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Mo. Supreme Court rejects earnings tax challenge 
By Chris Blank, Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 3, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Supreme Court rejected a legal challenge Tuesday to a voter-approved law requiring local elections to decide whether to keep municipal earnings taxes in St. Louis and Kansas City.

Missouri voters in 2010 approved a statewide ballot measure that forced the state's two largest cities to hold elections on their earnings taxes, with subsequent public votes every five years. The measure also barred other communities from enacting their own city tax on local earnings and profits.

The Kansas City manager and a local labor leader filed a lawsuit in their individual capacities challenging the voter-approved law. They argued it wrongly changed Kansas City's charter and violated the state constitution by requiring local elections without paying for them.

A unanimous high court rejected those claims and upheld a trial court's prior ruling against the legal challenge.

Supreme Court Judge George W. Draper III wrote in the high court's opinion that the voter-approved earnings tax law does not change Kansas City's charter and that any city costs for holding an election are a result of its own decision.

"If Kansas City seeks continued authorization to impose an earnings tax, it now must seek the approval of its own qualified voters," Draper wrote. "Whether Kansas City seeks continued authorization to impose an earnings tax is purely discretionary. There is no mandate requiring an election."

A lawyer from the Kansas City attorney's office did not return a telephone message Tuesday seeking comment about the ruling.

Travis Brown, president of Let Voters Decide, which sponsored the 2010 initiative, said Kansas City officials should have been focused on making future fundamental changes to Missouri's tax laws to keep it competitive with Kansas instead of challenging a law already approved by voters. He praised the Supreme Court's decision.

"It's a great day - on America's birthday - that we honor voters' rights to change their own laws in the state of Missouri," Brown said.

After the 2010 statewide ballot measure was approved, residents in Kansas City and St. Louis voted overwhelmingly to keep their 1 percent earnings taxes during elections held in April 2011. Additional elections would be required in 2016 to continue the tax.

The tax has accounted for $140 million, or about one-third, of the St. Louis budget, and $200 million, about two-fifths, of Kansas City's.

The group Let Voters Decide has said the earnings taxes encourage people and businesses to locate in suburbs without such taxes, and that the cities should eliminate their extra layer of income tax.

Missouri election season arrives without ethics law 

By Elizabeth Crisp
St. Louis Post Dispatch
July 4, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY • The Missouri Legislature's failure to replace an ethics reform law tossed out by the state Supreme Court earlier this year has left some wondering whether there will be a spike in questionable gifts and donations to elected officials as the campaign season heats up.

"We're basically the 'Wild, Wild West' when it comes to ethics laws," said state Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis.

The state Supreme Court quashed the Legislature's 2010 ethics and campaign finance law on a technicality in February, and while some lawmakers pushed for a replacement, no action was taken.

Missouri's ethics and campaign finance laws rank among the most lax in the country, according to a nonprofit, nonpartisan investigation released earlier this year. Missouri also remains one of only four states with no limits on campaign contributions, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.

Of those states, Missouri is the only one also without limits on what lobbyists can legally give to lawmakers.

Already this year, about $18 million has made its way into Missouri campaign funds in donations of over $5,000 each, the cap that some have proposed.

The now-defunct ethics reform law did not address donation caps, but it contained measures to bring more transparency to the system. It outlawed the shuffling of funds among committees that critics liken to money laundering, and it required candidates for statewide or legislative office to report within 48 hours any donations of more than $500 received during the legislative session.

Those who support ethics reform say that without strict laws, the government is vulnerable to financial influence and other forms of corruption.

"It creates the potential for corruption or some kind of unethical behavior," said Caitlin Ginley of the Washington-based Center for Public Integrity.

Republicans and Democrats alike proposed replacement bills in the Legislature during the session.

Proposed bills would have capped contributions for statewide or legislative candidates at $5,000 per donor per election. Similarly, there were proposals to limit lobbyists' gifts to $1,000 each year.

House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, told reporters in March that he would give the ethics reform measures an opportunity to be heard. But the bills were only referred to committee on the last day of the session, in effect killing them. A similar Senate proposal also died in committee.

Tilley, who could not be reached this week, said then that he supported many parts of the law that had been thrown out — particularly provisions that gave more authority to the Ethics Commission and eliminating the committee-to-committee transfers to encourage transparency.

He said he does not support campaign contribution caps because they can make the process less transparent.

"I have always been opposed to campaign contribution limits because it leads to what we used to have before, where people would give to committees and committees would give to other people and it was hard to track the money," he said.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, who is in line to become the next House speaker, told reporters that he thought the Legislature would likely come up with a better bill — without the influence of election-year politics — if it waited until after the November elections.

He also noted that the court ruling came in the middle of the session, when most lawmakers had already focused on other priorities and just before legislators entered the thick of budget negotiations.

"I don't think anybody necessarily tried to ignore it. I think it just hit when we had been in session for a period of time," said House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard.

Julie Allen, executive director of the Missouri Ethics Commission, said the dismissal of the 2010 law "dealt a blow."

Without the measure, the commission cannot initiate its own investigations, so it has to rely on outside complaints. The law also established the charge of obstructing an ethics investigation and barred people who owed money to the commission from taking office or creating new committees.

Still, some who have worked on ethics reform in the Missouri Capitol say the 2010 law did not go far enough.

"When you inject politics into issues that are incredibly important, you don't always make the result better," said Rep. Jason Kander, D-Kansas City, who proposed several replacements in the past legislative session. "If we can get it right, we are going to get better policy on every issue."

Kander is an advocate of campaign contribution caps and limits on gifts lawmakers receive from lobbyists.

Most states restrict campaign contributions from various sources, including those from political action committees and political parties, according to the state legislatures conference, a bipartisan organization that provides research and technical assistance to legislators across the country.

Missouri has wrangled with limits on campaign donations for the past few decades.

Opponents say caps can discourage transparency as people look for other ways to get money into campaign coffers.

A special House committee created in 2010 to address ethics laws created a model bill that included caps, but the caps were removed before a final version passed. So was a provision to impose caps on gifts from lobbyists. And then the entire law was thrown out by a court.

Kander said that puts the state in a position prime for corruption.

"Right now, Missouri is the only state in the country that has the combination of unlimited lobbyist gifts and unlimited campaign contributions," he said.

"Most Missourians realize they deserve better than that."

Missouri voters first set contribution limits in 1994. A lawsuit over whether the cap limited free speech made it to the U.S. Supreme Court, where the limit was upheld. The state Legislature then voted to repeal the cap in 2006 and again in 2008 after the initial vote was tossed out in court.

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, repeatedly has called on the state Legislature to reinstate the caps, though the latest finance records show his campaign has received more than $1.5 million in monetary and in-kind contributions in sums of more than $5,000 this year.

Dave Spence, the presumptive front-runner to become the GOP's gubernatorial candidate, also has said he supports ethics reform. His ethics proposal includes a cap on lobbyist gifts and transparency provisions that were in the 2010 law, but it does not call for campaign contribution caps. Spence's campaign has taken more than $650,000 in donations higher than $5,000 this year.

States that border Missouri all have implemented some kind of cap on contribution limits, but the approaches vary.

Arkansas limits contributions to candidates at $2,000 per election cycle.

Kansas has instituted a contribution schedule — $2,000 to statewide candidates, $1,000 to Senate candidates and $500 to House candidates.

Illinois restricts personal contributions to $5,000 per election cycle, but corporations and unions can give double that and PACs can donate up to $50,000.

And while it has no caps on other types of contributions, Iowa has banned corporate campaign contributions.

A month after the court threw out Missouri's ethics law, the state received a C rating on a project dubbed the "State Integrity Investigation."

Mo. revenues higher than expected for 2012 budget 
By David A. Lieb, Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 3, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri ended its 2012 fiscal year with slightly better-than-expected revenues, but the influx of millions of additional dollars doesn't necessarily lessen the need for spending cuts, the state's budget director said Tuesday.

The state reported more than $7.3 billion in general revenues, primarily from income and sales taxes, during the fiscal year that ended Saturday. That was up more than 3.2 percent compared with the 2011 fiscal year, and exceeded the projected 2.7 percent growth rate upon which the budget was based.

The fiscal year turned out to be "just a little bit better than expected," said Linda Luebbering, the director of budget and planning for Gov. Jay Nixon's administration.

The bottom line is that Missouri took in about $39 million more than anticipated, Luebbering said.

But she said that doesn't translate to a budget surplus. Luebbering said the additional money will help cover higher-than-budgeted expenses for disaster costs, legal cases and other items. She said the extra revenues also partially make up for the fact that legislators never authorized an amnesty program for overdue taxpayers, as had been assumed in the 2012 budget.

Before the 2013 fiscal year began Sunday, Gov. Jay Nixon announced that he was blocking the expenditure of about $15 million - largely for higher education institutions - because he believed the budget was out of balance. The cuts could be reversed or expanded, depending on state revenues. But Luebbering said it was too soon for either course of action.

House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Lee's Summit, said the better-than-expected revenues during the recently concluded fiscal year shows that the Democratic governor was unwarranted in announcing cuts to the current budget.

"It was political - he just wanted to be seen as taking decisive action reining in spending when the reality is we're starting fiscal 2013 with $70 million more than anticipated," Silvey said.

Silvey said his estimate of the state's beginning cash balance takes into account both the additional revenues from 2012 and the fact that state agencies left more money unspent during this past year than the budget had assumed.

Silvey and Luebbering both said last year's revenue figures contained some encouraging news. Most notably, individual income tax collections were up nearly 3.8 percent compared with the previous year.

"That is the best sign that we can point to that things - although slowly- are starting to turn around," Luebbering said.

Gov. Nixon visits Jackson to sign veteran jobs legislation

By Melissa Miller
Southeast Missourian
July 5, 2012

Calling veterans one of Missouri's most important resources, Gov. Jay Nixon signed legislation at Missouri Plastics in Jackson on Tuesday to expand employment opportunities for veterans and their spouses. 
Missouri Plastics is one of 2,118 Missouri businesses taking part in the Show-Me Heroes program, pledging to make hiring veterans a priority. 
House Bill 1680, which Nixon signed Tuesday, adds an on-the-job training component as an incentive for employers to hire and train returning National Guard soldiers, reservists or active duty personnel. 

The Show-Me Heroes program will reimburse employers who agree to hire veterans for 50 percent of the employee's wages during a contracted training period. 

Nixon said he hopes strengthening the Show-Me Heroes program will encourage more businesses to hire veterans. 

"The men and women who have served admirably in the armed forces are well trained and make excellent employees. Now it's up to us to help them find a good job here," he said. 

Nixon was joined at Missouri Plastics by Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie; Rep. Terry Swinger, D-Caruthersville; Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau; and Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson. 

Nixon said he is working to recruit veterans to come to Missouri after their service has come to an end. In 2009, he signed legislation to phase out the state tax on military retirement income. By the year 2016 veterans will not pay any state taxes on military pensions. 

Businesses that take part in Show-Me Heroes sign a pledge agreeing that when a veteran applies at the company, they will give them an interview and a chance to prove they're right for the job. 

One difficulty some veterans have in finding a job is that the training they receive while in the military isn't always recognized in the civilian world, said Robert Cloward, plant manager at Missouri Plastics, who served in the U.S. Army from 2001 to 2008. 

The Show-Me Heroes job training program will help other veterans make the transition from military to civilian life, he said. 

The unemployment rate for veterans who served in active duty following Sept. 11, 2001, referred to as Gulf War-era II veterans, was 12.1 percent in 2011, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. That is higher than the jobless rate among all veterans, which was 8.3 percent. 

Male veterans between the ages of 18 and 24 who served during the Gulf War era II had an unemployment rate of 29.1 percent in 2011, higher than the 17.6 percent unemployment among young male nonveterans. 

Since it started in 2010, the Show-Me Heroes program has helped place 1,637 veterans into jobs, according to state figures. It's administered by the Missouri Division of Workforce Development and will use federal funds through the Workforce Investment Act to reimburse businesses for employee wages during training. 

Businesses that participate in Show-Me Heroes receive a Flag of Freedom plaque, which includes an American flag patch worn by a member of the armed forces. 

Making the decision to take part in the Show-Me Heroes program was an easy one for Tamara Baremore, owner/CEO of Missouri Plastics. 

"We are proud of our country and we support our veterans," Baremore said. "We want to be part of the solution to making our country better." 

House Bill 1680 also expands the eligibility of financial assistance to spouses of active-duty service members, National Guard soldiers and reservists. This financial assistance is available to help spouses with payment of overdue bills, transportation and day care costs when pursuing employment and vocational counseling. It also offers subsidized employment for spouses, where a financial incentive is provided to employers who agree to hire them. 

A list of employers participating in the Show-Me Heroes program and more information can be found at www.showmeheroes.mo.gov or by calling 1-800-592-6020. 

Gubernatorial candidates split on minimum wage increase

By Eli Yokley
Missouri News Horizon
July 2, 2012

ST. LOUIS, Mo. — Candidates for Missouri governor are split on whether the state should increase its minimum wage. 

Republican frontrunner Dave Spence, a former St. Louis businessman said last month he is not in favor of an increase in the state’s minimum wage, which is currently $7.25. 

“I don’t think the government has any place in setting wages. It is supply and demand. When there is more supply, wages are going to stay solid. And when there’s more demand, wages will go up,” Spence said, while speaking with a voter in Potosi last month. 

His primary rival, Bill Randles, said he, too, does not support increasing the state’s minimum wage. 

“Every study that’s been done says that if you increase the minimum wage, you increase unemployment, especially for young people,” Randles said in an interview in Mexico, Mo. “This is absolutely the wrong time to tighten the job market for young people.” 

Unlike his Republican rivals, Nixon said he favors the ballot measure to increase the state’s minimum wage to $8.25. 

“I’ve always been a supporter of the minimum wage. I think the people of this state have shown time and again on the ballot that they support it,” Nixon said during an interview in St. Louis. “I think that continuing to make sure that that reflects the additional costs that families have is a solid step forward for Missouri.” 

A measure to increase the minimum wage will be on the ballot with Nixon and his Republican rival in November. 

Mo. GOP governor candidate gives campaign $500,000 

By Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 3, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Republican businessman Dave Spence has chipped in another half-million dollars to his Missouri gubernatorial campaign.

Online records from the Missouri Ethics Commission show Spence gave $500,000 to his campaign this past Saturday just before the close of the quarterly campaign finance reporting period. Spence now has given his campaign $2.75 million.

The donation boosted Spence's large contributions during the past three months to nearly $800,000. Large contributions are those of at least $5,000.

Spence is the former president and CEO of Alpha Packaging in St. Louis. He is competing in the Republican primary on Aug. 7 to challenge Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon's re-election bid.

Mo. Supreme Court suspends St. Louis attorney
By Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 3, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Supreme Court has suspended a St. Louis attorney who previously pleaded guilty in federal court to funneling contributions to the Missouri Democratic Party in a scheme that involved a former governor.

Edward Griesedieck III on Tuesday was suspended from practicing law pending the final outcome of any disciplinary actions.

Griesedieck and former Democratic Gov. Roger Wilson each pleaded guilty this spring to a similar misdemeanor charge. Prosecutors say they used money from Missouri Employers Mutual Insurance Co., where Wilson was the CEO, to reimburse a $5,000 donation that Griesedieck's law firm made to the state Democratic Party in August 2009.

The U.S. attorney's office says Griesedieck agreed to surrender his law license for 18 months in a plea agreement. Griesedieck and Wilson are scheduled to be sentenced Monday.

Former Mo. Governor Wilson seeks probation

By Lisa Brown
St. Louis Post Dispatch
July 4, 2012

Former Missouri Gov. Roger Wilson has asked a federal judge for probation in connection with a misdemeanor charge of laundering campaign contributions.

Wilson, who was sworn in as Missouri's 52nd governor following the death of Gov. Mel Carnahan in 2000, was indicted in April on a charge he laundered campaign contributions to the Missouri Democratic Party through a St. Louis law firm, Herzog Crebs.

In April, Wilson pleaded guilty to the charge that stems from his previous role as president and CEO of Missouri Employers Mutual Co. (MEM), a state-created workers' compensation company based in Columbia. Wilson was removed as head of MEM in mid-2011.

According to the indictment, state campaign finance records showed Herzog Crebs made contributions of $5,000 and $3,000 in 2009 to the Missouri Democratic Party. The law firm later billed MEM for both amounts, at the direction of former MEM board chairman Doug Morgan, who died in 2011, the indictment said. Herzog Crebs was later reimbursed by Wilson and MEM.

Former Herzog Crebs partner Ed Griesedieck III, who was indicted with Wilson, also pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor in connection with the case.

Sentencing is set for July 9, and both Wilson and Griesedieck face up to six months in imprisonment, according to sentencing guidelines.

In a filing with the federal court Monday, Wilson's attorney, Robert Haar, cited Wilson's long tenure as a public official in a request for probation. Wilson served two terms as lieutenant governor and nearly 14 years in the state senate. He also formerly chaired the Missouri Tourism Commission and the Missouri Rural Economic Development Council.

In a sentencing memorandum on Wilson's behalf, Haar said Wilson's actions were not for personal gain.

“In briefly relaxing his own standards, Roger has paid a very heavy penalty in terms of his reputation and legacy,” the filing states.

Haar declined to comment, saying the court filing speaks for itself. Several people submitted letters with the court in support of probation for Wilson, according to the filing, however they were filed under seal and their names were not identified.

Today, the Supreme Court of Missouri suspended Griesedieck's law license, based on his guilty plea.

Griesedieck also filed a sentencing memorandum with the court Monday, but it was filed under seal, so the request is not public. His attorney, Matthew Schelp, said he is seeking probation. "We just think that with his career and accomplishments, he, much like Wilson, warrants probation."

2012 a record year for unclaimed property returns, Zweifel says

By Eli Yokley
Missouri News Horizon
July 2, 2012

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel announced Monday that the state returned a record amount of unclaimed property to Missourians in fiscal year 2012. 

Zweifel — whose office administers the unclaimed property return program — said his office returned $38.2 million to Missourians, up six percent from the previous year. 

“After breaking the record back on June 6, my team used the final three weeks to return more than $1.7 million to 7,000 account owners – this is how we are working for Missourians every day,” Zweifel said in a statement.

Since 2009, the Treasurer’s office has returned $121 million to Missourians. The state currently holds nearly $700 million in unclaimed property. The bulk of that is in the state’s major cities, including $99.6 million in the Kansas City area and $208.1 million in the St. Louis region. 

Unclaimed property is available for 4.3 million, Zweifel said, and can be claimed on the Treasurer’s website, www.ShowMeMoney.com. (http://1.usa.gov/n2iXCU)

Missouri to get $32 million in GlaxoSmithKline fraud case

St. Louis Post Dispatch
July 3, 2012

Missouri's Medicaid program will collect nearly $32 million from the $3 billion in penalties levied against drug maker GlaxoSmithKline for alleged health care fraud, according to Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster.

Under the terms of a settlement with the company -- the largest health fraud settlement in U.S. history -- GlaxoSmithKline agreed to pay the fines to resolve allegations that it engaged in illegal schemes involving the marketing and pricing of drugs, including the anti-diabetic drug Avandia, the depression drug Wellbutrin, and the asthma drug Advair.

Missouri will receive a total of $31,865,497.89 from GlaxoSmithKline for its Medicaid program, according to the attorney general.

The company "cost Medicaid tremendous sums through improper pricing and marketing," Koster said in a news release. "We are pleased to have recovered the amounts attributable to that conduct.”

Mo. court rejects appeals of 2 death row inmates 
By Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 3, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The state Supreme Court rejected the appeals Tuesday of two death row inmates from eastern Missouri who had claimed their attorneys provided ineffective aid during their murder trials.

The court issued unanimous decisions upholding the convictions and death sentences for Carman Deck and Scott McLaughlin.

Deck was convicted of the fatal shootings of James and Zelma Long during a robbery of their home near De Soto in 1996. His two death sentences were twice overturned, most recently by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2005 because he had been shackled in the presence of jurors. But at a third re-sentencing hearing, Deck again received two death sentences, which were upheld by the state Supreme Court in January 2010.

In his latest appeal, Deck argued that his attorney erred in a variety of ways, including by not calling additional mitigating witnesses to testify about his troubled childhood and by failing to conduct neuropsychological testing on him.

McLaughlin was convicted of raping and fatally stabbing his former girlfriend, Beverly Guenther, in St. Louis County in 2003. He was sentenced to death by a judge after jurors agreed he had acted with the necessary depravity of mind to be executed but deadlocked on whether that was trumped by other mitigating factors. The state Supreme Court upheld his death sentence in 2008.

In his latest appeal, McLaughlin argued that the judge who sentenced him to death should have been disqualified from presiding over his subsequent claims that his trial attorney was ineffective. Among other things, McLaughlin claimed his attorney should have presented evidence about his mental health and neuropsychological impairments as mitigating evidence in the penalty phase.

Feds deny stimulus for Taum Sauk reservoir

By Jeffrey Tomich
St. Louis Post Dispatch
July 4, 2012


Energy regulators have rejected Ameren Missouri’s bid to get federal stimulus funds for rebuilding the upper reservoir of its Taum Sauk hydroelectric power plant — the giant mountaintop pool that ruptured in 2005

Such grants are more commonly awarded to developers of wind farms and solar projects. But St. Louis-based Ameren asked the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission last month to certify the increased capacity at the Reynolds County pumped storage plant as a green-jobs project, making it eligible for stimulus funds. The grants are awarded under a provision of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act meant to generate jobs and subsidize clean energy projects.

Ameren officials submitted an engineering report to FERC last month stating that the new upper reservoir, completed in 2010, could generate more energy than the one it replaced because it leaked less, and therefore qualified for payments. The utility also said the rebuilt reservoir could be operated at a higher capacity during winter, further adding production capacity.

But FERC — the same agency that investigated the reservoir collapse — disagreed.

“We have determined that the rebuild of the upper reservoir embankment, which enabled you to reduce leakage from the dam and to restore the upper reservoir elevation to the authorized water limit, are not considered efficiency improvements,” Edward A. Abrams, director of the agency’s division of hydropower administration and compliance, said in the June 29 letter.

Ameren Missouri spokeswoman Rita Holmes-Bobo said utility officials are “studying FERC’s order and have made no decisions as to what, if any, further actions we will take.”

It is unclear how much Ameren hoped to receive in stimulus funds. Treasury Department program rules say owners of qualifying hydroelectric projects may seek cash grants equal to 30 percent of the “eligible cost basis” In a response to questions before FERC’s decision, the utility said it hadn’t yet determined that figure.

Efforts to secure taxpayer funding for Taum Sauk represent the utility’s latest unsuccessful effort to recoup some of the costs of the new reservoir.

The utility, which agreed in a 2007 settlement with Attorney General Jay Nixon not to charge electric customers for the cost of rebuilding, did try to sway the Public Service Commission for approval to bill consumers millions of dollars for some “enhancements” at the plant, including safety features. But the PSC disallowed those costs.

Ameren also sued two of its insurers for failing to pay claims related to the reservoir disaster. One of the lawsuits was dismissed; another is still pending in U.S. Circuit Court in New York.

The upper reservoir disaster occurred on the morning of Dec. 14, 2005, when a 700-foot section of the rockfill dam collapsed. More than 1 billion gallons of water was released in a matter of minutes, scouring the mountainside of trees and boulders. Johnsons Shut-Ins State Park was badly damaged.

The rebuilt upper reservoir was completed in early 2010 at a cost of $490 million. And Johnson’s Shut-Ins has been restored.

The 409-megawatt Taum Sauk plant on the East Fork of the Black River, about 100 miles southwest of St. Louis, is unlike most other hydroelectric plants. It generates energy using two reservoirs – one atop Proffitt Mountain and another hundreds of feet below. Water is pumped up the mountain at night when electricity is cheap , then released during times of peak electricity demand when electricity prices go up.

Ameren makes a profit on the difference in electricity prices even though the plant uses more energy than it generates.

Although so-called pumped storage projects are seen as valuable for their ability to store energy, the fact that Taum Sauk also consumes large amounts of energy made it ineligible under the state’s renewable energy law.

PJ Wilson, director of Renew Missouri, which has battled with Ameren over renewable energy policy in the state, found it ironic that the utility was seeking to take advantage of the green energy provision in the stimulus bill.

“While inexplicably doing everything they can to avoid building renewables in Missouri, today it appears they were asking for the federal government to use renewable energy tax incentives to instead incentivize Taum Sauk,” he said.

As of June 8, the federal government has paid out more than $200 million in stimulus funds for energy projects in Missouri. The vast majority of that -- about $193 million -- has gone to two projects – Iberdola Renewables LLC’s Farmers City wind project and Wind Capital Group’s Lost Creek wind farm. Hydropower projects nationwide had received just $23.5 million.

The stimulus bill signed by President Obama in February 2009 didn’t specifically create subsidies for added capacity at hydroelectric projects. But it let developers seek cash grants in lieu of tax credits for expansions, which were originally authorized under the 2005 energy bill.

Hydropower projects that add production capacity or boost efficiency between 2005 and 2014 are eligible for payments if owners add generating capacity. The increases must be certified by FERC.

In documents filed with the agency, Ameren says the Taum Sauk upper reservoir only leaks at a rate of about 2 cubic feet per second compared with 25 cubic feet per second atthe old reservoir. As a result of that and higher operating levels during winter, the plant can generate an additional 12,000 megawatt-hours, an increase of about 1.9 percent a year.

But FERC said the increased reservoir capacity doesn’t qualify for federal incentives. It attributed the gains to “actions taken to properly maintain and operate the project as licensed.”

Lawmakers don't like summary of Mo. ballot issues 
By Chris Blank, Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 4, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Supporters of ballot measures dealing with health insurance and the selection of appellate judges are unhappy with how the Missouri secretary of state's office summarized the issues for voters.

Missouri's Republican-controlled Legislature passed both proposals and referred them to the November ballot. This week, Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan approved summaries for each measure because lawmakers did not write their own version. Legislative sponsors of the measures said the summaries are misleading, and at least two GOP leaders pledged to file a lawsuit.

The health care measure would bar Missouri officials from taking steps to create a health insurance exchange without approval from voters or the Legislature. It also would prohibit state departments from taking federal money to prepare for an online insurance marketplace. The federal health care law requires states create a health insurance exchange by 2014 or have one operated for them by the federal government.

Carnahan's summary states: "Shall Missouri law be amended to deny individuals, families, and small businesses the ability to access affordable health care plans through a state-based health benefit exchange unless authorized by statute, initiative or referendum or through an exchange operated by the federal government as required by the federal the health care act?"

Sen. Rob Schaaf, who sponsored the measure, called that summary "totally misleading" and "disgusting." He questioned who would vote in favor of it based upon the description.

"It's totally playing politics, and it's lying to the voters," said Schaaf, R-St. Joseph.

Carnahan spokesman Ryan Hobart defended the fairness of the ballot summaries.

"This office has always followed our legal obligation to provide Missourians with fair and sufficient summaries of ballot initiatives, and this summary is no different," Hobart said.

Nonetheless, Republican Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder and state Sen. Scott Rupp each said they plan to challenge Carnahan's summary for the health insurance measure. Rupp, who is among the Republicans running for secretary of state, said the summary is "extremely biased" and that a lawsuit is the only option. Another Republican secretary of state candidate, Rep. Shane Schoeller, objected to the ballot summaries for both the health care and courts proposals.

The measure dealing with the state's judiciary would amend the Missouri Constitution to change the composition of a special state commission that nominates candidates for vacancies on state appellate courts

Under Missouri's current judge selection plan, a nominating commission comprised of three attorneys, three gubernatorial appointees and a Supreme Court judge submit a panel of three finalists for the governor to fill vacancies on the state Court of Appeals and the Supreme Court. Whomever the governor appoints stands for periodic retention elections, in which people decide whether to keep the judge in office without another candidate appearing on the ballot.

The proposed constitutional amendment would allow governors to appoint an additional member to the nominating commission. The Supreme Court judge currently serving on the panel would be removed and replaced with a former appellate judge serving as a nonvoting member. In addition, the nominating commission would give the governor four finalists from which to choose for the appointment.

Carnahan's summary states: "Shall the Missouri Constitution be amended to change the current nonpartisan selection of supreme court and court of appeals judges to a process that gives the governor increased authority to:

- appoint a majority of the commission that selects these court nominees; and

- appoint all lawyers to the commission by removing the requirement that the governor's appointees be nonlawyers?"

Sen. Jim Lembke, who sponsored the constitutional amendment in the Legislature, said a case could be made for the first portions of the summary, but that final point is "flat-out untrue." He said governors would have the ability to appoint more lawyers to the nominating commission, but that nothing would require it.

"She misuses her power to manipulate the process, and I believe that this is more evidence that she's been a dishonest broker of partisan politics," said Lembke, R-St. Louis County.

Health care law Medicaid expansion may be opposed in Missouri



By Eli Yokley
Missouri News Horizon
July 3, 2012


JOPLIN, Mo. — The chief contention Democrats gave for supporting the ‘Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act in 2010’ was their hope to expand health care coverage for more than 30 million Americans.

To do so, the law required that millions of Americans purchase health insurance under the individual mandate and that states expand their Medicaid rolls for those who could not afford to purchase insurance. Under the Medicaid expansion, the federal government would cover all of the nearly $1 trillion a year for three years, then cover 90 percent from then on.

When the Supreme Court ruled on the law last week, they upheld the individual mandate provision under Congress’s taxing authority. But the ruling jeopardized the law’s Medicaid expansion provision, which would have expanded coverage for nearly 16 million Americans earning less than 133 percent of the federal poverty level.

The Supreme Court ruled that the federal government could not threaten existing Medicaid funds for states that chose not to expand their Medicaid rolls, gutting the federal government’s ability to enforce the new rule.

State lawmakers — who have opposed both the individual mandate and mandated state-level exchanges required by the health care law — have also indicated their opposition to implementing the expansion, arguing it could further complicate the state’s already tight budget. House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey said for the state to implement the Medicaid expansion, it would have to either raise taxes or cut higher education.

“Looking forward to the editorials telling us where to CUT education to pay for Medicaid expansion, [because] we won’t raise taxes for it,’” Silvey said on Twitter.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Missouri Democrat who supported the health care law in 2010, said there is not a way for the federal government to force states to expand Medicaid, though she thinks they should.

“Missouri does not have to expand its Medicaid population, but it won’t get any additional funds from the federal government for that expansion,” she said at a campaign stop in Joplin.

McCaskill, who has been critical in the past of state lawmakers for opposing federal funds to establish state-level insurance exchanges, again questioned their motivation: “That they would deny so many Missourians that coverage because they’re trying to make a political point seems backward to me.”

Of the rest of the law, McCaskill said Missourians should “focus on what the law is”, hoping they might support some of the more popular provisions once they learn more about them.

McCaskill, one of the most targeted Democrats running for reelection this year, is currently facing three Republican rivals. Todd Akin, John Brunner, and Sarah Steelman have all pledged to repeal the law in its entirety.

Mo. AG reminds residents of hot weather rule 
By Associated Press
Southeast Missourian
July 4, 2012

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri residents are encouraged to call a state consumer hotline for help if their electricity is shut off during the current heat wave because they couldn't pay the bill.

The state's hot weather rule forbids utilities from disconnecting electrical services when temperatures are projected to be higher than 95 degrees, or the heat index is expected to exceed 100 degrees.

Temperatures above both thresholds are expected to continue through the weekend and much of the summer in the Midwest.

Attorney General Chris Koster says most utility companies will follow the rules, but the consumer hotline is there to help anyone who is mistakenly cut off.

The hotline - 800-392-8222 - is operated during normal business hours.

Bruises reported on young Seneca boy 10 days before his death 


By Jeff Lehr
Joplin Globe
July 3, 2012

Bruises on the legs of Bradley J. Beck were reported to the state’s child-welfare system 10 days before the toddler died of head trauma that authorities say was inflicted by his mother’s boyfriend.

Sheriff Ken Copeland acknowledged Tuesday that a Newton County deputy was dispatched to Freeman Hospital West in Joplin the afternoon of June 18 regarding a boy being treated for a staph infection on his lips.

The sheriff confirmed that the 22-month-old boy was Bradley Beck, who died last Thursday of head trauma suffered inside his home north of Seneca. Zachary D. Roland, the 20-year-old boyfriend of the boy’s mother, Ashley Seymour, is charged with second-degree murder in the child’s death.

The deputy met with an investigator from the Children’s Division of the Missouri Department of Social Services on June 18 at Freeman West regarding two bruises that the hospital’s staff reported finding on the boy’s legs, the sheriff said.

Copeland said the mother told the state investigator that her son had been with a relative in Stotts City the previous weekend and must have incurred the bruises there. With no reason to believe that any abuse had taken place in Newton County, the deputy left the hospital with the understanding that the Children’s Division would follow up on the matter in Lawrence County, the sheriff said.

Copeland said the state investigator later told the deputy that she was satisfied with the relative’s explanation that the boy got the bruises while playing with his 3-year-old sister.

The sheriff said he does not know if the Children’s Division ever conducted a study of the boy’s home in Newton County. He said deputies were never called to assist in any investigation by the agency at the address.

Copeland confirmed that deputies responding to the 911 call last Thursday found the home to be filthy, with debris strewn about and dog feces on the floor. He said the mobile home also was extremely hot, with just the living room being cooled to any extent by a lone air conditioner.

“It was quite clear that home was not fit for children to live in,” Copeland said.

He said the boy’s sister was removed and placed in state protective custody at that time.

According to a probable-cause affidavit filed in Newton County Circuit Court, Roland admitted to investigators that he slapped the boy when he started whining while he was giving him a bath on Thursday. He told investigators that he dropped the boy, and he struck his head on the floor of the bathroom and became unresponsive.

The forensic pathologist who conducted an autopsy found a large patch of blood between the boy’s scalp and his skull, and bruising on his legs, back and face.

No interview

THE GLOBE’S EFFORTS to obtain a phone interview through Rebecca Woelfel, communications director for the Missouri Department of Social Services, were unsuccessful Tuesday. Any questions the Globe had could be emailed to her, she said.

Some fear tying teacher evaluations to student performance ignores many variables

By Joe Robertson
Kansas City Star
July 4, 2012

Here they were, some of the best teachers in our area, ready to talk about how they should be judged and paid.

And why not? Seems everyone else is talking about it.

These were trainees in this summer’s Leading Educators workshops in Kansas City, chosen by their schools and districts as rising stars who can be leaders in their buildings.

They are the kind of teachers we want to keep after all of the political wrangling, those on all sides of teacher evaluation issues agree.

At the center is the question of just how deeply can teachers’ evaluations — and even their salaries — be tied to their students’ test performance.

They’ve heard the academic heavyweights on either side, such as Stanford University’s Linda Darling-Hammond and Harvard University’s Raj Chetty.

Darling-Hammond argues that statistical “value-added” models can be powerful tools in large-scale studies but are weak measures of individual teachers because too many variables prevent isolating one teacher’s impact.

Chetty is the lead researcher in a study that found value-added models can fairly isolate the effects of individual teachers on student test performance, and that those impacts can be life-changing.

The Obama administration has insisted that states seeking waivers from the No Child Left Behind Act propose their own accountability plans that include teacher assessment and evaluation as one primary strategy.

Missouri was ready with its Educator Evaluation System, a pilot initiative two years in the making that includes a model for measuring the test performance growth of individual teachers’ students.

The teachers have been watching, some with debates churning in their own districts.

As the Kansas City school board opened a discussion continuing this month about setting standards of expected student test growth for teachers, the union president Andrea Flinders warned they were venturing down a “dangerous” path.

“It will do nothing to attract teachers,” she said, “and it will drive good people away.”

East High School teacher Fatimah Daud, in Kansas City, has long been aware of the difficulties in evaluating teachers, thinking too many variables get in the way of including test performance as a route toward merit pay.

“But I’ve been changing my mind,” she said. “These teachers who actively change their practices, who hone their skills to learn the strategies it takes — they should be rewarded.

“I see it paying off.”

Geron Tatum, a middle school teacher at the KIPP Endeavor Academy charter school, doesn’t want concerns over the transiency of poor children and all the uncertainties they bring to classrooms to bear blame by default in arguments against value-added measurements.

He has concerns, he said. It’s possible some teachers won’t go where they’re needed most, but where they see the best chance to get student growth.

“But for me,” he said, “what students am I producing? This is what my job is: Are they learning? If not, I’m not effective.”

Bring on performance-based evaluations, say Bonner Springs School District elementary teachers Anna Lavely and Molly Dykman.

But let it come with a medley of “effective measures … in a rubric I understand and I helped create,” Dykman said.

Professionals in most fields are judged and rewarded for their performance, they said.

Obviously, they and the other teachers in the leadership workshop didn’t get into teaching for the financial rewards, Lavely said.

“But teachers deserve incentives other professionals have.”

It gets complicated

One thing the era of school accountability has provided: Plenty of student performance tests.

Kansas City Public Schools, for example, administers at least 11 series of tests in a school year at a cost of some $470,000.

They include the state performance tests and accompanying benchmarking tests along the way, reading assessments, national assessments, college readiness tests, tests for English language learners, technology literacy tests and career and technical education exams.

Teachers also expect to be observed repeatedly in their classrooms.

Missouri’s new educator evaluation system includes 36 possible indicators that evaluators can choose from to judge teachers.

In total, the evaluation tool offers an immense menu to measure teachers’ commitment and preparation, the best practices they show in class, and the outcomes seen in their students.

It establishes multiple metrics for evaluations, but it also joins an accompanying project to provide school districts the statistical tools to measure student test growth tied to individual teachers.

There are still challenges, said Michael Podgursky, a University of Missouri-Columbia economics professor who is helping the state create its value-added instrument.

Schools may use some team teaching. They may pull some students out of class for special instruction. Students or even teachers may switch classrooms. And principals may, for good reasons, assign more problematic students to one teacher over another.

All of these complicate the question of who gets credit for a student’s performance. The margins of error inherent in test results are multiplied when calculating the differences between a pre-test and a post-test, he said.

“But it can be done,” Podgursky said. “It’s easier than putting a man on the moon.”

The margin of error would prevent effectively ranking teachers, but principals could still see teachers whose students’ growth in test performance was significantly above or below that of other teachers.

If a teacher had been assigned harder students, the principal would know that and could take that into account. 
And the growth data would be just a piece of an overall evaluation.

“We don’t have to be stupid,” Podgursky said. “There is valuable information in test score gains. You’d be crazy not to use it.”

The Obama administration has been encouraging use of performance data, even doling out grants for districts to support teacher incentive funds.

Hogan Preparatory Academy charter high school in Kansas City earned a $650,000 grant over five years and is preparing to pass out its first set of performance bonuses in August, depending on state test scores still to come.

The school still has a salary schedule common to K-12 school systems, but it has raised its base pay and reduced the size of the automatic raises in lieu of performance bonuses.

“It reallocates the raises based on how teachers are helping kids,” said Principal Danny Tipton.

It’s been complicated, he said. The school set up a system that also rewards teachers for the performance across teams of teachers and for the performance of the entire school. Other tests and metrics were included.

The danger in the road, Flinders said, begins with the understanding that evaluators are using tests designed to measure students’ learning and trying to grade teachers.

If stakes rise too high, teachers might be pressured to slight students on pre-tests and seek ways to influence or even falsify post-tests.

‘Come on, trust us’

What education reformers don’t want is to drive away good teachers like those chosen for the leadership training.

Such as James Elementary teacher Grace Whiting, who frets that “each day you don’t know what’s going to happen.” And that “the quick way is to put all the blame on the teacher.”

That’s why the state’s evaluation system is geared to help teachers and their administrators see where they can strengthen new teachers — not rout them out.

What good teachers want, said Jonas Chartock, head of Leading Educators, is a chance to become stronger teachers, and then to help create a culture of confident teachers around them.

And they will be using performance data as well to help determine what’s working.

Said Whiting: “Come on, trust us. … I need to be in a place where I can be creative.”

MISSOURINET 

State auditor slams management of Missouri Quality Jobs program (AUDIO)

By Mike Lear
Missourinet
July 3, 2012

The State Auditor says the economic development department is mismanaging the Quality Jobs tax incentive program and overplaying its results.

Quality Jobs tax incentives are available for employers who create or retain full-time jobs, pay at least half the health insurance premium for them and pay at least the average wage in the county. Employers can receive tax credits or hold onto income tax withheld from the employees it keeps or hires.

Deputy Auditor Harry Otto says when an employer applies to the program it offers an estimate of the number of jobs it expects to create or retain. “Later the employers have to report the actual numbers of jobs retained, jobs created, dollars spent. What we’re saying is when you look at the actual numbers after the fact they are less than the projected numbers.”

The audit says those are the figures used to measure the economic impact of the program and calls them “significantly overstated.” 

Since the program was launched in 2005 DED has approved projects touted to create 45,646 jobs. According to the annual report on the program that estimate has been reduced by 18,960. So far, just over 7,000 jobs have actually been created.

It also says DED is not providing enough oversight into whether companies getting the credits are eligible for them. Otto explains, “We, I think, pointed out one where there’s still a disagreement as to whether or not the jobs were rolled I think from a parent to a subsidiary or from a subsidiary to a parent, that we don’t think that really the jobs were created. They were moved from one company shell to another.”

The auditor’s office also didn’t like how the employers DED authorizes to retain the income taxes they withhold account for it. Otto says, “The employer then reports to Department of Revenue … they’re the ones that are the tax collectors of the state. We think there should be more communication between DED and DOR to determine that the proper amount of withholding occurred and that the employer who created and/or retained jobs has retained the proper amount.”

See the “Citizen’s Summary” of the Auditor’s report here.
The auditor’s office gave the program’s administration a “poor” rating, making it the first state program to recieve that rating. Otto empasized that isn’t an assessment of the program, but how it’s been run. “That they could do a better job by acting responsibly with respect to a quicker turnaround or reporting of the information and then giving the General Assembly updated information all the time and not just relying on the initial estimates that were projected by the employers who said they would create or retain jobs.”

Otto says the findings were not well received by the Department. “We were told by DED in some cases the entire program hasn’t unfolded yet, so you can’t really look back and tell the entire thing is over but we say they should update their numbers … the numbers that they give to the General Assembly, because the General Assembly’s making decision based on these projections and if the projections turn out fo be inflated or too high, the General Assembly ought to know that.”

The auditor’s office also says data should be reported in a more timely manner. Otto says, “(DED) has established a November date for receiving information from employers and we think that’s too much time … we think that they could improve reporting by establishing an earlier date to have that information submitted to them.”

Missourinet’s call to the Department of Economic Development has not been returned. View its response to the audit along with the rest of the report from the Auditor’s Office here.




AUDIO: 
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  Mike Lear interviews Deputy State Auditor Harry Otto, 10:09

Patrol hopes motorists reverse bad trend (AUDIO)

By Bob Priddy
Missourinet
July 3, 2012

The Highway Patrol is stepping up its crash reduction efforts but says Missouri motorists have to do their job to reverse a big increase in traffic fatalities. Traffic deaths for the first half of the year are up 19 percent from the 2011 half-year totals, a reversal that concerns the Highway patrol after seven years of declines that work out to a 40 percent drop from 2005.

The patrol is trying to understand what has caused the big turnaround. Spokesman Tim Hull says the mild winter might have been a factor because it put more people on the roads at a time when travel is sometimes reduced….


AUDIO: Capt. Hull :23
 

Download 
–especially when drivers and passengers have been not been using seat belts or child safety seats in two-thirds of those multiple-fatality crashes.

Hull says the Highway Patrol will keep working on its public education efforts and also will continue its increased enforcement programs. The first test will come in the 30-hour July 4th crash counting period that starts at 6 o-clock tonight

Senate candidates argue differences on ACA (AUDIO)

By Bob Priddy
Missourinet
July 5, 2012

The three leading Republican candidates for the U. S. Senate think the Supreme Court ruling upholding the Affordable Care Act claim the ruling gives them a way to separate themselves from the other two.  

Eight Republicans are running for Claire McCaskill’s seat but only three have the organizations and he money to be considered serious contenders.  They’ve had debate after debate after debate but independent polling shows none of them has opened daylight between themselves and the other two.

Congressman Todd Akin, businessman John Brunner, and former state treasurer Sarah Steelman  all say they will vote to repeal the law.  What Steelman thinks sets her apart is

                                  
AUDIO: Steelman
 Download 
 :17

Neither of the others, of course, will promise NOT to do what they say they’ll do of course.  But Brunner says his business experience gives him expertise the others don’t have.

 Congressman Todd Akin says Steelman and Brunner talk the talk, but he’s the only one who has walked the walk.

                                        
AUDIO: Akin 
Download:24 

Steelman says Akin is part of the “establishment” that runs Washington.  Brunner also is running as an outsider. But Akin says his record shows he’s not afraid to vote against his own party’s position.

Voters have 33 days to decide if there really is a preferable difference with one of them.

BLOG ZONE
GREASING THE POLITICAL WHEELS 


By Jerry Berger
Berger’s Beat
July 3, 2012

Moneybags Rex Sinquefield’s eye-popping six-figure campaign donations to favored candidates are drawing fire this hot-hot-hot holiday. Richard Martin, Campaign Director of the Coalition for Missouri’s Future, noted Rex’s Super-Sized Gift of $385,000 to State Senator Brad Lager.  Martin said Tuesday his coalition hopes “that these large contributions do not mean that each of these candidates have endorsed or support Mr. Sinquefield’s Everything Tax …” The Everything Tax is Rex’s big idea to replace some income taxes with a whopper sales tax on just about everything people buy every day. Lager set a record for grabbing Rex Sinquefield’s biggest single donation to an individual candidate, which Secretary of State candidate Shame Schoeller had to get by on a $150,000 gift from the billionaire retired investor who is spending big to reshape Missouri to fit his ideology. In the case of the secretary of state, that’s the official who would handle Rex’s many ballot proposals, including his multiple versions of the “Everything Tax.” Martin’s group called on “each and every one of these candidates to publicly state their position on the Everything Tax.”
Martin Cites Audit, Pledges Reform in AG’s Office


By Michael Mahoney
20 Pounds of Headlines
July 3, 2012

Republican candidate for Attorney General, Ed Martin, says he’ll launch reforms to the office if elected.
Martin will challenge Democrat Chris Koster in the fall. Kosher is seeking a second term.
Recently, Republican State Auditor Tom Schweich was critical of the Attorney General’s office operations in an audit released in late June.
In a news conference Tuesday, Marin says he’ll promise to report and verify all costs and spending by the Attorney General’s office.
He also says he’ll provide documentation for all money spent on outside lawyers.
Martin also promises to reveal all campaign contributions while in office.
Martin says he’ll stop the practice of contingency fee awards, as well.
Martin says the auditor’s office brought to light problems in the Attorney General’s office he will correct if he is elected.

Carnahan's ballot summary for health exchange prompts outcry from Kinder 

By Jason Rosenbaum
St. Louis Beacon
July 3, 2012

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan’s office released ballot summary language Tuesday for two proposals set to be on the ballot later this year.

Carnahan, a Democrat who is not running for re-election this year, unveiled ballot language for a constitutional amendment altering the selection process for Missouri Supreme Court and Missouri Court of Appeals vacancies.

She also released a summary for a statutory change that, among other things, bars a governor from establishing a health insurance exchange through an executive order.
The summaries also include fiscal notes, which are prepared by state Auditor Tom Schweich. Both items are being placed on the ballot by the General Assembly, not through initiative petitions.

Here’s the ballot summary language and fiscal note for the amendment to alter the court plan:

"Shall the Missouri Constitution be amended to change the current nonpartisan selection of supreme court and court of appeals judges to a process that gives the governor increased authority to:

· appoint a majority of the commission that selects these court nominees; and

· appoint all lawyers to the commission by removing the requirement that the governor’s appointees be nonlawyers?"

"There are no estimated costs or savings expected if this proposal is approved by voters."

And here’s the summary language and fiscal note for the health insurance ballot item:

"Shall Missouri law be amended to deny individuals, families, and small businesses the ability to access affordable health care plans through a state-based health benefit exchange unless authorized by statute, initiative or referendum or through an exchange operated by the federal government as required by the federal health care act?"

"No direct costs or savings for state and local governmental entities are expected from this proposal. Indirect costs or savings related to enforcement actions, missed federal funding, avoided implementation costs, and other issues are unknown."

(Start of update) Late Tuesday, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican, blasted Carnahan's ballot summary for the health exchange proposal, and threatened to take legal action to force it to be changed.

"Carnahan’s language states that if you vote yes, ‘Missouri law will be amended to deny individuals, families, and small businesses the ability to access affordable health care plans,' " Kinder said.

"In actuality, the Missouri ballot measure allows voters to prohibit unelected bureaucrats from implementing certain ObamaCare provisions unless specifically authorized by the legislature or a vote of the people."

"Even though Secretary Carnahan is a strong supporter of ObamaCare, she must separate her personal political bias and fulfill her obligation to the voters of Missouri and to state law," Kinder said. He contended that Carnahan is violating a state law that requires "fair ballot language statements that fairly and accurately explain what a vote for and what a vote against the measure represent." (Missouri Revised Statutes, Section 116.025)

"No reasonable person could conclude that Secretary Carnahan’s language is a fair or accurate description of the issue being presented to voters," Kinder concluded, adding that he planned to ask other Republicans to join him in a lawsuit.

Meanwhile, Her office's language regarding judicial selection has yet to prompt any controversy.  
Carnahan spokesman Ryan Hobart said in an e-mail that "this office has always followed our legal obligation to provide Missourians with fair and sufficient summaries of ballot initiatives, and this summary is no different." (End of update)
Under the current judicial selection system, the governor selects the judges who serve on the state Supreme Court, the appeals courts and in the circuits in St. Louis, St. Louis County, Jackson County and Greene County. 

The governor chooses from three nominees who have been selected by commissions that include an equal number of lawyers, people chosen by the governor and the state’s chief justice on the Missouri Supreme Court.

The amendment would replace the chief justice of the Missouri Supreme Court with another gubernatorial appointee, giving laypeople on the commission a 4-3 advantage. It would also allow a governor to select his commission appointees during his or her term in office, a move that would likely give the governor more influence over who the commission selects as judicial nominees. (Currently, the gubernatorial members of the commission are staggered, so some were named by a previous governor.)

Proponents argue that changes will provide more accountability, since an elected governor will have more power over filling vacancies. But opponents counter that the amendment could politicize the process and would not necessarily diminish the influence of attorneys since a governor could hypothetically appoint four attorneys as lay members.

When the health insurance item was passed, House Majority Leader Tim Jones noted that the proposal was aimed at reflecting Missouri voters’ antipathy the federal health care bill. Others have noted that exchanges will be set up regardless if Missouri legislators don’t act.

Both items are slated to be on the general election ballot on November 6.

Clay, Carnahan trade jabs over redistricting allegations


By Kevin McDermott
St. Louis Post Dispatch – Political Fix
July 3, 2012


The two Democratic congressmen fighting for St. Louis' one remaining congressional seat traded jabs today over a lingering issue:

Did U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay conspire with Republicans who consolidated the city's two previous districts into one?

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, who was forced to challenge Clay for his seat as a result of that new map, has made the charge before. He repeated it today before the Post-Dispatch editorial board.

"Congressman Clay sided with Republicans in the Legislature to help override the governor's veto of the (redistricting) maps, that took away an extra voice the St. Louis region," said Carnahan. "It's well-known in Jefferson City . . . that he and his allies were contacting Democratic members of the House of Representatives to encourage them to side with Republicans."

Earlier in the day, Clay issued a statement fervently denying the allegation.

“My opponent has repeatedly claimed that I conspired with Republicans in the Missouri State Legislature to deny him a seat in Congress. Not only is this a complete falsehood, my opponent knows that it is not true – and yet he continues to spread it," Clay said in the statement. “I was, as I am now, fully in support of two Congressional districts for St. Louis . . . Congressman Carnahan should stop spreading this false information, and correct the record.”

The Did not, Did, too! spat highlights growing bitterness between the two former allies, who have been thrown into a game of political musical chairs by a redistricting process controlled by Republicans.

Both men come from storied St. Louis political families (Clay's father, former U.S. Rep. Bill Clay, Sr., was a long-time incumbent in the district before Clay took it over; Carnahan's father was governor and his mother was a U.S. senator), and both have served multiple terms.

Clay has been in Congress longer, and technically holds the title of incumbent, since the new 1st District will bear the same title as his current seat. And the majority of the new district falls within the lines of Clay's current district.

Race could also play in favor of Clay, who is black, against Carnahan, who is white; the new district is 49.5 percent black and 6.8 percent other minorities.

The Missouri primaries are Aug. 7.

Health care has dogged Missouri pols since Truman

By Robert Koenig
St. Louis Beacon
July 3, 2012

WASHINGTON - When Congress passed the Medicare bill in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson flew with a passle of supportive lawmakers to Missouri so he could sign the bill at a table with former president Harry S Truman.

"It all started really with the man from Independence," Johnson said at the Truman Library ceremony, recalling the Missourian's spirited but unsuccessful effort two decades earlier to convince Congress to pass a national health-insurance plan. "The people . . . love and voted for Harry Truman, not because he gave them hell -- but because he gave them hope."

Given that Truman had been the first president to endorse a national health-insurance plan, it was appropriate that Johnson gave the 80-year-old former president the first Medicare card that day. But Medicare's national coverage for older Americans represented only part of what "Give 'em hell, Harry" had tried, and failed, to do.

The wider Truman plan, proposed in November 1945, ran into relentless attacks by congressional Republicans and the American Medical Association, which labeled the initiative as "socialized medicine." After a few years of fighting a losing battle, Truman abandoned his plan when the Korean War broke out.  (Click here to read the Truman Library and Museum’s summary of Truman’s health-care initiatives.)

Ever since, lawmakers have been dogged by political debates over health care, from the progressive 1960s surge that resulted in Medicare; to the stagnation of the next two decades; the failed effort by President Bill Clinton to forge a 1990s compromise; the addition of the expensive Medicare D prescription drug program in 2006; and President Barack Obama's razor-thin 2010 victory in passing the Affordable Care Act, which was ruled constitutional last week. 

While Truman contines to influence his home-state senators -- both of whom admire him, but for different reasons -- the positions of U.S. Sens. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Roy Blunt, R-Mo., are diametrically opposed on the Affordable Care Act. And the changing currents of public opinion in Missouri, combined with the political evolution of Truman's home state from solidly blue to increasingly red, have cast the issue as a crucial one in this year's elections.

McCaskill, whose Senate office boasts giant Truman posters and a "Buck Stops Here" desk sign, opened a campaign office in Independence on Monday with a feisty attack on GOP opponents of the ACA. She had been a crucial Senate Democrat in voting for the health care bill in the waning days of 2009. 

Blunt, a former history teacher who claimed Truman's old office suite in the Russell building when he moved to the Senate last year, is a harsh critic of "Obamacare" who has vowed to try to repeal and "replace" it. The Truman suite's previous occupant was U.S. Sen. Christopher Kit Bond, a Republican who voted against Obama's health care law.

Here are the two current senators' positions on the ACA, followed by a brief history of how other national lawmakers from Missouri have fared on health-care issues in the six decades since Truman proposed his doomed national health plan -- which had a similar goal but different approach than the ACA.

McCaskill moves toward 'give 'em hell' 
More than any other vote in her Senate term, McCaskill has caught flak from GOP rivals this election year for her ACA vote and defense of both the individual mandate and the bill's overall approach.

But McCaskill, in the wake of last week's Supreme Court ruling, signaled in Missouri appearances this week that she may adopt Truman's "give 'em hell" approach: accusing critics of spreading "distortions and lies" about the ACA; offering her take on its benefits; charging that a "repeal" of the health-care law would hurt Missourians; and contending that GOP conservatives want to privatize Medicare.

"They want to repeal being able to stay on your parents' policies until you're 26," McCaskill told a Sedalia group, according to a taped transcript. "They want to repeal the ability to get insurance if you have pre-existing conditions. They want to repeal free preventative care for people to make sure we cut down on the high cost of disease because they're not caught until late in the game."

As for the individual mandate -- under which people who fail to get health insurance would face an IRS-enforced penalty starting in 2014 -- McCaskill argues that it represent a penalty on a limited number of health "freeloaders" rather than a tax on most Americans.

As an example of "the only people that have to pay the penalty for not getting insurance," she cited "the guy who decides he'd rather buy a new Harley-Davidson than pay for health insurance. And then he lays it on the pavement out here and wants all of us to pay his health-care bill."

In an interview earlier this year, McCaskill told the Beacon that most people don't realize "how linked getting rid of pre-existing condition problems (is) with the individual mandate" -- which will add many Americans to the insurance pool. Explaining that ACA is not really a government program, she said: 

"These are all private insurance companies on the private market. So how can you mandate that an insurance company on the free market take the sickest people if you don’t provide more healthy people in the pool to keep the costs down?"

McCaskill conceded that "the individual mandate is very unpopular" in Missouri and that "a lot of Missourians think it is a government-run program. They don’t realize that the Missouri legislature has the ability, under this bill, to have it all right here in Missouri . . . through a state-run exchange of all private insurance companies -- not a public entity in the group."

In an appearance Sunday in Columbia, McCaskill told reporters that "most Missourians, once they understand what's really in this bill and not the lies that are being told about it -- they are going to like it."

She added: "For the first time, we're telling insurance companies that they need to spend the money they get on health care and not just on denying health care."

Blunt wants to repeal ACA and start over
On the other side of the health-care coin, Blunt went to Mercy hospital in Springfield on Monday to discuss the challenges of the current system and his support for repealing the ACA, which he views as extremely unpopular. 

"People have looked at this and they don't like it," Blunt told reporters shortly after Thursday's Supreme Court ruling. "This is the first piece of social legislation ever, that I'm aware of . . . that got less popular after it was passed rather than more popular."

As for the individual mandate, Blunt said the Supreme Court made it clear that its penalties against people who refuse to get health care are in reality a tax. That is likely to become a major theme in GOP campaigns against the ACA, which he said depends on "a huge tax increase." 

During his visit to Mercy Hospital, Blunt said the ACA is unaffordable and overly complex. "No more 2,600-page health-care solutions," the senator said, asserting that the law should be replaced with a series of smaller, targeted health-care bills that Republicans back. In the meantime, he said, the best way for Congress to slow the ACA is to cut the funding for implementing parts of the law.

While the GOP-controlled U.S. House will almost certainly vote to repeal the ACA in a show vote on July 11, Blunt and other Senate GOP leaders realize that such an initiative will die in the Democratic-led Senate, so they are pinning their hopes on the GOP winning enough Senate seats in the November elections that the new Congress in January could approve a repeal. 

Jobs and the economy are likely to be bigger issues, but Blunt predicted that the Supreme Court decision will spur more action by ACA opponents than supporters. "This probably further energizes people who believe this is a bad idea and we can't afford it," the senator said.

Like many Republicans, Blunt -- who supports Medicare -- is not terribly specific on what he would propose to replace the ACA. "There are clearly things we could do to make the current health-care system work better, that don't involve a government takeover of health care," he said.

"I'm glad to talk about those [alternatives] as long as anybody is willing to listen," he added, ticking off a list of GOP proposals that include "small busines health plans, buying [insurance] across state lines, medical liability reform, equitable tax treatment, more health information available that patients ... can share with whatever doctor they are seeing." 

Blunt deferred to the state Legislature on whether Missouri should set up a state health exchange, but he said he suspected that the legislators would take advantage of the Supreme Court's decision to allow states to refuse to expand their Medicaid rolls without penalties. 

"The average state spends 24 percent of its budget on Medicaid. Next year, the average state is going to spend 29 percent of its budget on Medicaid," he said. "That's before these individuals are going to have to be added" under ACA.

Blunt added: "My guess is not very many states, including ours, will do that. But they'll have to decide that in Jefferson City, just like they'll have to decide the best way to approach the exchange – if this bill still stands."

From Truman's plan to the ACA 
Election-year debates on health care have been a tradition since Truman, although the importance of the issue has waxed and waned over the decades. 

Back in 1945, Truman first proposed a national health-insurance fund to be run by the federal government. While open to everyone, the fund would have been optional, with participants paying monthly fees and the government covering the cost of services provided by doctors who took part.

"Millions of our citizens do not now have a full measure of opportunity to achieve and to enjoy good health," Truman said. "Millions do not now have protection or security against the economic effects of sickness. And the time has now arrived for action to help them attain that opportunity and to help them get that protection."

After the plan was presented to Congress, the AMA and its Republican allies used the spectre of communism to attack Truman's plan as "socialized medicine" -- at one point calling White House staffers "followers of the party line." 

Truman and his congressional allies fought back, with the president vowing to a Missouri political adviser that -- if his plan proved unpopular with voters -- he would "cram it down their throats." But once the Korean War broke out in 1950, Truman abandoned the health-care effort, which went nowhere during the Eisenhower years.

In his book, "Dead on Arrival: The Politics of Health Care in 20th Century America," Colin Gordon outlines the ebbs and flows of health-care initiatives -- from political posturing to actual achievements like Medicare, a concept developed under President John F. Kennedy but rammed through Congress by Johnson, a former Senate majority leader.

When Johnson traveled to the Truman library in 1965 to sign the Medicare bill and give Truman the first card, both of Missouri's senators -- Democrats Stuart Symington and Edward Long -- stood with them on stage. It was a no-brainer back then, when Missouri was still a solidly blue state.

"This is an important hour for the nation, for those of our citizens who have completed their tour of duty and have moved to the sidelines," Truman said of Medicare that day. "These people . . . are entitled, among other benefits, to the best medical protection available."

Johnson said he was proud to have finally gotten Medicare passed, but said "it was really Harry Truman of Missouri who planted the seeds of compassion and duty which have today flowered into care for the sick, and serenity for the fearful."

Three years later, the costs of Medicare became an issue when Thomas F. Eagleton -- who had unseated incumbent Long in the Democratic primary -- fought a tough battle in 1968 against conservative U.S. Rep. Thomas B. Curtis, R-St. Louis County. While Curtis was a staunch opponent of Medicare, Eagleton supported it -- and won by a narrow margin.

While Medicaid came into being shortly after Medicare, Gordon writes that the concept of national health insurance languished during the 1970s and '80s. President Jimmy Carter's administration did not have the support to pursue a further expansion of national health care and President Ronald Reagan wasn't really interested. 

When then-First Lady Hillary Clinton sought to negotiate a major health reform deal early in her husband's first term, two of the Republican senators she tried to win over were Missourians: U.S. Sens. John C. Danforth and Christopher "Kit" Bond.

At a bipartisan health-care forum in October 1993, Hillary Clinton quoted Truman when she made the argument for universal health coverage. At the time, both Danforth and Bond were supporting a bill advocated by a fellow Republican, U.S. Sen. John Chafee of Rhode Island, that included a version of the individual mandate -- which had originated at a conservative think-tank.

The New York Times reported that Danforth was "friendly if noncommittal on her approach," quoting him as saying: "There are points of disagreement, but it's easy to overemphasize them." Bond praised Clinton's willingness to compromise but criticized her approach as overly "bureaucratic. There are these massive health alliances."

But Clinton's health-care initiative failed, and not much happened until Medicare D -- a budget-busting advance that President George W. Bush convinced Congress to back in 2005 -- and then the Affordable Care Act, 

The Senate passed the ACA the day before Christmas in 2009 in a 60-39 vote, with all Democrats and two Independents supporting it and all but one Republican voting no. It passed the House the following March by a 219-212 vote, with 34 Democrats and all 178 Republicans voting no.

In the two years since then, the split between Republicans and Democrats on health care has deepened with the influence of tea party groups who are adamantly against the individual mandate.

That deep division hasn't changed since last week's Supreme Court decision. A CNN poll released Monday showed an even split between those who agreed or disagreed with the court ruling, and a Kaiser Family Foundation survey showed 47 percent approving and 43 percent disapproving. Yet another poll, from the Pew Research Center, found 40 percent disagreed with the court's ruling versus 36 percent who approved.

Further details from the CNN survey indicate that most Americans under 50 agreed with the court, but most over 50 disagreed. More than 80 percent of Democrats agreed; about the same percentage of Republicans disagreed. As for Independents, they split about 50-50.

In the end, political analysts tend to agree, the future of the ACA will be determined by voters. If Obama is reelected and Democrats retain control of the Senate, the law's future seems assured. But a Republican takeover of the White House and the Senate would seem to doom the health-care law.

"If people want to continue with this health-care plan, one way to do it is to continue with the president in office for another term and Democrats controlling the Senate," Blunt said. "Elections have consequences."

Nixon attracts national spotlight as Missouri lawmakers prepare to battle over Medicaid

By Jo Mannies
St. Louis Beacon
July 3, 2012

Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, already is under pressure from Republican legislators who vow to oppose any expansion of Missouri’s Medicaid program, as called for under the federal Affordable Care Act, which was largely green-lighted last week by the U.S. Supreme Court.

But now, he’s a target on his left flank as well.

On Monday, Nixon’s photo was prominently displayed on MSNBC’s “The Ed Show” along with a half-dozen Republican governors – including Rick Scott of Florida and Bobby Jindal of Louisiana -- who already have pledged to block any Medicaid expansion in their states.

Host Ed Schultz boomed that the collective group, including Nixon, was set to deny insurance coverage to more than 8 million residents in just their states – even though the expansion would be covered entirely by federal money until 2017.

Nixon was the only Democrat singled out.

A Nixon spokesman said Tuesday that he was unaware of any new national notoriety. But in any event, press secretary Scott Holste emphasized that the governor was saying nothing beyond his statement last Thursday, shortly after the court’s ruling:

“We’re just now beginning to review this ruling so that we can understand exactly what it means for Missouri,” Nixon’s statement said. “This ruling has significant complexities and implications for families, health-care providers and insurers in our state. Here in Missouri, I'm committed to working collaboratively with citizens, businesses, medical providers and the legislature to move forward in a way that works best for families in our state.”

The public spotlight on Nixon stems largely from the powerful roles that he and other governors will play in determining the success or failure of one of the Affordable Care Act’s key provisions – the expansion of Medicaid to cover adults and families who earn up to 133 percent of the federal poverty level (about $30,000 a year for a family of four).

But in Missouri, as in many other states, the governors need legislative approval to proceed because Medicaid spending is part of the state budget.  And many legislative leaders, including the next House speaker – state Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka – have made clear they won’t go along.

The opposition’s reasons are as much, maybe more, philosophical – a belief in small government –  than they are budgetary or financial. 

That is why the Republican-controlled General Assembly blocked a modest effort by Nixon and the Missouri Hospital Association back in 2009 to expand Medicaid coverage to include almost 35,000 low-income parents, at no cost to taxpayers.

That earlier expansion was to be covered by the association, which could collect federal matching money.

That effort came just months before details trickled out about the likely larger Medicaid expansion to be mandated under the federal health-care changes being considered by Congress. Approved in 2010, the expansion’s penalty was the one piece of the Affordable Care Act to be changed by the Supreme Court.

The original provision would have called for states to forgo all of their federal Medicaid funding should they fail to comply with the expansion. Under the high court’s ruling, non-participating states would lose only the additional federal funding that would cover the expansion.

Still, the federal money at stake is hefty. For Missouri, the federal payments to cover the expansion amount to close to $6 billion over the first three years, according to state Budget Director Linda Luebbering.

The state’s cost? Zero.

By 2017, Missouri would begin paying a small portion -- $100 million of the almost $2 billion annual cost. That payment would amount to five percent of the total cost.

By 2022, the state’s share would increase to 10 percent – or $247 million annually, Luebbering said.

But even those numbers overstate what would actually come out of Missouri general revenue, which covers most state programs.

Because Missouri also collects money from providers and pharmaceutical companies to help pay its share, the state’s actual increase in general-revenue spending for the proposed Medicaid expansion would begin at only $60 million in 2017 and increase to an estimated $146 million in 2022, Luebbering said.

The state's general revenue spending would cover 60 percent of the state's share, with the rest covered by pharmaceutical companies and providers, Luebbering explained.

The general-revenue figures are much lower than the numbers that some Republican legislators opposed to the expansion have been using, when referring to the state's share.

Missouri’s bulging Medicaid rolls, rise in uninsured
For three years, even before Congress’ final action, Missouri officials and lawmakers have known that the Affordable Care Act’s proposed Medicaid expansion in Missouri would be dramatic.

Since the 2005 cuts approved under then-Gov. Matt Blunt, Missouri now has one of the lowest Medicaid income restrictions in the nation. In 2011, a family of four could have an annual income of no more than $4,104 to qualify. (The children would still be covered under a more generous separate Medicaid program, but the parents would not.)

Despite such strict guidelines, almost 900,000 Missourians – about one in seven – still qualify for MO HealthNet, the state’s Medicaid program.

According to the Missouri Hospital Association, if the state complies with the federal expansion, that number would grow by 2014 to include close to 400,000 additional Missourians – increasing the participation to one in five state residents.

The Nixon administration says the increase would be smaller. Luebbering said social-service staffers estimate that about 255,000 uncovered adults would be added under the Medicaid expansion sought by the Affordable Care Act.

Missouri government would pay no additional money until 2017, when state payments would be phased in. Eventually, by 2022, Missouri would cover about 10 percent of the cost.

State Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City and chairman of the House Budget Committee, said on KMOX radio Monday that the added expense would eventually force Missouri to make cuts in other programs or raise taxes.  Silvey, who is running this year for the state Senate, said he wasn’t willing to do either.

Silvey also echoed other Republicans who contend that the federal government shouldn't be proposing expansions in Medicaid when federal spending is still outpacing income, resulting in more debt.

Earlier this year, Missouri legislators blocked an effort by the Nixon administration to use $50 million in already-approved federal funding to cover improvements needed in the state’s computer system that handles Medicaid. The administration said the computer upgrades would help the state handle the existing Medicaid caseloads, with or without the federal expansion.

But Republicans were largely unconvinced, wary that the improvements might be a first step in a march toward unwanted Medicaid expansion.

The opposition to the expansion appears strongest among rural lawmakers, although federal and state figures, made available by the Missouri Hospital Association, show that many rural Missouri counties have the highest percentage of their population on Medicaid.

In St. Louis, about 20 percent of the residents are uninsured and about 21 percent are covered by Medicaid.

But in rural southeast and south-central Missouri, the percentage of residents on Medicaid are as high as 28 percent in some counties.

Even with such high Medicaid participation, an increasing number of Missourians has no insurance coverage at all – often because they earn too much under the state’s strict guidelines.

The latest figures indicate that close to 20 percent of Missouri residents are uninsured. The proposed Medicaid expansion is projected to cut the uninsured rate to less than 8 percent.

Hospitals support expanded coverage
The Missouri Hospital Association, which represents 153 hospitals around the state, is trying to stay out of the political fight in Jefferson City.  But Mary Becker, the association's senior vice president for strategic initiatives and communications, said hospitals could soon be in dire straits if something isn’t done to ease the financial strain caused by treating rising numbers of people who show up in the emergency rooms without insurance.

Since the 1980s, hospitals have been barred under federal law from turning away people who show up for treatment.

In just two years, from 2008-2010, Becker said Missouri hospitals saw a 30 percent increase in “charity cases’’ – people who show up for treatment without insurance.  During that same period, the hospitals also saw a 15 percent increase in patients who failed to pay their bills, she said.

Overall, in 2010, Missouri hospitals provided close to $1 billion in uncompensated care, she said. The 2011 figures are still being compiled, but Becker said she expects the tally will be even larger, totaling over $1 billion.

(Click here to review the details of the association's report.)

Such costs help explain why national and state hospital groups have generally supported the Affordable Care Act’s Medicaid expansion. It would mean far more people would show up at the hospitals with coverage.

But in exchange, the act also makes cuts in reimbursement rates.  Becker said that hospitals were willing to accept the cuts, if more people were covered because the costs could balance out.

If the cuts are still made, but Missouri doesn’t expand Medicaid, Becker said “the result will be devastating’’ for hospitals all over the state.

In addition, she added, more coverage is better for patients. “People who don’t have insurance wait until their condition is pretty bad before they come in for treatment,” Becker said.

Such delays mean that medical treatment will likely need to be more extensive – and expensive – than if people came in earlier. Delayed treatment also can be riskier for the patient’s health.

Becker also cited some national statistics that indicate expanded insurance coverage could produce economic gains in the participating states.

The hospital association is still reviewing the situation. "We don't know what, when and how we will move forward until we have a bit more time to evaluate," Becker said.

While emphasizing that the association is not taking a political stance on the Medicaid issue, Becker observed that politics may well dictate what happens in the state Capitol.  “The majority of published opinions appear to point to a holding pattern until the presidential election," she said.

Becker also reflected on Nixon’s dilemma. “It doesn’t seem to me that the governor is going to take any action that would rile the General Assembly,’’ she said. “Even if he was able to, I’m not sure that he would.”

Missouri ends 2012 fiscal year with balanced budget, and maybe a surplus

By Jo Mannies
St. Louis Beacon
July 5, 2012

The state of Missouri has ended its 2012 fiscal year with a balanced budget, and a possible small surplus. How much of a surplus – or if there really wasn’t one -- may not be known until later this summer.

That’s the word from state Budget Director Linda Luebbering in an interview, as she assessed the final  numbers for fiscal year 2012, which ended June 30.  Under the Missouri constitution, the state cannot amass a deficit and must balance its budget each year.

Overall, the state’s general-revenue income from all sources totaled $7.34 billion, up from $7.11 billion for fiscal year 2011.  The increase was 3.2 percent, slightly above the percentage needed to guarantee that the 2012 fiscal year ended with a balanced budget.

Still, Luebbering said it will likely be August before her office can pin down whether the 2012 fiscal year actually ended with a slight surplus, and if so, how much.

She noted that the General Assembly last session had failed to approve a tax amnesty measure sought by the Nixon administration, which could have brought in more money. Such a measure would have encouraged the payment of overdue or back taxes, by waiving penalties.

June’s revenue numbers weren’t too encouraging, since they were up only 1.8 percent compared to June 2011. But Luebbering said the lackluster June performance had been expected, since May had been particularly strong, with state revenue up 12.7 percent.

Luebbering is now focusing primarily on fiscal year 2013, now just a few days old. The budget approved by the General Assembly and signed by Gov. Jay Nixon is based on a growth rate of 3.9 percent.

The needed percentage may be slightly less, she said, if fiscal year 2012 actually did end up with a surplus. But she emphasizes that it’s too soon to tell.

Here's the breakdown of the state's income for June:
Individual income tax collections
Increased 3.8 percent for the year, from $5.63 billion last year to $5.84 billion this year.

Increased 7.6 percent for the month.

Sales and use tax collections
Increased 3.5 percent for the year from $1.81 billion last year to $1.87 billion this year.

Decreased 8.0 percent for the month.

Corporate income and corporate franchise tax collections
Decreased 6.4 percent for the year, from $537.3 million last year to $502.9 million this year.

Increased 14.1 percent for the month.

All other collections
Decreased 14.6 percent for the year, from $466.6 million last year to $398.4 million this year.

Increased 31.0 percent for the month.

Refunds
Decreased 4.4 percent for the year, from $1.34 billion last year to $1.28 billion this year.

Increased 62.6 percent for the month.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial | Protect other children from LP’s sad fate

Kansas City Star
July 2, 2012

Something broke down.

The greatest share of blame for the plight of the Kansas City girl who spent the better part of six years concealed from view, allegedly barricaded for days at a time in a closet, belongs with the child’s mother and any other adult who may have known about the situation.

But if the broad system meant to protect children had worked well, the child known as LP, now 10, would have been spared years of suffering and isolation.

As The Star reported on Sunday, LP was under supervision of Jackson County Family Court and the state of Missouri’s Children’s Division for 13 months beginning in February 2006. 

That was after the girl, then 4, showed up at Children’s Mercy Hospital severely undernourished. In the four months before that, her mother, Jacole Prince, had skipped appointments at the hospital’s clinic for children who are failing to thrive. 

While LP and her younger sister lived with the sister’s father, the mother worked with the Children’s Division to regain custody of her two daughters. She achieved that in March 2007. 

By that time, LP was enrolled in kindergarten at Woodland Elementary School. She stopped attending about a month after her mother regained custody, and never showed up at a school again.

According to persons familiar with the child protection system, the Children’s Division is expected to follow up on cases such as LP’s for six months after their case is closed by Family Court. Yet it appears the school district and the Children’s Division didn’t notice that a girl who had previously been near-starved had dropped out of sight. 

Federal law would have prevented a school from confirming whether or not a student was enrolled, unless the Children’s Division had obtained a waiver from the parent — a highly advisable precaution. But there would have been other ways to check on LP’s whereabouts. 

Also, if the Kansas City Public Schools had a reliable system in place, someone may have picked up on the fact that no one had requested that the girl’s records be transferred to another school. 

We should all be thankful, as many people have noted, that an anonymous call to the child abuse hotline led police and a Children’s Services caseworker to LP last month. And it’s good that Kansas City Public Schools says it is at work on a more effective system for tracking children who leave its classrooms.

But there are still lessons to be learned and questions to answer.

Missouri leaders must ask more about how and why LP fell through the cracks, and make available all the resources needed to reduce the chances that such an appalling fate will befall another child.

Automotive arsenal of democracy


By Matt Blunt
Washington Missourian
July 3, 2012

This week, Americans everywhere are celebrating the freedom we enjoy that began with an extraordinary revolution that brought independence to the United States and changed the world. But amid the barbecues, fireworks and day off from work, it cannot be forgotten that our freedom is owed to the sacrifices of countless men and women who gave much, if not all, serving their country at home and abroad since the birth of this nation.

In World War II, as our “greatest generation” served with relentless bravery, they were aided greatly by a fully mobilized American automotive industry. President Franklin D. Roosevelt famously called on America to be the allies’ “Arsenal of Democracy,” and it was to Ford, Chrysler and General Motors that the government turned to help fill that arsenal for our soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines and guardsmen.

In “Freedom’s Forge: How American Business Produced Victory in World War II,” Arthur Herman outlines how Roosevelt relied on auto industry leaders such as William S. Knudsen (of Ford, then GM) to mobilize the industry that equipped our soldiers. According to the book, when Knudsen called on his colleagues at Chrysler, Continental Motors and A.O. Smith for tanks, engines and the welding of heavy steel plates, they responded to his urgent request without hesitation.

The major American automakers ceased production of commercial vehicles and revamped their plants and factories to manufacture jeeps, tanks, bombers, shells, engines, fighters, ambulances and innumerable other craft and tools that allowed our fighting forces to be the best-equipped the world had yet seen.

The magnitude of what U.S. automakers produced for the war effort is stunning. Consider the output between 1940 and 1945:

Chrysler built 22,000 M3 and M4 Sherman tanks, constructed almost a half-million Dodge Army trucks and supplied more than 120,000 marine and industrial engines. Ford built 8,600 B-24 Liberator bombers and produced more than 30,000 supercharged V12 engines for Mosquito and Lancer bombers. Ford workers devoted their skills to building aircraft engines, jeeps, M-4 tanks, parts, engines and more. General Motors built 206,000 airplane engines, including jet propulsion engines, and produced 38,000 tanks, tank destroyers and armored vehicles, and 854,000 trucks, including the amphibious ducks.

With millions of American men in uniform, American women stepped into the gap and entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers to help build jeeps, B-24 aircraft and tractors. In 1943, more than 30 percent of Ford workers in the machining and assembly departments were women. Women operated drill presses, welding tools, heavy casting machinery and - like Rose Will Monroe or “Rosie the Riveter” - riveting guns. During World War II, these pioneering women were at the heart and soul of the Arsenal of Democracy.

World War II engendered profound patriotism and dedication to preserving American values. This achievement of America’s automakers cannot be underestimated. Employees of the auto industry banded together and put country before profits so our soldiers had the tools they needed to win.

Although World War II is history, this industry is still shaped by and has learned from its past. Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors are still committed to excellence, innovation and serving our country, especially in the face of stronger competition and weaker economic conditions than at almost any time in its history. Having weathered the recent economic storm, they have begun to prosper once again.

These iconic American companies are emerging from the recession with growing sales and are driving the nation’s manufacturing renaissance. Hiring is up, and each of the automakers is making substantial capital investments in new plants and factories across the country. And, of course, every new building and innovative vehicle means new jobs and more wages for the surrounding communities.

In 1941, the nation and its automotive manufacturers came together and committed to winning World War II. Today, Ford, Chrysler and General Motors, drawing on their deep values and practices learned throughout their storied history, have dedicated themselves to making sure the U.S. auto industry remains the world’s leader. This July Fourth, as we remember the sacrifices made for our country and celebrate our independence, forget not the contributions of this great American industry to our nation’s remarkable history and how they are leading our economy into tomorrow.

Editorial: Missouri goes from puppy mills to day-care mills 

St. Louis Post Dispatch
July 5, 2012

Perhaps Missouri always is going to be a "mill" state of one sort or another.

Until voters took matters into their own hands, we were the nation's capital of puppy mills, those dog factories whose owners ignored humane considerations, forced puppies into tiny cages stacked on top of each other and managed to keep enough of them alive to turn quite a profit.

Rural lawmakers fought like, well, dogs to keep the new regulations from becoming law. A compromise was reached, and now state inspectors have the right, and Attorney General Chris Koster has the authority, to make sure the formerly out-of-control puppy mills are operated within the bounds of the law.

Unfortunately, too many of Missouri's children don't yet have that kind of protection.

As the Post-Dispatch's Nancy Cambria has outlined in her "Deadly Day Cares" series, Missouri lawmakers have been loath to bring the Show-Me State in line with national standards for day-care facilities. The results are tragic and obvious: Children are dying in crowded, unlicensed homes.

Call them kiddie mills.

Between 2007 and July of last year in Missouri, 56 children died in day-cares in Missouri. Fifty of them died in unlicensed homes.

Few of those deaths led to prosecutions. Why? Because Missouri's laws are weak, and their enforcement is haphazard.

Lawmakers made a minor improvement in the most recent legislative session by increasing penalties for common violations, such as caring for too many children in an unlicensed facility.

But tougher regulations are worthless if they aren't enforced.

Take the Barry County home-based day care Wiggles & Giggles, which has been cited time and again for caring for as many as 30 children at a time. State law limits even unlicensed day cares to no more than four children unrelated to the caregiver.

The owner of Wiggles & Giggles knows she's breaking the law. She knows she can keep doing so with impunity.

"I'm not being punished. I'm not being fined. I'm not being closed down. Unless those things start happening, there's no reason to stop," Allyson Maben told Ms. Cambria, as reported Sunday in the Post-Dispatch.

That was the case in Missouri puppy mills until recently, too.

When will children get the same protection?

In some ways, Missouri's situation with unregulated day-cares is much like the national health care debate. Many conservatives decry the law as an encroachment on their liberty. How dare the government tell them what they can and can't do? How dare the government impose a "tax" on them if they don't comply?

Those who refuse to buy health insurance and those running rogue day-care facilities fail to comprehend that their lawlessness is a tax on the rest of us. It is those of us with insurance who very literally have been picking up the tab for the nation's uninsured for years.

In much the same way, it is the law-abiding day care operators, be they in Barry County or St. Louis County, who suffer the business consequences of having unregulated, unrepentant lawbreakers saturating the market with cut-rate, substandard care.

Barry County's problem is our problem. When lawmakers refuse to protect children, when some kiddie mill owners decline to play by the rules, somebody pays. Children die. Law-abiders are taxed by a broken market.

Everyone loses.

Missouri, Kansas face Medicaid expansion dilemma

By Dave Helling
Kansas City Star
July 3, 2012

Kansas and Missouri have a difficult choice to make.

Last week, the Supreme Court ruled that states cannot be forced to expand their Medicaid programs as part of the Affordable Care Act. Washington is free to expand the program, the court said, but it can’t threaten to cut off existing Medicaid spending to states that don’t participate.

The states exhaled. The feds pick up about 57 percent of the cost of Medicaid, which is health insurance for the poor. Losing that money would have forced states to either dismantle their budgets or shut down the program.

But Kansas and Missouri — and the 48 other states — now must decide if they’ll expand Medicaid because they want to, not because they have to.

Expanding Medicaid is a key part of the Affordable Care Act’s effort to provide health coverage to the uninsured. This spring, the Congressional Budget Office said expanding Medicaid would provide new coverage to 17 million people by 2020, about half the number of uninsured the new health care law aims to protect. 

So Washington has offered a huge incentive to the states to expand Medicaid: For the first three years, the feds will pay for it. After that, however, states have to pick up some of the additional costs — and by the end of the decade, they have to pay 10 percent of the expansion.

So you can appreciate the dilemma: The states must come up with additional millions to take advantage of Washington’s offer of billions.

Kansas would have to kick in an extra $156 million from 2014-2019 in order to get $3.9 billion from Washington, according to a recent study by the Kaiser Family Foundation. Missouri could get $9.5 billion in extra Medicaid funds over those six years — but only if it ponies up $385 million of its own.

So far, several states led by Republican governors have said “no thanks.” You can hear similar noises from legislative leaders in Kansas and Missouri.

If enough states refuse to expand Medicaid, it would shave tens of billions of dollars from the federal deficit over the next decade. At the same time, if states stay out of the expansion, their taxpayers will essentially be sending money to Washington to help expand Medicaid in other states. 

Will GOP states agree to pay for more Medicaid in Democratic states? Will lawmakers decline to spend an extra dime to get an extra dollar? We may soon find out.

The Affordable Care Act, of course, might still be repealed. But if not, Kansas and Missouri lawmakers will face a tough choice next year.

Letters to the editor, July 4 

St. Louis Post Dispatch

Unlicensed home care providers are 'just trying to make a living'
In "Fearlessly flouting law" (July 1), the Post-Dispatch unfairly targets innocent, hard-working women just trying to make a living as children's day-care providers. The writer eviscerated her subjects with acidic hyperbole by suggesting they are "brazen lawbreakers," "blocking investigators" and undermining legitimate competition. These undocumented child-care workers are unwilling to become licensed and, according to the writer, essentially are brazen in their defiance of the law because the state often is powerless to stop them.

Perhaps the reporter could generate more compassion for her subjects by following the lead of the Obama administration. In our new era of anything-goes justice, the rule of law is subject to the whim of the individual. In the new Whatever State of America, woe be the person who stands up for the rule of law. Clearly, the paper hates undocumented child-care workers and children and is bigoted for suggesting that parents supporting undocumented child-care workers are part of the problem.

Fearlessly flouting the law? Hardly, they simply are hard-working human beings, paying taxes and providing vital services other Americans will not. Where is the fault in that?

Don Gibson • Ballwin
Attacking poor people
Regarding "Medicaid expansion? GOP balking" (July 1): Our brilliant Republican House and Senate (in an election year) attack our poor citizens. They seem to plan to divert (in 2014) $431 million Missouri tax dollars and block the $8.4 billion windfall from our federal government. This fund is to expand our Missouri Medicaid health care program for the poor and disabled. If this doesn't happen, it becomes the burden of taxpayers.

If they feel any voter will support these foolish politicians for renomination, let alone reelection, they are naive. We, the Missouri taxpayers, personally will be responsible for these expenses that these unthinking politicians are dumping on us.

Will Jones • Maplewood
Next up: Broccoli
I am pleased that millions of people will benefit from the Supreme Court's ruling upholding the Affordable Care Act. Just as expected, the right wing is yelling about the "tax" and ignoring the multiple benefits in the measure. While I am grateful for the chief justice's decision, it must be disconcerting to Justice Antonin Scalia to know that we now could have a law mandating that we eat broccoli as long as the penalty for not doing so is labeled a tax.

Ken Curtis • Valley Park
Statesmanship, compromise
For the right wing in this country, it's apparently the end of the world that the Supreme Court has reaffirmed the president's health care initiative. Now comes presumptive Republican nominee Mitt Romney, a former governor of Massachusetts, stating that, if elected, he would repeal it on his first day in office. I don't think so. Someone should inform him that our system doesn't work that way.

How does the former governor, who literally owns the Massachusetts insurance plan that was the model for this national framework, get away with saying that he will scuttle the president's plan in its entirety? Amazingly, he wants to keep the most popular parts — insuring dependents until age 26, protecting patients with pre-existing conditions, guaranteed insurability, mandatory overpayment refunds and the like. Sounds like Mr. Romney is going to rip off President Barack Obama, who ripped off Mr. Romney in the first place.

The lesson that should have been learned from the recent Supreme Court decision is that both sides need to take a deep breath and figure out a way to tweak the act so that both sides can claim some ownership and bragging rights. Perhaps some form of comprehensive tort control and interstate insurance purchasing can be added to it, as the Republicans have indicated that they want.

Sadly, that will never happen because it would require statesmanship and compromise, qualities somewhat lacking on the left and totally verboten on the right. Where are the Bill Bradleys, Tom Eagletons and John Danforths of this generation when we need them?

Dana Prosperi • St. Ann
There for the tweaking
The Supreme Court decision should give us time to reflect on the ongoing discussion of health care in this election year. That one does not have health insurance does not necessarily mean that person is not receiving medical attention. The cost to hospitals in this regard is well-documented and properly part of their mission. However, virtually nothing has been said about the role of community heath providers such as Grace Hill, Family Care of Carondelet, Connect Care and Casa de Salud. How is the new health care law going to give them the boost needed to help this underserved population? The issue needs to be addressed. The issue is somewhat different in St. Louis, Springfield, Kirksville and Salem.

Secondly, several states have passed health care reform laws, including Hawaii and Massachusetts. The public deserves to be able to make a comparison, and it should be a part of the discussion. What worked? What didn't?

The law is there to be tweaked. This is the time for a straightforward discussion of the issue and how to address it.

Roy B. Gillyon • St. Louis
Benefits of the ACA
Who benefits from the Affordable Care Act? Anyone you know?

I see a recent college graduate who can continue to be covered by her parents' health insurance until she lands a job with health care benefits.

Then there's the young professional in his 30s who can't buy health insurance at any price because he has a pre-existing condition.

Another friend no longer will struggle to pay $600 a month for a necessary medicine because of the odious Part D "donut hole."

The American people won on two counts. While the health care law, also known as Obamacare, is not perfect, it represents a major step forward toward the ultimate goal of making sure that every American has access to health care. At least as important, Chief Justice John Roberts has shown that the Supreme Court can rule impartially.

Martha K. Panetti • Florissant
Other people's expenses
Some people don't like being told they must have health insurance. So they must favor the current plan in which those who have no insurance incur expenses that cause the cost of care for those who do have insurance to increase to pay for the medical provider's deficit. The expenses continue, but if you don't have insurance, someone else (people who have insurance) pays for it.

Do these same people resent Illinois and Missouri and most other states requiring either a minimum of liability coverage on your car insurance or a filing of a $25,000 bond to cover you if you cause an accident? It's pretty much the same thing. If a state can require you to have car insurance or a bond, the federal government can require you to have health insurance instead of passing the costs on to others. The costs incurred by people who are not insured are passed on to those who have insurance through higher premiums.

All insurance exists on the law of large numbers, with many people insured but with not everyone having claims at the same time. Increasing the number of insured works out to be less expensive to the general public as a whole in the long run.

Joseph M. Reichert • Belleville
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Mizzou's goal: Educate students or create sports programs that true fans can't afford to see?
I don't always agree with the paper's editorials, but I agree with "Wag the dog" (July 3) 100 percent. Does the University of Missouri administration and our state government want to educate our future leaders or create sports programs that true fans can't afford to attend? Let's use that $200 million to improve campus facilities, hire world-class professors and improve benefits for support staff.

My son graduated from Mizzou in 2006. He is almost finished paying off his student loans. I'm glad he didn't get stuck with the bill that future graduates will.

Ken Farrell • Maryland Heights
Eagerly awaiting the grand calliope
The prospect of St. Louis again hosting port of call for an authentic paddle wheel steamer, the American Queen, is great news ("Restoring a river tradition," July 3).

The overnight voyagers on this grand vessel will enjoy the Independence Day festivities of Fair St. Louis, shuttle tours and area attractions and cuisine. At last, in our river city, site of the Lewis and Clark Expedition into America's Western frontier, legend of the adventures of Mark Twain's Tom Sawyer, meeting of the waters where eagles still fly, the focus is right on.

I can't wait to hear the grand calliope, to purchase our tickets, cruise the river to sister ports, to step into history and explore it all.

Welcome back to St. Louis, American Queen!

Ron Pohle • Mehlville
The debate we aren't having
Some liberals like me are uncomfortable with government having the power to force citizens to purchase insurance, but this isn't the debate we really should be having. Health care costs money that has to be paid even if the patient has no money. Someone has to pay; that someone is the insured. We have a transfer of wealth from those who have done the right thing to provide for their health care to those who cannot afford to or have chosen not to provide for their health care. We should be debating whether or not doctors and hospitals can deny care to those without insurance or the means to pay.

If our society decides that hospitals' first concern should be to treat patients, then we can't allow freeloaders. Would those people who are upset with the Supreme Court decision rather have a society in which doctors and hospitals can deny care to those who can't or choose not to get insurance? I would like to live in a society that cares about treating those who need it, but I am unwilling to continue paying for freeloaders who can afford insurance.

If I have to, I'll go along with the conservative extremists who want to limit government power, but those same conservatives need to be considerate of my right not to pay for freeloaders who could have afforded insurance.

James D. Wagner • St. Louis County
Getting off the merry-go-round
The story "The care quandary" (June 24) resonated with me because I've recently lost two close relatives, and the end of life for both of them was pretty much parallel to the story that was the main subject of the article. For both my mother and my uncle, the end was very similar: multiple serious health problems, a merry-go-round of emergency room visits followed by hospital stays, stays in a nursing home, back to the home, and on and on over and over again.

It's never easy to let go. But at some point you have to question the quality of life for a patient. Modern medicine, for a period of time, is capable of keeping the patient technically alive, with intubation (a breathing tube), a feeding tube, other devices and procedures and a mind-numbing list of medications. What kind of a life is that? The de facto guardian (if not legal guardian) has to know when it's best to let go and then make that decision.

No person ever wants to say this is the end of my life. But when the suffering gets to be so acute, and the person has lived to 84 (in the case of my mother) and 80 (in the case of my uncle), at least you can say he or she lived a good long life and that you did the best for your loved while he or she was alive and vital.

Steve Shrage • Brentwood
If not Bosnia, what?
It is disturbing to learn that the war crimes tribunal at the Hague has dismissed one charge of genocide against former Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic. According to the presiding judge, Oh-Gon Kwon, prosecutors did not provide enough evidence that would support a conviction of genocide in Bosnian towns and villages.

How much evidence is necessary to uphold the charges of murder, torture, displacement and expulsion of thousands of Muslims and Croats? Serbian aggression in Bosnia left more than people 100,000 dead. Judges maintain that the killings did not reach the level of genocide. The slaughter of 8,000 Muslim men and boys in 1995 at Srebrenica should be proof enough.

There are hundreds of Bosnian Muslims and Croats living in St. Louis who can attest to the atrocities in Bosnia.

If Srebrenica alone is not proof of a murderous attempt to wipe out a specific ethnic group and culture, then what is?

Jerome S. Buterin • Bel Nor
About that pension ...
Regarding "A-B InBev brews another deal" (June 30): I am one of the hundreds of Anheuser-Busch employees who was laid off when In-Bev bought A-B. Our pension plan has been underfunded, legally. I am curious to know if A-B CEO Carlos Brito and his cohorts plan to continue underfunding the pension plan. I know many people who are taking what they can get at age 55 at a greatly reduced rate because they don't believe their pension will be there when they reach 65.

In light of the knowledge that A-B In-Bev has a surplus of cash, what are those whose fiduciary duty it is to protect the assets of Anheuser-Busch's employee pension doing about it?

Rose Eckstein • St. Louis
Requirements to lie
Recently, the Supreme Court rejected the Stolen Valor Act, which would have made it a crime to lie about military service. In the past, constitutional amendments to ban flag burning also have been rejected. While I don't think it should be illegal to burn a flag or lie about serving in the military — this is America — I do think that some requirements should be met.

First, you could spend a winter at Valley Forge without winter clothing and with barely enough food. Next, you could put in some time in a trench in the Ardennes forest or be the first one out of the gate of a landing craft at Omaha beach. Perhaps you could spend a week at places called Iwo Jima, the Chosin Reservoir, Khe San or the Mekong Delta. Or maybe you can ride in the lead Humvee in a convoy through the Sunni Triangle or hike through the mountains of Afghanistan. You get my point.

We are fortunate to live in a country where freedom of speech and expression are guaranteed rights under the First Amendment. These are rights fought for and protected by men and women who carry our flag into battle. It is ironic for people to desecrate the symbol of the nation that gives them that right.

So now that we have established our right of free speech and expression, all of those who still wish to falsely claim valor in the military or burn the flag should form a line at the gates of Arlington Cemetery. I'm sure the men who are resting there would understand.

Michael E. Short • St. Louis 

