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Mo. Gov. declares disaster from drought, heat 
Jul 23, 5:19 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon has declared an emergency because of the recent drought.

The state disaster declaration Monday allows state agencies to help local officials respond to the drought and heat. Nixon says state health officials have confirmed 25 heat-related deaths, including 20 in the St. Louis area. Health officials report that there have been 829 heat-related trips to hospital emergency rooms.

Nixon says farmers also are facing significant losses to crop and livestock and fire remains a risk. He says state officials are monitoring how the drought is affecting public water supplies.

USDA takes emergency measures to help drought-stricken farms
Tuesday, July 24, 2012

By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

As the most widespread drought in 70 years gets worse, the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced new relief programs Monday aimed at helping struggling farmers. 

The USDA is encouraging crop insurance companies to provide an additional grace period for farmers to pay their premiums and opening up more land in conservation programs for hay and grazing. 

To assist farmers and ranchers affected by the drought, Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack is using his discretionary authority to allow acres under the Conservation Reserve Program to be used for haying or grazing in counties not affected by the drought. The CRP is a voluntary program that provides producers annual rental payments on their land in exchange for providing wildlife habitat and planting ground cover to prevent erosion. Both grazing and the sale of hay harvested on this ground will be allowed to increase the nation's supply of hay and forage for livestock, Vilsack said in a conference call Monday. 

Farmers in the Environmental Quality Incentives Program will be allowed to use those lands for grazing, livestock watering facilities and water conservation. Haying and grazing will also be allowed on lands in the Wetland Reserve Program. 

Annual rental payments made by the USDA to farmers for not planting a crop on the land and participating in the CRP program will be reduced by 10 percent on those lands used for grazing or hay. The payment amount varies by farm and is specified in annual contracts. 

With local pastures drying up, hay has been in short supply with the price doubling in recent weeks, from about $30 a bale to $60 a bale. Emergency haying and grazing on CRP lands has already been allowed in drought-stricken counties, including those in Southeast Missouri, since early July. 

Stoddard County Farm Service Agency executive director Steven Morrison said it hasn't helped much here because the severity of the drought has lowered the quality of forage, except in areas where warm-season grasses were planted. 

In Stoddard County about 18,000 acres are in the CRP program, he said, and many people are using that land for hay and grazing now. "Every little bit helps right now," Morrison said. "You see livestock producers that have to make that decision: Do I go out and pay for expensive hay and feed or do I just go ahead and move them on out?" 

Beef prices have been falling because of a market glut from farmers liquidating their herds. Live cattle, those fattened and ready for slaughter, are down from about $1.30 per pound earlier this year down to as low as $1.11. Monday, live cattle were at $1.23 per pound. 

"The people who are taking it on the chin the worst are the livestock producers," Morrison said. 

Little federal help is available for livestock farmers either because the Livestock Indemnity Program, Livestock Forage Program and Emergency Livestock Assistance Program all expired in October. 

Vilsack urged the House to act on the 2012 farm bill to ensure drought-stricken farmers can get the assistance they need before House members go home for the August recess. 

While the U.S. Senate approved its version of the bill in June, Rep. Jo Ann Emerson said Monday that House Speaker John Boehner is concerned his chamber doesn't have enough votes to pass the farm bill. 

Congress is divided between those who oppose the USDA's nutrition assistance program provisions, which account for about 75 percent of the bill's cost, and those who are on the agriculture side, she said. 

"It is urgent that we get this done. I'm just hopeful if we can't get the farm bill done, we can at least do a stand-alone bill to reinstate the non-crop assistance programs. That way the livestock producers will be able to get some assistance," Emerson said. 

Congress is also looking at an ad-hoc disaster assistance bill that could provide additional relief to farmers, she said. 

In addition to livestock producers, farmers who have nonirrigated corn are having a tough time too, said Morrison. Many are now looking to sell it as silage or find some other use for it because it won't yield enough for a crop this year, Morrison said. Some farmers in his area didn't get soybeans planted after they harvested their wheat this year because it was too dry. Some who did plant couldn't get plants to come up due to the lack of moisture, he said. 

In Cape Girardeau, just 3.16 inches of rain has fallen since June 1, leaving the area 13.77 inches below average so far in 2012. 

Nearly all of Southeast Missouri is now in the extreme drought category, according to the U.S. Drought Monitor. The USDA has designated 1,297 counties across 29 states as disaster areas. Farmers in all these counties are eligible for low-interest emergency loans through the Farm Service Agency. The interest rate for emergency loans was recently decreased from 3.75 percent to 2.25 percent. 

Brunner heads out on final two-week tour in three-way GOP contest for U.S. Senate

St. Louis Beacon
4:57 pm on Mon, 07.23.12

Beginning Tuesday, Republican U.S. Senate candidate John Brunner is launching a final two-week tour of Missouri as he appeals for GOP support in the Aug. 7 primary.

Brunner’s first stops will be in the St. Louis area, beginning with a Tuesday morning meeting with the Republican Women’s Club of St. Louis at the main St. Louis County Library, 1640 South Lindbergh Boulevard.

He then is slated to appear at a lunchtime “meet and greet’’ at Pio’s Italian Restaurant in St. Charles.

 John Brunner Brunner is capping the day with an evening appearance before the Jefferson County Republican Central Committee. On Wednesday, he is holding a breakfast “meet and greet” at Cowan’s restaurant, 114 Elm Street in Washington, Mo., with a similar lunch event in Arnold at the Ponderosa Steak House, 3601 Jeffco Road.

Wednesday evening, Brunner is slated to be at the St. Albans home of former state Rep. Jackson. 

Brunner campaign manage Jon Seaton said the tour is in line with what Brunner has been doing. “For nearly 10 months, John Brunner has worked harder than any other Republican candidate for U.S. Senate traveling throughout Missouri, touching every corner, and talking with countless Missourians about his plan to restore America’s prosperity,” said Seaton said.

 “In these final 14 days, John will continue to bring his front-running campaign to voters in a citizen-to-citizen tour, again, giving Missourians another chance to meet John and hear his pro-growth message,” Seaton said. In an interview, he said the trip “gives people one last chance to shake his hand and say ‘hello.’ “

Brunner’s tour comes as he has been facing a barrage of attack ads from three sources: rival Sarah Steelman, the Democratic-aligned Majority PAC, and U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.

All of the ads have sought to disparage Brunner’s business credentials – his key campaign pitch – and to raise questions about his management of Vi-Jon, originally a family-owned business that specialized in personal-care products such as Germ-X. 

 Brunner sold the company to a private equity firm in 2006, but remained with the company until 2009 and still sits on its board. Vi-Jon has been laying over people over the past year, and had its credit rating downgraded. He denies any involvement, but his critics -- Republican and Democrat -- allege otherwise.

Brunner, in turn, has spent close to $5 million so far on TV ads and fliers that lay out his credentials, while jabbing at his two chief rivals: Steelman and U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood.

McCaskill on Monday once again targeted all three on their general lack of the support for the latest federal farm bill, which would include aid for Missouri ranchers whose herds have been devastated by this summer’s drought and triple-digit temperatures.
Claiming primary momentum, Brunner blasts Akin over earmarks
July 24, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
— U.S. Senate hopeful John Brunner is launching a series of new television ads critical of rival Todd Akin for his use of earmarks during his tenure in Congress and critical of their mutual rival, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, for her own ads meddling in a Republican primary.

In a spot scheduled for air on Tuesday, Brunner blasted Akin for earmarking funds to a project near his home in St. Louis, as reported by the Washington Post earlier this year.

“Todd Akin went to Washington with the best intentions, but he’s lost his way. He voted for 25,000 pork projects, costing us billions,” the ad states. “The worst one? The Washington Post reports Akin personally secured $3.3 million for a road where he is developing homes. The Post Dispatch reports he could get a financial windfall. Todd Akin’s earmarks: Paid by your tax dollars. Good for him, bad for you.”

During a forum in Springfield over the weekend, Akin defended the use of earmarks by he and other lawmakers.

“If you can’t make an amendment to the president’s budget, then who is writing the budget,” Akin asked. “You’ve basically thrown Article 1 of the constitution under the bus.”

Akin is currently the only U.S. Senate candidate in Missouri in favor of earmarks. Brunner and the third Republican, Sarah Steelman, have pledged to not use them if elected, and their mutual opponent, Sen. Claire McCaskill, was one of the first Democrats to oppose them.

Brunner also released an ad claiming momentum after McCaskill released her own ad claiming Akin to be “too conservative” for Missouri as a “crusader against big government” and supporting a “pro family agenda”, as well as ads from the Majority PAC — a pro-Democratic group — critical of Brunner.

“It’s unprecedented, Harry Reid and Claire McCaskill running false attack ads trying to defeat me in the Republican primary — because they know I’ll defeat Claire McCaskill; no one else can,” Brunner says to the camera. “I got in this race to take on Washington, looks like I already have.”

The Brunner said Tuesday that they believe the Democrats’ ad will ultimately fail, and Brunner “will be

Missouri’s next U.S. Senator.”

Congressional candidates agree to radio debate 
9 hours ago  •  Kevin McDermott, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
 ST. LOUIS   • The first and possibly only debate between congressmen William Lacy Clay and Russ Carnahan has been scheduled for Monday on KMOX radio (1120 AM).

The two St. Louis Democrats are former allies who are in a fierce fight in the Aug. 7 Democratic primary for the 1st Congressional District. KMOX executive producer Peggy Cohill confirmed that both candidates have accepted the debate, and that it will be conducted from 10 to 11 a.m., with Charlie Brennan hosting.

The format, set by Brennan, will be to allow each candidate a one-minute answer to each question posed. If either candidate mentions the other in his answer, the other will have 30 seconds to respond.

The station won't take listener calls during the debate. Carnahan's campaign also has agreed to two other debate offers in the next week: one by the League of Women Voters, the other by KETC-TV (Channel 9). Clay's camp has been noncommittal on those debate so far. 

Nixon: Reactor project could help define Missouri 
Jul 23, 7:19 PM EDT

ALAN SCHER ZAGIER 
Associated Press

 COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- The technology is unproven, the financing undetermined and the market prospects unclear. But those uncertainties aren't preventing a phalanx of Missouri business and political heavyweights from lining up behind a next-generation nuclear energy project that Gov. Jay Nixon hopes will help define the Show-Me State much like the American auto industry helped elevate Detroit.

Flanked at a Monday afternoon news conference by more than 20 statewide business leaders, utility executives and fellow politicians on the University of Missouri campus, Nixon hailed a plan to build small modular nuclear reactors. The effort is the potential "spark (of) a new global industry" that would not only benefit the state's power supply but also create portable power units that could be shipped overseas or elsewhere in the United States, he said.

Westinghouse Electric Co. and Ameren Missouri are competing with at least three other applicants for a share of $452 million the U.S. Department of Energy has set aside to help design and develop the new technology. Top executives from those two companies joined Nixon and spoke later in the day to an overflow crowd of more than 300 people at the university's Life Sciences Center at an event billed as the "Missouri Economic Development Summit."

Other speakers included University of Missouri system President Tim Wolfe and Columbia campus Chancellor Brady Deaton. The school, along with Missouri University of Science & Technology in Rolla, will aid in the project's research and development.

"We have an opportunity to create a new industry from the ground up, and this new industry means unlimited potential for sustainable jobs and economic growth," said Kate Jackson, a senior vice president and chief technology officer at Westinghouse.

The federal department plans to announce its grant recipients as soon as September. The federal support, which involves a 50-50 cost-sharing arrangement, is necessary for the project to proceed, participants said. Two recipients are expected to share the money.

"Designing and licensing a nuclear power plant requires large investments, and long development time," Jackson said. "A new market really needs a public-private partnership."

St. Louis-based Ameren wants to build and operate up to five smaller reactors at its central Missouri plant near Fulton. The Callaway County plant is the state's only nuclear reactor.

Several speakers said the combined firepower of the two companies, along with the strong support from state and local officials and the business community, could give Missouri the necessary edge to prevail. Getting licensing approval from the federal Nuclear Regulatory Commission - or being first to market - is vital, Jackson said.

Project backers cited several advantages to the modular design. The smaller reactors generate about 225 megawatts of power, or less than one-fourth the energy generated by a traditional nuclear reactor. The smaller size makes the reactors more affordable, easier to build - two years compared with the five- or 10-year construction cycle - and more likely to pass regulatory muster. The smaller reactors would appeal to smaller utilities that don't have the space or the power grid capacity for a traditional reactor, speakers said.

Other utility companies expected to compete for the federal support include NuScale Power of Corvallis, Ore., which would build the reactors at the Savannah River nuclear site in South Carolina. Gen4 Energy of Denver, which has developed a 25 megawatt reactor, said in late April that it wouldn't pursue the federal project after initially expressing interest.

Opponents of the Missouri project include the Missouri Coalition for the Environment. Edward Smith, the group's safe energy director, said the proposal relies heavily on taxpayer support because the private sector has already made up its mind about nuclear energy.

"The nuclear industry needs ratepayers and taxpayers because Wall Street lost billions decades ago financing new nuclear reactors and has since given up," he said. "And the insurance industry sees nuclear reactors as too risky to insure, leaving taxpayers on the hook in the case of Fukushima or Chernobyl-like disaster."

In addition, a recent federal appeals court ruling that chided the Nuclear Regulatory Commission over its plans to store radioactive, spent fuel muddies future decisions, he said.

"A lot of question marks on the whole small modular reactor proposal have not really been addressed," he said.

The effort comes after Ameren's plans to build a second nuclear power plant in Missouri were stymied in part because state lawmakers couldn't agree on a proposal that would have allowed the utility to charge consumers for the costs of obtaining an early site permit before construction begins.

"It's politically a more viable strategy," said state Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia.

St. Louis County police, DEA cracking down on pill mills 

9 hours ago  •  BY CHRISTINE BYERS • cbyers@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8087 
ST. LOUIS COUNTY • Buoyed by some success in pushing back heroin overdose deaths, St. Louis County police and addiction specialists are directing attention now toward a different drug scourge: pill mills illicitly dispensing painkillers.

Police Chief Tim Fitch said Monday he is concerned that Missouri is becoming a haven for unscrupulous physicians seeking riches by using their prescription-writing power to supply addicts and drug dealers.

Missouri provides a friendly environment for abuse, he said, because it is the only state without a prescription drug monitoring program — a database that can track who sells and receives controlled substances.

Recently, surging heroin addiction and its accompanying deaths have been a particular target of a public awareness program by police and others. The number of heroin deaths in the county has dropped 35 percent this year.

"When our group met after 17 town hall meetings and asked, 'Where do we go from here?,' we realized the whole issue of Missouri being the only state without" prescription monitoring, Fitch said.

Painkillers were a logical next target for Fitch, who noted that opiates are closely related to heroin — thus, he says, making doctors who peddle pills the equivalent of heroin dealers.

He noted that "the vast majority of heroin users tell us they started on prescriptions first."

Officials describe a typical pill mill as employing one doctor who sees multiple patients during short visits, charges from $300 to $600 and prescribes virtually the same opioid cocktail for any ailment.

The parking lots are usually full, and some even have bouncers to regulate traffic at the door to follow fire codes.

The Drug Enforcement Administration, which issues licenses that allow physicians to write prescriptions, also sees the problem on the rise in the St. Louis area, according to Investigator Scott Collier.

Although he does not have statistics on how many clinics have popped up, he said that calls from pharmacists and hospitals reporting the suspicious prescribing habits of some physicians anecdotally indicate an increase.

"We used to get these calls three to four times a year, and now it's been several times a month," Collier said. "That's what made us go, 'Holy cow, what changed?' The absence of a (prescription monitoring program) provides a little of that attraction."

Collier pointed to a crackdown in recent months in other states, including Florida, where lawmakers now require that physicians own their offices rather than work as hired help for anyone who opens a clinic.

Prescription monitoring programs are intended to help physicians track all the medications their patients are taking, and are not specially intended as a law enforcement tool, according to the DEA. Investigators typically need a subpoena to obtain the records.

Missouri state Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, sponsored legislation to create prescription monitoring, but the proposal was filibustered by Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph. "If they overdose and kill themselves, it just removes them from the gene pool," said Schaaf, a physician, during the proceedings.

Engler vowed to refile a bill during the next session. Fitch said he would lobby the St. Louis Area Police Chiefs Association and Missouri Police Chiefs Association to support it.

A Post-Dispatch analysis of state data shows that of 143 doctors disciplined by the Missouri Board of Registration for the Healing Arts from 2007 to 2009, 30 of the cases involved either violations of state or federal drug laws, writing prescriptions for nonmedical purposes, or substance abuse.

Collier would not provide specifics on the current crackdown but said: "We've executed many search warrants and are seeking charges against physicians on both sides of the river."

Just last week, a federal grand jury in East St. Louis indicted Dr. Viwathna Bhuthimethee, 66, on charges of health care fraud and illegal distribution of drugs in what officials said was a pill mill in a walk-in clinic in downtown Alton.

Officials are mum about their investigative tactics, but what's been done elsewhere is a matter of record.

Earlier this month, an undercover officer in California went to a suspected pill mill complaining of back pain. The doctor asked to see her X-rays, then prescribed a painkiller. The doctor was arrested and charged; the X-ray was of the officer's pet German shepherd.

Pill Mills Popping Up in Missouri

Megan Lynch, KMOX.com
July 23, 2012 6:15 AM

 ST. LOUIS, Mo. (KMOX) As you’ve heard on KMOX in recent weeks, prescription pain pill abuse is now considered an epidemic in this country.

Now federal officials suspect powerful narcotics are making it onto the streets of St. Louis under the cover of “pain clinics”.

“This is exactly how many of these dealers get the pills to sell them on the streets.”

They’re called “pill mills” — clinics prescribing painkillers without a valid medical purpose. “As long as you have cash or a credit card to pay, you’re going to get what you want,” explains Scott Collier with the Drug Enforcement Administration in St. Louis.

They’ve spread from Florida to other states, including Missouri. Collier tells KMOX News he got very few calls about them in the past, “we are now being called weekly by pharmacists and others who are seeing patterns of behavior that seem to indicate something illicit is going on in a certain clinic or practice.” He adds the agency is conducting a number of investigations in Missouri.

Collier does stress that by far, most physicians are responsible about how they prescribe pain pills, but he says the small number who sign up at these pill mills often get an economic incentive for passing out prescriptions.

Some customers are addicts looking for their next high. “You also have some folks who are organizing groups, simply for the purpose of hitting multiples of these clinics and going from town to town in order to get a large quantity that they then bring back to their local community and simply sell.” Collier says one pill can sell for as much as $25 in the St. Louis area.

Tuesday on KMOX hear from one local police chief about what he’s seeing.

Copyright KMOX Radio
Missouri press supporters to meet with UM leader 
Jul 24, 6:07 AM EDT

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Opponents of the University of Missouri's decision to revamp its academic publishing business plan to meet to discuss their next steps.

Organizers of Tuesday's meeting say the school's plans to replace the press with a digital publishing operation that will rely largely on student workers will provide a poor substitute for the traditional university press model. Some members of the Columbia campus chapter of the American Association of University Professors are scheduled to meet with university system president Tim Wolfe later Tuesday.

Wolfe decided in May to shut down the 54-year-old academic press in part to put the business' $400,000 annual university subsidy to better use. The decision has generated significant nationwide criticism in the publishing industry, and several authors want the school to return their publishing rights.

Mo. Lt. Gov. Kinder paying property tax penalty

Tuesday, July 24, 2012

By David A. Lieb ~ The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder will pay a $42 penalty for missing a property tax bill he owed on land in his hometown of Cape Girardeau, Kinder's campaign said Monday. 

County property tax records show that as of July, Kinder still owed $192 of taxes on the plot of land plus $42 of penalties and interest for the 2011 tax year. In Missouri, property taxes typically are due at the end of the calendar year. 

Kinder owns three properties in Cape Girardeau -- his home, a former residence that he now rents out, and a plot that has not been developed, said Kinder campaign manager Logan Thompson. He said Kinder never saw the tax bill for the vacant land because it had been sent to the address he rents to others. 

"He never received it, so he never even thought about it, but he is paying it today," Thompson said Monday after The Associated Press inquired about the overdue taxes. 

Kinder, who is seeking a third term as the state's No. 2 executive, is locked in a contentious Republican primary battle with state Sen. Brad Lager, of Savannah. Lager has run ads noting Kinder reimbursed the state for travel expenses after it was revealed that Kinder frequently stayed at hotels in St. Louis. 

Kinder said last year that his campaign was going to rent a condominium in the St. Louis area, so that he no longer had to rack up hotel costs. His most recent state campaign finance report shows a $1,555 monthly payment to the Villas at Brentwood, which are described on the business website as "urban luxury apartments." 

"When you're living in a luxury apartment in St. Louis paid for by campaign contributions, I suppose it's easy to forget about your personal finances," said Lager campaign manager Ray Bozarth. 

Missouri's Aug. 7 primary election includes four Republican lieutenant governor candidates and eight Democratic challengers. 

Crowell endorses Wallingford for Senate seat

Tuesday, July 24, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

With two weeks until the election, Sen. Jason Crowell broke his silence Monday on who should replace him in the Missouri Senate with his formal endorsement of Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, a man who Crowell said shares a similar vision of what the legislature should accomplish during the next four years. 

Crowell said he waited until nearer the Aug. 7 primary date to see how the campaign between Wallingford and Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, would play out and specifically listened to hear the candidates' stances on the issues. 

In the end, he decided to go with Wallingford. 

"Although we didn't agree on everything, he's more in line with my philosophies," Crowell said. "Our tactics may not be the same, but he agrees with me on more issues than we disagree." 

Wallingford favors making Missouri a right-to-work state, legislation that would ban contracts that require an employee to pay union dues and also would prohibit agreements between businesses and unions that would make union fees a condition of employment. Crowell has long been a chief proponent of Missouri adopting such laws. Wallingford also supports overhauling the tax credit system, Crowell said. 

Crowell took exception with some campaign ads that Brandom began running that suggested that a Wallingford vote was pro-union. 

A Brandom campaign ad said that Wallingford's vote for Senate Bill 202 last year is suspect because he had received contributions from organized labor. But Crowell said that Wallingford voted no for the bill because Crowell asked him to because other House members altered the bill so that it was unrecognizable and would not do what Crowell, who sponsored the bill in the Senate, intended. 

"I've been in politics and in enough campaigns to know that desperate people will say desperate things to hide or obfuscate what is really going on," Crowell said. "If you voted no on that bill, you were doing exactly what I as the sponsor wanted you to do. You could really flip that ad on Ellen, who voted no." 

After Crowell reached agreement with the other chamber, certain House members changed the bill, he said, with the express intention of killing it. Crowell's bill was only aimed at allowing public-sector unions to deduct political contributions from an employee only if they consented annually. But the House added private sector unions to the language, which Crowell said was not allowed under federal labor standards. 

"So in my opinion, and it's just my opinion, Wayne Wallingford will do a better job in the Missouri Senate and is more in alignment with the values of the district than Ellen Brandom," Crowell said. 

Wallingford said the endorsement was key, coming from someone who has held the position for the last eight years. Brandom said she had yet to learn of the endorsement and withheld comment. 

Wallingford objects to Brandom campaign ads

Tuesday, July 24, 2012

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

New campaign spots that attempt to link Wayne Wallingford to President Barack Obama, organized labor and the so-called liberal agenda has the Republican Missouri Senate candidate crying foul against his GOP primary rival, Ellen Brandom. 

The spots, which began running Monday, suggest that donations from local unions make Wallingford beholden to their special interests -- including the president's push for health care reform. The ads, paid for by Brandom's campaign, also cite as examples four of Wallingford's Missouri House votes, including those on prevailing wage requirements and the so-called paycheck protection bill. 

The ad sent Wallingford's camp on the defensive Monday. It issued a news release that called the ads "a malicious attack" on Wallingford's conservative record based on "half truths" and distortion. 

"Unfortunately, this is typical behavior from a politician who is behind in the polls and desperate to hold on to power," Wallingford said. 

Both Republicans are asking voters to approve of their switch from the House to the Missouri Senate's 27th District and the more politically influential chamber. The campaign between the former political allies has increasingly become more combative, with each side saying the other fired the first salvo. While each could have sought at least one more term in the House, the winner Aug. 7 will move on to the Senate with the other out of the legislature altogether. 

Brandom, who has served in the Sikeston-based 160th House seat for three terms, disagreed that her ads are negative and said they were done to simply draw a contrast between the two. The first to go negative -- she maintains she has yet to do so -- was Wallingford, with a telephone push poll that painted Brandom in a negative light, she said. 

Then she learned that Missouri Right to Life had criticized her at a news conference saying that she was not "100 percent" pro-life because of her vote in favor of the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act that some claimed could have led to stem-cell and cloning research. Brandom argues that provisions were in place so that wouldn't happen. 

The television ad that began Monday is basically the same argument that Wallingford said was the basis for a news release that was issued the week after that news conference, a release that suggested Wallingford had ties to unions that have influenced the Cape Girardeau Republican's voting record. 

The spots at various points depict Wallingford and Obama on the same screen and cite a letter from 2010 from the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers in which the union's business representative, Bill Walz, says in Democrat-poor counties Republican ballots should be pulled to elect "labor friendly" candidates. The letter encourages voters to go with Wallingford, U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, candidate Gerald Adams and Cape Girardeau County Commissioner Jay Purcell. The endorsement is aligned with a 2012 union endorsement of the president. 

The ads specifically cite one vote that Wallingford made from 2011, Senate Bill 202, which was originally intended to allow labor organizations to obtain political contributions from a member by payroll deduction only if they consent annually. But Wallingford said he chose not to vote for it only after the bill's Senate sponsor, Jason Crowell, asked House members to reject it because it had been changed too dramatically. In a separate interview with the Southeast Missourian, Crowell confirmed Wallingford's explanation. 

Wallingford said he did accept $1,100 from three union groups this election cycle, including the Southeast Missouri Labor Club, Communications Workers of America and Southeast Building Codes, against advice from his campaign staff. But he said unions are his constituents as well and he saw no need to exclude them because they didn't agree with him politically. 

Wallingford said Brandom started the negativity with her release about his business record. He said he had no idea Missouri Right to Life was going to attack Brandom's pro-life credentials, although he doesn't necessarily disagree. 

But the situation has gotten the attention of some Republican Party leaders. Holly Lintner, who is the Republican committee chair of the 27th Senate District, sighed when asked about the tone of the race. She said she believes the voters of the district are disappointed. 

"People don't want to hear the negative stuff," she said. "They were friends. Wayne endorsed Ellen when she announced first and now they're at each other's throats? That is what politics is doing to our party." 

It's incumbent vs. incumbent in four Missouri House races

By Jason Rosenbaum and, Beacon staff, and Lauren Leone, Beacon intern 

7:34 am on Mon, 07.23.12

While they may have the highest profile, U.S. Reps. Russ Carnahan and William Lacy Clay aren’t the only incumbent Democrats running against each other in next month’s primary.

Because of redistricting, eight Democrats in the Missouri House are squaring off against each other. After Aug. 7, only four will return to a legislature likely to be dominated by the Republican Party.

In three of the races, an incumbent who does not live in the district is crossing over to run against another incumbent.

Unlike the 1st congressional district primary, which is turning into an expensive affair fueled by radio and television ads, campaigns for state House seats are characterized by more face-to-face contact and direct mail.

With few issues separating the contenders, candidates point to their professional and political accomplishments as evidence they should be returned to Jefferson City.

72nd District

Two years ago, state Rep. Eileen McGeoghegan squeaked by in a Democratic primary that saw her beat her closest competitor by 10 votes.

But the St. Ann Democrat’s path to re-election isn’t getting any easier as she squares up against state Rep. Mary Nichols, a Maryland Heights Democrat who's accumulated more money and some key endorsements.

Like other races featuring two incumbents, neither candidate is thrilled about the situation. McGeoghegan chose to run in the 72nd District – which encompasses a big portion of her old legislative area – as opposed to the 73rd District.

Nichols stressed several times during a phone interview that – unlike McGeoghegan – she actually lives in the district she’s seeking to represent. But McGeoghegan pointed out that she bought a former St. Ann fire house three years ago to make her husband, who is paralyzed, more comfortable.

Both candidates say they’re sweeping through the north St. Louis County district, which encompasses Bridgeton, St. Ann, Breckenridge Hills, Overland and Maryland Heights. 

Also running for the seat is Paul Berry, a political newcomer from Maryland Heights who’s raised little money thus far. Berry did not return a message from the Beacon.

“I think it’s unfortunate that it worked out that way, but it is what it is and you’ve got to get out there and work,” McGeoghegan said. “I’ll let my resume speak for me. … I always put people first. I listen to what they’re saying. I listen to what they’re saying. And I’m honest and I’m very open.”

Added Nichols: “I think the way to win this is to go out and do it the old-fashioned way -- talk to people on a one-on-one basis and go door to door.”

Both Nichols and McGeoghegan are veterans of municipal government. Before narrowly edging out fellow Democrat Doug Clemens in 2010, McGeoghegan was on the St. Ann Board of Aldermen. Nichols served four terms on the Maryland Heights City Council before being elected to the Missouri House in 2010. McGeoghegan's husband Leo McGeoghegan currently serves on the St. Ann Board of Alderman.
While the two are somewhat similar in their political views, they have some differences. McGeoghegan, for instance, was one of a handful of Democrats who voted for legislation allowing employers to exclude coverage for abortion, contraception or sterilization in health insurance. Nichols voted against the bill, which Gov. Jay Nixon eventually vetoed.
The two have also have sponsored legislation in line with their professional and personal backgrounds. Nichols – a Realtor by trade – sponsored bills this session on home construction and liability. McGeoghegan sponsored a bill this year changing the wording on van accessible parking signs.

As she transverses the district, McGeoghegan says voters are particularly concerned about foreclosures. North St. Louis County has been particularly hard hit by the housing crisis, and McGeoghegan said the legislature needs to to help.

“When I’m out knocking doors … I see lawns three feet high and shutters falling off,” McGeoghegan said. “I’m talking to one of the neighbors and I’m like ‘what’s with the Smith house over there?’ And they’re like ‘oh, it’s the saddest thing. He lost his job. They cut her down to part time. They couldn’t afford the house they’re living in. They let it go into foreclosure and they’re living in a shelter.’ That should not be! That should not be. We need to really address this.”

Nichols also said the economy is a common concern when she goes door-to-door throughout the district.

“Voters are still concerned about the economy and the jobs,” Nichols said. “They’re losing their middle-class jobs. That’s something that has to be taken care of.”

Both candidates cite their responsiveness as a reason to be elected. McGeoghegan, for instance, recounted how she personally answered phones from constituents who called. And Nichols said she’s regularly held office hours throughout her tenure as a public servant.

Thus far, Nichols has raised more money – over $35,000 – according to the Missouri Ethics Commission website. McGeoghegan has taken in $13,647.99 during the cycle. Nichols also has about $9,000 of cash on hand compared to the $2,500 that McGeoghegan has left in the bank.
74th District

State Reps. C.M. Spreng, D-Florissant, and Sharon Pace, D-Northwoods, are now facing each other in the contest for the Democratic nomination for the 74th District state House seat race.

Spreng, a 2009 graduate of University of Missouri, is now working toward a degree in sociology and social work at UMSL. Spreng has served as a state rep since 2010 and is married to former state Rep. Michael Spreng, who lost a bid to become mayor of Florissant. As of this month, Spreng has raised $37,448.76, and has $10,614.78 cash on hand.

Before replacing former state Rep. John Bowman in 2008, Pace was an alderwoman for Northwoods for eight years. Pace has raised $9,900, with $8,132.70 cash on hand.

During her time in the legislature, Pace said she was instrumental in passing some legislation -- experience she said her opponent doesn't have. Pace is also running for a third term, which she says gives her more overall experience in public office than her opponent.

But Spreng said she sees herself as the true incumbent since she currently lives in the district and has lived in north St. Louis County her entire life. Pace lives a few blocks south, and if elected, would move to reside within the new district.

Both candidates have been knocking on doors to gain some perspective from voters.

Spreng said many discussed their concerns for unaccredited public schools in north county, like the Riverview Gardens district. However, Spreng disagrees with a bill signed a bill July 7 that authorizes the expansion of charter schools. Public schools need to be fully funded, she said.

She added that it’s also important to find a balance between doing what’s best for teachers and for students.

“It takes both of them for any education to happen,” she said. “It’s a combination of protecting teachers’ rights while having them do the best job they can in educating our children.”

Pace, who serves on the House's Health Care Policy Committee, said she supports the Affordable Care Act, particularly the provision allowing those with pre-existing conditions to buy affordable insurance. Her district, can receive health care that previously wasn't available. Implementing the act at the federal and state level would greatly benefit her district and the state.

In March, Pace was among the Democrats who spoke out against a bill to limit some women's access to birth control and abortion. Some women have health conditions that can be regulated by birth control, she said. As a contraceptive, and as a means to regulate health conditions, Pace said birth control should be available for women. She said she would continue to fight against legislation to restrict women's right if elected.

Spreng said she would also like for Missouri to invest more into small businesses, which she described as the backbone for the economy. Giving tax breaks to corporations as an incentive to come to Missouri or St. Louis is not ideal, she said. Providing tax breaks to smaller businesses and investing more in smaller businesses will stimulate job creation, she said.

“In Florissant, we have a lot of small businesses here and they thrive because they don’t have big-box store competitors,” she said. “If we use our tax credits more wisely on small businesses and give them better incentives to grow and expand, our taxes will go to better uses.”

75th District

When Missouri House district lines were finalized earlier this year, state Rep. Sylvester Taylor’s residence was placed just outside of the 75th District.

And by "just outside," the Black Jack Democrat means that his subdivision is literally across the street from a district that includes parts of Blackjack, Dellwood, Castle Point, Moline Acres and Jennings.

Rather than face state Rep. Steve Webb, D-Florissant, in a district where he’s not particularly familiar, Taylor is instead on a collision course with state Rep. Rochelle Walton Gray, D-Black Jack. Gray, who did not return messages from the Beacon, is the daughter of former state Rep. Elbert Walton, an attorney whose political faction has quarreled with Taylor in the past.

Taylor – who served on the Black Jack Fire District Board before winning election in 2010 – said he’s been working hard to win support in the north St. Louis County district, much of which is territory where he served as a state legislator and on the fire board. He's also an electrician with I.B.E.W. Local 1 in St. Louis. 

“So I mean, it was a logical choice,” Taylor said. “I mean, it’s across the street from me.”

Gray, a legal administrator by trade, was elected in 2008 after her stepmother -- former state Rep. Juanita Head Walton -- left because of term limits.

In responding to questions from Beyond November's Voters Guide, Gray said she should remain in office because she's been productive and effective.

"I sponsored nearly 20 bills and passed several pieces of legislation, while in office," Gray wrote. "I had several bills to pass in the House and held many hearings in the Senate. I have the support of the majority of the Democrats in the Senate, several of whom have co-sponsored my bills. I have presented bills to increase colon cancer awareness and sickle cell education, which gained the support of the NAACP."

Gray also wrote that she offered up "resolutions formally recognizing student-athletes and women veterans." 

Before Taylor and Gray could square off in the electoral arena, the two fought in court in a case that set a precedent for residency rules after redistricting. Gray argued that Taylor shouldn’t be allowed to run in the new 75th district because his residence isn’t located there, a claim denied by St. Louis County Judge Steven Goldman.

Taylor noted that the Missouri Constitution has different rules on who can run for a House seat after redistricting.

Ultimately the Supreme Court unanimously sided with Taylor and in turn removed uncertainty for other state representative candidates running in districts this year in which they don’t live.

Thus far, Taylor has outflanked Gray in fundraising. According to the most recent campaign finance report, Taylor raised over $16,000 and has $18,592.31 of cash on hand. Gray raised $4,894.80 during the quarter and has $4,004.02 of cash on hand.

The district is home to Riverview Gardens and Jennings school districts, two struggling school systems. Riverview Gardens has also lost its accreditation. As he goes door-to-door, Taylor said people in the district want legislators to improve the schools. And he said that he wants to play a role in assisting them, although he wouldn’t delve into specifics.

“I think it’s our job as legislators to help the school district,” Taylor said. “My job is to pass legislation to help them do their job. And to be honest, there are some things that I’m looking at if I get re-elected we can take a peek at. But we got to get there first.”

The two voted differently on legislation that could expand charter schools. Taylor voted in favor of Sen. Bill Stouffer’s legislation, while Gray voted against it.

87th District

Of the state House races with incumbents, the race in the 87th district may be gathering the most attention.

The two incumbent legislators angling to represent an eastern St. Louis County district are stressing their progressive credentials and their effectiveness in a bid for a new term.

The homes of state Reps. Stacey Newman, D-Richmond Heights, and Susan Carlson, D-University City, were drawn into the new 87th District, which encompasses parts of University City, Clayton, Ladue, Richmond Heights and Brentwood. The district is home to Washington University and the St. Louis County Government Center as well as some highly desirable public schools.

Both candidates were involved in politics before winning election to the legislature. Newman, for instance, served as the executive director of the Missouri Women’s Coalition and the women’s vote director for both the Missouri Democratic Party and Democratic National Committee. She also worked professionally as a teacher and for Trans World Airlines.

An attorney, Carlson previously worked with the U.S. Department of Justice and as a law professor at Washington University Law School. She was a trustee for the Metropolitan Sewer District, a national board member for the American Civil Liberties Union and a board member for Missouri NARAL’s political action committee.

Coincidently, both Carlson's and Newman’s spouses have been involved in high-profile public policy cases. Gerry Greiman – Carlson’s husband – recently led the legal fight to overturn redistricted congressional maps; in the 1990s, he  got the U.S. Supreme Court to overturn Ladue’s ordinance against political signs. Burt Newman successfully struck down a law mandating photo identification at the polls and also fought in court against the state’s conceal and carry law.

Both candidates have plenty of cash on hand for the final stretch. In the latest fund-raising quarter, Carlson raised $39,623 and has $45,635.46 in the bank. Newman raised $18,410 and has $41,890.77 of cash on hand.

Newman took a rather unconventional route to the Missouri legislature. She lost a hard-fought primary in 2008 against Clayton attorney Steve Brown, who resigned from office the next year after pleading guilty to felony obstruction of justice charges. She then won a special election in 2009 and was re-elected after a contested primary in 2010.

In a phone interview, Newman said her role in the legislature is as a counterbalance to a substantial Republican majority. She’s been a vocal opponent of efforts to impose a photo ID requirement to vote, curtail abortion rights and allow employers to exclude abortion, contraception or sterilization in health insurance coverage. And she’s advocated adding sexual orientation into state and county nondiscrimination laws.
“The prime thing that voters are telling me is my leadership,” Newman said. “I chair the House Progressive Caucus, the largest Democratic caucus with almost 40 members. We are not able to advance legislation on our own because of the numbers and because we are in the minority. Sometimes, basically the bills we file go in the trash or have absolutely no movement. And I recognize that.”

Newman said her role as the chair of the House Progressive Caucus is to “push back and fight back.” She received national attention, for instance, when she introduced a bill restricting insurance coverage for vasectomies while Republicans were pushing to restrict contraception. Along with other Democrats, she vocally opposed installed Rush Limbaugh into the Hall of Famous Missourians.
“I have my own record, I have my own activism,” Newman said. “And that’s what I focus on. I mean, people need to hear from me. … I moved into my campaign office the very next day after we adjourned. And we have knocked or talked to over 4,500 households in 105 degrees. But to me, that’s what our job is. That’s part of it. You have to talk to voters.”

After a decisive victory in a crowded 2010 primary, Carlson asked for and was appointed to the House Rules Committee and the House Judiciary Committee. The Rules Committee is a powerful clearinghouse for bills before they hit the floor, while the Judiciary Committee handles changes to crime regulations and court procedures.

Carlson was also appointed to a committee examining changes to the Missouri nonpartisan court plan; she then opposed the revisions. Carlson was also an opponent of the contraception legislation and efforts to alter the Missouri Human Rights Act.

Carlson said in a phone interview that her advocacy and her expertise as a lawyer serve the highly educated district well going into the future.

“I’ve enjoyed the work a great deal because I really can sit down and wade through these things,” Carlson said. “I do that more quickly and more effectively than a lot of people, especially with term limits. We don’t have a lot of people who have that background when they came in, but they were there for a good number of years and they developed it over time. Now with term limits, lots of people don’t have that time to develop that kind of skill.”

While in the judiciary committee, she said she regularly contributed to crafting wide-ranging legislation that eventually passed. Sometimes she introduced amendments, she said, while other times she reviewed other legislators' ideas to make sure they were feasible.

"I think I'm more effective and can better represent the people in this area than my opponent," Carlson said.

The 87th District is home to some of top-ranked public schools in the area, including the Clayton and Ladue school districts. Both candidates have expressed concerns about the Turner decision and whether students in unaccredited school districts -- such as St. Louis -- may transfer to nearby accredited districts. 

Carlson said both in an interview and in response to Beyond November's Voters' Guide that the she would support legislation "that would limit the number of transfer students in light of the staff, space and other resources of the receiving district." She also penned an op-ed about it in the Post-Dispatch.

Newman said in an interview that "we cannot take a physical influx of students as much as we want to unless you give us resources." She also said she was concerned about students who are not able to transfer.

"You’re leaving behind those without transportation, you’re leaving behind people with special needs," Newman said in the interview. "And then what happens to them if they're left behind?" 

August primary may be decisive contest for some House rep races

By Lauren Leone and, Beacon intern, and Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff 

2:32 pm on Mon, 07.23.12

For many candidates, the August primary is just a winnowing process setting up the November election. But for several state legislative contests in the St. Louis area, the August primary may prove decisive.

That's because state House districts in St. Louis and parts of St. Louis County are overwhelming Democratic, meaning the winner of the Democratic primary will almost certainly be sworn in next January.

Because of redistricting and term limits, some contests are especially competitive this year. In some instances, incumbents are being challenged by energetic newcomers. In others cases, districts became open game after sitting legislators moved on to another office or were forced out due to term limits.

Below are profiles of contests that could decide who represent parts of the St. Louis area in the Missouri House next year. The Beacon will profile several state Senate race primaries later this week.

77th District

Although Kim Gardner lost badly against Jamilah Nasheed in 2008 for the 60th District house seat, Gardner said she's ready to take another stab at running for public office.

This time, it's the 77th District, and she's up against Chris Elliott, a political newcomer who received his master’s degree in social work from Saint Louis University, and McFarlane Duncan, another political newcomer who worked three years for the city's license collector's office.

"Even though I lost, I'm smarter and understand the process better. I feel like I have the skills that help set me apart from the other candidates," said Gardner, a lawyer and a former assistant circuit attorney for the city.

But Elliot said he's more prepared for public office than his opponents. 

As of this month, Elliott has raised $7,000, with about $796.30 cash on hand; Duncan has raised $6,070 with $799 cash on hand. Gardner has raised $3,410 and has $1,398.68 cash on hand.

Gardner received most of the endorsements from her district, including the 3rd, 4th, 17th, 18th, 21st and 28th wards. Elliott has received endorsements from Planned Parenthood, Missouri ProVote, Greater St. Louis Labor Council and Sierra-Club Eastern Missouri Group. Duncan has received endorsements from the city's License Collector Michael McMillan, 19th Ward Alderwoman Marlene Davis, 4th Ward Alderman Sam Moore and the Saint Louis Police Officers Association.

As a former prosecutor, Gardner said she understands the importance of crime prevention, which helps keep juvenile offenders from leading dangerous, violent lives of crime. She added that although programs are available to help juveniles who have already been arrested, we need more preventive programs to keep them from ever reaching that point.

"To stop a crime from growing in the area, you have to have education," she said. 

At the same time, Gardner said fairness and justice must be in balance. There will be cases in which "swift and active justice" is needed when a person continually preys on a community.

With a master’s degree in nursing from Saint Louis University, Gardner said she's a strong supporter of implementing the Affordable Health Care Act. That experience will help her figure out how to make the act work on a state and local level, which is the next question, she said.

Raised in the Walnut Park neighborhood, Elliott attended St. Louis public schools until his junior year, when he participated in the desegregation program and graduated from Parkway West High in 1990.

He noted the diversity of the 77th District, which includes parts of Central West End, Tower Grove and north St. Louis.

But, he said, the one consistent problem across the district deals with educational disparities, especially the public schools' lack of accreditation. As a state legislator, Elliott said he vows to fight for the 77th District's and the city's fair share of resources to ensure public schools regain accreditation.

"Education is the primary route out of poverty," he said. This will allow "our children to have a fair chance to provide for their families once they are of age ... just trying to break that cycle in our community."

In May, the Missouri House passed a bill authorizing the expansion of charter schools in Missouri -- an unwise decision, Elliott said.

"Charter schools are not held to the same standards as public schools and not quite proven yet. We have to really focus our attention figuring out 'what is the problem with this system and how do we fix the system?'" he said.

Elliott said while it's been a challenge to raise money for his campaign, he's been knocking on doors every day to build a relationship with the community.

Duncan has lived in the Benton Park area for the last decade and has been able to witness the district's ups and downs. He supports funding after-school programs, which he says lowers crime rates in the area. It keeps kids in school and off the streets longer, he said.

"When you see kids are engaged in more positive activities, crime will go down," he said.

Supporting small businesses with the resources needed to thrive will only help the district and the city, too, he said.

78th District

The race for the Democratic nomination for new 78th District state House seat race pits three very different candidates together: state Rep. Penny Hubbard, who has represented the 58th House District since 2011; Ruth Ehresman, the former director of budget policy for the Missouri Budget Project; and Samuel Cummings III, a software developer and Saint Louis University graduate with no electoral experience.

As of this month, Ehresman has raised a little over $30,000, with about $12,485.40 cash on hand; Cummings has raised $6,160, with $1,895.22 cash on hand; and as of April, the latest figures available, Hubbard has raised $32,918.69, with $3,199.84 cash on hand.

The district is a narrow, north-to-south stretch that includes sections of Soulard, Benton Park, Gravois Park, downtown, downtown and old north St. Louis. About one-third of the new district’s northern-most portion includes Rep. Hubbard’s 58th District. The new district is the most eastern district in St. Louis, with 62 percent of the residents African American.

Ehresman, who has lived in Benton Park since 1979, said she hopes people avoid looking at this district’s race through a racial lens.

"I think that's a real mistake,” she said. “The question people should be asking is ‘who will best represent this district in Jefferson City?’ and “who has the values consistent with mine?’”

Before running, Ehresman spent six years with the Missouri Budget Project, a nonprofit public policy analysis organization that works to improve economic opportunities statewide, particularly for low- and middle-income families. Before that, she worked as the policy director for Citizens for Missouri’s Children for 11 years.

Ehresman said she is focused on creating jobs, making college more affordable for students from lower- to middle-income families, and implementing the Affordable Care Act, something she's been pushing for quite some time.

“With the Supreme Court’s decision, this state has a real opportunity to take a step forward in offering insurance to people who currently don’t have it,” she said.

Cummings, who sits on the consulting boards for Center of Advancement for African American Businesses and the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, said the 78th District's geographically new boundaries creates a fairly diverse group of people, making it difficult to narrow down key issues.  

"It's a challenge," he said. "But being able to have such a diverse district is an opportunity to bring together many different people and make some changes. It's the heart (of St. Louis.) If this district does well, St. Louis does well," he said.

After knocking on hundreds of doors to gain some perspective, Cummings said  three things echoed among those he spoke to: job creation, neighborhood stabilization, and improving education. Cummings studied business administration at St. Louis University, concentrating on entrepreneurship and information technology management. 

Hubbard did not respond to the Beacon's request for an interview. According to the Missouri House of Representatives’ website, she was on the Board of Probation and Parole from 2004 through 2010.

Hubbard was one of four Democratic state reps who voted to override the governor's veto of a Republican redistricting map. Her son Rodney Hubbard, who ran an unsuccessful campaign for state Senate in 2008, was fined more than $300,000 in 2010 in connection with campaign finance violations in that 2008 campaign. 

79th District

Two Democratic candidates are waging energetic efforts to represent a district fusing north and south areas of St. Louis, with both candidates promising to be pragmatic advocates for an area bedeviled by crime and education struggles.

Democrats Martin Casas and Michael Butler say they’ve been pounding the pavement to gather support of the district, which includes city neighborhoods such as Tower Grove East, Compton Heights, Lafayette Square, Hyde Park, Grand Center and Jeff Vander Lou.

Casas is the owner of Frontyard Features, a company that shows films outdoors. He campaigned for Mayor Francis Slay’s re-election and has been involved in the state’s Young Democrats group.

Although he sees himself as a progressive, Casas said he wants to be a pragmatic legislator who can work with Republicans on issues to help St. Louis.

“There are fights that we are not going to back down on,” said Casas, pointing to his work with groups such as MoveOn.org and Americans for Democratic Action. “But the issues where we need to get things done for the city, we’re going to have to work with Republicans. And I’m going to do it. Because I’ve got too much at stake here to just sit back and let something fall to the wayside because of petty politics.”

Before diving into electoral politics, Butler served as a legislative aide to state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia, and state Sen. Robin Wright-Jones, D-St. Louis. Because of that experience in the Capitol, the 26-year-old Butler said there won’t be a learning curve if he’s elected to office.

“I’m a solutions guy,” Butler said. “I know a lot of people come to Jefferson City just to complain. I’m all about creating solutions and bringing money back to our city. I’ve been in Jefferson City. I know how things work. People are trying to paint me as too young, but of course I’m the more experienced candidate.”

Both candidates said they want to direct resources to assist the district. One of Butler's goals is building police substations, which he said is an inexpensive – but achievable – way to reduce crime. Casas, whose car was stolen, said he wants to use state incentives to cultivate manufacturing facilities, which he says would stimulate economic activity.

The two have different views though on how to improve education in St. Louis.  Casas said he is a supporter of "education reform," a term sometimes used by advocates of school vouchers and charter schools. 

“If they want to send their kid to a charter school, they should be allowed to,” said Casas, when asked what he meant about "expanding educational options." “They need to be able to send their kids to the best type of school that they think will get their kids the best education possible. We can’t keep jamming kids into public schools thinking that it’s going to solve all the problems.”

“The school district has been unaccredited for seven years. Kids don’t wait on budgets. They don’t wait on teachers that aren’t performing to get better. Kids need to get the best education possible now,” he added. “And if parents decide that their kids aren’t getting the best education at that school, they need to send their kid to a school where they think they can get one.”

Butler said he’s opposed to expanding charter schools or funneling state money to private schools. He said he would increase teacher salaries, implement districtwide development courses and cultivate after-school programs.

“My opponent’s education reform is going to increase the educational sinkhole that we have in city of St. Louis,” said Butler, who was endorsed by the Missouri National Eduation Association. “I am proposing we reinvest that money back into public schools and we cycle that investment into creating a competitive teacher’s salary. One of the biggest issues with city schools is that we have a human resources issue where our teachers start out getting paid $36,000, the lowest starting pay in the entire surrounding area. Everywhere else you can start out making at least $42,000. We have a human resources issue where we can’t hire or retain teachers.”

“We’ve got to increase parent involvement,” he added. “We’ve got to increase programs that get the teachers during the summer to make the relationships with the parents. We can no longer wait for the parents to come to us – it just doesn’t work.”

The two have both won notable endorsements for the contest. Casas received backing from Slay, former Gov. Bob Holden, several labor organizations and state legislators. Butler has the backing of state Reps. Chris Carter, D-St. Louis,  Steve Webb, D-Florissant, and Genise Montecillo, D-St. Louis.

Casas raised $15,650 during the last fundraising quarter and has $12,607.50 of cash on hand, according to the latest campaign finance reports. Butler raised $5,916 during the same time period and has $1,213.02 of cash on hand.

80th District

After redistricting, incumbent state Rep. Mike Colona is facing political neophyte Rio Vitale in the Democratic primary for the 80th District state House seat.

Colona has been the state representative for the 67th District since 2008. Tower Grove South -- a fairly progressive, vibrant neighborhood -- takes up most of his current district.

Vitale is funding his own campaign. He said he's received about $4,000 in campaign funding from family and friends and spent a little under $20,000 of his own money so far. He doesn't plan to exceed $30,000. 

While Colona has raised about $229,000 since he ran in 2008, he said his funds have also been spent to help Democratic candidates get elected and to fund the Missouri House Democratic Campaign Committee. As of April, the latest figures available, Colona has $32,744.83 cash on hand. 

Vitale serves as the associate vice president business systems analyst at Wells-Fargo. He said this makes him the best representative for the new 80th District, which now includes neighborhoods such as Shaw, West Gardens, Kingshighway Hills, Tower Grove South and the Hill.

Vitale recently moved to the Hill, an historically Italian-American neighborhood, with his wife. 

"As for my opponent, I see him not so multi-dimensional as myself," Vitale said. "He knows Tower Grove extremely well ... I think he fits in much more in that tight-knit community of Tower Grove and not completely representative of the entire (new) district."

He said the additions of those neighborhoods will work to his advantage because many in the new district have never seen his opponent's name on a ballot.

The race, Vitale said, "is much more than 'the Hill versus Tower Grove.'"

But Colona, who also serves as the minority whip for House Democrats, said about two-thirds of the district he currently represents is included in the new 80th District. 

Colona, who is openly gay, doesn't think his sexual orientation will be an issue on the Hill. While Colona has been fighting to expand workplace protections for gays and lesbians, he said he has other priorities, too. If re-elected, Colona said he plans to fight for state law enforcement and to earmark new funding for an increase in police officers, training and equipment.

He also voted for the "Justice Reinvestment Act," which Gov. Jay Nixon signed into law July 7. The act is designed to improve public safety while cutting corrections cost. It also places more money and resources into drug and alcohol treatment, with the hopes of minimizing recidivism and continued addiction.

"So instead of locking people up and letting them out after their sentence, we know have more tools available to get people off of drugs and to keep them off of drugs," he said. 

In May, Colona was one of 99 other state reps to vote to authorize the expansion of charter schools in Missouri.

As an incumbent, Colona has received 29 endorsements -- including the support of Slay, the Missouri State Council of Firefighters and the St. Louis Police Officers Association.

While Vitale is the newcomer in the race, he says he understands the issues at the forefront, including accreditation of city schools. 

Vitale also says he understands how to strengthen economic development. It begins by establishing an educated workforce, and then providing incentives -- mainly job opportunities -- for that workforce to stay in the area, he said.

"We need to recognize what business brings to the table," he said.

84th District

One of the more unusual state House contests features a current lawmaker, a former legislator and a prominent journalist-turned attorney.

The battle for the St. Louis-based 84th District pits Rep. Karla May, D-St. Louis, against Hope Whitehead and Mike Owens. May and Whitehead both have served in the Missouri House, while Owens – who for years was a KSDK reporter – is an electoral newcomer.

May and Whitehead are longtime rivals. After former state Rep. T.D. El-Amin resigned after pleading guilty to bribery, Whitehead got the Democratic nomination in the 57th District to replace him over May. May ran as an independent, but lost to Whitehead in a special election.

In 2010, May – with the backing of St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay – narrowly defeated Whitehead. Now, the two have been drawn into a district that incorporates Academy, Dogtown, the Central West End and Skinker-DeBaliviere.

But Owens – the husband of Alderwoman Lyda Krewson – may prove to be the wildcard in the contest. Owens attended St. Louis University School of Law while working full-time at KSDK and eventually joined Pleban & Petruska Law.

Even though May and Whitehead have won state House seats before, Owens managed to raise substantially more money than both of them. Owens raised $49,308 in the most recent fundraising quarter, which exceeds the $15,060 May received and the $5,105 Whitehead took in.

The three candidates met last Thursday at a forum organized by the Skinker DeBaliviere Community Council at the Grace United Methodist Church Fellowship Hall. Owens said he wanted to form coalitions with Kansas City lawmakers to provide a united front for urban areas of the state. He also said he has a proven record of helping ordinary people both as a journalist and as an attorney.

Karla May, Hope Whitehead and Mike Owens discuss the previous legislative session.

“I was a reporter at Channel 5 and KMOX radio for about 30 years in St. Louis, and during that time I was often a voice for the voiceless,” Owens said. “I would often do stories of the fellow who was fired from his job wrongfully or the parent of the child who was bullied at school or even a subdivision that was facing bulldozers so they could put up another shopping center. I want to be a voice for you in Jefferson City.”

May – the daughter of former St. Louis Alderwoman Parrie May – cited her longtime interest and involvement in city politics as a way she’s connected with constituents.

 “I made a commitment to run and represent the people,” May said. “And the reason I did that was because I understood that the people need to hire someone who’s going to put their best interests first. And that’s why I became a candidate. Because I understood that we’re all from different walks of life. We may be nurses, we may be doctors, we may be plumbers, we may be electricians. But we’re all important.”

Whitehead, an attorney, previously served as an associate administrative law judge for the Division of Workers’ Compensation and as the director of the Division of Liquor Control. She said she was running to be an independent voice for the residents, not necessarily beholden to the governor or the mayor.

 “I believe ever since I’ve been running for office that Hope stands for helping our people every day,” Whitehead said. “I’m very committed to that. I started my career at Washington University Law School. But before that, I’m a product of public schools. And I like to tell people that I’m what happens when you fully invest in public schools.”

During this year’s legislative session, May sponsored a bill to alter criminal nonsupport laws and allow for expungement of a person’s record under certain conditions. She voted against legislation expanding charter schools across the state and opposed a bill that would have altered teacher tenure. 

All three candidates want to expand funding for early childhood education. Whitehead said she was disappointed by the failure of an incentives package to entice international trade to Lambert-St. Louis International Airport.

May voted for local control of St. Louis Police Department. Owens said he is supports a ballot initiative to achieve that while Whitehead – who is supportive of the idea of “local control” – wrote in response to a Beyond November question that she does not “support the current ballot initiative because it does not give the citizens enough input and control and it lacks transparency.”

During the quarter, May received a contribution from Slay’s campaign committee. She’s also received financial support from some labor unions, such as the Communications Workers of America.

Whitehead lists endorsements from state Rep. Susan Carlson, D-University City, St. Louis Alderman Frank Williamson and former Missouri Supreme Court Judge Ronnie White. Owens received endorsements from Holden, St. Louis Alderman Scott Ogilvie and former St. Louis Mayor James Conway.

93rd District

But perhaps the strangest primary is unfolding in the 93rd District in parts of south county and south city.

Two Democrats with ties to south county politics – Joe Montecillo and Bob Burns – are running a in a district that became open when Rep. Scott Sifton, D-Affton, chose to run for Senate. Joe Montecillo is the ex-husband of state Rep. Genise Montecillo, D-St. Louis, who is seeking the nearby 92nd District seat.

Since both the 92nd and 93rd Districts lean Democratic, the two ex-spouses will serve together if Joe Montecillo wins the primary. 

The backstory of the race is complicated: Sifton was expected to run for re-election in the 93rd District, which includes parts of Lemay, Mehlville and the southern tip of the city. But after the 1st senatorial district became more Democratic, Sifton decided to run against state Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay.

Montecillo filed before Sifton withdrew. And soon afterward, Burns – who narrowly lost to Lembke in 2006 – filed at the encouragement of Democratic lawmakers in the state House.

 [The Riverfront Times reported last week about how Joe Montecillo and Genise Montecillo filed orders of protection against each other over the past year. Both of the matters were eventually dropped, according to the publication.]

“They asked me because this situation with Rep. Montecillo and her ex-husband to settle things down,” said Burns in a phone interview. “I got so many calls asking me to please run for this to help the settle down the Democratic Party in Jefferson City. And so I did. I got involved."

In a phone interview, Montecillo acknowledged that the situation is unusual. And while he said he doesn’t begrudge Burns, Montecillo sais he’s more in touch with people in the district.

“I do think (Burns is) doing what’s good to make peace and everything,” Montecillo said. “But on the other hand, I’ve had people who’ve said ‘wait a minute, that’s good and well. But the people that are telling him to make peace are not really our people.’”

Genise Montecillo, who has endorsed Burns, declined to comment on the race.

Both candidates have raised roughly the same amount of money and some notable endorsements. Burns, for instance, received the support of several state representatives – including Genise Montecillo – and labor groups. Montecillo’s backing includes former state Rep. Joan Barry, D-Oakville, St. Louis Collector of Revenue Gregory F.X. Daly and Alderman Larry Arnowitz, D-12th Ward.

Burns – who worked for several decades in the brewery industry – served as staff member to former U.S. Rep. Richard Gephardt, D-St. Louis, and U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. Burns played a major role in the disincorporation of St. George, a tiny municipality in south St. Louis County. 
Burns also noted his involvement in a commission examining development in St. Louis County’s 6th District and his efforts to bring a casino to Lemay. He said if he’s elected, his wife – a former St. George alderwoman – will serve an important volunteer adviser. And he said he will try to work together with a likely Republican majority.

“My goal is not to come there and fight,” Burns said. “My goal is to work together toward the greater good. And if we can do, I have no problem working across the aisle with the Republican Party if we can agree on some issues."

A graduate of Washington University’s law school, Montecillo worked as an assistant counselor in St. Louis. An attorney with Klar, Izsak & Stenger, Montecillo served as president of the Progressive Democrats of Lemay Township and is a member of Project Lemay.

Like Burns, Montecillo said he'd be supportive of issues that organized labor cares about if he’s elected. He also said his ties with the city will help bridge a long-standing divide between the city and county.

“Particularly with my background as kind of a city-county guy, I can bridge that,” Montecillo said. “Because there’s always been a lot of competition there – and there still is. But I think with the city getting behind me  … they feel comfortable with me as much as Joan Barry does. So I’m pretty pleased with that.”

Both Montecillo and Burns said that County Councilman Steve Stenger – who is facing his own re-election campaign this fall – is staying neutral in the contest.

St. Louis public media start public election resource

By Richard Weiss, Contributing editor 

10:46 am on Mon, 07.23.12

St. Louis' nonprofit public media have combined their reporting and production power to focus on the 2012 election campaign through a new website and voters' guide. The website is called BeyondNovember.org where news stories, audio and video files from the St. Louis Beacon, St. Louis Public Radio and the Nine Network of Public Media will be collected and presented in a way that is easy to access and navigate.

The collaboration has been made possible by a grant from the St. Louis-based Deer Creek Foundation. It is believed to be the first time three U.S. nonprofit news organizations in one community have pooled their resources to focus on a single area of coverage.

The BeyondNovember.org site debuted on Friday with a variety of political stories, including an enterprise story on political Power Players by the Beacon's Jason Rosenbaum. Also presented on the Beacon site, the story focuses on the people who are pouring money into political campaigns and ballot propositions in Missouri. Readers can also find links to the Nine Network's ground-breaking series on immigration and a variety of reports from St. Louis Public Radio on campaign issues.

Beyond November also offers the region's most comprehensive and up-to-date voters' guide for the Aug. 7 primary in Missouri. Candidates statewide and in districts as far west as Jefferson City and as far north and south as the Iowa and Arkansas borders provide background and answers to key policy questions. The guide also provides links to news stories about those candidates, their voting records and the sources of their campaign funding.

Residents can access the information about candidates on their ballots simply by entering their addresses. They also have the opportunity to find information about all candidates in the guide. After the primary, the guide will be updated for the November election.

Beyond November is so named because it focuses not just on the horse-race aspect of politics but on the words, deeds and positions candidates take that will have an impact well beyond the November election. A major focus will be on the influence of money in politics and key issues, including immigration, health care, the environment and the economy.

Beyond November is also a platform for people to create a discussion with each other about issues that unite and divide us. Along those lines, visitors to the website can find a category called Back Fence where friends and family members who disagree on the issues can share a dialogue with a wider community. The Nine Network and St. Louis Public Radio are also planning civic engagement effort ahead of the November election.

Social media will be employed to extend Beyond November's reach. More than a dozen staff members from the Beacon, Nine Network and St. Louis Public Radio will be tweeting daily on politics and issues under the hash tag #BeyondNov. A widget featuring all those feeds can be found on the BeyondNovember.org homepage.

Carnahan cites flooding downstream in blocking North Dakota levee plan

19 hours ago  •  BY BILL LAMBRECHT • blambrecht@post-dispatch.com > 
UPDATED: 6:15 PM. The legislation was defeated this evening by a vote of 254-126.

WASHINGTON • More water might sound good just now in parched Missouri but Rep. Russ Carnahan contends that legislation that was speeding through Congress at the behest of North Dakota threatened Missouri River flooding when the days of drought are past.

Carnahan, D-St. Louis, felt so strongly that he refused to allow the bill to pass on a list of non-controversial matters and waged a sucessful fight against it on the House floor.

Carnahan's concern? Levee construction in the upper basin of the Missouri River could make flooding worse in Missouri by increasing the velocity of flood waters headed downstream, he contends.

In floor debate, Carnahan argued that the legislation would exempt North Dakota from federal rules governing construction of levees on federally owned land. Rather than building more levees, North Dakota would be better off re-establishing wetlands and marshes to provide a buffer against flooding, he said.

"Instead of letting nature do what it is designed to do, this bill would set a precedent for other states, increasing catastrophic flood levels across the country," he said.

The legislation, which passed the Senate, would allow state or local governments to build levees on federal lands designated for open space protection. When it passed the Senate, Sen. John Hoeven, R-N.D., called the bill "a commonsense solution that will help provide permanent flood protection for people and property."

North Dakota was especially hard hit last year by flooding along the Missouri River and elsewhere in the state. Hoeven was among those evacuated from his home, near Bismarck.

Republican leaders in the House put Hoeven's legislation on the so-called suspension calendar today with 17 other pieces of non-controversial legislation, half of them dealing with the naming of post offices. Legislation considered under a suspension of rules can be quickly passed via voice vote.

But Carnahan succeeded in forcing a roll call vote and and mobilized sufficient opposition to defeat the levee bill. It was unclear whether sponsors would seek to revive the legislation.

McCaskill, Blunt continue call for House action on Farm Bill

July 23, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — Both Missouri U.S. Senators are continuing their call for the U.S. House of Representatives to take action on the farm bill. 

Sen. Roy Blunt visited the Baxter family’s dairy farm in rural Greene County Friday afternoon. Keith Baxter said his family — like many farm families — are struggling in the current drought. Hay production for his cattle is down half of what it was the year before, and his wells are beginning to run out of water. 

Many assistance programs — particularly for cattle farmers — have already dried up, adding a sense of urgency in the minds of the Baxter family and other farm families for the bill to be passed. The 

Blunt — along with Sen. Claire McCaskill — voted in favor of the Senate’s farm bill, but the House of Representatives’ plan has not gotten further than committee. Blunt said he hopes the legislation can be passed before the end of September when the current farm bill ends. 

“Either you extend the current farm bill, or you go back to the 1940’s farm bill that’s in the permanent statute, and nobody wants to do that,” he said. “One of two things has to be done, and the better of the two is to vote for a new farm bill that is more designed for what we need right now.” 

McCaskill, in a statement Monday, said more resources are being made available to farmers struggling with the drought, but that the unfolding disaster is a clear sign the House should act on the bill. 

“These new resources are a good step—but Missouri’s farmers, ranchers, and rural families and businesses are facing the worst drought in half a century; meanwhile the House of Representatives is openly considering giving up on the Farm Bill that contains critical relief,” McCaskill said. “I refuse to give up my fight for our rural communities.” 

The new farm bill includes disaster assistance programs for farmers to help them cope with the high costs of the drought. 

State looks for more highway money 

by Brandon Smith, Heartland Connection.com
Posted: 07.23.2012 at 6:49 PM

HANNIBAL, MO. -- 

About 30 transportation advocates from across northeast Missouri gathered as the Blue Ribbon Citizens Committee on Transportation met to talk about needs and potential funding solutions.

NEMO transportation representives know the needs, but the challenge is generating money for highway and safety projects.

Due to a bill recently passed by Congress, that task gets tougher, "Missouri stands to get $70 million a year less than what we received over the old funding," said MoDOT Chief Financial Officer Roberta Broeker.

Transportation in Missouri and other states has long been funded by the gas tax. However, people are now driving less, vehicles are becoming more fuel efficient and fuel collection has declined for four straight years. 

Now, the burden is on Missouri to put a plan in motion to generate revenue.

"Are you willing to pay more for their needs and what would be the best way, or most friendly way, to collect the revenue that it would need?" said committee Co-Chairman Rod Jetton.

Suggestions have included toll roads, public and private partnerships and increased vehicle and license fees.

The Director of the Highway 63 Transportation Corporation has seen a creatively funded program from start to finish. "We found that when people understand, and know what they're going to get, they are willing to pass the sales tax. And so I think that is one of the things we would recommend," said Harriet Beard.

That project was the four lane Highway 63 from Kirksville to Macon.

Work now continues on the four laning of Highway 63 from Kirksville to Ottumwa.

Mo. conservation officials discuss catfish rules 
Jul 24, 5:01 AM EDT

CAMDENTON, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Department of Conservation is holding several meetings to discuss regulations for blue catfish.

Anglers and conservation officials have been concerned about declining blue catfish catches from Truman Reservoir for two decades and more recently from the Lake of the Ozarks. Both lakes have at least adequate numbers of smaller blue catfish but heavy fishing for those 24 inches and larger is keeping sizes smaller. The two lakes are formed by separate dams on the Osage River.

Conservation officials are considering rules that would allow anglers to bring home 10 fish instead of the current five while establishing slot size limits to allow medium-sized fish to grow larger.

Meetings are scheduled Aug. 12 in Camdenton, Aug. 23 in Clinton and Aug. 25 in Warsaw.

MISSOURINET 

Campaign Watch July 23 (AUDIO)
July 23, 2012 By Bob Priddy
Each week, Missourinet News Director Bob Priddy discusses the 2012 political cmpaign with longtime Missouri political reporters Jo Mannies of the St.Louis Beacon (stlbeacon.org) and Steve Kraske of the Kansas City Star (kcstar.com). 

The latest campaign finance reports have been filed and the program focuses on the way campaigns are being financed and the influence on candidates of the source of their money. 




AUDIO: Campaign Watch 25:30
Nixon declares state of emergency (AUDIO)

July 24, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Governor Nixon has hiked the readiness level of state agencies that are responding or will respond to the continued heat and drought. The governor had told state agencies at the end of June to get ready to respond to emergency requests.  Now he’s declared a state of emergency exists.  He’s ordered the activation of the state’s emergency operations plan.

Department of Public Safety spokesman Mike O’Connell says agencies now can provide direct assistance to local communities—and provide it quickly. .

                                       
AUDIO: O’Connell 
 Download 

  :31

O’Connell says the role of the State Emergency Management Agency is to coordinate efforts between local governments, state agencies, and the federal government to provide direct aid.  

No requests have come in but he says the agency is ready to respond quickly when they do.
Nixon appoints task force to make Missouri hub for next-generation nuclear reactors (VIDEO)

July 23, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

Gov. Jay Nixon headed a summit at the Univeristy of Missouri in Columbia to further discussions about creating small modular nuclear reactors in Missouri.

Nixon has been working with Ameren Missouri and Westinghouse leaders, as well as legislators, business and education leaders since April to compete for grant money from the Department of Energy. Nixon said today others competing for the grant money don’t have near the resources or leadership Missouri does.

“Creating this new generation of nuclear reactors will require extensive research, advanced engineering and outstanding works,” he says. “We offer all three right here in Missouri.”

He’s appointed members of the legislature, Department of Economic Development, Missouri Chamber of Commerce, business and education leaders to a task force to push the project forward.

“I am forming our Local Government Task Force, which will include the presiding commissioners of Boone, Callaway, Cole, Osage, and Phelps counties,” he says. “Those counties include the project area, and two of our world-class research institutions.”

He says the University of Missouri-Columbia, Missouri University of Science and Technology at Rolla, and Linn State Technical College all offer the education needed to put the right minds into this newest of nuclear energy production.

He says Missouri is uniquely positioned to be a global marketer of the new generation nuclear reactors, both geographically and from a innovation, manufacturing and marketing perspective. He quotes CNN Money as telling Detroit to “move over,” that business and manufacturing are “sweet on Missouri” for its affordability and business-friendly environment. Nixon calls this project a “historic endeavor.”

Ameren Missouri CEO Warner Baxter agrees, saying this is the jobs package Missouri needs.

The U.S. Department of Energy is expected to announce grant recipients this fall, which would provide about half the funding needed. Ameren and Missouri’s other utility companies as well as Westinghouse would contribute funding for the project as well.
BLOG ZONE
Majority PAC hitting Senate swing states (Updated)

By ALEXANDER BURNS | 7/24/12 6:20 AM EDT 
The Democratic independent expenditure group Majority PAC is lauching a new round of ads in several Senate battleground states, strategists familiar with the group's plans tell me.

The super PAC will put up a new round of ads today in North Dakota, Wisconsin and Virginia -- three competitive open seats that are currently held by Democratic senators. Majority PAC will also continue to run ads in Missouri, where Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill is fighting for reelection.

Two of those states, North Dakota and Virginia, already have fully engaged, closely matched general election fights. In Missouri and Wisconsin, where Democratic Rep. Tammy Baldwin is the party's presumptive nominee, Republicans are still hashing out competitive primary contests. The Majority PAC ad in Wisconsin (above) targets both former Republican Gov. Tommy Thompson and wealthy self-funder Eric Hovde as overly friendly to special interests. Last week, McCaskill began airing ads attacking each of her potential GOP opponents.

Majority PAC, founded by a group of senior party strategists to help Democrats maintain control of the Senate, announced earlier this month that it raised $5.4 million in the second quarter of the year. That's below what GOP groups are raising, but enough to increase the impact of Democratic outside spending on the 2012 campaign.

K Street Files: Bundlers Give to Both Parties

By Kate Ackley 

Roll Call Staff

July 24, 2012, Midnight

 Candidates and party committees continue to rely on an elite network of lobbyists to bundle campaign contributions, according to recently filed Federal Election Commission reports.

Three K Streeters, for example, have gathered checks for the re-election efforts of Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.). They include Missouri native James H. Davidson, who chairs the public policy division of Polsinelli Shughart; Sean Kennedy, McCaskill’s former chief of staff and now senior vice president of global government affairs at Airlines for America; and Jeff Cohen of the Federation of American Hospitals.

“I’ve known her for more than 25 years,” Davidson said. “She was the prosecutor in my home town of Kansas City.”

The National Republican Congressional Committee relied on such K Street bundlers as Michael Herson, who heads American Defense International; Valente & Associates’ Mark Valente; Wilson Pipestem, managing partner of Ietan Consulting, and Aurene Martin, president of Spirit Rock Consulting, the FEC reports show.

Campaigns and committees are required to disclose those bundlers who are registered lobbyists.

Dirk Van Dongen, president of the National Association of Wholesaler-Distributors, former Rep. Bill Paxon (R-N.Y.) of Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld and Cassidy & Associates’ Mark Cowan are among the bundlers to the Republican National Committee.

Loren Monroe of BGR Group is listed as a bundler for the National Republican Senatorial Committee.

The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee reports its bundlers as Steve Elmendorf, founder of Elmendorf Ryan, former Rep. Dick Gephardt (D-Mo.), Heather Podesta of Heather Podesta + Partners and Podesta Group’s Tony Podesta, as well as the PACs of Akin Gump, AT&T and the National Association of Realtors.

“I think people realize this is a very important election,” Tony Podesta said. “People are paying a lot of attention. People are interested, and they are digging deep.”

Capitol Counsel partner David Jones is bundling for Massachusetts House candidate Joe Kennedy III, according to the campaign’s filing. And the campaign of Maine Independent Angus King reported that Liz Robbins Associates has bundled money for its Senate effort.

Presumptive GOP presidential nominee Mitt Romney won’t report his campaign bundlers, but he must disclose the few who are lobbyists. His benefactors downtown include Wayne Berman, who recently went in-house with the Blackstone Group; Abby Blunt, who heads U.S. government relations for Kraft Foods and is the wife of Sen. Roy Blunt (R-Mo.); Mark Isakowitz of Fierce Isakowitz & Blalock and Van Dongen, among others. (Obama says he discloses all his bundlers, but his campaign does not take the cash of registered lobbyists.)

“The fundraising scene gets worse every year,” grumbled one bundler privately. “We are asked for money all day, every day.”

K Street Moves

SNR Denton has tapped health care lawyer Bruce Fried as head of its Washington, D.C., office. Fried is replacing Fred McClure, who has become executive director of the George H.W. Bush Presidential Library Foundation.

McClure will remain with the firm as a senior counsel, according to a press release. “Bruce is not only one of the preeminent health care practitioners in the United States, he is also among the most outstanding Washington lawyers,” said the firm’s U.S. managing partner Mike McNamara in a statement. Fried’s clients include health plans, physician and hospital groups and pharmaceutical companies. He previously worked at the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.

Chamber going on air in Missouri
By ALEXANDER BURNS | 

7/23/12 9:35 PM EDT 

 The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is poised to begin running ads in Missouri, amid a pitched Senate race there, three sources tracking the race confirm to POLITICO.

One strategist said the pro-business, Republican-leaning group has put down about $552,000 for airtime between July 24 and Aug. 15. That covers broadcast and cable TV in the St. Louis and Kansas City markets.

Missouri is home to a competitive three-way GOP primary between former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, self-funding businessman John Brunner -- whom the Chamber has endorsed -- and Rep. Todd Akin. That trio is competing for the right to take on Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill.

No word yet on who the Chamber's targeting or boosting. I've reached out to a spokesperson for the group and will update as necessary.

TKC BREAKING AND EXCLUSIVE NEWS!!! KANSAS CITY INSIDERS CRITICIZE DANGEROUS "VOTER ID" LANGUAGE ON KANSAS CITY VOTER MAILERS!!! 

Monday, July 23, 2012

Monday, July 23, 2012

TKC BREAKING AND EXCLUSIVE NEWS!!! KANSAS CITY INSIDERS CRITICIZE DANGEROUS "VOTER ID" LANGUAGE ON KANSAS CITY VOTER MAILERS!!! 

Take a look at the mailers for the upcoming August Primary in Kansas City.

Kansas City political insiders noticed an important change overlooked by most people.


To wit . . . 

THE INFORMATIONAL MAILER IS TITLED "YOUR NEW VOTER ID CARD" DESPITE THE FACT THAT VOTER ID HAS FAILED IN MISSOURI SO FAR!!!

Court strikes down proposed Missouri voter ID amendment

Court Throws Out Missouri Voter ID Referendum

The Kansas City insider explains to us: 

"This is nothing but a Republican ploy to get voters accustomed to the idea of Voter ID. The language on this card is simply incorrect. What's worse is that this could prevent immigrants and voters in the urban core from voting. And that's basically the goal of most GOP inspired Voter ID legislation." 

Online, the Secretary of State has issued a guide to the wide array of identification used to vote in Missouri . . . HOWEVER . . . Even the MO Secretary of State's site acknowledges: "If you do not possess any of these forms of identification, you may still cast a ballot if two supervising election judges, one from each major political party, attest they know you." In reality, VOTING IS A RIGHT and so many proposed impediments to exercising this right are mainly directed at immigrants and residents of the urban core but often hurt Seniors as well.

In other words, the GOP attempt to purge voting lists before the election has not yet come to pass in Missouri.

DEVELOPING . . .
Campaign Trail: Electoral pressures could prompt override veto of contraception bill

In Elections
By Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff 

7:39 am on Mon, 07.23.12

On Sept. 12, lawmakers will convene for their veto session.

The annual event is typically ceremonial in nature, with plenty of farewells to departing legislators. But this year, lawmakers will try to overturn Gov. Jay Nixon’s veto of a bill allowing employers to exclude abortion, contraception or sterilization from insurance coverage.
At first glance, the prospects may seem dim because the bill fell four votes short of obtaining a veto-proof majority in the House. But a quick look at the roll call for the bill shows the votes could be there if it’s put up for an override.

That’s because more than four Democrats voted for the bill, including state Reps. Michelle Kratky, D-St. Louis, and Ed Schieffer, D-Troy. And House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, noted that several potential "yes" votes were absent during the vote.

And while it’s not uncommon for legislators of the governor’s party to switch votes during an override, the November election could come into play. State Sen. John Lamping’s bill was a rated vote in determining Missouri Right to Life's endorsements. And Dave Plemmons, chairman of the group's political action committee, said it’s possible that lawmakers could lose the group's support if they sustain Nixon’s veto.

“Accountability is very important to us,” said Plemmons, stressing that no final decision has been made on whether to withdraw endorsements over the veto override. “Given the importance and the gravity of that override, it’s going to be extremely important to us that we send the clearest message that we possibly can to Washington and the Obama administration and to Gov. Nixon that we can’t abide by that kind of decision.”

“We would not view favorably in the least any vote to sustain that veto,” he added.  

The group’s stamp of approval could make a big a difference for rural legislators seeking re-election.

For instance, state Reps. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie, and Paul Quinn, D-Monroe City, were endorsed by the group for their re-election bids in the House, while state Reps. Joe Fallert, D-Ste. Genevieve and Terry Swinger, D-Caruthersville, received backing for state Senate bids. All four of those lawmakers voted for Lamping’s bill, and both Plemmons and Jones said those type of lawmakers will feel pressure to stay the course.

 “Because of the strong vote the last time around and because it will be six weeks before an election with some very important groups watching that vote, I think there’s a very strong possibility it will be overridden in the House,” Jones said.

But although anti-abortion rights groups may be pressuring Democratic lawmakers to override the veto, those legislators could also feel pressure from labor organizations to sustain the governor’s objection. The Missouri branch of the AFL-CIO urged Nixon to veto the bill earlier this summer, while the executive council of the AFL-CIO released a statement earlier this year stating the “denial of contraceptive coverage is seen as discrimination against women and an attack on workers’ right to basic health coverage.”
State Rep. Stacey Newman, D-Richmond Heights, said such opposition from organized labor could give Democratic legislators pause before deciding whether to override Nixon’s veto. Newman – along with other Democratic legislators – had been pressuring Nixon to veto Lamping’s bill.
 “Having labor support is beyond contributions,” Newman said. “And it’s valuable. And it’s part of our Democratic core, actually. So it’s going to be interesting to see how someone has to decide between their labor and their Right to Life. But I’ll tell you, labor is not going to lay down on this. And in terms of the Progressive Caucus, we’re not going to lay down on this either.”

For what it’s worth, both Jones and Plemmons predicted that Democratic lawmakers would choose anti-abortion groups over labor on this issue. But as Newman noted, the momentum to sustain the veto will probably start up again after the August primaries. By mid-September, it'll be time for vulnerable lawmakers to choose: labor or anti-abortion groups.

Car tax veto could also be overridden

Jones also predicted an override attempt for a bill allowing car dealers in some parts of the state to reinstate local taxes on vehicles purchased out of state. The Missouri Supreme Court recently ruled that such taxes first must be voted on by the public.

The bill had been sought by some auto dealers in eastern and western Missouri who said they would lose business to counterparts in Illinois, Kansas and other border states if the tax weren’t reimposed on out-of-state purchases. In prepared remarks made while announcing veto of the bill, Nixon said the legislation “would have imposed a new car tax on Missourians – without a vote of the people.”

Jones notes that the bill received bipartisan support in both chambers. And he also there’s plenty of pressure from municipalities and counties to override Nixon’s objection.

“I believe that there are many groups, many municipalities and many small businesses across the state that are very interested in the auto use tax bill,” Jones said. “And there’s going to be a lot of discussion and debate on whether we should override that. That was a huge, bipartisan super-majority in both chambers that voted for that. I think many people do agree with Gov. Nixon’s assessment on that.”

The Star’s recommendation | Reject unneeded amendment

Posted on Mon, Jul. 23, 2012 06:28 PM

Let us pray for the Missouri Constitution. Its burdens are heavy indeed.
Though adopted in its current version in 1945, it is eight times as long as the U.S. Constitution. It is weighed down with hundreds of amendments, many of them irrelevant to the lives of Missourians.
Now comes Constitutional Amendment 2, which voters will find on the Aug. 7 ballot. Among other things, it guarantees that schoolchildren “have the right to pray and acknowledge God voluntarily in their schools.”
Schoolchildren already have that right, guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution. But Missouri lawmakers distrust how the federal courts might interpret that document. 
Amendment 2 specifies that the state shall not establish any official religion nor infringe on the rights of Missourians to express their religious beliefs. None of that has been going on, and it isn’t permitted under the U.S. Constitution. Also, the Missouri Constitution already says citizens have the “right to worship Almighty God according to the dictates of their own conscience.”
The only provision that will have much of an impact is the dictate that all public schools must display the Bill of Rights.

Some groups concerned with religious freedom are arguing that the language in Amendment 2 is too broad and could lead to court challenges.
Our main objection is that this amendment simply isn’t needed. It doesn’t do anything.
Based on the past success of similar measures, Amendment 2 is likely to pass easily. Still, the Missouri Constitution isn’t meant to be a holding ground for political statements or redundant amendments. For that reason we recommend no on this ballot question, even if it hasn’t a prayer of being voted down.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Once again, taxpayers pick up tab on corporate pollution 

 By the Editorial Board | Posted: Tuesday, July 24, 2012 12:15 am

In Monopoly, the players collect properties and then use their resources to raise the price of those properties, adding houses and hotels as fast as their finances allow. The game ends when all but one of the players — think of them as developers — go broke.

To that end, the game mimics real life. In St. Louis, real developers — like the Roberts brothers, like John Steffen — sometimes go belly up.

But Missouri's game of tax credit Monopoly has a twist. Developers don't go to the bank for loans; they go to taxpayers. And when they make a bad investment, or dump illegal chemicals in Marvin Gardens, there is no penalty. They don't go to jail. They pass go, collect more money and live to play again.

This is the boiled-down version of what happened to the former Carondelet Coke plant on the south side of St. Louis, near the confluence of the River Des Peres and the Mississippi River.

As outlined in detail by Post-Dispatch reporters Jeremy Kohler and Tim Logan on Sunday, the owners of what once was one of the most polluted pieces of ground in Missouri have dodged nearly all responsibility for cleaning it up.

At various times in the operation of the plant, abandoned 25 years ago, dangerous chemicals such as benzene and napthalene and asbestos polluted the site. The owners — Laclede Gas, Carondelet Coke and Great Lakes Carbon — have spent less than $1 million among them cleaning up their mess.

Taxpayers have spent more than 12 times that much in brownfield tax credits awarded through the state to the St. Louis Development Corp. to the ultimate benefit of private developers.

Why?

Because developers promised 400 new jobs, and developers are willing to contribute heavily to the campaigns of politicians who design and operate tax credit schemes.

This is what passes for economic development in Missouri. It's socialism. Give benefits to the favored and socialize the costs.

It ought to be against the law. Instead, it is standard operating procedure.

Tax dollars are drained from schools and parks, libraries and cops, firefighters and prisons and given to developers. The state — and in the case of Carondelet Coke, Mayor Francis Slay's administration — enables the giveaways, and developers donate to campaigns.

This is the whole ball of wax. It explains much of what's wrong with Missouri's state budget. It's what's wrong with its public policy. It's what's wrong with the political system.

Money talks. Contributors own the system. The taxpayers pay the freight.

End of story.

It's difficult to decide what about the Carondelet Coke story should spur more outrage. Is it that one of the big players, Environmental Operations Inc. has rigged the system so that it helps developers win state tax credits and then bids out much of the work to itself?

Is it that Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, refuses to answer questions about his Department of Economic Development's shortcomings? Is it that many Republicans in the state Legislature will give away the store to anybody masquerading as a job creator?

Someday, maybe, there might be jobs produced at what is an abandoned industrial site. That could be a good thing. Except for this: They won't come until even more tax credits or public subsidies are promised. We guarantee it.

Taxpayers will pay again. And again. And again.

More high-skilled immigrants could boost St. Louis' economy

10 hours ago  •  BY DAVID NICKLAUS • dnicklaus@post-dispatch.com 
Each April, the Labor Department starts taking applications from employers who want to hire skilled foreigners under the H-1B visa program. This year, the quota of 85,000 visas ran out in just 10 weeks.

Until next spring, then, some of the nation's most innovative companies are stuck in a holding pattern. If, say, Monsanto or Microsoft identifies a top-notch scientist whom it wants to recruit to lead a new project, it must put the project on hold – or do it in another country.

That holding pattern, a new Brookings Institution study shows, affects a large number of employers. Researchers counted at least 325,522 H-1B applications in 2010-2011, and the government granted only about 130,000 visas. (The 85,000 cap doesn't apply to universities and other research institutions.)

The demand is concentrated in metropolitan areas, including St. Louis. Local employers filed 2,263 H-1B applications, putting us 24th on a list of “high demand” areas.

Washington University, Monsanto and St. Louis University were the top local requesters, but they had a lot of company: 1,261 different St. Louis employers applied for visas.

For some folks, the response is “So what? Hire an American!”

That's not so simple. The H-1B program is designed for skilled occupations where workers are in short supply, such as computer scientists, biologists and engineers. The U.S. unemployment rate for all workers with college degrees is just 4.1 percent, and it's much lower in scientific fields.

“Among people with college degrees, the labor market is a completely different story than for people with less education,” says Rob Paral, a Chicago consultant who works on community development and immigration issues.

Moreover, Paral says, the type of worker who arrives on an H-1B visa comes with a large multiplier effect. A top researcher might need a half-dozen assistants, and none of those jobs get created if the scientist stays in his or her home country.

Paral is on a task force set up by Mayor Rahm Emmanuel, who has pledged to make Chicago the most immigrant-friendly place in the country. “Metro areas face a lot of challenges, and immigration is a way to improve your economy,” Paral says.

That's as true in St. Louis as it is in Chicago, and it's especially true if the newcomers are skilled, highly paid workers. A recent study by local economic development officials found that the average immigrant household here earns $83,000 a year, 25 percent more than native-born households.

Another finding in the Brookings report should upset even the hire-Americans-first crowd.

H-1B application fees, totaling $1 billion a year, go into a fund that's supposed to train domestic workers in the skills that employers want.

The money doesn't go where the skills are needed, though. St. Louis, 24th in demand for H1-B workers, ranks just 64th in the amount of training funds received.

None of the money went to places like Columbus, Ind., home of engine maker Cummins, or Peoria, Ill., home of Caterpillar. Adjusted for its population, Columbus had the second-highest H1-B demand in the country, after Silicon Valley.

Current law, then, doesn't give either employers or American workers what they need. In a sluggish economy, an obvious fix would be to issue more H1-B visas where they are needed, and concentrate the training funds in high-demand cities.

Unfortunately, such ideas tend to get shouted down in the broader debate over immigration. And, literally, we're all poorer for it.

GUEST COMMENTARY: Quality education will benefit south-central Missouri

Tuesday, July 24, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. CDT 

BY Wendell Bailey 

I read with great interest the story published a few days back in the Columbia Missourian, a newspaper product of the Missouri School of Journalism. The storyline focused on four students attending Missouri State University-West Plains. I had been interviewed by the writer, and from the questions and my comments, I expected quite a different story.

The 10 counties of south-central Missouri — Howell, Oregon, Shannon, Texas, Douglas, Ozark, Wright, Carter, Reynolds and Wayne — are populated by the lowest income and least educated populations in the state of Missouri. In another University of Missouri article, written in 1940, the phrase "This is an area of persistent poverty" was used.

It was a poverty area 72 years ago and remains the lowest income area of the state today. Along with the lowest incomes, the people are the least educated in Missouri.

In several of these counties, approximately 40 percent of the adult population did not finish high school. In Shannon County, 27.5 percent of the babies born are to mothers without a high school degree. This poverty is generational.

In this response to the Missourian article, I am tempted to use the trite expression, "These are the best of times, these are the worst of times." In a state with all the qualities of Missouri, with a population of Missouri that exceeds the national average in many respects, why is south-central Missouri this area of persistent poverty?

Sociologists could ponder this question without finding clear answers. I do, however, believe there are some beliefs, whether true or not, that might be examined. One reason could be the rough terrain and the thin soil conditions. But, the soil is no thinner or terrain rougher than many of the other Ozark plateau counties south of Interstate 44. 

Another reason could be that the Scots-Irish settlers that came into this region, mostly from Kentucky and Tennessee, were mountain people from the Appalachian areas and might not have had a high regard for education as a community value. 

And finally, this was an area that, during the Civil War, was totally devastated by Northern as well as Southern troops that made raids into these south central counties without establishing any military or civil law. Gangs of guerrillas operated with impunity toward any authority.

These few reasons, and perhaps more, are causes, but, regardless of the reason, the statistics remain. South-central Missouri has the lowest income and the least educated population in the state. I have spoken to approximately 61 civic and professional groups over the last six months in the 10-county area. My message is clear and simple. If we are to break the culture of generational poverty, we must make significant gains in the educational levels and the income levels of the people.

I made remarks to some of the members of the Board of Governors of Missouri State University during their recent meeting in West Plains. In these informal remarks, I said that on the basis of need, the West Plains campus was the most important campus in the Missouri State system. The same could be said of the Drury University campuses at Cabool, Thayer, Licking, and Ava. Southwest Baptist Univeristy has a campus at Mountain View, and Three Rivers Community College is attempting more learning centers in addition to their Van Buren site. The need is strong.

College education and a degree in a field was once regarded as a ticket to a better lifestyle in America. Now, the rising cost of a college education and the associated burdens of student loans might make this seem less of a certain outcome. With job markets in constant turmoil and questionable skill levels required for many positions, it would be good to question if too many marginal students are attending college.

My belief is that each person is assisted by a basic education and that we should not set artificial barriers on persons attempting to attend college. Years ago the debate was about an eighth-grade education and whether high school was necessary for the majority of the young people. Today, we do not debate who goes to high school, and we should not be arguing about if our people should go to college. This decision is best made by the individual.

The growing number of jobs in the United States are not in agriculture, nor in manufacturing. Jobs today require technical skills, taught today in many colleges.  However, young people — some nontraditional students — do not always immediately seek their potential. Many times these students change as they mature. A higher education allows this progression. Labor market analysis shows that demand for people with post secondary certificates has grown faster than the supply. This accounts for an earning gap of 22 percent more for men with some college but no degree. Men with a bachelor's degree earn about twice as much as those with no college. I am certain the statistics are very similar for women.

While it is true that some people should not go to college, for some who do attend, it just doesn't work out. But, for the vast majority, their life will be better if they have some higher education or training. Poor people get an inferior education.  We spend less on their schools.  

In a recent television news story on KOMU in Columbia, a comparison was made between Ladue and Cabool schools. In Ladue, the spending per student is $13,000 per year. In Cabool, it is $8,164 per year. In Ladue, 94 percent of their students go to college. In Cabool, it is 54 percent.  

Teachers at Ladue High School are paid $60,000 per year. In Cabool, teachers at the high school are paid just $35,000. These numbers are not the top and the bottom of the range. In Missouri the highest expenditure per student is $16,000 and the lowest expenditure is $7,000.  This wide discrepancy is proof that poorer districts do not get the quality education that some of our urban districts receive.

The spending was obviously thousands of dollars less per student in Cabool, and the course selection was greatly limited in the south central Missouri town. We should not restrict college entrance based on a high school education that is less than adequate. To do so would be making the gap even wider in south-central Missouri where we are already the least educated population in Missouri.

Education is expensive. We should work toward making the cost of education lower and focus philanthropic efforts on providing students with scholarships so desperately needed for education and the opportunity it provides.

That is one of the goals of the 31 community leaders from the 10 counties of south-central Missouri that have come together in the last three months. This group, SOAR, is the only regional organization to recognize our situation and work to change it. Under the leadership of President Mary Sheid, the group has great potential.
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State should reconsider use of propofol for executions
Missouri may soon become the first state to use the drug propofol for an execution. Being "first" in this context is a dubious distinction for several reasons, not the least of which is that propofol is the drug that gained notoriety in the death of Michael Jackson. More to the point, it never has been used in the United States for executions.

The ACLU is against capital punishment first and foremost because it fails to meet the constitutional standard because it imposes cruel and unusual punishment, which is prohibited by the Bill of Rights. In this context, we strongly oppose the added injustice of using a drug the protocol of which has not been sufficiently evaluated by our court system. For example, because medical staff is not required to participate in Missouri executions, what is the risk that propofol could be administered incorrectly and prolong the killing, compounding the cruelty to the condemned?

At the very least, we should take the time to evaluate the new protocol to determine if it is consistent with the law before using it in any executions. In the high stakes of taking life, "oops" is not an acceptable risk. Not even once.

Brenda L. Jones • St. Louis

Executive Director, The American Civil Liberties Union of Eastern Missouri
Closing a community
It recently was announced that the YMCA in Wentzville will close on Aug. 31. The announcement of the closing of the Wentzville location has a bigger impact on the community than just another entity caught up in an economic downturn.

I joined the YMCA almost 14 years ago for the obvious reason: to exercise and get healthy. However, shortly after joining, something extraordinary happened. In addition to achieving my initial goals, I also developed memorable and lasting friendships with the staff, volunteers and other YMCA members. It is an environment in which no matter your age or physical ability, as soon as you walk through the doors, you are greeted with a warm smile, trainers offer words of encouragement and enthusiasm whether you participate in their classes or not and members offer their own "personalized" greetings as they work through their routines.

The YMCA's mission is "to put Christian principles into practice through programs that build healthy spirit, mind, and body for all." The Wentzville YMCA has accomplished these goals. However, the YMCA Board has failed to take into account the enormous effect closing the Wentzville location will have on its members and staff and the entire community.

While I am just one member, I can assure you that many voices echo my message. I urge the YCMA to reconsider its position on closing the Wentzville location. I thank the wonderful staff and volunteers for 14 wonderful and memorable years.

Nancy Neske • New Melle
Nowhere to go
Most everyone has received a flyer about open meetings about the 14 percent rate increase that Ameren is requesting. I have requested that the Public Service Commission deny this request until Ameren reins in the costs it imposes on its customers through outlandish salaries, including for its chief executive officer. What is the justification for giving CEO Thomas Voss a 20.5 percent raise?

I have nowhere else to go to for electric or for gas, water or the almighty sewer district. For years, these utilities have taken our money and increased the rates even as the amount of users has increased. So now they are getting more from many more users and they want more! Until these monopolies (and, yes, that is what they are) show responsibility toward the people they are supposed to be serving, none of them deserves an increase.

I thought the manner in which Metropolitan Sewer District put its increase out as a "vote" for the people was a criminal use of the political system. We were basically told to vote yes for bonds or our rates would increase even more. Unfortunately for the people of this area, we are stuck with them.

I am a part of the 99 percent, but I don't want to occupy anything. I just want the utilities to start acting like they really do work for us.

Diane C. Dedert • St. Ann
Look to the future
To power our plants in Missouri, Ameren relies almost exclusively on coal transported from Wyoming. With record high temperatures, Ameren wants us to pay another $14 a month for it to continue an environmentally unsound and irresponsible way of providing energy. Soon, only the wealthy will be able to afford cool homes. The fix is simple:

• Invest in wind-powered turbines. After installation, the maintenance cost is minimal. Unlike coal, they don't contribute to global warming. A simple drive through Iowa will show you how one state has looked to the future rather than the past.

• Invest in solar power plants. After installation, the maintenance cost is minimal. Unlike coal, they don't contribute to global warming. Although we've been in drought, the amount of energy we could have stored over the past few months because of uninterrupted sunshine is incalculable. Look to states like Arizona and California, which have capitalized on this technology.

• Stop paying people like former U.S. Rep. Dick Gephardt, D-St. Louis, $200,000 a year to lobby against the good of the environment, the will of the people and common sense.

• Freeze salaries, especially those in the upper echelons, such as Ameren CEO Thomas Voss, who earned $5.7 million last year. Hard-working Missourians, including teachers, firefighters and police officers, have had their salaries frozen or slashed. Why should those who work for Ameren be any different?

We demand an explanation, Ameren. Why continue to rely on fossil fuels when the technology exists to solve skyrocketing costs? Where are your wind turbines, Ameren? Your solar plants? Why not stop pandering to special interest groups and do what's best for your customers and the environment?

I want answers. We want answers.

Michael Maas • Troy, Mo.
Concerned with truth
I applaud U.S. Sen. John McCain, R-Ariz., for his defense of Hillary Clinton aide Huma Abedin on the Senate floor. He is an individual of great integrity and honesty coming to the defense of someone who's only perceived problem is that she is Muslim.

When Rep. Michele Bachmann and four others put out a story trying to link Ms. Abedin with the Muslim Brotherhood through false and misleading statements, Mr. McCain came to her defense. In today's political environment, in which ultra-conservatives try to bully their opponents with this type of demagoguery, it is refreshing to find a man of Mr. McCain's reputation standing up for what is right. He does this at a political risk to himself, but he obviously is more concerned with the truth.

As Mr. McCain said on the Senate floor, "When anyone, not least a member of Congress, launches specious and degrading attacks against fellow Americans on the basis of nothing more than fear of who they are and ignorance of what they stand for, it defames the spirit of our nation, and we all grow poorer because of it."

Isn't it time we demand better of our politicians?

Dave Craft • Chesterfield
Get realistic
The story "Millions lost as U.S. cancels meeting here" (July 20) focused on the revenue lost because the General Services Administration stopped wasting taxpayer funds.

Which is worse: the waste of our tax dollars or the loss of shill revenue as the GSA wasted taxpayer dollars?

This wasting of money by the GSA has been all over the news, so one cannot cry foul when it stops. Figure out that chicken/egg problem and get realistic.

David Miller • Warrenton
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Romney for president

Some letter writers have negative views of presumptive Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney because he is a millionaire and a Mormon — two great qualities for being president.

Mormons are polite, educated, mannerly and honest, have work ethics and don’t come to work with nose rings, green hair, cellphones, crack pipes, summer teeth (some are gone; some are missing) and a pack of cigarettes.

Manners, taste and class are the hallmark of a civilized society and prerequisite to be the president of the United States. 

Being rich makes a president harder to be bought, and all of the towels and silverware won’t be ripped off when he leaves.

Wade Williams

Kansas City

Buying U.S. candidates

If I gave $10 to a presidential candidate, what should I expect? 

A private meeting? Nah.

If that candidate were elected, would I get policy changes or executive orders that reflect the amount of my $10 donation? Nah.

Now if I gave $10 million to $100 million, would the newly elected GOP candidate tailor policies and directives to reflect the strings attached to the millions of dollars donated to the GOP candidate’s campaign?

The candidate probably would jump through hoops to make millionaire and billionaire donors as happy as little pigs in stuff.

It’s buying a government and all its future actions and decisions.

That means for $100 million, a donor could expect the United States to enter a military conflict to support that donor’s favored cause.

Paul Comerford

Blue Springs

Global warming hoax

While researching another topic, I ran across an interesting graph. The graph shows the mean temperatures in Britain from 1650 to 2000.

In 1650, the mean temperature in central England was 47.9 degrees Fahrenheit. In 2000, the mean temperature in central England was 48.5 degrees Fahrenheit.

Now if our use of fossil fuels is the cause of global warming today, how does one explain an increase in mean temperature of a mere 0.6 degrees Fahrenheit over 350 years, especially when the favorite culprit today is the automobile? 

From 1650 to beyond 1850 there were no automobiles to contribute to any such warming.

It is my opinion that we are seeing a continuing rise in global temperatures resulting from a continuing recovery from the ice age. 

Man’s part in this warming, if any, is likely not measurable because this is a natural phenomenon.

Since Earth’s creation, it has been subject to (or victim of) many periods of warming and cooling — some very long in progress and others catastrophically rapid.

Don Forsythe

Raytown

Re-elect McCaskill

Claire McCaskill entered the U.S. Senate six years ago and immediately became a leader. She has fought against waste and fraud on many fronts.

Whether it is questioning the spending of the General Services Administration, the loose accounting of the defense contractors or neglect found at Walter Reed Hospital, she has attempted to hold those in charge accountable. 

Sen. McCaskill has worked hard to assure that students in the state will be able to receive loans to attend college.

She refuses to take earmarks. She is a respected and trusted spokeswoman for the Senate as well as the state of Missouri, appearing often on television shows to explain government policies.

Sen. McCaskill is now fighting huge amounts of money being spent by opposing political action committees on negative ads across the state. 

We need to show people such as Karl Rove and the Koch brothers that we cannot be bought by outside money.

It is important that we re-elect this fine woman as our U.S. senator from Missouri. Her independent spirit and show-me attitude represent this state perfectly.

Charlotte Robinson

Raytown

Multiplying billboards

In the eight dark years of the George W. Bush presidency, billboards proliferated along U.S. 50 between Lee’s Summit and Warrensburg, Mo. 

Does a federal regulation still exist prohibiting excessive advertising with a penalty for this in terms of federal money for highways?

James Obertino

Warrensburg, Mo.

Deadbeat taxpayers

A July 19 letter writer said that Sen. Claire McCaskill doesn’t deserve another term because she’d been delinquent on taxes. 

The writer must have missed the article on July 11, “Challengers tardy on taxes.” It seems the GOP candidates are deadbeat taxpayers, too.

Now who are you going to vote for?

Suzanne B. Conaway

Kansas City

U.S. citizen hotline

I request a hotline for the legal American people who have had their civil rights violated by the corrupt regime in Washington, D.C. I’ll press the number “one” for that line only.

Sharon Stathopoulos

Raymore

End KC gas blend

The price of gasoline is higher in this area compared with the rest of the nation. Along with other reasons (the shutting of a refinery, which you hear all the time), this area requires a special blend of boutique gasoline to prevent smog.

Only a few areas of the country require special blends, and Kansas City is among them. Also, adding ethanol to the gasoline negates any of the smog-preventing measures.

If we intend to keep adding ethanol to gasoline, and that seems the case, it makes no sense to have boutique blends, which add to the price of the gasoline, in the area.

I don’t know who decided this, but if it was the Mid-America Regional Council, something should be done about this. Given today’s parameters, this decision should be reversed immediately.

Alfred Lilly

Lenexa

Moral objections

While many politicians have been worrying about whether some religious groups object to paying for insurance for contraception, I morally object to other things, such as:

• Congress has abdicated the authority assigned to it by the U.S. Constitution, Article 1, Section 8, Clause 11 that gives it the sole power to declare war (not to pass a resolution.)

• Bloated military budgets (including new atomic bomb plants).

• The senseless and failed war on drugs.

• Failure to prosecute those who advocated or participated in torture in the name of the United States.

• Failure to even begin to deal with the one real problem: overpopulation.

• Taking my tax money and finding ways to hand it to religious organizations, including vouchers for schools that teach mythology as science.

I will stop there for now.

I would like for a national-level party official, legislator and/or presidential candidate to respond on the record as to why my moral concerns are apparently not as important as those of people who want to deny women control of their own bodies.

I will not hold my breath while waiting for a response, however.

Charles Wilson

Raymore

Royals’ poor announcer

I have been a Kansas City Royals fan since the team started in 1969. 

I have been attending games as much as I could afford every season, including this season. I faithfully watch them on Fox Sports KC, and when not I have always listened to the radio broadcast.

Rex Hudler, who joined the Royals’ broadcast team this season, is by far the worst broadcaster I have ever heard. 

It seems he talks sometimes just to be talking.

In doing so, he makes some of the most obvious remarks one could imagine:

“If you don’t win, you lose.”

“If you are going to steal third, you gotta make sure you make it.”

“That’s a knock to right field. That’s what we call it in the big leagues, a knock.”

“He doesn’t want to make an out right now.” 

“He sure would like to get a hit here.”

They are paying this guy for this? 

I urge the Royals to limit this disaster to only this season. The rest of the broadcast crew is doing a great, professional job.

In the meantime, I will continue to mute my TV and listen to the radio broadcast so I don’t throw things at my television.

Randy Odell

Independence

Box tops for schools

Those little Box Tops for Education squares that are on so many products could make a big difference in Kansas City area schools. 

If Kansas Citians cut out the box tops and take them to the nearest school, many items for physical education, music and school supplies can be financed.

Each box top is worth a dime. So just imagine what hundreds of those little gems could do for kids.

How about a dropbox at your workplace or church? This is a small way to make a difference that matters.

Julie Monahan

Lenexa

