relatively uneventful, it is a condition that dramatically affects every organ system in the body. The evidence of increased morbidity and mortality for pregnant women from early pregnancy through weeks after delivery compared with non-pregnant women is crystal clear.

Disease states associated with pregnancy range from mild to life-threatening for the mother and/or fetus. In 2009, 11 Missouri women died from pregnancy-related complications.

Medical supervision and sometimes major interventions for preterm labor, hypertension, heart disease or fetal distress are required for the well-being of the mother and baby.

People can hold differing moral viewpoints on contraception, sterilization and abortion, but facts still matter. And pregnancy, planned or not, should not be taken lightly.

Rep. Jeanne Kirkton
St Louis

Missing Frank White

I wanted to add a comment to the June 4 letter. I agree with the letter writer’s thoughts wholeheartedly about Frank White being left out of the All-Star activities at Kauffman Stadium.

Concerning the Kansas City Royals’ television coverage, I can’t begin to explain how much I miss Frank and Ryan Lefebvre covering games. I truly believe Frank White’s treatment by the Royals organization is the worst blunder they have ever made.

The audio/commercials are so far out of sync (besides missing Frank), here is what I am doing. I watch the Royal games with the sound off and listen to Denny Matthews on the radio coverage.

Welcome to modern times, folks.

David Wagner
Blue Springs

Corporate income tax

The economic development agenda in Missouri is broken, and The Star’s June 4 editorial, “Chosen few get aboard the tax-break gravy train,” hits many of the right notes. Allowing the government to pick winners and losers through the tax code is a surefire way to abet cronyism, old and new, and a terrible way of trying to jump-start enduring economic growth.

There are better ways to make Missouri competitive and the region more prosperous. One such way is to eliminate the corporate income tax.

Missouri’s development tax credit system has grown so large — the state issues hundreds of millions of dollars in such credits each year — that it rivals the state’s corporate income tax revenues in its magnitude.

If the state wants to institute a pro-growth policy and keep its reform revenue neutral, why not extinguish those credits and use the savings to extinguish the corporate income tax?

Why favor the few when Missouri could lead the region and shake up the development game with the elimination of one of the most destructive taxes Missouri has for growth? It is a common-sense solution that policymakers (and prospective policymakers) should strongly consider.

Patrick Ishmael, Policy Analyst - Show-Me Institute
St. Louis

Wisconsin’s bought vote

Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker’s win in his fight against a recall is a tribute to the power of money (6-6, A1, “Walker survives ouster effort”).

Money can’t buy everyone’s vote, but it can buy a massive advertising campaign. According to CNN, Walker’s backers spent seven times as much as the recall group, and 70 percent of his money came from outside the state.

This does not sound like the system that the Founding Fathers of this nation had in mind. It is not clear that the people of Wisconsin got what they wanted.

Roy Busdiecker
Overland Park

Same-sex marriage

So far, 31 states have amended their constitutions to deny marital rights to lesbians, gays, transgender people and, in many cases, common-law couples.

In nearly every instance these states’ actions to deny the fundamental human right to marry have resulted from religious convictions of a minority of people using legislative means to legalize their views across the whole spectrum of the political arena.

These religious zealots have fought to universalize their particular interpretations of selected Bible verses. Empowered by this and other sectarian strategies, they now (but not forever) impose the power of their churches and other alliances to crush the legal rights of all adult citizens (couples) to marry. The goal for any marriage is to build family life on foundations of mutual love, commitment and caring.

What a cruel irony — one minority subverting constitutional rights of other minorities by creating unconstitutional constitutional amendments and similar laws. These are but the frenzied energies of bigotry, fear and prejudice used to stem the growing tides of justice and equity in our beloved country.

Richard Howard
Independence

Better coaches needed

It was my displeasure to witness a Heart of America girls volleyball coach display the worst example of sportsmanship I’ve ever seen. Her team had the match well in hand, but she openly and loudly proclaimed that the opposing team “was terrible” and “god-awful” and that her team should be winning by a greater margin.

As a parent of one of the girls on the “awful” team, I took offense. I complained to a Heart of America representative, but she was more interested in selling T-shirts than ensuring the conduct of one of the coaches meet the minimum standard of sportsmanship.

I then took my concerns to Heart of America leadership in the form of a letter but have not been given the courtesy of a response.

I know that had I been the one making those comments or confronting the coach about her remarks I would have been removed from the court and labeled as a parent gone wild.

However, this coach is free to belittle another team with no apparent ramifications. Shame on you, Heart of America Volleyball, for not demanding that your coaches are good role models for the girls they are coaching.

Jim Wayman
Blue Springs

Letters to the editor, June 10
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SLPS deserves praise for expanding and investing in pre-kindergarten

The St. Louis Public Schools deserves praise for using voter-approved Proposition S dollars (a bond issue that won with 76 percent of the vote) and desegregation settlement funds for expansion of quality pre-kindergarten.

Two important points may interest readers of "St. Louis preschool boom has fallout" (June 3). The American Federation of Teachers examined data before advocating with Superintendent Kelvin Adams and the Special Advisory Board for Pre-K expansion in SLPS. We are very pleased to be a partner in the expansion and in targeted professional development.

First, we looked at census data, child-care enrollment, Head Start enrollment and pre-K enrollment. We found that the number of births in the city was consistent year to year and that 56 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds were not attending any early childhood education site. There is no shortage of children to fill early childhood education seats.

It is widely recognized that an investment in early childhood education gives taxpayers the biggest bang for the buck. The Federal Reserve now estimates that for every $1 dollar invested in high-quality pre-K, the community sees a $16 rate of return.

The expansion of early childhood education seats in St. Louis is one of the more positive narratives in public education in the state. Now would be the time for the Post-Dispatch to advocate for lowering the mandatory age of school attendance from a shockingly late age 7 to age 5.

Byron Clemens • St. Louis
AFT St. Louis Innovation Fund Pre-K Project Organizer, Regional VP AFT MO. AFL-CIO

New paradigm

Regarding "State's economy is still stagnant" (June 6): I compared the Commerce Department data against a similar chart from the Tax Foundation listing the state business climate index that is supposed to measure how favorable a state's tax system is toward business. A few surprising findings:

• The most favorable state in the nation, Wyoming, was also the worst performing in 2011 at a -1.2 percent GDP.

• The 48th most favorable state, California, came in at number four for 2011 at +2.0 percent

• Illinois, which raised its tax rates in 2011, managed to finish ahead of neighbors Missouri, Kentucky, Indiana and Wisconsin, with a respectable 1.3 percent GDP growth

• Four of the top five performers in GDP growth — Alaska, North Dakota, Texas and West Virginia — relied heavily on energy production, something over which state fiscal and tax policy has little influence.

• Missouri, with the 15th best business taxes, was 43rd out of 50 in GDP numbers.

Folks in Washington, D.C., and Jefferson City, Mo., don't have a clue as to what really drives economic and job growth. Unless there are some untapped riches underneath the Ozark Mountains, it is time to find a new paradigm.

Dan Connors • St. Louis

Missouri should be at the forefront of small-reactor development

Pursuing the development of small modular reactors for Missouri would fit well with the energy needs of the state ("Energy firms discuss nuclear plans with Mo. panel," June 7). Being able to add electrical capacity in smaller increments, instead of building very large 1,000-megawatt nuclear plants, has many advantages.

The cost per unit is smaller, so it is easier to raise the capital. Units can be added as needed to accommodate growth in demand. The shorter construction time means greater certainty in deployment. Finally, getting federal dollars to help support this development will be a boost for the state. Small reactors probably will become part of the mix of future electricity sources, and Missouri would do well to be near the forefront in their development."ƒ

William H. Miller • Columbia, Mo.
Professor Emeritus, Missouri University Research Reactor, Nuclear Science and Engineering Institute, University of Missouri-Columbia

A monumental farce

Tim Townsend's "Campus ministry's success at evangelism may be its undoing" (June 3) hit the nail on the head. There is a culture clash regarding Christianity and today's moral relativism and its diversity-worshipping, politically correct culture.

Robert Cox and his son, Kerry, obviously are true believers, unlike many of today's so-called reverends who water down the absolutes and the message that is the word of God. There always will be many biblical Christians who believe the written word of God and who understand that Christianity without evangelism is a monumental farce.

Godless governments, societies and cultures know and understand that the primary threat to their unlimited governmental authority and control always has been and always will be the Scriptures and those of us who believe it enough to obey its commands.

David Floyd • Maryland Heights

Who is clueless?

Regarding the editorial "One nation, divisible" (June 3): I am not from the class defined by the liberal Center For American Progress as "well-educated, socially liberal whites and working-class blacks and Hispanics." Nor am I a low-information, clueless voter. The editorial implied that former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney, the presumptive Republican nominee for president, and political consultant David Axelrod are equal intellectually, at least regarding the 2012 election. Now it's very clear who is clueless: It's the Post-Dispatch.

Dan K. Gilbert Sr. • Florissant

Can't we heed the warning?

Ultra-conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer is a trained psychiatrist, which explains his most recent psychobabble regarding the president's ability as commander in chief ("Obama: the drone warrior," June 3). Mr. Krauthammer takes President Barack Obama to task for using drones to target and kill terrorists. You see, Mr. Krauthammer, like many of his hawkish fellow conservatives who never served in the military yet fashion themselves as experts on war fighting, believes the president should put our troops on the ground and in mortal danger to capture, remove and interrogate (waterboard?) terrorists.

As I recall, Republicans similarly excoriated President Bill Clinton for his air-bombing campaign in Yugoslavia that ended that war. Perhaps conservatives still are embarrassed that their last Republican president famously mused that he didn't worry about Osama bin Laden and wasn't able to take down, much less capture and interrogate, the architect of the worst attack on our soil in history. So they can only fantasize that their "enhanced interrogation techniques" actually brought down bin Laden.

Seems to me that Republicans have become too cozy with the idea that full-scale ground wars and all the business they create for defense contractors constitute our most effective economic tool. Ironically, it was a cherished Republican president and Supreme Allied Commander in World War II, Dwight D. Eisenhower, who famously warned us of the dangers of an expanding military-industrial complex.

Tom O'Connor • St. Louis County

Too much waste

I have lived in St. Louis or St. Charles counties all of my life, except for three years in the Army and one year in Vietnam. The article "U.S. halts funds for show in Pakistan" (June 6) made me crazy. We spent $20 million dollars for a " Sesame Street"-type program in Pakistan? Pakistan hates the United States. What's next — $50 million for "Muppets" in Afghanistan? So much waste. God help us.

Tim Davis • St. Peters

Finally, we're right

Regarding the editorial "About that no-hitter*" (June 5): For the first time, I agree with a Post-Dispatch editorial. I say baseball needs instant replay for those types of hits down the line, and I mean she needs it today.

Bud Kane • Kirkwood

Editorial: Veto SB 749 — Missouri already compromised on contraception

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Monday, June 11, 2012 12:15 am 

This is going to shock those who view today's divisive political environment as the way things have always been, but in 2001, the last time the Missouri Legislature had a serious discussion about women's access to contraception, Planned Parenthood and the Missouri Catholic Conference were on the same side.

Planned Parenthood wanted to increase access to women's health care. The Missouri Catholic Conference and other anti-abortion groups wanted to provide exemptions for abortifacients, forms of contraception that could induce abortion. They also wanted to give individuals and religious organizations a conscience exemption.

The two sides compromised.

"I think everybody gave a little," said then-Planned Parenthood lobbyist Mike Ausmus.

Then-Senate president pro tem Peter Kinder, a Republican who now is the state's lieutenant governor, backed the bill. So did then-Gov. Bob Holden, a Democrat.

That Missouri law, which mirrors the national compromise President Barack Obama has been trying to reach with Catholic groups over the implementation of the Affordable Care Act, is still on the books.

Its existence, and its clarity, are the reasons Gov. Jay Nixon should veto Senate Bill 749, a poorly considered, politically contrived rehash of a decades-old debate.

Opponents of the bill, which would allow Missouri employers to deny contraceptive coverage in their health insurance policies, say that it is part of the Republican Party's "war on women." Proponents say it's a necessary defense against the president's "war on religious freedom."

The bill is neither of those things.

Instead, it's a symbol of our broken political system — a system in which, rather than working together to find compromise, opposing ideologues are intent on destroying their opponents.

As the 2001 debate showed, compromise is possible. And it's necessary. This national contraception debate should be about the balancing act that must take place when one right clashes with another.

It's worth noting that Missouri's 2001 law focused primarily on individual rights. Women who had a conscientious objection to having an insurance policy that covered contraception were granted the right to ask their insurance providers for a policy that didn't violate their personal morals.

Senate Bill 749, sponsored by Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, turns the freedom debate on its side. It asks the government to do the bidding of the Catholic Church, rather than protecting the rights of the individual woman, regardless of her religious beliefs.

As we have noted, Mr. Obama erred in announcing the new federal contraception coverage rules before the religious exemptions — a necessary balancing act — were fully defined. Republicans and some elements of the religious community responded by overreacting and relitigating rights long ago fought for and won by women.

Had Congress done a decade ago what Missouri did, this issue wouldn't have become a partisan wedge in a political climate in which compromise no longer is possible. But, in earlier times, Missouri did reach careful compromise on the issue of contraception, a compromise that was fine by the Catholic Church then and should be now.

If Mr. Obama's contraception proposal — with proper religious exemptions — becomes federal law, then Missouri's law is moot because of the Supremacy Clause of the U.S. Constitution. If courts rule against the president, then Missouri's existing contraception exemptions stand.

Either way, Senate Bill 749 is unnecessary and does more harm than good.

Mr. Nixon should veto it.

Our view: Lake area residents made the difference in FERC drama

[image: image3.wmf]LakeNewsOnline.com
Posted Jun 07, 2012 @ 04:16 PM

Lake of the Ozarks, Mo. — The lake community has proved that getting involved still works in this country.
When confronted with an obvious bureaucratic snafu in the form of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission-approved management plan for Lake of the Ozarks, lake residents grabbed their metaphorical pitchforks and went to the barricades.

The initial outcry from the 1,500 property owners directly impacted by the real estate tangles that were exposed by the plan caught the attention of Washington politicians.

Sensing the political advantage of being against government, Missouri’s senators and representatives Vicky Hartzler and Blaine Luetkemeyer began to focus on FERC in general. From there the protest rolled downhill into the laps of FERC bureaucrats who wanted nothing more than to be out from under public scrutiny.
When Ameren revised the plan based on a rational policy of establishing 662 as their property line and grandfathering what that new border did not fix, FERC officials wasted little time in grabbing the lifeline.

This may not settle every issue and it may not placate the 660-Or-Fight crowd, but it is a good result.
The credit goes to the lake residents, realtors, title companies and elected representatives who stood their ground against a government agency that believed it had the final say.

It has been once again proved that, in a republic like ours, the people still have hope of keeping government in line.

Those who worked so hard for this result should be proud and we should all take a moment to reflect that sometimes the system works.

That is what separates this country from all that came before and it is the rock upon which our freedom stands.
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