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Missouri has yet to create health insurance exchange

Wednesday, July 18, 2012 | 5:56 p.m. CDT 

BY Matthew Patane – Columbia Missourian
COLUMBIA — With the federal government waiting for an answer and a deadline only four months away, Missouri has yet to commit to a plan for creating a health insurance exchange.

The creation of a health insurance exchange is part of the Affordable Care Act, which the U.S. Supreme Court ruled to uphold late last month.

States have until Nov. 16 to tell the federal government whether they will implement a state-based exchange. If Missouri chooses to run its own exchange, it will have until Jan. 1 to create one that is approved by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

The deadlines are in place so the federal government can evaluate states' plans in time for enrollment in the exchanges, which begins in late 2013. If a state decides not to run its own exchange or fails to meet federal requirements, the federal government would step in and run the exchange starting in January 2014. 

Missouri's Republican-controlled General Assembly maintains strong opposition to the health care law and interference from the federal government, but the state has yet to adopt a plan for its own exchange program. Instead, Republican leadership has opted to wait for the outcome of the November general election.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, told The Associated Press that if Republican Mitt Romney succeeds in his bid for the presidency, he thinks Romney would suspend the exchange requirement.

THE EXCHANGE
Health care exchanges are intended to establish online marketplaces that allow people and small businesses to shop for insurance plans and buy health insurance with the aid of federal subsidies and tax credits.

The Affordable Care Act requires the exchange website to present information on health plans, rates and benefit options in a standardized format as well as provide additional points of entry, such as toll-free telephone lines.

As of June 5, 10 states and the District of Columbia had enacted legislation to setup state-based exchanges, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. Two states, Utah and Massachusetts, established their own exchanges before the federal health care law passed in March 2010.

Of the remaining states, three created exchanges by executive order, seven have pending legislation, and 28 have either not taken action or been unable to pass legislation to set up an exchange.

Missouri, as well as six of its neighboring states, falls into this last category.

States have three options for creating and running a health insurance exchange: 1) an entirely state-based operation, 2) a partnership with the federal government or other states or 3) an entirely federally run exchange. 

If states choose to implement their own exchanges, they can be run through either an existing government agency or by an independent authority. 

THE BALLOT INITIATIVE
Missouri's voters will have a chance to provide their input on the future of an exchange in the state during the general election.

During the 2012 legislative session, state lawmakers approved a measure for the Nov. 6 ballot. The initiative asks voters whether state officials should be prohibited from establishing a health insurance exchange without prior voter or legislative approval. If approved by voters, the initiative also would prohibit state departments from using federal money to set up the online marketplace.

No matter how Missouri residents vote on the ballot, however, the state will still be required to create either a state-based exchange or a rely on the federal government for one.

Missouri's Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder recently filed a lawsuit against the initiative's ballot summary, which was submitted by the secretary of state's office.

The ballot summary now 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 health care act?”
While Kinder called the summary "biased" and misleading, the secretary of state's office has stood by the language.

Missouri residents voted overwhelmingly in 2010 to block implementation of the federal health care law by approving Proposition C by more than 70 percent, a point Republicans have continuously used while campaigning against the law. Proposition C was specifically targeted at blocking the mandate for people to buy health insurance and the punishment of those who do not. The U.S. Supreme Court, however, upheld both parts of the law.

MISSOURI'S PROGRESS AND PAST ACTIONS
So far, Missouri has made little progress toward an exchange, despite some initial federal grants and state legislation.

The Missouri Department of Insurance received a $1 million federal planning grant for an exchange in September 2010. In August 2011, the Missouri Health Insurance Pool, a nonprofit insurer associated with state government, received a $20.8 million federal grant to update Missouri's computer systems in preparation for the exchange.

State officials spent the planning grant and $1.3 million of the other grant, but work on planning for and creating an exchange came to a halt after opposition emerged in the legislature. Republican lawmakers said the money would be used for more than just updating the state's computer systems and that they would help build the basis for the federal health care law.

During the 2012 legislative session, lawmakers rejected another federal grant, this one for $50 million. It would have been used to upgrade Missouri's Medicaid Information Technology system.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon has said he would not use an executive order to create an exchange — an action some lawmakers had accused him of trying to use previously — and that Missouri would wait until after the U.S. Supreme Court's ruling before working on an exchange.

Debate over the health care exchange is taking place in the run-up to the Aug. 7 primary election. Here's what candidates for local legislative seats had to say about the issue:

Senate District 19:
· "I don't think anyone knows the answer to that," incumbent Sen. Kurt Schaefer (R) said when asked whether Missouri should run its own exchange. He said a public debate is necessary. Schaefer also said the federal government should extend the deadlines for implementing an exchange given confusion about how states should run them.

· Rep. Mary Still (D) said the exchange is a portal that would "bring transparency and competition into the marketplace." Still also said it would be better to have a state-based exchange and that "the best thing for us to do is to move forward and be ready (for the deadlines)."

House District 44:
· Caleb Rowden (R) said he is still forming an opinion on whether an exchange is good for Missouri because there are constantly new variables and "so much instability that it is causing all the state to have to step back and look at what is best for the state." Rowden added that if Missouri has to implement an exchange, then it should be state-based because "local lawmakers know better about what is going on in the state than the federal government."

·  Mike Becker (R) said “if (the exchange) was forced on Missouri then Missouri should run its own,” adding that the exchange probably could not be implemented due to state budget constraints. Becker said he would work to tighten restrictions on the health care act.

· "I believe it will not live to see 2014," Chris Dwyer (R) said of the federal health care law, adding that he is waiting to see how the November election turns out. Dwyer also said Missouri should fight the Affordable Care Act, including the exchange. "I don't believe we will allow the federal government to come in (and set up an exchange)."

· Dennis Smith (R) said that he would have to see how the ballot initiative fares in November and that he hopes the entire federal health care law can be overturned. Smith, a former state senator, added that if Missouri must  implement an exchange "Missouri ought to be able to set up an exchange that takes into account Missouri thinking, rather than a one-size-fits-all federal exchange."

· Ken Jacob (D) said he doesn't know why Missouri would say no to implementing the exchange. He added that Republicans are putting "partisanship before plain and simple good business."

House District 45:
· Incumbent Rep. Chris Kelly (D) said Missouri should create its own state-based exchange. Although he said he supports the health care law, he thinks the federal government is too "intrusive and over regulative." 

House District 46:
· "No. No exchange at all," Fred Berry (R) said, adding that Missouri must block the exchange to stop implementation of the Affordable Care Act. "The problem with the exchange is that if the state accepts the exchange, it tacitly accepts the (law)." 

· Incumbent Rep. Stephen Webber (D) is out of the country and could not be reached. This past legislative session, Webber voted in favor of an amendment to a bill that would have authorized the use of the $50 million technology grant.

House District 47:
· Mitch Richards (R) said he would need to study the issue more but he is  "generally against" the exchange and "skeptical" of the promise of funding from the federal government.

· "Missourians like local control," Nancy Copenhaver (D) said. She supports the exchange. "It makes much more sense for Missouri to develop its own instead of relying on what the federal government has to offer."

· John Wright (D) could not be reached for comment, but at a July 12 forum he said his opinion of the health care law "doesn't much matter" because of the Supreme Court ruling. Wright also said it was to "let the law take shape and deal with problems at the federal level."
Governor announces tax deductions for job creators
By Stephanie Claytor – KTVO 

Posted: 07.18.2012 at 12:20 PM

KIRKSVILLE, MO. -- During his visit to Kirksville Wednesday morning, Missouri Governor Jay Nixon promoted the 2012 Missouri Small Business Jobs Bill. The bill provides a targeted tax deduction for Missouri small businesses that create jobs over the next two years.

“Missouri small businesses are keeping our economy moving forward by creating new jobs and investing in their communities,” Gov. Nixon said. “This targeted tax deduction is another valuable tool to help small businesses in the Show-Me State continue to grow and hire new workers. With the opportunities and resources we’ve put in place for small businesses, now is the time to act.”

House Bill 1661, the 2012 Missouri Small Business Jobs Bill, provides a tax deduction for small business owners of $10,000 for each new qualifying job they create or a $20,000 tax deduction if that new job includes health insurance coverage.  Nixon said the company must pay half of the premium on the insurance.

To be eligible, the small business must have 50 employees or fewer, and the new jobs created must pay a wage that matches either the county or state average wage. In Adair County, the average wage is around $12 per hour.

"This is a targeted, efficient effective investment in businesses that will create jobs, and move our economy forward," said Governor Jay Nixon.  "This is a bipartisan legislation that received overwhelming support in both chambers of the General Assembly. "

Gov. Nixon signed the legislation in June.

“Missouri’s economy is moving in the right direction, and small businesses are driving that growth,” Gov. Nixon said. “This targeted tax deduction is another important opportunity we’re providing to help small businesses invest, grow and create jobs right now in Missouri.”

Several local businessmen, including Michael Dijak, Chairman and Chief Financial Officer of Trumascape, said the tax deductions are a great idea. 

"I think it's a good opportunity for businesses to expand. I know we'll take advantage of it. And it's just going to be a matter of getting the paperwork worked out which I'm a little bit scared of," said Dijak.
Trumascape has been open for four years and recently opened a new office on North Baltimore in Kirksville. They specialize in landscape design. The company recently acquired the bid to do the landscaping for the new A.T. Still University Dental School. Dijak said that contract will require them to offer up to five new landscape laborer jobs. He said the jobs will go to applicants with a bachelor's degree or those working towards it, and to those who have  construction or landscaping experience.
Judge gives Missouri couple custody of illegal immigrant's child

BY NANCY CAMBRIA - stltoday.com | Posted: Thursday, July 19, 2012 3:15 am 
A Greene County juvenile court ruled Wednesday in favor of a Missouri couple seeking to adopt the child of a Guatemalan woman who had been arrested and detained for working in the country illegally.

The decision culminates a lengthy international custody dispute over the child that put American immigration policies under scrutiny and drew outrage from a Guatemalan diplomat and others fighting for immigrant rights.

Judge David Jones ruled in a closed Springfield, Mo., courtroom that the 5-year-old boy's birth mother, Encarnacion Bail Romero, had abandoned the child. The ruling terminated the birth mother's parental rights and paved the way for Seth and Melinda Moser of Carthage, Mo., to formally adopt the child.

The couple have raised the boy since he was an infant. The boy, Carlos Jamison Moser, who goes by the name Jamison, just completed preschool, said the family's attorney, Joe Hensley.

"The Mosers are very happy," Hensley said. "This is something that's been hanging over their heads for years. They're ready to close that chapter of their lives and move on."

Romero, who has been allowed to remain in the country awaiting the outcome of the dispute, was present in the courtroom. Romero's attorney, Curtis Woods, said that his client was "very upset" and that he planned to appeal Wednesday's ruling..

Those working for immigration rights who had watched the case closely said they were disappointed.

"Cases like these are the byproducts of fundamental gaps in the immigration and child welfare systems that make it all but impossible for parents in immigration detention to participate in proceedings affecting custody of their children," said Emily Butera of the Women's Refugee Commission's detention and asylum program.

The case garnered international attention in 2008 after Romero challenged the Mosers' adoption of the child. At the time of the adoption, Romero was in detention awaiting potential deportation to Guatemala after being arrested in May 2007 during a raid on illegal workers at a poultry plant in Barry County.

While Romero was in custody, her child, an infant at the time, was passed around among family members before eventually being adopted privately by the Mosers. That adoption was overturned in the appellate court.

The decision Wednesday follows the January 2011 Missouri Supreme Court ruling that sent the case back to the circuit courts after finding that the mother's rights had not been upheld in a Jasper County court.

During that Supreme Court hearing, the Mosers argued that even if their adoption wasn't proper — which was key to Romero's case — it wouldn't be in the best interest of the child to take him away from the parents he knows now and send him to another country.

The boy, who is a citizen of both the U.S. and Guatemala, speaks only English.

Attorneys for Romero, who does not speak English, said she was not given proper legal counsel or proper communication with the court, nor did she fully understand her rights and the proceedings of the juvenile courts and the adoption process.

They further argued that she served two years in prison away from her child for violating a law that was determined unconstitutional by the Supreme Court shortly after she was incarcerated.

At the time of the Supreme Court arguments, the situation drew criticism from Guatemalan Ambassador to the United States Francisco Villagran de Leon, who said children of undocumented immigrants should not be given up for adoption just because they are here illegally.

Although justices on the Supreme Court unanimously agreed that Romero's legal rights as a parent were unfairly terminated when the Jasper County court failed to take proper legal steps, the court split 4-3 on how to resolve who should get custody of the boy and when. The majority ordered the case back to the lower courts.

One justice cast the case in biblical terms, referencing the story of Solomon who was called upon to resolve a child custody dispute.

"At least Solomon had the option to decree that the child be cut in half, " Justice Michael Wolff wrote in a separate opinion. "All we lesser judges have is the law, and it is our duty to make sure that the law is obeyed."

The Associated Press and Marlon A. Walker of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
MISSOURI JUDGE DENIES GUATEMALAN MOTHER CUSTODY OF HER SON

By LAURA BAUER- The Kansas City Star

SPRINGFIELD -- A little boy separated from his Guatemalan mother after an immigration raid five years ago will grow up with a Carthage couple who has fought for years to keep him, a judge ruled Wednesday.

In a ruling that surprised and disappointed some immigration advocates and attorneys, the Greene County judge said the boy, who will turn 6 in October, belongs with his adoptive parents, not his birth mother, Encarnacion Bail Romero. 

Leaving the juvenile justice center in Springfield Wednesday morning, Bail Romero — who does not speak English — fought tears.

“She’s too upset to talk,” her attorney, Curtis Woods of Kansas City, said as he clutched her shoulder. “The judge has terminated her parental rights on the grounds of abandonment.”

Those advocates and attorneys watching the case from afar say it’s too soon to know what impact Judge David Jones’ ruling will have on other similar cases involving children caught between federal immigration laws and state adoption laws. A copy of Jones’ ruling, which attorneys say was lengthy, was not released because adoption cases in juvenile court are not open in Missouri.

Melinda and Seth Moser, who adopted the child in 2008, declined to comment as they walked into the judicial center Wednesday morning. They avoided reporters after the hearing. Their attorney, Joseph Hensley of Joplin, did not return phone calls or an email seeking comment.

Jones’ ruling allowed the Mosers to legally adopt the little boy. Bail Romero’s attorneys say they will have to study the ruling before they decide whether to appeal.

When Bail Romero’s son was born in 2006, she named him Carlos. The Mosers call him Jamison and have built a life around him in their Carthage home, where he likes to play ball and watch Nickelodeon.

In court Wednesday, Woods said the child’s biological mother and his adoptive parents exchanged smiles but nothing was said after the judge’s ruling. The little boy was not present.

“Everybody was solemn,” Woods said.

ADOPTION PROCESS

Bail Romero last held her son one morning in May 2007 before an immigration raid at the Barry County, Mo., poultry plant where she worked. Relatives cared for her son for a while, first her brother and then her sister.

When Bail Romero’s sister wasn’t able to continue with all the child-care duties herself, she asked a family from a Hispanic church in Carthage to help with babysitting. As time passed and with Bail Romero still in jail, the family began keeping the boy in their home during the week while the sister had him on weekends.

At one point that family heard of a young couple wanting a child. They introduced the Mosers to Carlos.

After several visits and an overnight stay, the Mosers took the boy into their home in October 2007, five months after his mother was arrested.

The Mosers filed for adoption, asking that Bail Romero’s parental rights be severed. According to court records, that document — written in English — was given to Bail Romero in jail in mid-October. The Guatemalan mother didn’t have a lawyer then and wouldn’t for two months.

Lawyers for the Mosers have said that Bail Romero was using an alias and initially wasn’t easy to contact. Once she received court papers showing where her son was living and with whom, she didn’t write him letters, Hensley has said in the past. He has contended that Bail Romero’s rights were terminated not because she was an illegal immigrant, but because she abandoned her son.

In January 2011, the Missouri Supreme Court ruled 4-3 that the Jasper County Circuit Court had violated state law when granting the adoption. The high court ordered another trial, which occurred earlier this year in Springfield before Jones. Wednesday’s ruling was the result of testimony provided in the trial.

“I think the judge was in an incredibly difficult position,” said Emily Butera of the Women’s Refugee Commission based in New York, who has been watching the case wind through the courts. “He had to look at a case that has been going on many years and try to make a decision that’s in the best interest of the little boy.”

She said, though, that she disagrees that Bail Romero abandoned her son. And she worries that other judges could see similar cases the same way.

“For a parent to abandon a child, there has to be an intent to do so,” Butera said. “Her ability to parent was taken away because she was in detention.”

A NATIONAL ISSUE

The case of the little boy with two names has drawn attention to a problem that advocates say has remained hidden. Children, they say, continue to get tangled in the system when parents are detained or deported.

More than 108,000 illegal immigrant parents were removed from the United States between 1998 and 2007, according to a Department of Homeland Security report by the Office of the Inspector General. In the first six months of 2011, about 46,000 illegal immigrant parents of U.S. children were removed from the United States.

Tracking how many of the parents were permanently separated from their children is difficult. No numbers show how many children of illegal immigrants are privately adopted or placed in state custody and then adopted out when their parents are deported or detained.

“Regardless of what the outcome for them is, if they are separated from their parent and their parent is deported, there’s already a negative impact,” said Wendy Cervantes, vice president of immigration and child rights policy for First Focus, a bipartisan advocacy organization that aims to make children and families a priority.

“Any outcome would have been incredibly difficult,” she said, “but I’m extremely worried what this means for future precedent.” 

Cervantes said many of the parents are picked up for minor reasons such as traffic violations, “putting them on the path of deportation and putting their kids overall well-being at risk.”

A recent study by the Applied Research Center, titled “Shattered Families,” found that more than 5,000 children are in foster care in 22 states because their parents were detained or deported.

Butera said Wednesday’s ruling has her feeling for the Guatemalan mother. Bail Romero still is in the U.S., living and working in southwest Missouri on a temporary work permit while trying to regain custody, her attorney said.

“You can feel her emotional connection to her son,” Butera said. “And know how badly she wanted to be a mother to him.”
Local doctor pushes for single-payer health care system 

BY MICHELE MUNZ • stltoday.com | Posted: Thursday, July 19, 2012 12:00 am 

CLAYTON • In a meeting room at a St. Louis County public library, Dr. Ed Weisbart started his health insurance reform presentation with pictures of sick people.

One was self-employed who couldn't afford health insurance and made too much money to get Medicaid. Another was a factory worker who lost coverage when he became too ill to work. Then there were working parents whose bills for their sick infant drove them into bankruptcy.

"The reason I'm here and that you are here, is because you've seen patients like this," Weisbart told the crowd.

About 40 people from diverse fields filled the room. They included doctors, students, a medical office manager, social worker and even a musician.

They were there to learn about a single-payer health care system that makes free-market advocates cringe. Instead of hundreds of insurance companies and billing agencies, one government-run organization would collect the fees and pay all the costs under the single-payer plan. In a system financed by a progressive tax, advocates argue that people would pay less than what they pay now in premiums and out-of-pocket costs.

Each person would receive comprehensive medical care and choose whichever doctor or hospital they want. Patients would receive no bills. Co-payments and deductibles would be eliminated.

"It basically involves just changing two words in the law," Weisbart said about the current federal insurance program for older Americans. "Instead of saying Medicare is available at age 65, say it's available starting at birth."

However, the American Medical Association, the country's largest physician group, supports the current mix of private and public insurance options.

"The private sector has been leading the way in developing and piloting innovative health care delivery and payment models to better support and reward physicians who provide high-value health care," said the AMA's president, Dr. Jeremy Lazarus.

Single-payer may seem like an impossibility in the U.S. Weisbart, 58, had long thought so too, until President Barack Obama began tackling health care reform.

"I had thought single-payer, great idea, but it's not going to happen. The interests against it are so vested," he said. "Then that pesky Obama got elected, and I got all hopey-changey."

Implementation of the president's Affordable Care Act is now in full swing after last month's ruling by the Supreme Court upheld its constitutionality. The legislation moves the country closer to universal health care coverage, but single-payer advocates like Weisbart argue it's not enough.

Weisbart is a member of Physicians for a National Health Program, which has been advocating for a single-payer system since 1987 and now has 18,000 members. In March, he started a St. Louis chapter.

The group's first meeting included 10 people at Weisbart's home in Olivette. Since then, the chapter has organized two presentations to more than 125 medical students at Washington and St. Louis universities and the recent meeting at the library.

Weisbart led the meeting along with a panel that included the president of a Barnes-Jewish Hospital physician group that advises administration on patient care, a family physician who served on the national policy committee for the nation's second-largest physician group and a third-year Washington University medical student who co-authored "The Health Care Handbook," praised as a clear guide to our health care system.

Weisbart has a lengthy resume as well. He was drawn to become a doctor by new ideas in improving patient care: Health maintenance organizations and family medicine.

After medical school, Weisbart went to work as a family doctor for an HMO at Rush Medical College, eventually becoming chief medical officer. Later, a 200-member group of private practice doctors in suburban Chicago hired him as director of care and quality.

Then in 2003, locally based pharmacy benefit giant Express Scripts recruited him as its chief medical officer. He retired from Express Scripts two years ago.

Weisbart also has a long list of volunteer work, including seeing patients at the Barnes-Jewish Center for Outpatient Health and the Saturday Neighborhood Health Clinic run by Washington University medical students, both which serve the under- and non-insured. He's also the medical director for Rx Outreach, a nonprofit mail-order pharmacy based in Maryland Heights that provides medicine for low-income patients.

A year after retiring from Express Scripts, he was approached by community activist Linda Lieb, 54, about organizing a local Physicians for a National Health Program chapter. She had just moved to St. Louis after helping organize a chapter in Huntsville, Ala., and had heard of Weisbart.

After a long career of trying to improve care within the system, Weisbart agreed to start recruiting. "I realized if you support incrementalism, you oppose fundamental change," he said.

In Huntsville, Lieb experienced difficulty in finding doctors.

"It's encouraging to see so many physicians here in St. Louis who are working toward this goal," she said. "Ed has pulled together a wonderful leadership committee of physicians and medical students."

Support among physicians appears to be growing. A poll published in 2008 shows 59 percent of doctors support national insurance, up from 49 percent five years earlier. The American College of Physicians, the nation's second-largest doctor group, and the American Medical Student Association have both endorsed single-payer.

"We need to be more vocal. We need to tell our patients we support this," Dr. Christine Jacobs, a family physician who directs St. Louis University's family medicine residency program, said at the library meeting. "When I tell my patients, they are surprised. They say, 'You think that?' "

The panel members discussed fears about long waits and stifled medical research, arguing that the system would be more efficient and focused with less money and time spent on marketing, administration and underwriting. Administrative costs consume 31 percent of U.S. health spending, studies have found.

Lazarus. of the American Medical Association, points to the current problems in determining how much physicians are reimbursed through Medicare.

"One look at the flawed Medicare physician payment formula provides a clear example of the problems that can arise with a government-run health care system — conflicting agendas and budget constraints can dictate policy rather than the health care needs of our nation's senior citizens," he said.

Federal legislation to enact single-payer would address those problems by creating separate budgets for care, education and capital improvements, Weisbart said. An independent, diverse board would monitor reimbursement and quality.

Even with the changes in health care coverage, experts estimate that 26 million will remain uninsured and others will still be dealing with gaps in coverage and rising costs.

Weisbart is driven by memories of patients like the 62-year-old grandmother caring for her three grandchildren and facing eviction, who asked how long she could live without taking her blood pressure pills.

"I don't want anyone to ask me that question again," he said.
Mo. AG candidate proposes regulation task force 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Republican attorney general candidate Ed Martin is calling for the creation of a new task force dealing with government regulations.

Martin says the task force would focus on regulations for energy and the environment, health care and small businesses. It would be in the state attorney general's office. He says excessive government regulations hurt businesses and the economy.

On Thursday, Martin was traveling in southwestern Missouri to discuss his proposal during campaign stops in Branson, Neosho and Mount Vernon.

Martin served as chief of staff to Republican Gov. Matt Blunt and is competing in the Aug. 7 primary against Livingston County prosecutor Adam Warren. The winner challenges Democratic Attorney General Chris Koster.
Local members of Congress defend stances on financial disclosure

By DAVE HELLING - The Kansas City Star

House members from the Kansas City area on Wednesday defended their decisions to keep their tax returns private, saying required financial disclosures provide the public with enough information about their finances.

“Members of Congress fill out a comprehensive financial disclosure form every year that lists income, investments and liabilities,” said a statement from U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, a Republican from northwest Missouri. “That form is publicly available and provides the needed transparency for members of the legislative and executive branch.”

U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, a Kansas City Democrat, said in an email that, “in many respects, these forms are more comprehensive (than tax returns)...they list retirement accounts and other financial holdings, versus just income.”

Matthew Manda, a spokesman for U.S. Rep. Kevin Yoder of Kansas, agreed. “These (disclosure) documents are available to the public,” he said.

Three area Republican senators — Roy Blunt of Missouri and Jerry Moran and Pat Roberts of Kansas — did not respond to requests for comment.
Midwest Democracy | Most members of Congress keep their tax returns secret

KEVIN G. HALL AND DAVID LIGHTMAN - McClatchy Newspapers 

Rep. Nancy Pelosi was emphatic. Mitt Romney's refusal to release more than two years of his personal tax returns, she said, makes him unfit to win confirmation as a member of the president's Cabinet, let alone to hold the high office himself.

Sen. Harry Reid went further: Romney's refusal to make public more of his tax records makes him unfit to be a dogcatcher.

They do not, however, think that standard of transparency should apply to them. The two Democratic leaders of the Senate and the House of Representatives are among hundreds of senators and representatives from both parties who refused to release their tax records. Just 17 out of the 535 members of Congress released their most recent tax forms or provided some similar documentation of their tax liabilities in response to requests from McClatchy Newspapers over the last three months. Another 19 replied that they wouldn't release the information, and the remainder never responded to the query.

The widespread secrecy in one branch of the government suggests a self-imposed double standard. Yet while American politics has come to expect candidates for the presidency to release their tax returns, the president isn't alone in having a say over the nation's tax laws. Congress also stands to gain or lose by the very tax policies it enacts, and tax records - more than any broad financial disclosure rules now in place - offer the chance to see whether the leaders of the government stand to benefit from their own actions.

"Senior public officials, especially members of Congress and presidential candidates, should be required to disclose their tax returns so that the public can monitor potential conflicts of interest," said Craig Holman, government affairs lobbyist for Public Citizen, a nonpartisan watchdog group.

The question of taxes is particularly pressing this year, as Congress debates whether to extend all or some of the Bush-era tax cuts that are set to expire Dec. 31. At the same time, tax returns reveal assets and investments.

Absent tax information, members of Congress aren't fully transparent, said Daniel Auble, who heads the personal finance project for the Center for Responsive Politics, which tracks financial disclosures by members of Congress and appointees confirmed by Congress.

"Having a clearer picture of lawmakers' interests ... is definitely important in making available to the public what possible influence there could be," he said. "In terms of transparency, it would be helpful to have more information."

Among those who did disclose their tax returns: Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Rep. Barney Frank of Massachusetts, the senior Democrat on the House Financial Services Committee and a co-author of the Dodd-Frank law tightening regulations on Wall Street.

To Pelosi and some other top Democrats, the focus is on Romney, the Republican presidential candidate, who's released his 2010 return and 2011 estimates and plans to release his 2011 return when it's completed, but refuses to release any more. They say the very refusal to release more suggests that he's hiding something.

"He could not even become a Cabinet member for that lack of disclosure, and now with that lack of disclosure he wants to be president of the United States," said Pelosi, the House minority leader, who's from California.

"We'd like to know what's in those tax returns that he refuses to show to the American public. Did he pay any taxes?" Reid asked in an impassioned speech to the Senate on July 11. Days later, Reid, who's from Nevada, suggested that Romney's refusal to release more than two years of tax returns would make him ineligible to serve even as dogcatcher.

Rep. Debbie Wasserman Schultz of Florida, the chairwoman of the Democratic National Committee, also has harangued Romney for refusing to release more tax returns, calling it a "penchant for secrecy."

All three refused repeated requests from McClatchy Newspapers to release their own returns, requests that started before the flap over Romney's records.

Pelosi aides refused, saying she's disclosed all that Congress requires.

"The leader has filed a complete financial disclosure report as required by law that includes financial holdings, transactions and other personal information," Pelosi spokesman Nadeam Elshami said. "There has been no question about where Leader Pelosi and Democrats stand on tax policy: We must extend the middle-class tax cuts and end tax breaks for millionaires and use the revenues to pay down the deficit."

Challenged at a recent news conference to release hers, Wasserman Schultz said she wouldn't because she wasn't running for president. "I file full financial disclosure required under the law," she said.

What's required by law is written by Congress itself, a broad financial-disclosure statement that offers no direct information on tax liabilities and no requirement for reporting spousal income other than the source - but not the amount - of any income above $1,000. There's little way of knowing whether that spousal income is $1,001 or $1 million.

Several members of Congress married into money or have wealthy spouses. Topping that list are Rep. Michael McCaul, R-Texas, whose wife, Linda, is an heiress to the Clear Channel Communications fortune, and Sen. John Kerry, D-Mass., whose wife, Teresa, is the heiress to the Heinz ketchup fortune. Pelosi's husband, Paul, heads Financial Leasing Services Inc., a San Francisco-based venture capital and real estate firm.

When it comes to the valuation of investments or reporting of income on the annual disclosure forms, what's required are broad numbers such as between $250,000 and $500,000 or $1 million and $5 million. That makes it hard to determine how much benefit a lawmaker might get from competing tax plans.

"They just don't provide the same level of detail as a tax return," said Darrell West, a specialist on governing and a vice president of the Brookings Institution, a center-left research center in Washington.

Most members won't release that kind of detail.

Only 17 members shared their detailed tax information with McClatchy Newspapers. Another 19 refused, but the majority of them stressed that they comply with congressional disclosure requirements.

Of the lawmakers who shared their tax returns, most got large deductions for interest on personal and investment real estate. That's useful information for taxpayers, since a revamp of the tax code is expected in the next few years.

McClatchy Newspapers isn't releasing the tax returns under the terms of the agreement with the lawmakers. Reporters requested the returns to examine in detail how members would be personally affected by changes in tax laws being debated in Congress including income tax rates, as well as taxes on capital gains and dividends and deductions for such expenses as home mortgage interest. In exchange for sharing their returns, members were told their actual returns would not be made public.

Most lawmakers, however, chose to keep their tax liabilities a secret.

"First your publishers and editors and execs should publish their tax returns. They have great influence over public policy," Rep. Gary Ackerman, D-N.Y., said in an emailed response. Ackerman, who was dogged in 2010 by allegations of a sweetheart stock purchase, isn't seeking re-election, so his term ends in January.

"Are you guys asking the president to turn over his college records? Or asking him to turn anything over of any kind?" responded Allen Klump, the communications director for Rep. Jeff Duncan, R-S.C.

"Thanks, but we will not give you Senator Rockefeller's tax return. Good luck on the project," said Vincent Morris, a spokesman for Sen. Jay Rockefeller, D-W.Va., whose family surname is synonymous with wealth.

Several lawmakers said they'd disclose what's required and no more.

Rep. Renee Ellmers "files a financial disclosure form each year in accordance with House ethics rules and this is publicly available," said Tom Doheny, a spokesman for the North Carolina Republican.

Rep. Joe Wilson "has submitted a financial disclosure form, which is required by law and available to constituents as a matter of public record," said Caroline Delleney, a spokeswoman for the South Carolina Republican.

Constituents generally know where their particular lawmakers stand on the issue of the expiring tax cuts because the two major political parties have well-defined views. But there's more at stake than just tax brackets, and voters often have little feel for whether their members of Congress would benefit or be harmed by changes that are under consideration.

From the financial disclosure forms, constituents can, with some work, surmise how lawmakers' investment income might be taxed under competing plans. Given their salaries, lawmakers would fall into the higher tax bracket for dividends, but it's unclear where they'd fall individually on the income scale.

"There are clearly some people above (the $250,000 threshold). There's a bunch of people who might or might not be affected, and you can't tell," said Roberton Williams, a senior fellow at the Tax Policy Center, which is run by the Brookings Institution and the centrist Urban Institute.

Tax data isn't always a panacea, however.

Missouri Democrat McCaskill was one of the few senators who provided McClatchy Newspapers with a tax return. Her 1040 form lists her as married filing separately, showing an adjusted gross income of $193,384.

But her husband, Joe Shepard, is a wealthy businessman whose investments sometimes have put her in an unpleasant spotlight. His investment in a reinsurance company in Bermuda - the same country in which a Romney investment has been criticized by Democrats - brought allegations from Republicans in 2009 of tax dodging. Shepard no longer holds the investment.

McCaskill does report dozens of her husband's investments in her annual financial disclosure statement, with more detail than required. But each still is listed only under ranges of values, not precise amounts.

That's another reason advocacy groups think that financial-disclosure reporting should be expanded to capture spousal income more fully, and argue that tax data would be a useful, albeit imperfect, tool.

"As public officials, potential conflicts of interest caused by their wealth and assets are a public concern," said Holman, the Public Citizen lobbyist.

(Kaz Komolafe and Farah Mohamed contributed to this article.)
Borrowers use payday loans for ordinary expenses not financial emergencies, says study

By Mary Delach Leonard, Beacon staff - 4:33 pm on Wed, 07.18.12

Pew researchers have found that most borrowers who take out payday loans use them to cover ordinary living expenses, not unexpected emergencies -- a finding that contradicts industry advertising that emphasizes payday loans as short-term options to cover financial emergencies.

According to a new report "Who Borrows, Where They Borrow and Why,’’ the average borrower takes out a payday loan of $375 and renews it eight times before paying it off, spending about $520 on interest. Sixty-nine percent of survey respondents said the first time they took out a payday loan, it was to pay a recurring expense, such as rent, utilities, credit card bills, mortgage payments or food. Just 16 percent said they paid for a car repair or emergency medical expense.

“Thus it seems that the payday loan industry is selling a product that few people use as designed and that imposes debt that is consistently more costly and longer lasting than advertised,’’ the report concluded. 

The report was released Wednesday in advance of the one-year anniversary of the creation of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau by Congress to regulate the lending industry, including payday loans, said Nick Bourke, director of Pew’s Safe Credit Cards Project and the Safe Small Dollar Loans Research Project.

"There is some concern at the state level and at the federal level that consumer protections, which result in no payday loan storefronts, could be driving people to potentially more harmful resources, including online payday loans,’’ Bourke said. “We found that that’s not the case. Based on our research, in states that restrict storefront payday lending, 95 of 100 would-be borrowers elect not to use payday loans at all. Just five borrowers out of 100 have chosen to go online or elsewhere in those states where storefronts are not available.’’

Pew’s telephone survey found that 5.5 percent of American adults have used a payday loan in the past five years, with three-fourths of them using storefront lenders rather than payday loan websites, which often have higher loan caps and higher interest rates. Payday loan borrowers spend approximately $7.4 billion annually at 20,000 storefronts, hundreds of websites and a growing number of banks. In 2010, 12 million Americans used a storefront or online payday loan.

Laws 'permissive' in Missouri
The report described Missouri as having "permissive” state laws regarding payday loans: Single-repayment payday loans are permitted with finance charges and interest not to exceed 75 percent of the borrowed principal. Payday loans in the state are capped at $500.

In contrast, Florida permits single-repayment payday loans with fees of 10 percent of the borrowed principal, plus a $5 fee for borrower verification with a state database of payday loan users. Loans are available for up to $500 and each borrower may have only one payday loan at a given time.

The report found that in states that enact strong legal protections the result is a large net decrease in payday loan usage and that borrowers are not driven to seek payday loans online or from other sources.

Missouri legislators have wrangled repeatedly over attempts to regulate the payday loan industry in the state. Proponents have petitioned for a Nov. 4 ballot initiative to cap the annual percentage rate on short-term loans.

Some other key findings of the Pew report:

· Most payday loans borrowers are white, female, ages 25 to 44.

· Groups more likely to have used a payday loan include: those without a four-year college degree, renters, African Americans, people earning below $40,000 annually and people who are separated or divorced.

· If faced with a cash shortfall and payday loans were unavailable, 81 percent of borrowers said they would cut back on expenses, delay paying some bills, rely on friends and family or sell possessions. Just 44 percent said they would take a loan from a bank or credit union, and just 37 percent would use a credit card.

Bourke said that interviews with borrowers about their payday loan experiences found that they often turned to the same techniques to pay them off as they would have used had payday loans not been available: cutting their expenses, borrowing from family and friends, selling or pawning possessions.
Digital Textbooks Add Complexity to Debates Over Content

Thursday, July 19, 2012 | 12:01 a.m. CDT 

BY Anthony Schick – Columbia Missourian

COLUMBIA — The content of children’s textbooks has long been fodder for debate. While parents challenge books on school reading lists within school districts, entire states have clashed over how texts should portray history, religion, creation and other topics.
In Texas, where public money can buy only books pre-approved by the state board of education, controversy lasted for more than a year over issues ranging from how to teach evolution to the portrayal of Hispanic Americans.

Because of Texas’ purchasing power and influence on publishers, its textbook standard revisions in 2010 carried national implications for how mainstream publishing presented history.

Missouri, a state that leaves textbook selection up to individual school districts, hasn’t avoided controversy: Just this year, a state House bill was proposed that would require equal treatment of evolution and intelligent design. And a look at book challenges across the state reveals several involving textbooks.

Debates over textbooks have predominantly focused on the past and how best to portray it. Now, those debates are about the future — and what platforms bring the content to students.

On Jan. 19, Apple unveiled its plans for digital learning with the interactive pages of "Life on Earth," a vibrant, multimedia biology e-book for the iPad. McGraw-Hill, Pearson and Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, the three publishers responsible for 90 percent of all K-12 textbooks, have since formed a partnership with Apple. Weeks after the company’s announcement, the federal government released the Digital Textbook Playbook for K-12 educators, establishing a plan to get all students using electronic textbooks within the next five years.

Experts expect digital textbooks to add yet another dimension to debates over textbooks, which in secondary and elementary schools are the true mechanism of content control for religion, politics, sexuality and the other sensitive topics that cause parents to ban books.

"The salient issue is presentation, or format," said Gilbert Sewall, a former textbook author and director of the American Textbook Council, a New York-based organization that researches the use of K-12 textbooks.

"Right now, in history and social studies, the issue is not content wars," Sewall said. "There have been plenty of content wars."

Although digital textbooks today represent only a fraction of all learning material, several states and some Missouri school districts have begun developing ways to implement the technology.

In Missouri, no state plan exists for directing schools toward digital textbooks, Department of Elementary and Secondary Education spokeswoman Sarah Potter said. Missouri adopts textbooks at the district level, not the state level, and a digital shift will not increase state oversight.

"Ensuring that materials meet state content standards has always been the responsibility of the individual district," Potter said.

The Columbia Public School District is in the midst of that digital shift.

Last year, the district adopted a bring-your-own device program, in which high school students could bring and use their own devices in the classroom at certain times.

Next year, the district plans to test the use of iPads in selected classrooms with the aim of eventually reaching a one-to-one ratio, said Julie Nichols, district manager for instructional technology. That would mean students in elementary through high school would have their own devices they take to school, home or wherever else they go.

"Anything that’s interactive is going to be better for the student," Nichols said.

She offered the example of students learning about the human body. Rather than reading about the cardiovascular system and seeing stagnant cross-sections of the human heart, students with digital textbooks could see the heart beating and watch the different chambers of the heart in action, selecting each part to see its purpose.

"Right now," she added, "if a kid doesn’t have a computer at home, they’re limited to what they can access. If you had a device that every kid had, they would have 24-7 learning opportunities all the time."

Questions remain as to how teachers will make sure students use the devices properly. The iPad, for instance, is most schools’ top choice for digital textbooks and also provides the opportunity for Internet browsing, movies and games that students can access outside of school hours, yet on a device provided by their school.

"The way that we’ve got it set up at school, everything is filtered," said Craig Adams, coordinator for practical arts in Columbia Public Schools, which will launch two iPad-based economics classes in the fall.

"But, when you take that home, it's not filtered. That's where the parents come back into play. It's one of those things we haven't really looked at everything yet. It's going to take education on our part, education for the parents, education for the students."

Adams said his department will experiment using iBooks Author software to create its own course materials. The use of iPads in the classroom also allows for more collaboration, more online tools and the use of open-source content developed by fellow teachers rather than relying solely on mainstream publishing.

School districts will face the challenge of assessing more material to ensure it meets content standards if teachers expand their pool of teaching materials.

"As districts choose to use digital content, additional criteria for materials selection will be needed," Potter, of the state education department, said. Online resources need to be vetted by district curriculum committees, and schools have to continue to make use of resources such as online content filters.

"As digital allows more people to use open source, that's going to be an even bigger issue," Kathy Christie of the Education Commission of the States said. "It only stands to reason that if you have more people developing open source, then there is a higher chance for more errors. This is the next generation of policy."
Local veterans earn Service Award

Wednesday, July 18, 2012
By MIKE McCOY – Dexter Daily Statesman Staff Writer

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder presented the Lieutenant Governor's Veterans Service Award to Tom Love and the family of Jerry Seabaugh, who was presented the award posthumously. The presentation was made Monday at the Kenady-Hanks American Legion Building with Rep. Billy Pat Wright and Sen. Rob Mayer also in attendance. 

Kinder told those present that Post 59 was the only American Legion Post in the state to have two members receive the award. 

"No other town has had two that received this honor," he stated. 

Family and friends gathered for the awards presentation. Kinder pointed out that he is a native of Cape Girardeau and was pleased to be in Southeast Missouri to present the awards. He praised both Love and Seabaugh for their service to their country, and their spirit of giving back to the communities in which they live. 

Love, a Marine Corps veteran who served during the Vietnam War, was nominated by Sen. Robert Mayer of Dexter. Love has been a longtime member of the Kenady--Hanks American Legion Post #59 in Dexter, where, most recently, he was the driving force in establishing the Disabled Veteran Wildlife Facility. Situated on 125 acres of Gobbler Ridge Farms in Stoddard County, the facility is a place for disabled veterans and their families to enjoy outdoor activities such as hunting, fishing, photography or simply relaxing in the outdoors. 

Seabaugh, a veteran of the U.S. Army, was nominated by Rep. Billy Pat Wright of Dexter. Seabaugh was active for many years in the American Legion Post #59 in Dexter. He was a sergeant in the Missouri National Guard in 1994 when then-state Rep. Sue Shear of Clayton was caught in a flash flood in Jefferson City. Seabaugh entered rising floodwater and pulled Rep. Shear from her quickly submerging vehicle and helped her to safety. For his heroism, he was awarded the Soldiers Medal by President Bill Clinton, the Army Commendation Medal and the Missouri Army National Guard's Award of the Valley Forge Cross. Seabaugh died last month, shortly after he was nominated for the award. 

"I am proud to present these deserving Missourians with the Veterans Service Award," Kinder said. "I instituted this award as a way to recognize these hometown heroes and shine the spotlight on their selfless service to their communities." 

"Missouri's veterans not only answered the call to serve their country; many of them continue to serve their local communities. These awards are a way our state can thank our veterans and recognize sacrifices that Missouri veterans continue to make for their communities and their state." 

Also receiving an award in Southeast Missouri was Richard Cornwell of Cape Girardeau. A veteran of the Marine Corps and U.S. Navy, Cornwell was nominated for the award by the Southeast Health Auxiliary. Cornwell has logged more than 4,000 hours since he began volunteering at Southeast Hospital four years ago. 

Kinder received 140 nominations for the award, which recognizes Missouri veterans who provide exemplary volunteer service to their communities. 
Change in law could help fund water studies in Southwest Missouri 

By Wally Kennedy -  Joplin GlobeThe Joplin Globe Wed Jul 18, 2012, 11:47 AM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — The Tri-State Water Resource Coalition learned today that a change in federal law could make it easier for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to accept contributed funds to pay for water resource development projects.

A spokesman for U.S. Claire McCaskill said the change will have important implications not only locally but at the federal level were the discretionary budget will be tight.

The coalition, meeting at Joplin City Hall, heard a joint report from Chad Dulaney, with the Corps in Little Rock, and from Scott Gard, with the Corps in Kansas City.

Dulaney said the change in the law “has broadened the ability of the Corps to accept contributed funds’’ for projects to develop water resources. He said the change will not alter the lengthy approval process for any proposed project.

Dulaney said the Little Rock and Kansas City offices were doing separate water demand studies. Those studies have now been combined to produce a single product. Putting the studies to together, he said will provide more data about water demand and water usage in the 16-county area that is being studied. That, he said, should contribute to a more complete study.

The next step for the agency, he said, will be a water-supply assessment, which will forecast the water supply over 50 years. A gap analysis, he said, will show how much demand is above supply, and whether Stockton Lake or Table Rock Lake could be a source to meet that future demand. That work could eventually lead to  reallocation actions and a feasibility study.

A draft of the 16-county population and demand study is to be completed for review by the coalition during its September meeting in Springfield. The demand study could provide support for a reallocation study, said Gard.
Trio of Republicans struggle to boost name recognition in primary for secretary of state

By Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff 

8:10 am on Wed, 07.18.12

With three sitting lawmakers touting their expertise and accomplishments, the GOP primary for secretary of state isn’t nearly as contentious as, say, the Republican contest for lieutenant governor or the Democratic battle for the 1st congressional district. Instead, candidates are trying to convince the GOP faithful that they have the professional and political backgrounds to take over the office being vacated by Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, a Democrat.

While House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, has raised the most money so far, state Sens. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, and Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, have enough to remain competitive. Schoeller and Rupp are hoping their home bases in Republican strongholds will be a big help, while Stouffer is banking on the support of voters in outstate Missouri.

The secretary of state has important responsibilities: The officeholder is responsible for running the state’s elections, as well as registering businesses and monitoring securities. Several officeholders have used the position as a springboard to higher office.

The winner of the primary will almost certainly face state Rep. Jason Kander, a Democrat from Kansas City who has raised more money than any of the GOP contenders.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

The three candidates have similar positions on issues relevant to the office. All three, for instance, support a government-issued photo ID to vote. They also have been critical of how Carnahan’s office has crafted summaries for statewide ballot items. And all three are angling to make the state more “business friendly.”

But there are some nuances. For instance, Schoeller proposed a “Fair Ballot Commission” to review ballot summary language. Schoeller said such a commission would be a better avenue than lengthy proceedings in court.

“This would be a volunteer citizens’ commission that would be bipartisan,” Schoeller said. “And it would be able to look at the language and review it. And if they believe and agree that the language is misleading, confusing or biased, they would have the opportunity to re-write that language and submit it back.

“I think that truly adds an element to the current way we write ballot language,” he added. “It’s making sure the citizens’ voice has a strong say in it when they believe it’s necessary.”

Both Rupp and Stouffer have dismissed such an idea. Stouffer, for instance, said Schoeller’s proposal is just “more big government.”

“The truth of the matter is politicians hide behind boards and commissions,” he said. “And you really need to walk in there and do the job you were asked to do by the people of the state of Missouri. There’s no reason to involve other people.”

Rupp noted that other “bipartisan boards” haven’t always offered up good results. He pointed to the protracted wrangling over state legislative redistricting.

At a debate in Columbia earlier this year, both Rupp and Stouffer criticized Schoeller for sponsoring legislation -- which didn't pass -- that they said would have made it harder for military overseas to vote. Schoeller disagreed, adding he was willing to work with legislators to clarify the language.

Additionally Rupp proposed incorporating “electronic poll books” instead of using large binders with paper. Rupp says he wants to use portable computers or tablet linked to DMV records to verify a person's identity. He added that the technology can take a voter's photo at the polls if somebody's driver's license photo isn't on file.

In terms of the office's other functions, Stouffer said he would pare down the number of business classifications. Schoeller has said he wants to monitor administrative regulations, while Rupp added he wants to emphasize monitoring the state’s securities.

Stouffer also said he would stress customer service, something he says is important for dealing with everyday people who interact with the office.

"I know what the costly delays that are created by bureaucrats that don't know the answer or say 'I'll get back to you' or whatever," Stouffer said. 

FROM STUDENT TO MASTER

After Carnahan announced that she would forgo a third term, Schoeller was one of a handful of candidates poised to enter the race.

Shane Schoeller Schoeller is close to both Roy and Matt Blunt, two Republicans who formerly served as secretary of state. When Matt Blunt was in office in the early 2000s, Schoeller was Blunt's chief administrative aide. He also worked as an aide for now Sen. Roy Blunt.

Those relationships aren’t the only reason Schoeller was seen as a natural candidate. Schoeller hails from southwest Missouri, one of the state's most Republican regions. In a phone interview, Schoeller said that would help his prospects.

“We have been airing on KY3 back home for the past three weeks,” said Schoeller, referring to a TV ad running on a southwest Missouri TV station. “We think that’s important that we’ve been able to go up early and make a presence there in our home base. Southwest Missouri voters have shown time and again that they’re very loyal to people who run from southwest Missouri.”

Schoeller also is leading the three candidates in fund raising, thanks in part to a $150,000 donation from retired financer Rex Sinquefield.

“Not only have we done well in fund raising, we have really had a tremendous grassroots effort that has been going forward since we got in this race,” Schoeller said. “This last weekend, we door-knocked in over 15,000 houses across the state. Previous to that we, knocked on 5,000 doors at a time.  We have really put a strong attention making sure we connect with voters.”

Throughout the campaign, Schoeller’s rolled up endorsements from people like former U.S. Attorney John Ashcroft, a former U.S. senator, Missouri governor and Missouri attorney general, also from Springfield. Schoeller said that he was planning to have a St. Louis fundraiser on Thursday with both Ashcroft and state Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield.

He’s also won the support from dozens of state representatives, which he said could be an underrated asset in the race.

“It’s not uncommon [for voters] to say ‘we don’t know who’s running,’” Schoeller said. “And they’ll ask their local representative ‘who do you support?’ And when you have that type of support among your local reps in the local areas, that’s another element of the campaign that I’m proud to have their support and their endorsement."

'SON OF THE SOIL'

While none of the three GOP candidates has run statewide before, Stouffer may have had the closest experience; in 2010 he lost a crowded Republican primary for Missouri’s 4th congressional district.

 Bill Stouffer That loss was the one blemish in Stouffer’s political career. He raised some proverbial eyebrows in 2004 when he captured the 21st district state Senate seat, an area of central Missouri that had been represented by a Democrat for years. He went onto win re-election in 2008 by an overwhelming margin.

Still, Stouffer said, he’s still surprised that he’s taken a political path after working as a farmer and serving on the board of MFA, Inc.

“I never dreamed of being a politician,” Stouffer said in a telephone interview. “That was never a goal of mine. And I still cringe when somebody calls me a politician.”

In the Missouri Senate, Stouffer’s known for his chairmanship of the Senate Transportation Committee. He’s also been the lead sponsor of major legislation involving charter schools, as well as an advocate for biodiesel.

Still, Stouffer said that his experience outside of politics is more pertinent preparation for the office. He noted that the secretary of state’s office is a “management office,” as opposed to being legislative.

“What I like about the secretary of state’s office is (that) it's small enough to change the culture,” Stouffer said. “And I am a firm believer in constituent service and serving those that use the office. I’ve worked with churches and cooperatives and schools. And I think that experience will work well in the secretary of state’s office.”

Stouffer has poured in over $160,000 of his own money into his campaign, more than either Schoeller or Rupp. He’s also embarked on an extensive billboard campaign stressing his rural roots: One billboard dubs Stouffer a “son of the soil,” while another prominently features a bloodhound named Duke that’s become an emblem throughout the campaign.

Noting that he has a few more gray hairs than other candidates, Stouffer said he’s not running for the office as a springboard to better his future electoral fortunes. Both Matt and Roy Blunt, as well as Democrat Warren Hearnes, jumped from secretary of state to other offices.

“I bring 25 more years of life experience to the office than my competitors have,” he said. “We believe the same things, but I do think I bring experience to the office. Plus the fact that in my mind the office has too often been used a stepping stone to another office. At my age, I want to be secretary of state because I want to be secretary of state. I love serving the people of Missouri.”

WELL-ROUNDED SERVICE

Like Scholler, Rupp hails from a fast-growing GOP stronghold. And like Stouffer, Rupp points to his “real life” experience with companies he founded dealing with college preparation and investments. He currently works as a vice president of business development for UMB Bank in O’Fallon.

Scott Rupp “We bring real world experience, not just ‘hey, I’m a politician and I’m running for a different office,’” Rupp said.

But Rupp – who was elected to the Missouri Senate in 2006 – said one particular strength is how he’s pushed forward high-profile bills across the finish line. That includes wide-ranging immigration legislation, as well as handling the bill that led to congressional redistricting. He was also the chairman of a committee examining the impact of federal stimulus spending on Missouri.

“We get results on the issues that are important to the taxpayers,” Rupp said. “Whether it’s economic development that’s creating jobs, I’ve done that in the private sector and we’ve done things in the Senate to make Missouri a better place to create jobs. We’ve been fighting illegal immigration – I wrote all the illegal immigration laws in the state. And that made the secretary of state the chief enforcer of those laws.”

Although Rupp may have a foothold in the St. Louis region, he notes that his advocacy to pass a mandate for insurance companies to cover care for autism sparked support in places far from home.

“Obviously me being from a fast-growing area, a very strong No. 1 Republican vote-producing county in the state… will be great,” he said. “The other thing that we have is we have a natural constituency across the state of the kids and families we’ve helped with developmental disabilities and autism.

“We’ve done so much in that field for the last several years that we walk into a community where we’re not known and there’s already an organized group saying, ‘Hey, thank you for helping out my children – what can we do for you to help,’” Rupp said.

Rupp is also touting an endorsement from Missouri Right to Life -- the only Republican candidate in the contest to receive the endorsement.

"That does play very, very large," Rupp said. "And for me, it's just a basic value decision."

KANDER WAITS FOR DUST TO SETTLE

The winner of the primary will almost certainly face Kander, who has more cash on hand than the other three candidates combined. Kander has all but ignored his primary competitor MD Alam, a Kansas City resident who’s garnered undesirable headlines in the last few weeks when he said that no Jews died in the 9/11 attacks.

In the general election, the issue of a photo ID for voters could be an important issue. Republican say such a requirement is a buffer against fraud, Democrats such as Kander have argued that it amounts to voter suppression of minorities, the elderly and the poor. They’ve also questioned whether there’s been widespread voter impersonation fraud throughout the state.

The three Republicans say the tranquil tone of the primary campaign is fine with them. Rupp described the race thus far as “civil,” while Schoeller said he's focused on pointing out his strengths instead of tearing other candidates down.

Stouffer said candidates in a down-ballot contest such as secretary of state need to increase their own name identification instead of attacking opponents.

“I told somebody the other day that primaries and [legislative sessions] are kind of like a pregnancy,” Stouffer said. “At some point, it’s time to get it over with. So we’re approaching that. I think we’ll all be relieved when it’s over with and move on.”
MISSOURINET
Decision could come soon on grant for small nuclear reactors (AUDIO)

July 19, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Ameren, Westinghouse and the state’s utilities are awaiting word on an application for a federal grant to help support their project to create small, modular nuclear reactors.

State Senator Mike Kehoe (R-Jefferson City) is in Washington D.C. this morning checking on the status of the application for a grant of $452 million over five years.

“We understand that were three applications submitted from other states that have partnered up with other energy providers, so we’re one of four. We’re gonna find out in the next couple of days … we believe we may be one of three. The rumor is that one of those competitors has been already kinda knocked out of the competition.”

Kehoe says Missouri is in a good position to win out. “Missouri’s package, with the unique alliance we have with all the utility providers together, the great safety story that Callaway provides as a site and the efficiency that Callaway’s provided for nuclear energy over the last almost 30 years, as well as Westinghouse who is a global provider of nuclear energy. When you add all those things together I think our odds are pretty darn good.”

Kehoe says if Missouri’s team gets that grant, the whole state stands to benefit. “It not only provides base load power for our state, it also makes Missouri the hub of that technology, which means it’s an incredible export opportunity to manufacture these products and export them globally right out of central Missouri.”

If Missouri doesn’t get the grant, Kehoe says the “conversation’s not going to go away.”

He says a decision could be announced in the next 30 to 45 days.


AUDIO:
 
Download 
 Mike Lear interviews Senator Mike Kehoe, 6:27

Low Missouri River has enough water (AUDIO)

July 19, 2012 - By Bob Priddy 

A year ago the Missouri River was running bank-full and more.  This year it seems to be running at a relative trickle. But that’s just a matter of perception.

The river is way down from last year’s flood levels, but the Corps of Engineers says it still has plenty of water for a full navigation season.  The Operations Manager for the Missouri stretch of the river, Jay Rudy,  says we’ve gotten so used to seeing high water levels that this year’s low level seems REALLY low.

But water released from an upstream reservoir is keeping navigation levels up. He says the river has its own navigation challenges and dangers regardless of its depth. “Last year when the water was so high, the danger was going places that you hadn’t been before and dealing with currents that were unusual,” he says.

He says it’s not more or less dangerous…just different as its level changes.  Rudy says the channel needs to be at least nine feet deep to guarantee full navigation.  He says the Corps makes sure that much water is in the channel. 


AUDIO: Rudy interview 11:14
 
Download 
BLOG ZONE 

Manipulating the message, muzzling the messenger
Posted on July 18, 2012 by Bob Priddy 

Jeremy W. Peters of the New York Times recently wrote of an unforgivable attitude by the two major candidates for our nation’s highest office and by their handlers. The deal is this:
Reporters who interview President Obama or Mitt Romney campaign officials, including relatives, cannot publish their stories until the quotations in them are approved and sometimes re-written by the campaign offices. If reporters don’t agree to the quote-cleansing or other demands, they don’t get the interview.

We are all familiar with “I’m Barack Obama and I approved this message” or “I’m Mitt Romney and I approved this message” at the end of the manipulative commercials their campaigns are financing. But now they think they can do the same thing with news stories.
Peters writes:

“Jim Messina, the Obama campaign manager, can be foul-mouthed. But readers would not know it because he deletes the curse words before approving his quotes. Brevity is not a strong suit of David Plouffe, a senior White House adviser. So he tightens up his sentences before givin them the O.K.

“Stuart Stevens, the senior Romney strategist, is fond of disparaging political opponents by quoting authors like Walt Whitman and referring to historical figures like H. R. Haldeman, Richard Nixon’s chief of staff. But such clever lines later rarely make it past Mr. Stevens.”

As we read Peters’ column, it appears our colleagues in the press are not entirely blameless in this sorry situation. “Most reporters, desperate to pick the brains of the president’s top strategists, grudgingly agree (to these conditions),” he says. He continues, after noting the demands from the Romney camp, that these “desperate” reporters say “the changes were almost always small and seemingly unnecessary,” and did not alter the meaning of a quote. But Major Garrett with The National Journal says the manipulation is growing.

Peters notes the spread of this system in an extension of background briefings into something called “deep-background briefings held by the White House in which “reporters may paraphrase what senior administration officials say, but they are forbidden to put anything in quotation marks or identify the speakers. And it gets worse. He cites a briefing recently in which a senior White House adviser, the White House press secretary, and the White House communications director refused to allow quotation marks around many of their comments even if the speaker was not identified. “Even the spokesmen were off limits,” Peters writes.

The object is to keep damaging, often ill-advised, comments by campaign officials and official spokespersons from being reported and becoming fodder for the opposition.
Here’s what it really is.

It is dishonest.

It is dishonest on the part of the Obama and the Romney campaigns. And it is dishonest for reporters to claim the edited quotes are accurate quotes. The freedom of the press was not built and has not been sustained on the idea that the press will cede editorial control of its content to those who want to manipulate the message.

We operate here on the idea that if something is on the record, it’s not subject to review and verbal cleansing by the speaker or any of his associates. Not that the Obama or the Romney campaign officials would lower themselves to talk to the Missourinet to begin with, but if they would—-and in the unlikely event we would talk to a campaign minion instead of the candidate himself—there would be no submission of quotes for review. Anybody who asks or demands that of us can go straight to Hell.

The quote review demand that Peters writes about at the national level is, however, a pernicious progression from several situations we have written about before in this space. The repeated limitations on access to department and division directors by the Nixon administration (and the Blunt administration before), the repeated demands that all answers come from official spokesmen and spokeswomen for agencies, the occasional requests that we outline the questions we want to have answered before interviews are arranged, and the attitude that responses have to stay on-message are not that far behind the quote-approval ransom for interviews that Peters writes about in the New York Times.
A sage philosopher once noted that certain material flows downhill.

Let us all hope—reporters and news consumers alike—that it doesn’t in this case.
Help me if you can — the endorsement game

Dave Helling - The Kansas City Star 

Will Sarah Palin's endorsement of Missouri GOP candidate Sarah Steelman make any difference in the August primary?

Four years ago, Steelman herself -- reacting to Sen. Kit Bond's endorsement of Kenny Hulshof in the governor's race -- said endorsements aren't that important.

"I believe that Missouri voters make up their own minds," Steelman says in a video that the Brunner campaign linked to last April. "They aren't told who to vote for."

Following the Palin announcement, the Steelman campaign said the nod from tea party favorite Palin is different than an endorsement from, say, Kit Bond. One is (or was) part of the establishment, the campaign says, while Palin is still anti-establishment.

The Brunner campaign was upset Tuesday about the Palin announcement, but in its news release it did not say endorsements are unimportant. Instead, it said it was "surprised" by the Steelman-Palin connection.

(UPDATE: The Brunner campaign disputes the use of the word "upset." A spokesman says they were simply "surprised" by the choice.)

In fact, Brunner has made much of his own endorsements in the race. Among them: GOP Sens. Tom Coburn and Ron Johnson, FreedomWorks PAC, and Missouri Right to Life PAC.

Steelman's other backers include a slew of state legislators.

Rep. Todd Akin's campaign hasn't responded to a request for comment. But his website lists endorsements from Mike Huckabee, Rep. Michele Bachmann, Minuteman Jim Gilchrist, and other state lawmakers.

In most elections endorsements are generally believed to cancel each other out. Palin's endorsement, on the other hand, has moved some votes in close primaries in other states. It might be particularly helpful for Steelman if Palin, as she has done in other states, records a last-minute pro-Steelman phone message.

But Huckabee finished second in the 2008 Missouri presidential primary, and FreedomWorks is considered one of the leading tea party organizations. Both of Steelman's opponents have some reason to think their own endorsements will be helpful. 

Group endorsements -- like the Missouri Farm Bureau -- are also important.

It is also not clear what role non-partisan endorsements play in 21st century politics. Newspapers will endorse before the primary, but there's little expectation those decisions will move large numbers of Republican voters in August.
LAGER TV ADS REJECTED AS “DELIBERATELY FALSE” 

July 18, 2012 7:21 pm | Author: Jerry Berger 

A sham third-party group set up to attack Lite Guv Peter Kinder in coordination with primary opponent Brad Lager may have a pile of anonymous dollars – but it’s having trouble spending the bucks as TV stations reject their ads for being false and defamatory. The group, Missourians for Conservative Values, tried to buy time on stations in the Ozarks’ largest-viewership TV cluster, only to have the ad sales refused. Among those turning down the ads was KY3, one of the nation’s top-rated NBC stations and the most-watched station by far in the Springfield market. 
The ads were also rejected by Springfield’s ABC affiliate, KSPR. The stations noted the Federal Communications Commission’s rules on ads: “The FCC expects broadcasters to be responsible to the community they serve and act with reasonable care to ensure that advertisements aired on their stations are not false or misleading.” That reasonable care included noting complaints that the ads made “deliberately false, malicious, and defamatory claims” that as lieutenant governor, Kinder, was absent for tie-breaking votes and that he was partying at a bar at Lake of the Ozarks when in fact he was keynoting a a senior advocacy meeting with hundreds of participants at a conference center next door. Word is that an IRS complaint has been filed about the sham nonprofit that was set up to funnel the campaign committee’s six-figure donations from anonymous wealthy Lager backers.
STACEY NEWMAN’S OOPS! 

July 18, 2012 12:05 pm | Author: Jerry Berger 

Polyticks maven Judi Roman posts on Facebook: “I would like to correct information put on Stacey Newman’s Facebook page and in a subsequent campaign mailer. She HAS NOT been endorsed by Barbara Eagleton, Joe Edwards, Ben Uchitelle or Stuart Symington.  In fact, Eagleton, Edwards and Uchitelle have each notified her to remove their names…. Eagleton more than once. Why is she still using them? Come on, Stacey. You’re better than that.”
Strippers, tie votes and a bar called The Horny Toad (Updated)

By ALEXANDER BURNS | POLITICO

7/18/12 5:44 PM EDT 

If you think the Obama-Romney fight is negative, you haven't been paying attention to the Missouri lieutenant governor's race.

A source flags this ad, being aired by the group Missouri Conservative Values, as a spectacular display of negative tactics. It begins by noting that incumbent GOP Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder is responsible for breaking tie votes in the state Senate.

"The last time a vote was tied, Kinder was spotted at a bar – the Horny Toad bar at the Lake," the ad continues. "And Kinder’s aggressive behavior with a stripper forced her to end contact. Skipping work to hang out at The Horny Toad? Questionable behavior? It’s last call for Peter Kinder. Time to cut him off."

Kinder, who dropped out of the Missouri governor's race earlier this year, is facing a primary challenge for the lieutenant governorship from state Sen. Brad Lager.

UPDATE: The Kinder campaign emails to call the ad a scurrilous attack and warn that stations have been contacted about alleged falsehoods in the commercial: "Please be advised that the information contained in the ad is patently false. The KY 3 station group (KYTV, KSPR, and KCZ) has already rejected the ad and other stations slated to run the ad have been notified about the false and defamatory information it contains. ... This is just one of several recent examples of untruths that Brad Lager has said or advertised in this campaign."

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Our View: Mirror, mirror... 

The Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe Wed Jul 18, 2012, 09:28 AM CDT July 18, 2012 

One U.S. Senate candidate claims in his political ads that he’s the real conservative. Another touts an endorsement from former Ark. Gov. Mike Huckabee as his proof of true conservatism.

And the third? Well, according to her ads, she hunts.

There is no mirror on the wall proclaiming true conservatism.

So, the Republican candidates looking for the nomination in the Aug. 7 primary should do us all a favor and tell voters why their messages are relevant. Not why it’s the most conservative.

Granted, it’s the primary and all three are vying for the opportunity to unseat Democratic incumbent Claire McCaskill in the November election. Now’s the time for them to appeal to their base. Come November, we expect the tone will change as the winner of the primary seeks the approval of a broader spectrum of voters.

For now, please tell us something we don’t already know. It’s already been established that Republican candidates John Brunner, Todd Akin and Sarah Steelman are all conservatives.

We wish the candidates would spend more of their airtime telling us how they plan to bring more jobs to Missouri.

If they wish to repeal Obamacare, then what would they offer up in its place?

And what about the middle class? How do they plan to bolster the budgets of those who make up the majority of their constituency?

The Globe, on Tuesday, asked the candidates to tell our readers, in their own worlds, why they deserve to be elected.

It’s an opportunity we hope they will use wisely to tell us what they would do for Missourians and the nation.
Editorial: Trail of dirty money continues to pull Missouri into the mud 

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

This is what democracy looks like in Missouri:

Last Friday, Denise Young of High Ridge formed a nonprofit corporation, Better Government for Missouri.

Later that day, Better Government for Missouri gave $100,000 to Missourians for Conservative Values, a St. Joseph-based political action committee.

On Tuesday, Missourians for Conservative Values posted a political video on YouTube recounting Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder's dalliances with a former East St. Louis stripper. It's the sort of negative and nasty ad that builds on the arguments made by state Sen. Brad Lager of Savannah, Mr. Kinder's opponent in the Republican primary for lieutenant governor.

Mr. Lager's campaign, of course, said it had nothing — nothing — to do with the ad. Politics ain't beanbag, as they say, but politicians generally want plausible deniability when their friends and allies throw mud on their behalf.

Here's the rub: There is no way of knowing who spent the $100,000 to slime Mr. Kinder.

This page has had its differences with Mr. Kinder, but such attack ads, particularly when funded anonymously, are beneath contempt. That someone could be slimed anonymously in a primary race for Missouri lieutenant governor — one of the most pointless offices ever conceived — is shocking.

This sleaziness is not a result of the Supreme Court's disastrous Citizens United ruling. It's purely a Missouri problem.

In 2005, when Missouri politicians, Republicans and Democrats, started pushing to get rid of campaign donation limits in the Show-Me State, their main argument was that it would bring transparency to campaign finance in the state.

If donors could give whatever they wanted, the logic went, there would be no incentive to launder money through multiple committees, as long had been the practice. The flaw in the argument was clear: There would be no transparency if lawmakers didn't also pass measures to ban committee-to-committee transfers, like the example above.

Now we have limited transparency and unlimited money. It's a dangerous combination.

Part of the problem lies with the federal government, which hasn't enforced rules that are supposed to limit certain nonprofit organizations, such as the inappropriately named Better Government for Missouri, from active involvement in electoral politics.

Because those rules aren't enforced, dirty tricksters can operate in the dark. In Missouri, this practice is widespread.

For instance, the organization trying to keep predatory payday loan rates high is funded by millions of dollars funneled through a separate nonprofit corporation run by Kansas City political consultant Patrick Tuohey. The assumption is that the money comes from predatory companies — who else would it be? — but voters can't know for sure.

Mr. Tuohey also happens to be a spokesman for U.S. Senate candidate Sarah Steelman, a Republican, who has a long history of shuffling donations between multiple committees. Ms. Steelman is benefitting from a federal super PAC started on her behalf called the Now or Never PAC. In May, that PAC received $25,000 from a Missouri political action committee that for years has been a conduit for Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. Mr. Tilley just happens to be chairman of Ms. Steelman's campaign.

We're sure (wink, wink) that all of those details are merely happy coincidences.

We're equally sure that if the legislators who pleaded for transparency when they gutted Missouri's campaign finance laws were honest with themselves, they'd realize that a few fixes to state law are in order.

Perhaps Mr. Kinder, who is being slimed by $100,000 in dirty political money, will lend his voice to the righteous cause.

Budget looks like a gamble 
Posted: Wednesday, July 18, 2012 9:17 pm – St. Joseph News Press Now

What does it say about the Missouri state budget when the people in charge of the gaming tables put forward more conservative numbers than our elected lawmakers?

Gary Gonder, the chief operating officer for sales, marketing and communications at the Missouri Lottery, was clear this week: The lottery will have to be “aggressive” to boost this year’s proceeds for education by about 3 percent, or $9 million, to the agency’s goal of $289 million.

After all, this gain would be on top of a record year last year, when $280 million was transferred to public schools.

Mr. Gonder acknowledges the lottery carried over $8.6 million from last year due to better-than-anticipated results at year end. So that money is available, too.

But he has no particular plan for how the agency will generate an additional 9- to 9.5-percent increase in lottery receipts — another $26 million — as state lawmakers and Gov. Jay Nixon say they are hoping will happen.

On the surface, this is a fanciful thought. We are in need of revenues for K-12 public education, early childhood programs and veterans homes. Someone hatches a plan to simply boost the take from casino players, thus freeing up more money for these needs and “balancing” the budget.

Innovative? Perhaps. A good idea? Not when the numbers dreamed up are so optimistic. Even allowing for the money we were fortunate to carry over, the state leaders are asking the lottery to grow its revenues by more than 12 percent in one year.

Lottery officials say that while they don’t have a specific plan, they are game for trying to reach this ambitious goal — in part by deploying new ticket vending machines and boosting marketing.

It’s always possible our state officials will get lucky. But if not, expect midyear budget cuts that could have been avoided had they chosen not to play the lottery.
Letters | Cyclists, government workers, Sen. Claire McCaskill

Kansas City Star - Updated: 2012-07-18T22:11:30Z 

Cyclist, auto safety

Those who see bicyclists, please realize that they have a right to be on the road and are granted the same rights and responsibilities as those operating motor vehicles. 

These bicyclists aren’t supposed to be on sidewalks, and the rumble strips on the right side of the road and the chip seal the roads are surfaced with make it difficult to get any farther off the road than they already do.

When motorists are passing a bicyclist, the law states they must give the cyclist at least three feet. After passing, motorists must give them a safe distance as well before returning to the driving lane.

Bicyclists have the right to be two abreast, meaning they can ride side-by-side. Recent legislation in Kansas has also allowed bicyclists and motorcycles to go through red lights when safe and prudent.

I hope all can be mindful of those on our roadways.

Todd G. Thompson - Leavenworth County, Attorney, Leavenworth

Affluence entitlement

I was driving during rush hour the other evening on a street bordering a shopping center in an affluent Kansas City suburb. Two men were riding bicycles side-by-side. One was rightfully in the bike lane; the other was blocking the car lane. Every car that passed had to negotiate the road to avoid hitting the bike rider, parked cars or oncoming traffic.

I am a veteran urban bicyclist. I would not presume to ride double-file on a busy street during rush hour.

As I slowly passed these men, I said through my open passenger window, “I am a longtime bike rider, and I would not ride side-by-side under these circumstances.”

Instead of responding fairly to my comments, the man started shrieking hysterically about my “Obama for president” bumper stickers.

I got to thinking that as a nation we don’t have to worry about the so-called Social Security “entitlement” (which workers pay into) as much as the sense of entitlement affluence confers upon some people that makes them feel as if they can claim more of the road than is their due.

Roger Goldblatt - Kansas City

Constitutional love

I love it when conservatives state that liberals hate the Constitution.

The last time I checked, it wasn’t the liberals or Democratic Party that had proposed more than a half-dozen amendments to the Constitution that have the word “prohibit” in them.

Republicans love the Constitution so much they cannot wait to change it in order to jail women who receive abortions, prohibit gay marriage or throw all those flag burners (the hundreds and thousands we see every day) in jail.

Sean E. McDonald - Kansas City

Government workers

The General Services Administration’s awarding large bonuses to employees under investigation comes as no surprise to a family member who held middle- and senior-management positions in the Department of Defense for 20 years after being in the private sector. He tells of multiple, complex obstacles to managers trying to discipline or, heaven forbid, terminate problem employees.

Blocking or reducing bonuses earned based on formulas unrelated to productivity or performance was another challenge, so it may be the same in the GSA.

The most difficult situations were when an employee under review was a minority member. Every decision required additional review, and most of the managers trying to discipline or manage such employees were minority members themselves.

It’s appropriate that government employees have protections that may not be needed in the private sector, but the fact that, as reported last year in The Star, turnover among government non-military personnel is less than 1 percent speaks volumes. It’s impossible to believe that more than 99 percent of all such individuals perform their jobs in a reliable and proper way. More likely, management just doesn’t get rid of the bad apples, whom we pay.

David Steen - Overland Park
Dementia patient care

I’d like to thank The Star and Donald Bradley for bringing to light the tragedy of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease (7-12, A1, “A hard lesson for caregivers”). 

Members of my family live daily with the early onset dementia that my mother has. I’m going to send the article to all of them, and I’m going to cut it out and hang it on the bulletin board of the resident care facility where Mom lives.

Kudos to Villa Ventura for offering this program, and I hope it will someday be able to offer the program for others.

The social workers at the Medicaid office and the administrators of every nursing home (we aren’t supposed to call them nursing homes; not politically correct) should be required to take this tour. Every family dropping off a loved one at a facility should be required to take this tour.

Children, don’t forget your parents and grandparents in nursing homes. And if you think they don’t know you or appreciate you, just simply see to their needs. Make sure that their rooms and beds are clean and that they are receiving proper food.

This can’t be done in a 10-minute visit. Spend the day.

Pamela Savage - Overland Park

McCaskill must go

In the tiresome scandal of repeated “tax lapses” by U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, it’s become all too obvious that she thinks herself — ironically — above the law. We deserve better.

H. Gordon Havens – Independence

Risky political extremes

There must be a political theory out there that could have predicted the mess that the Kansas Department of Motor Vehicles has become. The theory would predict that the farther the governing political party tilts to the right or left, the worse the overall governance will be.

We learned this in the 1960s and 1970s when ultra-liberal politicians ran things. Their ideological policies created huge problems for America that still haunt us. Now the word “liberal” has become a derogatory term to many.

As Gov. Sam Brownback and his allies push ever harder to impose their ultra-right-wing policies on Kansas, we are beginning to see the same thing. The DMV fiasco is a harbinger of what awaits us as these tax-hating, religious ideologues strive to increase their political power.

Former Sen. Bob Dole used to muse about the political importance of “making the trains run on time.” As a political moderate, he knew that details matter, especially those that affect the day-to-day lives of his constituents.

The current Republican leaders share no allegiance to such ordinary assignments. They want to change the world.

So did the liberals 40 years ago.

George Lafferty - Fairway

Self-driven politicians

In our current political arena, our politicians have made it perfectly clear where they stand religiously, politically and personally. 

One sees change, the other only the change in his pockets. One believes his fellow man is to be heard, the other his fellow man is to be used. One wishes us prosperity by our own accomplishments. To the other, prosperity is only for those like him.

William S. Pitchford - Kansas City

Celebrate citizenship

Let us celebrate and publicly shame those who do or threaten to renounce their U.S. citizenship. Let us reject their visa capability to get back in this country, property ownership and ability to do business.

Let them go. They are “free” to do so. This is still the United States.

Robert Howard - Independence

Keeping up with times

To letter writers who have expressed worries about Catholic schools and hospitals, none will go out of business. However, when a church — or any human subset — enters the public fields of education, medicine or business, that group cannot shape these vast domains to fit its own dogma.

Modern problems require modern solutions, including divorce, birth control, abortion and everything science can muster. 

Within 40 years, the human population will increase 50 percent. If unchecked, this growth means global problems of starvation, thirst and possible extinction of essential species such as honeybees and birds. To avoid unprecedented biological calamity, we must immediately explore and expand scientific knowledge pertinent to these problems.

Time is crucial. Remember, the Catholic Church, despite good intentions, waited centuries after his “heresy” to forgive Galileo. 

We can no longer afford such a delay. The future approaches with terrifying speed.

Aileen Hogan - Kansas City

God, religion, politics

If we are made in God’s image, then:

We are all one color.

We are all one sex.

We are all one religion.

We are all one party.

We are all one.

Too bad God didn’t make us all in his mind. But that would have taken away free agency.

Better leave that up to the politicians and religious fanatics.

They know what’s best.

Dan Stiles - Kansas City
Letters to the editor, July 19 

Posted: Thursday, July 19, 2012 12:00 am | St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Eminent domain revisited

Regarding the chain of events in Richmond Heights concerning eminent domain in the historic minority Hadley neighborhood, it's a curious twist that the City Council now blames the blighting on its own citizens. As reported in the Post-Dispatch, those long-time property owners went to the city council for help improving their neighborhood a decade ago. What they got was a council that took advantage of the opportunity by doing an open-ended request for proposals inviting speculators and developers to harvest the neighborhood. The response included major redevelopments casting out the residential community, costing millions of public dollars and building another big-box store.

These are the proposals the council courted for 10 long years, leaving the neighborhood in limbo and neglect. I have been in real estate and development for 25 years, and I'm mystified. I have worked with homeowners confronted with development abuse, and we fought for and won eminent domain protections in Jefferson City. But Richmond Heights even sued to remove those protections intended for its own historic homeowners.

I know these council members expected to attract new revenue in the trade-off, but did they think through the "de jure" discrimination set in motion by cherry-picking neighborhoods? The weakest in this community could not get what people most expect from government: public service protecting their homes and improving their neighborhood. This travesty cannot be undone, but I hope the remaining few homeowners are made whole.

This looks like a series of bad bets, gambling with human stakes that are way too high.

James Trout • St. Louis

Predatory payment centers

Regarding the guest commentary "Stop payday profiteers" (July 13): Any proposal to rein in the payday loan industry should include banning payday loan stores and "money exchanges" from operating as utility bill pay stations. Gas, water, electric and telephone bills can be paid in cash on a walk-in basis for an additional fee. This is another ploy to lure low-income and middle-income debtors with big financial problems and few financial alternatives into the big web of payday loans. "Need cash for that huge electric bill from the heat wave? Need to avoid a shut off? Rent overdue? Just sign here!"

These loans at obscene rates and under obscene terms are predatory. Allowing these lenders to act as utility bill payment centers aids and abets this anti-consumer practice and has been condemned by consumer advocates, the Better Business Bureau and a study from the University of Missouri-Columbia. In 2009, Missouri's Office of Public Counsel proposed a rule to remove payday lenders as pay stations, but the Public Service Commission took no action to protect customers.

The payday loan industry won, and the consumer and the public lost — again.

Mike Dandino • St. Peters

Retired chief legal advisor, Missouri Office Of Public Counsel

Cutting, yes, but not cutting-edge

"Cutting edge keeps power on" (July 6) described the use of a helicopter with blades suspended underneath to cut branches from trees near power lines. This is cutting technology, but hardly cutting-edge. Suspending dangerous, high-voltage power lines from wooden poles is 19th-century technology. Twenty-first-century technology is putting these circuits underground using many techniques available that can bury them without digging a trench. These techniques are more expensive up front, but consider the costs of wooden poles down the road. These costs include continuous tree trimming and tree removal, replacement of the poles and lines when high winds or ice storms inevitably bring them down, business and school shutdowns, individual customer costs when food is spoiled or houses freeze, and medical costs and issues, including death, when air conditioners and furnaces do not work in extreme weather conditions.

Do other utilities use wooden poles? Does the gas company use wooden poles? Does the water company use wooden poles? The sewer company? Even cable and phone companies are increasingly using underground lines or going wireless in order to avoid disruption of service. Why does Ameren Missouri cling to wooden poles to deliver its product?

In the Show-Me State, Ameren executives clearly need to be shown because they are not figuring it out for themselves.

Richard Durley • Chesterfield

Embracing and dismissing rankings

CQ Press recently released its yearly list of cities with the highest crime rates (as computed by CQ Press). St. Louis ranked third. As is always the case when this list is released, St. Louis Mayor Francis G. Slay and his staff soundly dismissed the statistics and the methods employed to arrive at the list and its rankings.

I recently received a piece of campaign literature from Brian Wahby, candidate for city treasurer. Mr. Wahby also is the chairman of the St. Louis City Democrats. Mr. Wahby's wife is an aide to Mr. Slay. This piece of campaign literature fully embraced the crime ranking as computed by CQ Press.

Which is it? Either the statistics used to compute crime rankings are flawed and should be ignored or they should be taken seriously and policies should be put in place to bring crime (and the perception of crime) down to more acceptable levels. The hypocrisy this shows is laughable: Run away from the statistics when you don't want to do anything or embrace them when they are convenient for political gain.

Lloyd Weber • St. Louis

Going to the dogs

In 2008 the campaign for the current occupant of the White House touted its virtue of "going to the people." In 2012, that direct approach and ascribed transparency seem to have gone the way of paper ballots. Instead, we have the likes of the Voter Participation Center, which is reported to have mailed voter registrations to cats and dogs in Washington state at the address of their owners. VPC claims to increase voter registration "using direct-marketing techniques" and research "featuring science-based approaches."

Murky research, I'd say. Instead of being clear about its support of another four years with the current administration, the VPC website says nothing about its funding and little about its affiliates (enough, though, to indicate that it is an undisclosed tributary of the administration's current campaign).

Beau, my boxer, is staying home on Nov. 6, no matter how many registrations he is mailed.

Richard Wagner • Highland

Back to hand-outs

On July 12, the Obama administration put forth changes to the Welfare Reform Act of 1996 signed into law by then-President Bill Clinton that included work rules and time limits on cash assistance. The work requirements signaled that no-strings welfare was over. Now, instead of being a hand up, it becomes nothing more than a hand-out. While that is disturbing in itself, it also is disturbing that the Post-Dispatch and other mainstream media outlets have not printed or said anything about this bold move. Is this just an innocent oversight or a purposeful omission?

Edward Wolfe • Kirkwood

Scared of taxes

I am part of the 98 percent or 99 percent of American citizens who are not wealthy and who are not threatened with increased federal taxes, no matter what Congress decides and no matter who is president.

The 2 percent of American taxpayers who are wealthy beyond belief and who are threatened with additional taxes have a real concern, and they probably support Republican positions. How could they possibly "create" more jobs if they have to pay additional taxes? But wait! Have they been creating these jobs during the years when their taxes were decreased? I don't see the evidence.

I would be more than happy to exchange my financial situation with any of the wealthy who are scared by these taxes. Any takers? Didn't think so.

Phil Kuhlman • St. Peters

