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Mo. taps reserve fund for second straight month

Thursday, September 6, 2012
The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri has tapped a state reserve fund for cash flow purposes for the second consecutive month. 

The Office of Administration said Wednesday the state has borrowed $100 million from the Budget Reserve Fund, the same amount borrowed the previous month. The funds must be repaid by May 15. 

Also Wednesday, officials said Missouri's revenue collections through the first two months of the new fiscal year totaled $1.16 billion, up 6.6 percent from the same period last year. August collections totaled $652.6 million. 

Officials said the revenue was boosted by Missouri's share of a national mortgage settlement. 

The state budget for the fiscal year that started July 1 assumes revenue growth of 3.9 percent. 

Excluding the mortgage settlement, revenue rose 3 percent so far this fiscal year. 
Audit: Nixon shifted $1.7M in costs

Thursday, September 6, 2012
By DAVID A. LIEB ~ The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Gov. Jay Nixon made the finances of his office look better by shifting $1.7 million of staff, travel and office costs to other agencies over the past several years, according to an audit released Wednesday. 

The report by Republican State Auditor Tom Schweich says the Democratic governor tapped the finances of more than a dozen other agencies under his control to essentially spend more than the governor's office had been budgeted. The audit, released just two months before the November election, said Nixon continued to shift some costs even after legislators sought to curtail the practice. 

"He's basically thumbing his nose at this office and also at the law, the legislature and basic accounting principles on issues of travel and salary," Schweich said in an interview. 

Nixon has defended his reallocation of costs by noting other agencies' roles in administering particular programs or policies. 

"The office accounts for its operational costs in a manner that properly reflects the nature of the work it performs," the governor's office said in a written response included in the audit. 

Nixon spokesman Sam Murphey said the office had no additional comment Wednesday. 

The audit puts a three-year dollar figure to Nixon's cost-shifting practices that have been previously reported by The Associated Press and other media outlets. For example, the audit says the governor's office required 14 agencies to pay about $770,000 to help cover the salaries of some of its employees from the time Nixon took office in January 2009 through June 2011. 

The audit says Nixon's office billed a dozen agencies a total of $546,000 over that time to cover his flights on state airplanes and charged agencies $37,000 for the meals, mileage, lodging and other travel costs of governor's office employees. 

Four state agencies paid a total of $378,800 to cover dues in the National Governors Association and Southern Governors' Association, the audit said. The Office of Administration paid $21,560 for phones used in the governor's office and $6,191 for gubernatorial envelopes, letterhead and other supplies. 

Schweich said the cost-shifting makes it difficult to track the actual operating expenses of Nixon's office, "violates basic principles of accounting" and runs afoul of spending restrictions included in the state budget. 

"He can get more money from the legislature, if he thinks they will give it to him," Schweich said, "or he can cut the costs like all the rest of us have been required to do." 

Schweich denied any political motives in the timing, even though Nixon is on the November ballot. Schweich said he had hoped to release the audit in June but was delayed because a key staff member was hurt in a vehicle accident and because auditors had trouble getting some information from the Governor's Mansion. 
Students can expect hike in scholarship
Jacci Guthrie| Staff Reporter | Sep 06, 2012 | Truman Index
In-state students who receive Bright Flight or the Missouri Access Grant can expect changes to their 2012-13 scholarship.

Governor Jay Nixon announced last week that Bright Flight scholarships have been increased to $2,000 from the previous $1,750, and the Access Missouri Grant will also see an increase that will depend on the student’s estimated family contribution.

Bright Flight, a scholarship that’s awarded to Missouri students who score a 31 or higher on their ACT, is being increased. However, according to an email from the Missouri Department of Higher Education, the award amount for students with ACT or SAT scores in the top 3 percent of eligible Missouri students will receive the maximum award before the students in the top fourth and fifth percent will be awarded scholarships.

Financial aid director Kathy Elsea said during the last three or four years, there hasn’t been enough funding for Bright Flight to trickle-down to the fourth and fifth percent of students. She also said that the scholarship can be as much as $3,000, but has maxed-out at $2,000 per student due to funding.

The Access Missouri Grant has been increased to $1,100 maximum for qualifying students whose estimated family contribution on their FAFSA was under $7,000.

Elsea said about 800 Truman students will be affected by the change for Bright Flight, though figures are still being processed. The number of students affected by increases Missouri Access Grant is still being processed.

She said the funding for the Bright Flight scholarship has been as low as $1,500 during the 2010-11 school year.

Leroy Wade, assistant commissioner for student aid for the Department of Higher Education, said they were able to increase the funding for both grants because of the decreasing number of eligible students.

Wade said the award amount is based upon the number of students eligible compared to the amount of funding available.

He said because the ACT score required for Bright Flight was raised from a 30 to 31 during 2007, there was a reduction of eligible students, equalizing the state funding available for the program.

During the 2011-2012 school year, Elsea said 905 Truman students received Bright Flight funds out the 4,544 in-state enrolled students. This means last year Bright Flight scholarships impacted 20 percent of students.

Sophomore Eric Ward said he is thankful for the increase in Bright Flight funding. He said because he is living off campus this year and his tuition mostly is covered by other scholarships, the extra money can help pay for an off-campus meal plan.
Authors send letter to President Tim Wolfe to reinstate former UM Press editor

By Keith Reid-Cleveland, Columbia Missourian
September 5, 2012 | 8:53 p.m. CDT

COLUMBIA — Nearly 40 authors will follow through with their request to regain their publication rights from the University of Missouri Press if its former editor-in-chief, Clair Willcox, is not reinstated.

The authors sent a letter explaining their intentions to University of Missouri System President Tim Wolfe and other members of the university's administration on Wednesday.

"Now that the Press will remain open, there is no reason to lay (Willcox) off, and in fact we believe you will need him more than ever," the letter states.

After the decision to close the UM Press was announced, the group of 37 authors and series editors, representing 74 publications, threatened to take legal action if not given their publication rights.

In the letter, the authors said they believe Willcox's presence is needed because of his connections to authors and the scholarly community that will be needed to help the press move on into a new era.

"He is the best, perhaps the only, person who has a chance to recruit authors, old and new, and facilitate the restoration of the Press's reputation for excellence," the letter states.

One author who signed the letter, Jane Lago, inherited the rights to the publications that were written by her late mother, Mary Lago, which were published by the UM Press. She said she feels it's essential Willcox is reinstated because he has connections with, and is respected by, many authors. 

In July, Willcox was the first member of the UM Press staff to be laid off. A total of 10 employees were expected to lose their positions by the end of October if the press were to close.

For 54 years, the press received an annual $400,000 subsidy from the UM System and published more than 200,000 books. After it was reported that the press had been operating on a deficit for "several years," it was announced that it would be phased out beginning in the 2013 fiscal year.

The decision was met with opposition, and on Aug. 28 it was decided the press would stay open and responsibility would shift from the UM System to MU.
Law changes for veteran licenses

Andi Watkins Davis | Assistant News Editor | Sep 05, 2012 | Truman Index
Henry Smith

Missouri veterans can now receive recognition on their driver’s license for service in the military, thanks to Senate Bill 470. The bill, effective Aug. 28, will allow veterans to obtain a veteran designation on their Missouri drivers’ license or state I.D. card. Designations will be on the back of cards and will picture a ribbon with the word “Veteran” inside.

Daniel Bell, Missouri Veterans Commission public information officer said veterans want the designation so it will be easier for them to be recognized without official paperwork, like a DD-214 discharge paper. He said this is helpful during Veterans Day when many restaurants offer discounts for veterans.

He said this also is a way to recognize veterans’ service officially and for the state to show appreciation for them.

“Veterans in the state of Missouri have been wanting [a designation] for several years,” said Bell,

Michael Elmore, Missouri Association of Veterans Organizations vice chairman and Kirksville veteran, said as many as four veteran organizations throughout the state participated in the efforts to pass the bill, including the Disabled American Veterans, the Veterans of Foreign War, the American Legion and MAVO, which is a compilation of many veteran organizations across the state.

The organizations banded to get legislator and state license bureau support to pass the bill, Elmore said. The groups also worked with lawmakers to decide who will be able to have this designation and what documents will be necessary to obtain it.

He said another benefit of the designation is that it will create a way for veteran associations to get statistics about where veteran populations are in the state. This will allow individual organizations to better assess and serve the veterans throughout their area.

Senior and veteran Eric Balsman said he didn’t know this bill was going through the Senate, but he is happy it passed. He said the designation will be a convenient change.

“This is a benefit for the veterans,” Elmore said. “Veterans have to put this together for veterans, for the honor and distinction they deserve.”
Lawmakers to review Missouri criminal laws 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers are studying what could be significant changes in the state's criminal code.

A special joint legislative committee is holding its first meeting next week, with others planned for later this month and in October. The panel will look at ways to make Missouri's criminal laws more cohesive and consistent.

The Missouri Bar has offered recommended several changes, following a four-year study of the criminal code by a committee of prosecutors, defense lawyers and members of the courts and the Legislature.

The legislative committee is led by Democratic Sen. Jolie Justus, of Kansas City, and Republican House member Stanley Cox, of Sedalia.
Judge tosses red-light camera suit against Arnold 

10 hours ago • BY LEAH THORSEN • lthorsen@post-dispatch.com > 636-937-6249

HILLSBORO • A Jefferson County judge has tossed out a lawsuit challenging the use of red-light cameras in Arnold, but an appeal is already in the works.

Jeff Brunner filed suit in 2011 against the city of Arnold and American Traffic Solutions, the Arizona company that runs the city's cameras, one year after being fined $94.50 for running a light at Highway 141 and Astra Way on Aug. 14, 2010, according to court documents.

Brunner argued that the lights are unconstitutional and contrary to Missouri state law.

Circuit Court Judge Mark Stoll dismissed his case last week but wrote that "this court's decision is by no means the last word on these issues."

It may not even be the last word on this case. An appeal is planned, said Ryan Keane, a lawyer with the Simon Law Firm who represents Brunner.

The firm also is appealing dismissals of cases challenging the cameras in Creve Coeur, Florissant and Kansas City, and has filed suits against Hazelwood and Ellisville, both of which are pending in St. Louis County Circuit Court.

"We're hopeful we'll get a decision eventually from the Missouri Supreme Court that finds all of these ordinances void and that photo enforcement in the state should be banned," Keane said.

But Charles Territo, a spokesman for American Traffic Solutions, is confident the cases will withstand appeals.

"Both circuit and federal courts in the state of Missouri have consistently ruled that photo enforcement programs are constitutional," he said.

Arnold was the first city in Missouri to install the cameras in 2005 and a federal lawsuit challenging them was dismissed in 2009. The Jefferson County Council banned the cameras last year in unincorporated areas of the county.

But not all cases have been thrown out by judges.

In May 2011, St. Louis Circuit Judge Mark Neill issued a preliminary ruling that St. Louis and other municipalities did not have the authority to use the cameras without supporting state legislation. He added in a final ruling in February that the law is unconstitutional because it does not offer a way for someone to contest the violation, unless they claim they were not the driver or that the car was stolen.

Neill's decision stems from a lawsuit filed in 2009 by three motorists who received tickets and challenged the constitutionality of the law.

The city is appealing Neill's ruling.

Mo. high court mulls cash-only bail requirements

Thursday, September 6, 2012
The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- The Missouri Supreme Court considered Wednesday whether criminal defendants can be required to pay cash to be released from jail before trial. 

Many who are arrested can be released from jail after posting bond. Defendants sometimes contract with a bail bondsman who covers the bond for a fee. Judges also have set cash-only bail that requires defendants to pay the full sum in order to be released. 

Questions about the validity of cash-only bail arose from a St. Charles County case in which a man was accused of invasion of privacy by using a concealed camera in a massage therapy business. A judge in March issued an arrest warrant for Kirk Jackson and set cash-only bail at $75,000. Prosecutors filed an indictment in April charging Jackson with 14 felony counts. 

Lou Horwitz, an attorney representing Jackson, argued Wednesday that cash-only bail should not have been allowed. He said it violates part of the Missouri Constitution stating "all persons shall be bailable by sufficient sureties, except for capital offenses, when the proof is evident or the presumption great." 

In a written argument submitted to the Supreme Court, Horwitz said that when a defendant has not yet posted the bond for bail and a capital offense is not charged, "it seems strikingly clear to us that both our nation's Founding Fathers and the framers of our state constitution intended cash-only bail to be unconstitutional and it should be so recognized." 

Prosecutors from St. Charles County defended cash-only bail. They said bail should be adequate for the defendant to return to court. Plus, prosecutors note another section of the constitution permits courts to deny bail or impose special conditions for defendants who pose a danger to crime victim, community or others. 
Law provides access to public records

Ashley Jost | News Editor | Sep 06, 2012 | Truman Index
Carly Robison

The Missouri Attorney General’s office had a debriefing about the importance and use of the state’s Sunshine Law for some city officials last week.

Katie Myers, City budget director and meeting-attendee, said the lesson was a good refresher course to remind officials what information needs to be released to the public and when, so residents are notified within a certain amount of time.

The Sunshine Law, also known as the Open Records Law, deals with citizens’ right to know what public, governing bodies are doing to create a greater sense of transparency for residents and taxpayers, Truman General Counsel Warren Wells said.

He said the majority of University functions don’t directly involve the Sunshine Law. However, there are parts that are subjected to the law to increase University transparency, such as having open Board of Governors meetings and providing access to financial information such as the University budget and salaries.

“If you want a copy of the budget, that’s a public record,” Wells said. “If you want to know how much money is spent on salaries every year, or on equipment, those are available, and that’s the idea of creating transparency.”

While the Sunshine Law increases transparency of governing bodies, in a university setting it mainly applies to the business of the Board of Governors, as they are considered the governing entity of the school, Wells said.

“It’s all about the way ‘governing body’ is defined in the statute,” he said. “That differs a lot because the different departments in the city are all part of the governing body of Kirksville, Columbia or whatever it may be. We have a lot of things that happen at the University that are a function of the school, but aren’t a direct operation of the Board of Governors.”

Because of this, he said, groups like Faculty Senate aren’t required to abide by the same transparency factors as the Board.

There are exceptions to the law when it comes to open meetings and documentation from the meetings, Wells said. For example, if the Board of Governors needed to discuss hiring, firing or promotion of an employee, they do so during a closed session meeting. He said another example of an exception would be if the University was considering purchasing real estate and want price information to remain secret for competitive bidding reasons. He said the majority of the time, information becomes public after decisions are made.

Employee personnel files and student files still are private with the law, he said.

Wells said citizens have the opportunity to file Freedom of Information Act requests to the University to obtain information, though he said from his experience most of the FOIA requests are for information that could be provided because of the Sunshine Law.

“You have to stop and think when you’re making your request what you really want to know,” Wells said.

He said he understands some students working on projects or journalists might not want to tip off administration about what they’re pursuing, but he said sometime requests for hundreds of pages worth of information are requested when all a person was looking for was a handful of pages.

Wells said another important aspect to be aware of is to whom to return the requests. While many administrative offices accept FOIA requests, Wells said institutions have a designated custodian of records who is responsible for dealing with such situations. He said Truman’s person is University President Troy Paino.

“If you don’t ask the right person then they don’t really have to [provide the request],” he said. “We don’t get too technical about that, though it can cause delay in trying to find the right information if it doesn’t go to the right person.”

Key developments in federal probe of bogus immigration documents

By MATT CAMPBELL
The Kansas City Star 

Two people have pleaded guilty and another man was sentenced today as a result of federal investigations into thousands of fraudulent immigration documents.

Abraham Ceron-Lopez, a 38-year-old Mexican citizen living in Kansas City, was sentenced to nearly four years in federal prison after pleading guilty to creating false documents.

Investigators found counterfeit Resident Alien cards and Social Security cards, as well as equipment to produce them, in his possession. 

Ceron-Lopez was arrested when an informant told Homeland Security investigations that he could be found in a grocery parking lot in Kansas City, Kan. Ceron-Lopez admitted to investigators that he produced the documents, described in the court complaint as being of poor quality, in his home in Kansas City.

In another investigation, a brother and sister in St. Joseph pleaded guilty to their roles in a conspiracy to produce more than 3,500 fake identity documents for illegal immigrants since 2009. Jessica M. Gonzalez, 21, pleaded guilty on Wednesday and Stephen E. Vanvacter, 25, pleaded guilty on Friday.

Both admitted they were part of a conspiracy to transport illegal immigrants, produce false documents, steal identities and commit Social Security fraud. The penalty for the conspiracy charge is up to five years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

According to the U.S. Attorney’s office, the conspiracy involved thousands of illegal immigrants obtaining Missouri diver’s licenses or non-driver’s licenses at the St. Joseph license office by using unlawfully obtained birth certificates and Social Security cards. The fraudulent licenses could then be used to remain in the United States and to get a job.

Two other sisters in the same family, 21-year-old Sara M. Gonzalez and 24-year-old Christina Michelle Gonzalez, both of St. Joseph, previously pleaded guilty to the same conspiracy. All four admitted they posed as translators while accompanying illegal immigrants to the St. Joseph license office. They coached the illegal immigrants to memorize information on unlawfully obtained birth certificates and Social Security cards and to practice forging the real owner’s identity.

Prosecutors say the illegal immigrants were usually charged $1,500 to $1,600, and they estimate the total proceeds from the conspiracy to be more than $5 million. 

Cases are pending against 10 other defendants in the St. Joseph conspiracy.

Ex-Republican tackles question facing many Democrats: What's the matter with Missouri?

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

12:41 pm on Wed, 09.05.12

CHARLOTTE, N.C. -- Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster, a Republican turned Democrat, admits that “it takes a special kind of crazy to leave a majority party to come to a minority party.”

Koster, widely expected to run for governor in 2016, told Missouri Democratic delegates Wednesday that he doesn’t regret his decision, which he says came five years ago after he became “fed up” with the socially conservative takeover of the Republican Party.

“I left a party that literally had no braking mechanism on its right-hand extreme, and no way to stop irresponsible decision-making on the right,” Koster explained.

But he does see challenges confronting the Democratic Party that threaten its long-term existence – in Missouri and perhaps the nation.

“We cannot survive with a middle that is entirely (Republican) red,’’ Koster said, alternately igniting cheers and rapt silence from his audience.

Unless the state’s Democrats successfully tackle the GOP's takeover of rural Missouri, he said, the Democratic Party’s future is in doubt.

While Koster was talking about Missouri, most of his comments fit in with what political analysts say nationally – that Democrats can’t survive without attracting once again the working-class voters that used to be a key part of the Democratic base. Many of those voters have defected to the GOP.

In Missouri, the result is a General Assembly that is overwhelmingly Republican – largely because of an almost solid bloc of rural GOP legislators.

What happened?

“Is Missouri becoming more conservative or is Missouri expressing its native conservatism in different ways?” Koster asked, then provided his own answer. “I believe the answer is the latter.”

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, made a similar point a few minutes earlier, as he exhorted all Democrats to help U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. Carnahan pointed out that the last Missouri Democrat to win re-election to the U.S. Senate was Thomas F. Eagleton, D-St. Louis, when he won a third term in 1980.

That’s 32 years ago.

Carnahan lambasted the “SuperPACS funded by billionaires’’ that he predicted will re-emerge in Missouri in a few weeks to attack once again McCaskill, who’s in a tight contest with Republican Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, despite the national furor over Akin’s recent comments about “legitimate rape.”

But Koster contended that what ails Missouri Democrats – and politically has largely killed off their counterparts in neighboring Kansas – is not just financial.

“Candidate recruitment is absolutely critical,’’ he said, particularly in rural Missouri.

Koster cited a number of legendary Democratic state senators, including Jim Mathewson, Danny Staples and Harold Caskey, who represented rural districts that now all have Republican legislators.

Such prominent Democratic figures, he said, attracted the attention of aspiring rural politicians – including himself – who could see themselves joining the ranks of such eminent leaders.

Now said Koster, Democrats have few rural role models. To correct the problem, he asserted that Democrats need to attract stronger rural candidates and “we’ve got to make sure these people win, that the middle of the state turns blue again.”

That’s where the money and a stronger ground game come in.

By coincidence, Missouri’s Democratic delegates had first heard on Wednesday from Buffy Wicks, director of “National Operation Vote” for President Barack Obama’s re-election effort.

Wicks had headed up Obama’s 2008 ground operation in Missouri and had moved up to a national role this time because of her expertise developed in the Show-Me State – even though Missouri ended up narrowly going to Republican John McCain in 2008.

While she detailed this year’s voter registration and get-out-the-vote efforts in several key swing states, including North Carolina, several listeners noted that Wicks didn’t mention any efforts at all in Missouri.

GOP's anti-science reputation

Koster is seeking re-election this fall; his Republican opponent is St. Louis lawyer Ed Martin, a social conservative who has been hammering Koster for months as "Obama's lawyer."

Amid his somber message, Koster said there was no question that Missouri Democrats had fielded a stronger statewide team of candidates, who he said better reflected the “Big Tent” philosophy crucial for the state’s economic health.

Republicans, asserted Koster, are chasing jobs out of Missouri with their conservative opposition to science. 

He accused GOP candidates of too often expressing “the desire to take the finest scientists in the world who are being brought to Washington University in St. Louis and Stowers Institute in Kansas City, and tell them that they are now going to be considered criminals in the state of Missouri."

"They were going to criminalize stem cell research," Koster explained. "That was the beginning of the end for me.”

Despite the state’s narrow passage in 2006 of Amendment 2, which protects all forms of stem cell research allowed under federal law, Koster said Missouri is obtaining a national anti-science image that tells prospective scientists, “ ‘Come to Boston for your Nobel Prize, come to Missouri for your leg irons.’ “

Carnahan, in his earlier remarks, had quipped that he and Akin were both members of the U.S. House’s Science and Technology committee, but that Akin “probably thought it was the ‘Flat Earth Society.’ “

Koster said the Democrats’ embrace of technology, and an optimistic view of what the future can be, can attract young independent voters.

Still, Koster repeatedly emphasized that his prime political focus was on state issues – “where the rubber hits the road” – prompting the obvious question: Why was he at the Democratic presidential convention?

Koster answered by explaining that the chief attraction hadn’t been national figures or even his role as a delegate. He also emphasized that he wasn’t in Charlotte to schmooze with the national Democratic big-wigs and possible donors.

“What brings me here is not so much what’s going on in the convention hall,” he said. “What I’m here for, is to be with the people in this room,” Missouri’s 100-plus delegates.

As he told them at Wednesday’s breakfast: “You are the Democratic opinion leaders in this state. You are the people who are going to bring this party back to its historic point. You are the people who are going to bring this state success in the future.”

His blunt message, Koster said, was simply aimed at helping the Democratic Party regain its deserved status. “I am an incredibly happy Democrat,’’ he said. “I will live and die politically as a Democrat. And I want to make certain that Missouri regains its place in America as a battleground state.”
Black Caucus chair says discord is hurting country 

CHARLOTTE, N.C. (AP) -- The chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus says the divisiveness on Capitol Hill has weakened the country and given neither political party an advantage over the other.

Rep. Emanuel Cleaver of Missouri made a plea for unity over division during a speech Wednesday at the Democratic National Convention. Republicans and Democrats can't be enemies, Cleaver said, and expect political progress.

But Cleaver made a pitch for his party, too. The Democrats have protected Medicare and Medicaid, he said, and embraced diversity by repealing the military's "don't ask, don't tell" policy about gays.

Rep. Karen Bass of California, also a member of the Black Caucus, spoke before Cleaver and said voting rights are under attack because of new laws that make it harder for people to cast their ballots.

MU student is youngest Missouri delegate at Democratic convention 

By Dani Vanderboegh

September 5, 2012 | 8:23 p.m. CDT

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Matt Tharp's family wasn't all that happy when he spent much of a weekend getaway reading Bob Woodward's "State of Denial: Bush at War, Part III."

Although Tharp, an MU student, comes from a conservative family deeply rooted in the state of Texas, he said he's been curious about and interested in politics since middle school. At 20, he's never voted for a presidential candidate. This year, however, he plans to vote for President Barack Obama twice: once as a Missouri delegate at the Democratic National Convention and once at the polls in November. 

The convention kicked off Monday in Charlotte, N.C., and will conclude on Thursday, when Obama is scheduled to accept his nomination. Tharp is the youngest of six delegates representing Missouri's Ninth Congressional District.

Tharp lobbied hard for the opportunity to attend the convention. To become a delegate, one must first attend a county caucus and be selected to go to a congressional district caucus, where delegates are chosen. Those chosen at the district level also must attend the state Democratic convention.

A total of 58 Missouri delegates were elected to represent its congressional districts. Party leaders also attend the convention. 

Some delegates clearly state their intention from the outset to go "all the way" to the national convention, while others do not, Tharp said. He sent a mailer touting his credentials and enthusiam to county delegates who seemed uninterested in the national convention.

The mailer focused on the facts that he is young, dedicated, involved, dependable, Democratic and "FIRED UP." Next to a portrait of Tharp wearing an Obama/Biden shirt was a personal letter explaining his background with the Obama campaign. 

"Despite all of my campaign efforts, I was only 17 and not old enough to actually vote in the last Presidential election," the mailer reads. "Nothing would make me happier than being able to cast an additional vote for Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention in Charlotte, North Carolina this September. With your support, I know I can make this a reality." 

Tradition suggests that delegates shouldn't attend two conventions in a row. That's a way of ensuring that more people get the opportunity, Tharp said. There are exceptions. Hilla "Dutch" Newman, 92, and has attended most of the conventions, including this year's, since 1968. 

Delegates get to tailor their convention experience by choosing which workshops and forums they want to attend. Tharp said he sent RSVPs to about 30 events. He was looking forward to attending a workshop hosted by the Stonewall Democrats, a Washington, D.C., group that focuses on LGBT rights. 

As an openly gay voter, Tharp is closely following LGBT rights and the issue of gay marriage. He expects Democrats will approve marriage equality as part of the official Democratic party platform. 

"It's kind of a motivator when people say hateful, uneducated, derogatory things …," Tharp said. "It makes you want to work really hard to ... get them out of office."

As a junior in high school, Tharp said, he was inspired by the Obama campaign's effort to target youth. He decided to volunteer with the campaign in St. Charles County, where he grew up. 

Tharp chose MU to pursue his college education. Since then, he has served as president of the Mizzou College Democrats and as national committeeman for the Young Democrats of Missouri. He also works as finance director for the state Senate campaign of state Rep. Mary Still, D-Columbia..

"The energy we see here (in Charlotte) is matched or exceeded in the state of Missouri," Tharp said. "We are excited to elect Democrats up and down the ticket."

Although Tharp has been involved with the Democratic Party since high school, he spends much of his time working in non-partisan arenas. Civics education is a topic he's fascinated with.

"There's more important things than partisan politics," Tharp said.

Tharp argued that civics lessons tend to be "gutted" from school curricula because it isn't a subject in which student achievement is monitored by standardized tests. 

"Self-initiated civic education," is the term Tharp used to describe his own upbringing. He said that more young people probably would be involved in politics if schools would emphasize their importance.

Tharp founded the High School Youth Civic Education Initiative, a project of the Missouri College Republicans and the Young Democrats of Missouri,in an effort to promote better civics instruction and to drive youth voter registration. Members give talks in high school classes, familiarize students with sample ballots and provide outlets for students who choose to volunteer.

According to a 2010 study by the National Assessment of Educational Progress, fewer than one in five high school seniors could explain the benefits of citizen participation to the democratic system. Fewer than 30 percent were taught about voting or elections in class.

"College students are significantly more likely to vote than non-college students," Tharp said. "So there's a gap there, and that's a problem."
McCaskill visits Truman

Andi Watkins Davis | Assistant News Editor | Sep 06, 2012 | Truman Index
U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill, left, tells freshman Houston Roberts she owes him a meal after learning Roberts has knocked on more than 2,000 doors campaigning for McCaskill in St. Joseph, Mo. and Kirksville. McCaskill spoke to students, faculty and Kirksville residents yesterday morning in the SUB Alumni Room as part of a tour of different Missouri colleges this week. Ashley Jost/Index

U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill spoke at Truman State yesterday morning as part of a campaign tour to universities throughout the state.

Almost 70 people gathered in the Alumni Room of the Student Union Building to listen to McCaskill, with opening remarks provided by the College Democrats, who helped work with the event. McCaskill spoke about her campaign and answered questions from the audience.

The focus of McCaskill’s speech was to express her support for higher education and college students, as well as to stress the importance of higher education throughout the United States.

“This week it’s all about you,” McCaskill said. “This week it’s all about college and higher education.”

According to his official website, Rep. Todd Akin, McCaskill’s opponent during the 2012 election, lists his goals as wanting to remove the government from education, including eliminating federally-backed student loans and Pell Grants.

“Three hundred thousand students in Missouri are either receiving a Pell Grant or a federally-backed student loan,” McCaskill said. “My opponent wants to do away with those entirely. That’s 300,000 kids that would potentially not be on campuses.”

The availability of student loans for college education is what has allowed the middle class to grow, McCaskill said. The elimination of student loans would reduce the average citizen’s ability to go to college and to become a member of the middle class, she said.

McCaskill discussed her own experience with loans as a student herself and as a mother of three college students. She said she could not have attended college or law school without the help of government loans.

McCaskill also said the elimination of students loans could have negative economic effects for universities and communities like Kirksville, where the institution of education generates much of the local economy.

Senior Brett Cline, president of College Democrats, said the event was important because it let students and other audience members see the contrast between McCaskill and Akin, specifically regarding student loans.

He said it also is important for people to realize McCaskill is an experienced senator who will continue fighting for Missouri if she is reelected.

During the question-and-answer portion of the event, McCaskill answered several questions regarding health care, military expenses, social security and Medicare.

McCaskill stressed her stance as a moderate, saying her beliefs and goals for the office reflect the needs and desires of Missourians.

Senior Jaronda Williams said she attended the event for a class she is taking and because she wanted to hear from McCaskill in person. She said she was most interested in learning what McCaskill’s plans are if she wins the election.

McCaskill encouraged audience members to register to vote and to become active in politics.
Carnahans make convention a family affair, as Russ and Robin contemplate post-election futures

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

2:07 am on Thu, 09.06.12

CHARLOTTE, N.C. --With Missouri U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill staying home to campaign, the state's hottest Democrats at the presidential convention arguably are the trio with the same last name: Carnahan.

And none of them will be on this fall’s ballot: one by choice and the other, not.

Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan is leaving office at the end of this year, as is her brother, U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan.

Robin Carnahan chose not to seek re-election, after losing badly in her 2010 bid for the U.S. Senate. Russ Carnahan isn’t on the Nov. 6 ballot after losing a primary fight with fellow Democrat William Lacy Clay Jr. last month for the redrawn 1st congressional district.

Their mother, former U.S. Sen. Jean Carnahan, has retired from elective politics – but, like her two children, she was among Missouri 102 delegates (plus seven alternates).

The three are believed to be the only trio of related delegates from the same state in Charlotte. But more significantly, their involvement – and Russ and Robin Carnahan’s changing futures – may represent the last time that so many Carnahans are playing active political roles.

For the moment, Russ and Robin Carnahan also are still contemplating what to do next.

Russ Carnahan addressed the Missouri delegation Wednesday morning, and laid out his concerns about the political effect of the rise of SuperPACS with anonymous wealthy donors.

In an interview, he decried “the poison of SuperPACS and their involvement in this election. A handful of billionaires go out to buy elections.”

Russ Carnahan echoed the concerns of other Missouri Democrats about what they viewed as GOP efforts to “suppress votes,’’ especially in the battleground states – which this year, on a presidential level, doesn’t include Missouri.

Russ Carnahan said he plans to focus on helping U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., in her closely watched contest with Republican rival Todd Akin, a congressman from Wildwood.

(Carnahan had jabbed at Akin in Wednesday’s speech, quipping that they both serve on the House Science Committee, but that Akin “probably thought it was the Flat Earth Society.”)

Carnahan and his wife Deborah, a former city judge, recently escorted their college-age sons to Truman State University and the University of Missouri, which the congressman makes the couple “empty-nesters’’ for the first time.

After the November election, Carnahan -- who was particularly active in foreign affairs while in the House -- said he’ll then focus on what he plans to do next.

His sister, Robin Carnahan, has continued to be in the news even though she’s not running for a third term. Her office has been involved in legal fights over her ballot summaries for a couple of issues headed for the Nov. 6 ballot. A judge already has revised one of them.

Robin Carnahan also has been regularly attacked by Republican secretary of state nominee Shane Schoeller, a legislator from Willard, Mo., who asserts in campaign literature and fundraising appeals that she has been too political during her eight years in office. Carnahan disagrees with that claim, but she generally has ignored his repeated jabs.

Carnahan said she had expected to come under fire during the three-way GOP primary, but she’s surprised that the attacks have continued since Schoeller’s Democratic opponent isn't her, but Jason Kander, a legislator from Kansas City.

Although not overtly campaigning for any candidate, Robin Carnahan has delivered some of the most firey speeches in recent months at major Democratic events, including the state party’s convention in June.

Her chief message has been that Democrats should be proud of what they stand for, and be willing to fight for it.

Still, Carnahan said her primary task this fall is focusing on her administrative role as the state’s chief election official, and making sure that the process runs smoothly in November.

What’s next? “I’m not thinking about that this year,’’ she said.

Robin Carnahan also recalled advice from her father, former Gov. Mel Carnahan, who died in a plane crash in 2000 while campaigning for the U.S. Senate. He was elected posthumously, and his widow – Jean Carnahan – was named to serve a two-year term.

“Dad showed me that being in public life and being in private life was something you could do in your career,’’ Robin Carnahan said. “You didn’t have to choose one or the other. He thought he was a better governor because he had spent time in the private sector.”

Robin Carnahan, a cancer survivor, also appears to have taken lessons from her own life and her family’s tragedies. Her eldest brother died in the plane crash that killed her father.

“Life is short,” she said. “I want to be in a place where I can make a difference every day.”
GOP AG candidate criticizes Koster over initiative
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — The Republican candidate for attorney general criticized Democratic incumbent Chris Koster on Tuesday over the ballot summary for a health insurance measure.

Ed Martin spoke about on the ballot summary and other election issues during a news conference at the state Capitol.

The health insurance summary was written by Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, a Democrat, and a Cole County judge last week ordered that a revised version be used after several Republican officials filed a lawsuit.

Koster's office is responsible for representing the state in lawsuits and defended Carnahan and the ballot summary in court. The attorney general declined to appeal the judge's ruling, although the secretary of state's office wanted to do so.

Martin said Tuesday that Koster should have said Carnahan's ballot summary was misleading. The attorney general's office is responsible for approving the legal content and form of ballot summaries prepared by the secretary of state's office.

Martin criticized the handling of the ballot summary and court challenge, charging that Koster "signed off on ballot language that was inappropriate, not clear and should never have been allowed to be presented."

Koster spokeswoman Nanci Gonder said the role of the attorney general's office is limited. She said both the legal content and form of the summary for the insurance measure were proper.

"Editorial control of the ballot title rests with the secretary of state," Gonder said. "It is the court's duty to determine the fairness of the ballot title, not the attorney general's."

Asked about the ballot summary later Tuesday, Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon said the attorney general's office reviews ballot summaries for form. Nixon served four terms as attorney general before he became governor in January 2009.

"The power lies to do those ballot titles in the secretary of state's office," Nixon said.

The measure at issue was approved by the Republican-controlled Legislature and referred to this year's ballot. It would bar state officials from creating a health insurance exchange without approval from the public or the Legislature. It also would prohibit state departments from taking federal money to set up the online marketplace intended to allow consumers to shop for and compare health insurance plans.

The federal health care law requires states to create health insurance exchanges by 2014 or the federal government will run it.

Besides the ballot summary, Martin also called for more vigilance on election fraud issues. He expressed particular concern about voter registration and absentee balloting. Martin previously served on the St. Louis Board of Election Commissioners and was the chief of staff for Republican former Gov. Matt Blunt.

"The best way to fight voter fraud is to say if you're doing it or getting close, we're watching and we'll prosecute you," Martin said.
AG candidate meets with student Republicans

Thursday, September 6, 2012
By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian 

Ed Martin is tacking another layer onto his campaign strategy by acting as chairman of the Missouri Republican Party's "Victory" operation, a role the Republican attorney general candidate said is usually reserved for those who aren't on a ballot. 

"Others had tougher primaries," Martin said during a short meeting Wednesday at U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson's Cape Girardeau campaign headquarters with a small group of local GOP representatives and members of Southeast Missouri State University's College Republicans. Martin garnered 71 percent of the vote in the August primary to defeat Livingston County Prosecuting Attorney Adam Warren. He will challenge Democrat incumbent Chris Koster on Nov. 6. 

The Victory 2012 campaign is being used by GOP officials as a tool to organize around the state for the fall elections. 

A release before the event from the Republican National Committee said Martin would join "Young Americans for Romney" for a discussion of "the failure of President Obama's economic policies and the need for the leadership of Mitt Romney and Paul Ryan who know we can do better." 

"Better," used by round after round of Republicans in the past few days, comes from a question posed by the Romney campaign last week about whether Americans are better off now than they were four years ago. The question originally comes from 1980, when President Ronald Reagan asked it in relation to President Jimmy Carter's performance. 

Martin addressed the question briefly Wednesday when he said "no one has said we are better off" when asked but stuck mostly to an issue he alleges Missouri Democrats are "ignoring," which is election fraud. 

Martin said Republicans in Missouri need to focus on access for all eligible voters and the integrity of elections in order to succeed in November. 

"If perception is that our systems aren't working well enough, then people lose confidence in elections," Martin said. 

In Jefferson City on Tuesday, Martin criticized Koster over the ballot summary for a health insurance measure and spoke on other election issues. He said Wednesday that "thankfully the judge has got it right," referring to the order by a Cole County judge last week that a revised version of the measure be used after several Republican officials filed a lawsuit. Koster declined to appeal the judge's decision. 

Martin said his involvement with the operation helps him to be "out and about" more and that he is funding travel to related appearances with his own campaign funds. He had two other stops in Cape Girardeau and Perryville planned Wednesday. 

College Republicans president Madelyn Enzmann said membership in the university's club is seeing a large increase this fall, with between 50 and 60 members, as normally happens during an election year. Members of the group were conducting survey calls related to the November elections during Martin's visit. 
MISSOURINET 

50 of 51 nonpartisan judges recommended
September 6, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

Fifty-one judges who face retention votes under the nonpartisan court plan in November have been evaluated by a special commission and the lawyers that have been before them. Fifty of them have passed.

The judges serve in Jackson, Cass, Clay, and Greene Counties as well as in St. Louis City and County. Judges on the state supreme court and the state appeals courts also are included. They do not run for re-election but instead stand for retention.

An 84-member committee of laymen and attorneys studies evaluations of their performance by fellow judges and by the lawyers that appear before them and recommends whether voters should give the judge another term.

Any judge scoring less than a 2.85 composite score is considered unfit for retention. Associate Circuit Judge Dale Hood of St. Louis County failed 16 of 18 categories in the lawyers’ ratings. Fellow judges also gave him low scores.

Regardless of scores, votes make the decision. Four years ago, the commission also recommended Hood not be retained. But 54 percent of the voters put him back on the bench.
Audit charges cost shifting, poor travel documentation in Governor’s office

September 5, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Auditor Tom Schweich’s office has released a report that says the office of Governor Jay Nixon made its finances look better by shifting expenses to other state agencies.

The audit says between January 2009 and June 2011, about $1.7 million dollars of the Governor’s office’s expenses were charged to other state agencies. That kept the Governor’s office and mansion from exceeding its appropriation in the state budget for each of the 3 years in the audit.

About $770,000 in salaries for several Governor’s office employees were paid wholly or in part by fourteen state agencies.

Auditor Schweich says the shifting of expenses to other agencies’ appropriations makes determining the actual costs of operating the Governor’s office difficult, as well as for the agencies involved. “For example in 2009 the Governor had $31,000 in charges from the airplane that exceeded his appropriation. They had originally been charged to his office. Somebody realized, ‘Uh-oh, we just exceeded the appropriation,’ and charged them off to another agency … that’s pretty direct proof that they knew they had violated the appropriation. They also knew it should have been charged to the Governor’s Office, and then in order to avoid or circumvent the appropriations process they just transferred that money right over to (the Office of Administration).”

The report says during the 30 months covered, Governor’s office employees flew 334 days on state planes at a cost of $565,000. 96 percent of that cost was paid for by various state agencies, who also paid for another $37,000 in travel expenses and $406,000 in various other operating expenses. Schweich says that has been noted in earlier audits by himself and his predecessor, Susan Montee.

The audit says 19 out-of-state flights on state planes cost about $92,800, and says the Governor’s office does not check to see if commercial flights would be cheaper. It also says most lodging expenses, especially for out-of-state lodging, lacked documentation explaining why costs were higher than the auditor’s staff thought necessary.

The report ranks the performance of the Governor’s office as “Fair” on the Auditor’s rating scale. Schweich says that means he will do a follow-up audit in 6 months or more.

A request to the Governor’s office for comment has been declined. Instead, a spokesman points to the Governor’s official responses included in the audit report.

To the findings regarding the charging of Governor’s office expenses to other agencies, the response was, “The office accounts for its operational costs in a manner that properly reflects the nature of the work it performs.”
To the findings regarding travel expenses, Nixon’s office responds, “The office follows state travel policy. On occasion, circumstances require some deviations from the policy but efforts to ensure the most cost-effective means are implemented. The office will ensure that such instances are appropriately handled. As to the extended lodging stay, that arrangement was based on particular circumstances surrounding a particular work assignment. The office does not foresee those circumstances arising again, but should they arise, will again ensure that the arrangement is reasonable and cost-effective.”
Schweich says he doesn’t want the audit to be perceived as political because of its timing. Its release comes nine weeks before the General Election in which Nixon is seeking reelection. Schweich is a Republican, Nixon is a Democrat. The Auditor says, “It’s very important to me that this office not be political.”

Schweich says his office tried to release this audit in June, but ran into two problems. “One was our auditor-in-charge before that time was in a serious traffic accident and we had to delay for a few weeks because of that … we also had a several week delay trying to get access to the (Governor’s) mansion to do the inventory and that delayed us by another month or so.”

Still, the state Republican Party has seized on the findings. Executive Director Lloyd Smith accuses Nixon of enjoying “the perks of being governor, wasting money on a taxpayer-funded plane, nice hotels and fancy meals.”

The State Democratic Party has not yet released a statement on the audit.
Rain forces President Obama speech Thursday inside, cutting crowd by 75 percent or more
September 5, 2012 By Jessica Machetta

Mike Sanders, Chairman of the Missouri Democrat Party, says the Democrat National Convention Committee is moving the final night of speeches — when state delegates nominate President Obama for a second term — from the Bank of America Stadium to the Time Warner Arena. The reason? The rain, which has been dampening the convention on and off since the weekend, and looks to continue.

The stadium seats about 65,000, the arena about 15,000. That leaves 50,000 people who thought they were going to see the president without a seat, including several delegates.

“We don’t have a lot of answers right now,” Sanders says. “Our hope right now is that we can get all of our delegates in … right now we don’t know. We’ll probably find out somewhere in the neighborhood of about 4 o’clock in the morning when we go pick up our passes.”
BLOG ZONE
As Nixon reiterates opposition to vehicle-tax bill override, Silvey offers alternative 

By Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff 

9:01 am on Wed, 09.05.12

Gov. Jay Nixon reiterated his opposition to vehicle-tax legislation, which is likely to come up at next week’s veto session. He argues that an override could impose a tax on thousands of people who purchased a vehicle from other individuals.

The legislation in question overturns a Missouri Supreme Court decision that tossed out local taxes on vehicles purchased out of state unless the local jurisdictions had voted for such a tax. The Democratic governor vetoed that bill earlier this year, and Nixon warned lawmakers last week that an override would result in 122,702 buyers having “to pay an additional and unexpected local tax.”

Nixon was more specific on Tuesday, noting in a press release that 108,000 Missourians purchased those vehicles “from friends, neighbors or other private individuals.” Around 14,000 vehicles were purchased from out-of-state dealers, according to the release.

Nixon spokesman Scott Holste told the Beacon in a telephone interview that the number includes purchases between Missourians, especially if someone bought a vehicle from somebody within a city or county that had not voted for a local use tax.

The governor has argued that people within counties or municipalities should hold a public vote on whether to establish the local taxes. Nixon’s press release noted that the cities of Laurie and Tarkio and Howard County voted against use taxes in August, perhaps to showcase that the bill would go against the wishes of people who don’t want to pay the tax.

“Missourians deserve the opportunity to vote on these issues, and the General Assembly shouldn’t take that right away,” Nixon said in a statement. 

Silvey strikes back
In a public letter released around the time Nixon was holding a press conference on the issue at his Missouri Capitol office, state Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Clay County, sent around a public letter offering up a new legislative path.

Silvey wrote that the legislature could pass a bill next year sparing people who bought vehicles between the time of the court decision and the time of the override. Silvey, who handled the bill in the House, is running for a state Senate seat in November. He wrote that the Senate handler, Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City, would offer such legislation if he doesn’t win.

“By making this promise, I hereby call on you, Governor, to stop using scare tactics and for once make a decision that helps businesses and cities across this state," Silvey wrote.

Proponents of the bill argue that local municipalities and counties stand to lose millions of dollars’ worth of revenue if the bill doesn't pass. They also say that the Supreme Court's decision created an uneven playing field for Missouri vehicle dealers, especially in places close to a bordering state.

Silvey said in a telephone interview that he will bring the bill up for an override attempt next week. That, he said, would give enough time to pass legislation exempting people who are caught in the middle.

“There’s no reason why the governor needs to send tax due statements the day after we override the veto,” Silvey said. “He’s got the entire fiscal year to do so, and he has the flexibility within his administration to decide when those go out. It’s posturing trying to scare legislators into thinking that if they vote to override his veto, their constituents are going to get a bill in the mail the next day from the governor, saying ‘I tried to stop this.'"

Travis Ford, a spokesman this week for the Department of Revenue, said in an e-mail to the Beacon that the department is “not aware of how a fiscal year would be relevant to taxes becoming due and payable under law.”

“We would need further clarification to understand that position,” he said.

As the Beacon reported earlier late last week, at least one legislator who voted for the bill – Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph – says he will vote against overriding the governor. And while the bill passed with some Democratic votes, it’s not unusual for lawmakers from the governor’s party to switch sides during an override.

Kinder, Spence differ on override
And Schaaf isn't the only GOP official who agrees with Nixon.

While appearing on Mike Ferguson's Columbia-based radio show Tuesday, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said that legislative leaders should hold off overriding Nixon's veto.

"I do not support making it retroactive; I differ with my friends there," Kinder said. "And I also do not support an override of the governor’s veto that would effectively impose a big tax on these people who made these lawful purchases. Is it something that we can address in the future? Yes. But I don’t think expending a lot of effort to override a governor’s veto, which happens only very rarely, is the way to proceed here."

Kinder's view contrasts with GOP gubernatorial nominee Dave Spence, who told the Kansas City Star last week that lawmakers should override Nixon's veto. The paper reported that Spence said that Nixon was "more worried about polls and his donors than auto dealers and the counties.”
While Schaaf said the bill has an almost nonexistent chance of being overridden, Silvey was more optimistic. He said legislators will likely be influenced by local officials fearful of lost revenue, as well as vehicle dealers losing sales to out-of-state entities.

“I don’t see scores and scores of people flipping their vote,” said Silvey, noting the bill passed by large margins in both legislative chambers. “There’s a very real public policy aspect here that supersedes the politics the governor’s trying to play.”

Audit critical of Missouri governor’s spending 

Jason Hancock 

The Kansas City Star 

JEFFERSON CITY -- Gov. Jay Nixon spent $1.7 million more than his office was allowed over the past several years by shifting expenses to other state agencies, according to an audit released Wednesday.

From January 2009 to June 2011, Nixon’s office would have overspent its budget had other agencies not picked up the tab, Republican state Auditor Tom Schweich said Wednesday.

The practice continued even after legislators last year added provisions in the budget to prohibit state agencies from paying for the travel or staffing costs of the governor’s office or other statewide officeholders. 

Though he is a Republican and Nixon is a Democrat running for re-election, Schweich said politics have nothing to do with his audit’s conclusions.

“This is not a partisan issue, this is an accounting issue” Schweich said. “You don’t get appropriated a certain amount by the legislature and then to get around that by charging $1.7 million to other agencies.”

A spokesman for Nixon declined to comment and referred reporters to the office’s written response in the audit.

“The office accounts for its operational costs in a manner that properly reflects the nature of the work it performs,” Nixon’s office said in the audit.

In regard to travel expenses, the office said it follows state policy. 

The audit found 14 agencies spent $770,000 funding all or part of the salaries for several employees of the governor’s office. The Office of Administration paid $32,000 to compensate an “adviser on education” to the governor.

Nixon’s office billed state agencies a total of $546,000 to cover flights on state planes and $37,000 for meals and other travel costs. 

Four state agencies spent more than $378,800 to pay for dues in the National Governors Association and Southern Governors’ Association.

Schweich told The Associated Press that he originally planned to release the audit in June, but that was delayed because a key staff member was hurt in a vehicle accident and because his office had trouble getting some information.
Schweich chides Nixon for cost-shifting, travel documentation

By Jason Rosenbaum, Beacon staff 

1:39 pm on Wed, 09.05.12

State Auditor Tom Schweich is chiding Gov. Jay Nixon’s administration for using money from other state agencies to pay for gubernatorial expenses.

That's one of the highlights of an audit of the governor's office released Wednesday by Schweich, a Republican. (Nixon is a Democrat.) The audit also cited:

· $1.7 million of the governor's office expenses from January 2009 to June 2011 were charged to and paid from appropriations of other state agencies. Some expenses, the audit stated, went toward the governor's personnel and travel costs.

The audit notes that “similar practices have been noted in reports on prior administrations.” But the report said that “the magnitude of shifting of personnel and operating costs has significantly increased with the current administration.” If Nixon’s office had not allocated expenses to other state agencies, “both the office and mansion would have exceeded its appropriation authority each year.”

· Nixon’s office “does not document and justify the reasons why lodging and meal standards are exceeded, and airline tickets are not purchased at least 21 days in advance, as is required by the state travel policy.”

· A gubernatorial employee who lives in St. Louis stayed for approximately 150 nights in a Jefferson City hotel at a cost of almost $12,000. The audit stated that the employee could have picked a more affordable hotel.

· The administration “does not evaluate whether commercial flights would be more economical than state planes for out-of-state trips.”

Schweich gave Nixon’s administration a “fair” rating, the auditor's second lowest designation.

In response to Schweich’s point about using money from other agencies, Nixon’s office wrote in the audit that it “accounts for its operational costs in a manner that properly reflects the nature of the work it performs.” And after noting that the office “follows state travel policy,” Nixon’s office responded that “circumstances require some deviations from the policy but efforts to ensure the most cost effective means are implemented.”

As to the St. Louis employee, Nixon’s office responded in the audit that the “arrangement was based on particular circumstances surrounding a particular work assignment.” Nixon's office added that it “does not foresee those circumstances arising again, but should they arise, will again ensure that the arrangement is reasonable and cost effective.”

Sam Murphey, a spokesman for Nixon, deferred to the administration's response in the audit when asked for additional comment.

Some of the issues cited in the audit, especially how governors handle travel expenses, have been contentious for years.

The Associated Press reported back in 2009 that Nixon’s administration was charging agencies for his flights. Nixon has argued that it was appropriate to bill other entities, especially when officials were with the governor on trips related to their duties.

By comparison, Nixon’s predecessor – Republican Gov. Matt Blunt – used private air travel. While Blunt argued the move saved taxpayer dollars, the practice was criticized by Democrats for shielding those who paid for the travel. Blunt eventually started using the state plane for travel in 2008, after he announced he would not seek a second term. 

In any case, Jared Craighead -- the campaign manager for Republican Dave Spence, Nixon's opponent in November -- said in a statement that Schweich's audit "makes clear that Missouri needs a new CEO focused on creating jobs instead of a governor who spends his time raiding other state agencies’ budgets to pay for his housing, meals and travels.”
St. Louis County Board of Elections is 1,000 Poll Workers Short for November

By Jessica Lussenhop Wed., Sep. 5 2012 at 8:30 AM Riverfront Times
With the Democratic National Convention kicking off last night and some old crazy guy yelling at a chair last week, it's beginning to look a lot like election season everywhere you go. 

Only, there's a teensy problem going on at the St. Louis County Board of Elections: They're about a thousand poll workers short of what they need for the November presidential election.

"We're doing the very best we can but we do need the assistance of the public to come forward and give us some of their time," says Elections Director Rita Days.

A typical countywide election would require 3,400 to 3,500 poll workers, and the county already has 4,728 active workers. But with a high-stakes presidential race on the ticket, officials are betting on a much larger voter turnout and calculated they'll need 5,124 men and women on the job at polling stations. Factor in active workers who'll get sick or have some kind of conflict on election night, and Days figures she's about 1,000 bodies short.

	

	

	


That's a little nerve-wracking, especially after some of the goofs that the office went through in the August election. In the 87th district, Brentwood polling workers handed out 102 incorrect ballots, which required a total do-over (set for September 24) in the race between Rep. Susan Carlson and Rep. Stacey Newman.

"We did have some folks that handed out the wrong ballots. That's why, when we are looking for people we are looking for people who have a basic level of skill that they can bring to the job," says Days. "It was human error...they just didn't follow directions."

So Days is putting out a call to members of the (competent) public -- come work the polls. It's a paid position, $130 to $180 depending on the title. Poll workers must be registered voters, and there needs to be an equal number of Democrats and Republicans. Training is required (there's a stipend for that, too) and on the day-of, workers will need to help the public check in, correctly operate voting machines, give them the right ballot, and reload paper into machines.

Days says that she is concerned about not hitting her recruitment numbers, and that an infusion of new blood in the polling stations would be a huge help.

"It is a very long day. We have an aging workforce," she says. "We want people to understand, there's no mystery about this. You have to be a registered voter and that's all."
Only Obama and Democrats will bring 'shared prosperity,' Clinton tells enthusiastic crowd 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

11:38 pm on Wed, 09.05.12

CHARLOTTE, N.C. -- Bill Clinton, the nation’s last Democratic president, offered up a point-by-point passionate defense Wednesday night of the policies of the current one – President Barack Obama – to make the case that his re-election was crucial to the nation's economic future.

Addressing thousands at the party’s Democratic National Convention, Clinton sought to burnish Obama’s credentials while chipping away at Republican rival Mitt Romney, whose party had attacked Obama’s performance and policies during their convention last week.

“In Tampa, the Republican argument against the president's re-election was actually pretty simple, pretty snappy,” Clinton said. “It goes like this: ‘We left him a total mess, he hasn't cleaned it up fast enough, so fire him and put us back in.’ ”

Clinton asserted that Obama is making strong progress, with 4.5 million new jobs and a largely stabilized housing industry. The problem, Clinton acknowledged, is that “most people don’t feel it yet.”

“If you renew the president’s contract, you will feel it,” Clinton said.

"The most important question is, what kind of country do you want to live in? If you want a you're-on-your-own, winner-take-all society, you should support the Republican ticket,” Clinton said. “If you want a country of shared prosperity and shared responsibility -- a we're-all-in-this-together society -- you should vote for Barack Obama and Joe Biden."

During a 48-minute speech, which went much longer than scheduled, Clinton decried the Republicans as generally big on talk and small on action. He asserted that Americans should be wary of the GOP’s promise to cut spending and the federal debt, saying their record has proven otherwise.

“Remember, Republican economic policies quadrupled the debt before I took office and doubled it after I left,” said Clinton, who was in office from 1993-2001. “We simply can't afford to double-down on trickle-down. “

Romney’s proposals, said Clinton, often have boiled down to “ ‘See me about that after the election.’”

In contrast, asserted Clinton, “President Obama's plan cuts the debt, honors our values, and brightens the future for our children, our families and our nation.”

But the most important fact about Obama, Clinton said early on, was that he’s “cool on the outside, burns for America on the inside.”

Romney's campaign issued a swift response, telling Fox News, “President Clinton drew a stark contrast between himself and President Obama tonight. Bill Clinton worked with Republicans, balanced the budget, and after four years he could say you were better off. Barack Obama hasn’t worked across the aisle – he’s barely worked with other Democrats – and has the worst economic record of any president in modern history. President Clinton’s speech brought the disappointment and failure of President Obama’s time in office clearly into focus.”

Clinton headlined a litany of speakers on Wednesday – including Elizabeth Warren, the Democratic U.S. Senate candidate – who praised Obama’s policies and plans, a day after his wife, Michelle Obama, wowed the convention with her testament to his character.

But it was Clinton who whipped up the Democratic crowd into a frenzy.

Despite his speech’s length, in line with Clinton’s reputation, the former president kept the audience rapt – and often on their feet – with an address that formally was a nominating speech. At the end of the speech, Obama strode on stage and gave the former president a big hug.

Within minutes afterward, the roll-call of the states got underway. Missouri Democratic Party chairman Mike Sanders announced that he was delivering 99 state delegates to Obama; three others were absent. Ohio's delegation delivered the votes that put the president over the top, formally making him the Democratic nominee.

The crux of Clinton’s comparison was that the Republicans aren’t telling Americans what they truly plan to do because the public will reject it.

“You see they want to go back to the same old policies that got us into trouble in the first place," Clinton said in the prepared version of his remarks, which he often tweaked during delivery. "To cut taxes for high-income Americans even more than President Bush did; to get rid of those pesky financial regulations designed to prevent another crash and prohibit future bailouts; to increase defense spending $2 trillion more than the Pentagon has requested without saying what they'll spend the money on; to make enormous cuts in the rest of the budget, especially programs that help the middle class and poor kids.”

“As another president once said – there they go again,” Clinton declared, referring to Republican icon Ronald Reagan.

He also slammed the GOP for spreading falsehoods about Medicare and welfare. Clinton emphasized that the Obama administration has not eliminated any work requirements for welfare recipients, and is not cutting $716 billion in Medicare benefits. (National Republicans immediately issued statements defending the Romney-Ryan claims, which have been refuted by nonpartisan fact-checkers.)

Clinton explained that the $716 billion is cut from future growth in payments to providers and insurance companies and noted that the same cut – but in benefits – is in the budget proposal of Romney’s running mate, U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan, R-Wis.

“It takes some brass to attack a guy for doing what you did,” Clinton said, touching off one of several waves of cheers and standing ovations.

Clinton contended that the Republican proposals to turn Medicare into a voucher program, while also making cuts, will actually cause the program to go bankrupt by 2016. “They’re going to do it to us sooner than we thought,” he quipped.

In contrast, he said, Obama “inherited a deeply damaged economy, put a floor under the crash, began the long hard road to recovery, and laid the foundation for a modern, more well-balanced economy that will produce millions of good new jobs, vibrant new businesses, and lots of new wealth for the innovators.

“Now, are we where we want to be today? No. Is the president satisfied? Of course not!” Clinton said. “Are we better off than we were when he took office…The answer is YES. “

Speeches overshadow fight over platform

Clinton’s address Wednesday night was well-timed, from a political standpoint, since it’s likely to blunt the coverage of the day’s other hot news -- the last-minute tweak in the Democratic platform, ordered by Obama, to reinsert the word “God” and reinstate the longstanding language in both parties’ platforms that calls Jerusalem the true capital of Israel, not Tel Aviv.

Republicans had pounced on both omissions shortly after the Democratic platform was approved Tuesday. But the GOP buzz really erupted Wednesday, as video circulated about the combative afternoon floor vote that ensued over the additions. Twitter was filled with disparaging criticism.

National Democratic Party chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz issued a statement seeking to tamp down the controversy over the Jerusalem issue. “The platform is being amended to maintain consistency with the personal views expressed by the President and in the Democratic Party platform in 2008,” she said.

"Our party platform already expresses strong support for the peace process and makes clear the steps that any Palestinian partner must take to be a part of such a process -- recognizing Israel’s right to exist, rejecting violence, and adhering to existing agreements.”

The revised language reads, “Jerusalem is and will remain the capital of Israel. The parties have agreed that Jerusalem is a matter for final status negotiations. It should remain an undivided city accessible to people of all faiths.”

Missouri Democrats fret over future of their party 

10 hours ago • BY KEVIN McDERMOTT kmcdermott@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8268

CHARLOTTE, N.C. • Like doctors huddling around a patient, Missouri elected officials, political strategists and rank-and-file delegates cloistered here for the Democratic National Convention are trying to figure out what ails the Missouri Democratic Party.

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan says it's unfettered Republican money. Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, his sister, says it's reluctance of Democrats to defend their values and tell their story. Attorney General Chris Koster says it's political neglect of the state's rural midsection.

An operative from President Barack Obama's almost-successful 2008 Missouri effort says it's the need for plain old-fashioned footwork.

"I know this is not romantic or sexy work ... (but) the way you win tight elections like this is your ground game," said the operative, Buffy Wicks, speaking to a Missouri delegate breakfast Wednesday at which she was introduced as "Buffy the Republican-Slayer."

Missouri Democrats haven't been slaying many Republicans lately. The party of Truman has fallen on hard times since Obama came within 4,000 votes of denying the state to John McCain in the 2008 presidential election.

This year, Obama has all but conceded Missouri to Republican Mitt Romney, with polls showing Missourians have parted with the president over health care and stimulus spending. In one of those details that only politicos care about, but which is nonetheless telling, Missouri's delegation is in the nosebleed seats at Time Warner Cable Arena, the venue of the Charlotte convention.

True, Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon appears to be in good shape going into his re-election bid. But he has cultivated an image to the right of most of the party, and his political advertising is generally free of the word "Democrat."

Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill, meanwhile, appeared to be toast until her Republican re-election challenger, Todd Akin, pontificated on "legitimate rape" and abortion and made himself an outcast in his own party. And still McCaskill and other Democrats fear she could be in trouble.

"Do not believe what you read in the newspapers about this election," Robin Carnahan warned delegates earlier this week, saying a "dogfight" is imminent. "We know our state."

Nixon had not yet appeared at the convention as of Wednesday morning, though he was expected to be here to host an evening event. McCaskill won't be here at all, saying she had to remain in Missouri to campaign.

ASSESSING THE SHIFT
"Is Missouri more conservative?" Koster asked most of Missouri's 102 delegates over breakfast Wednesday. "I think all of us have given that question a lot of thought."

Polls indicate it's almost undebatable. A Mason-Dixon poll for the Post-Dispatch this summer showed Romney leading Obama by 9 percentage points, with Obama's favorability rating at a dismal 34 points. Akin's Senate primary victory, as the most conservative of three Republicans running, was another strong signal.

Delegates in Charlotte, as in conventions past, gather by state each morning, assessing their state party situation over scrambled eggs. Depending on the state and the year, those morning meetings are sometimes friendly reunions with old friends. Other times, they're full of intrigue among a given state's competing political players.

For Missouri this week, the morning meetings have been more like crisis interventions. Speakers to the delegation — most of them from the within the delegation — have climbed the podium in the Mecklenburg Room at the Hilton Charlotte City Center, one after another, to offer advice on the problem and its solution.

The goal is the same, as voiced Wednesday by Koster: "We've got to make sure that the middle of the state begins to turn blue again ... (to) make sure Missouri regains its place in America as a battleground state."

Koster, a former Republican turned Democrat, used his own change of heart as an example of how voters might be turned from the GOP.

There was "literally no braking mechanism on its right extreme, and I was fed up with it," Koster said. The Missouri Republican push to criminalize stem-cell research, he said, "was really the beginning of the end for me."

Koster said recruitment of stronger, unapologetic Democrats in the rural middle of the state will be key to reversing the trend of the past view years that has Missouri more Republican "red" than it used to be.

Koster's opponent, Republican Ed Martin, responded to Koster's comments on Republican extremism by pointing to the pro-choice provisions on the Democratic Party's national platform being approved this week in Charlotte.

"If you want to talk about extremism, the (Democratic) delegates just voted for a platform that is far out of touch with Missouri voters," Martin said. "They don't want tax-funded abortions or abortion on demand."

TWO VISIONS
Robin Carnahan told delegates that this year's elections especially were a "fight between two visions."

"Part of what we have to do as Democrats is tell the story to people," she said, couching it as a fight between middle-class values and "greedy businesses that are just going to extract as much as they can."

"President Romney," Carnahan said at one point, as if to shock delegates, some of whom booed and hissed in response. "It could happen," she warned.

Russ Carnahan cautioned that even McCaskill's race — which she was leading by 9 points in a recent Mason-Dixon poll for the Post-Dispatch after the Akin controversy broke — isn't a done deal, given the possibility of unlimited outside money that could still flow into Missouri for Akin.

"As sure as I'm standing here, I think Todd Akin is going to stay in the race in Missouri, and I think the 'superPAC' groups are going to come in and fund him," Carnahan told delegates. "Sen. McCaskill is still going to have a tough race."

One scenario projected by Democrats is that Republican leaders and financial backers, who have sworn not to support Akin no matter what, will forget that promise once it's clear they're stuck with him on the ballot.

"We'll absolutely see the outside secret PAC groups come in to help Akin," Carnahan said. "Democrats can't do a victory dance in Missouri."

Wicks, the Obama campaign operative, told Missouri delegates to focus their voter-contact efforts on a divide-and-conquer strategy, zeroing in on the contrast between Democratic and Republican views of Africans-Americans, Latinos, young people and, especially, women.

"Quite frankly, Mitt Romney has made it easy or us to show that contrast," she said. But she added: "We need you to dig deep. It is going to be a close election."

Koster Knocks Kansas Dems-Let’s Not Be Like Them

Micheal Mahoney
Missouri Attorney General, Democrat Chris Koster threw a jab at his sunflower state colleagues this morning.
Koster was speaking before the Missouri Democratic delegate breakfast. His re-election campaign picked up part of the tab for the delegate breakfast. Rep. Russ Carnahan split the tab with him.
Koster was talking about the state of the Missouri Democratic Party.
“I don’t want to see our party ever look like the Democratic party of the State of Kansas”, he said.
The Kansas Democrats are a small minority party in a very Republican state.
For example, Democrats failed to file a candidate to run against Johnson County freshman Congressman Kevin Yoder.
Yoder cruised to victory in his first campaign in 2010. The Johnson County Democrats, however, launched a vigorous campaign against him with Stephanie Moore.
Kansas democratic spokesman Dakota Loomis responded to Koster’s remark.
” I am sure the Missouri Democratic Party shares those values”, Loomis said in a text.
Koster is worried about the outstate future for Missouri Democrats.
He says is unacceptable that state Senate district in places like Clay and Saline Counties no longer have Democratic senators.
“We need to make sure the middle of the state turns blue again”, said Koster.
Koster flipped parties before the 2008 election. he ran and won as a Democrat.
He said again today, he left the Missouri Republican party because it became to extreme.
He cited the opposition in some Republican circles to stem cell research at the Stowers Institute in Kansas City and Washington University in St. Louis.
Koster says that resistance makes it tough for Missouri to attract the top researchers.
“Come to Boston for your Nobel price,” joked Koster, “come to Missouri for your leg irons.”

Cleaver brings convention to feet: “We are one! We are one!”

Sept.6

Steve Kraske 

The Kansas City Star 

Missouri Congressman Emanuel Cleaver this evening brought delegates at the Democratic National Convention to their feet with an impassioned 15-minute oration that paid tribute to hope and offered a prayer for a more unified country.

Speaking outside the prime-time window, Cleaver nonetheless stirred passions among delegates who clearly were hungry for it.

"Hope on!" he said over and over again, encouraging President Obama to continue his crusade of hope. "Hope on!"

Later, the United Methodist minister and head of the Congressional Black Caucus urged a more united nation.

"Poor, rich, we are one!" Cleaver exhorted. "Together, we must move the United States of America forward. There is more power in unity than division.

"Let's do more than say the Pledge of Allegiance. Let us live it! Let us embody, `One nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.'

"And that means every one of our nation's citizens. Together, we must build a country where we live up to our nation's motto: `E pluribus unum. Out of many, one.' We are one."

Not only did Cleaver have delegates standing and cheering, he had them marching in place at one point as he talked of hope.

It was classic Cleaver delivering an address in cadences and a pitch familiar to many Kansas Citians, but new to many delegates, some of whom asked mid-speech, "Who is that?"

Earlier in his address, the Kansas City Democrat talked of the need for civility in Congress, saying the House and Senate had broken down because "too many politicians believe that compromise means capitulation."

"This must change, because just as bees cannot sting and make honey at the same time, members of Congress cannot simultaneously make passionate enemies and expect political progress," he said.

A long-time advocate of better relations between members of Congress, Cleaver didn't take on Republicans by name. But there was little doubt who he was talking about in bemoaning the lack of compromise in his chamber. Democrats have long blamed the GOP for frustrating the president at every turn.

At other times, he appeared to speak to members of both parties 

"Tonight, I cannot speak to you without acknowledging that the bickering and brinksmanship we see too often in our politics is advantaging no party, but weakening our nation," he said. "We can be fervent in our disagreements without being factitious with our beliefs."

He said in his 5th District, members of both parties tell him that they would like to look at the country's political leaders and see "more warm hearts and fewer hot heads, more facts and fewer falsehoods."

Cleaver spoke to a convention hall that was about two-thirds full on the same night that former President Bill Clinton was to speak to delegates. Cleaver urged Obama to continue to push his 2008 campaign theme of hope.

"Continue to speak of hope to the American people, because it is impossible for hope to overdraw its account in God's bank," he said.

"The tough days our nation faced may have caused us great pain, but they must not and will not cause us to lose our hope. Hope fills the holes of my frustration in my heart. Hope inspires me to believe that any day now, we will catch up to the ideals put forth by our nation's founding fathers.

"Hope is the motivation that empowers the unemployed, enabling them to get out of bed every single morning with unbounded enthusiasm as they look for work.

"It is our hope and faith that move us to action. It is our hope and faith that reminds us to pray and also affirms that we must move our feet. It is our hope that tells us our latter days will be greater than the former. 

"It is our hope that instructs us to march on!"
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Failure of payday loan reform measure bad for Missouri 

10 hours ago • By the ST. louis post-dispatch Editorial Board
Robbery with a pen will continue to be legal in Missouri with the announcement Monday that Missourians for Responsible Lending had abandoned its campaign to cap payday loan interest rates in the face of well-financed opposition from the industry.
What this means is that instead of capping the interest rates and fees for payday loans at a relatively reasonable 36 percent, they will continue to soar to their average rate of 445 percent annually.

What this also means is that deep-pocketed, out-of-state loan sharks playing a shell game with campaign finance won. Poor people lost.

The grass-roots petition supporters could have benefited from a payday loan to their campaign, but they wouldn't have been able to handle the usurious interest rates and fees any better than the poor and working-class people who get the predatory loans.

The decision to suspend efforts to get initiatives on the state's Nov. 6 ballot to cap the payday loans and to raise the state's minimum wage has a wider impact than on just payday borrowers and underpaid workers. It also means that the ballot initiative — one of the last methods left for groups of average citizens to try to change the law — is endangered.

"This is a real challenge to participatory democracy," the Rev. David Gerth, head of Metropolitan Congregations United, which worked on behalf of the two ballot initiatives, said Tuesday. "I wouldn't say it's impossible to get an initiative on the ballot, but it is very, very difficult to win."

The organization fighting the payday loan industry, and Give Missourians a Raise, the group seeking to raise the minimum wage, had combined efforts. Each initiative needed about 95,000 signatures from across the state, and the groups submitted petitions with more than 350,000 signatures.

Various election authorities, including in the city of St. Louis, had questioned the validity of enough signatures to keep the initiatives off the ballot. Supporters thought they could challenge those ballot counts and get the signatures approved by the Sept. 21 deadline.

They said Monday that their well-heeled opponents had put too many legal hurdles in their way to overcome by the deadline.

"Since beginning this campaign more than a year ago, we have faced an opposition unrestrained by money, morality, truth or concern for the economic dignity of our neighbors and family members," said the Rev. James Bryan, treasurer for the lending cap group.

Here's all Missourians need to know about that process:

The payday loan industry spent more than $2 million fighting to keep this common sense measure off the ballot, knowing full well that if it made it there, it would pass. Nearly all of that money was funneled through a Kansas City non-profit that, to date, hasn't revealed its donors.

What are they afraid of?

Supporters of the initiatives, meanwhile, spent $600,000, all of it accounted for, according to Missouri Ethics Commission reports.

Supporters put their names on the line. Opponents didn't.

That Missouri law allows this is as unjust as charging poor people more than 1,000 percent interest on loans they'll never be able to pay back.

Rev. Gerth said petition supporters had done their best to keep costs down, getting help from churches and synagogues across the state and using hundreds of locally trained volunteers to collect signatures, but they just didn't have the money to keep fighting.

Of the 143 ballot initiatives submitted to the secretary of state this year, four have been certified for the Nov. 6 ballot. Two were referred by the Legislature, one was largely funded by the American Cancer Society and a coalition of health-care and education interests, and the last, on local control of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department, was largely funded by millionaire investor Rex Sinquefield.

State lawmakers need to do two things to make it easier for ordinary citizens to have a say in government. First, make it illegal for wealthy donors to hide behind layers of secrecy. If money is free speech, and corporations are people, then make the corporations put their names on their speech.

Second, pass a version of the bill that was supported last session by state Auditor Tom Schweich, a Republican, and Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, a Democrat, that would have added an extra step to the initiative process. Modeled after an Oregon law, it would require 1,000 sponsoring petition signatures to weed out those who aren't serious about the process.

Those who want payday loan companies to stop preying on Missouri's poor say they'll get back to work passing a new law that merely would put the Show-Me State in line with most other states, with the same sort of interest limits Congress imposed on payday loan companies that were taking advantage of military families.

Missouri lawmakers should back their efforts by evening the playing field.

The Star’s editorial | Missouri governor must also live within his means


Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon has demanded austerity from the state’s departments, its schools and its universities — everywhere, it seems, but from his own office. 

A new audit has reinforced old concerns about Nixon’s practice of shifting costs of travel, expenses and even staffers to the budgets of other departments.

While appearing to stay within the budget allocated to him by the legislature, Nixon transferred $1.7 million of expenses to other state agencies over a two-and-a-half year period ending in June 2011, according to a report from state Auditor Tom Schweich. 

Examples:

• Salaries totaling $770,000 for several governor’s office employees were spread throughout 14 agencies. 

• Employees of the governor’s office flew 334 days on state planes. Other agencies picked up 96 percent of the $565,000 cost.

• Three departments paid nearly $380,000 for members of the governor’s staff to pay dues to two governors’ associations. 

The cost-shifting abated after the legislature specified that no funds allocated to departments could be used for travel or staffing costs for statewide officials. But Schweich still found more recent instances in which the governor found ways to cover expenses outside of his office budget.

Schweich’s audit also raises questions about hotel and airfare charges incurred by the governor’s staff that appear to be excessive and about recordkeeping for purchases made for the state’s Governor’s Mansion.

A spokesman for Nixon referred reporters to the official responses in the audit. Those are perfunctory and unsatisfactory. 

On the issue of shifting expenses to departments, for instance, Nixon’s response was that “the office accounts for its operational costs in a manner that properly reflects the nature of the work it performs.”

Ideally, Schweich, a Republican, should have released this audit sooner than two months before Nixon appears on the ballot against Republican Dave Spence.

State law requires that the offices of all statewide elected officials be audited once during their terms. Schweich inherited the task when he took office in January 2011. Release of the audit was delayed because of a traffic accident involving a lead auditor, and troubles obtaining some information, he said.

But any problems with the timing of the audit pale in comparison to its revelations and Nixon’s arrogant response.

Nixon’s style of governing is expensive. He is often on the road and will sometimes fly to three or four communities to make the same announcement. 

The governor continually touts innovation and technology. He should employ some of that to get his message across without burning through money his office doesn’t have. 

The Star’s editorial | KC needs a land bank

The City Council should move quickly to pass an ordinance creating a new agency called a land bank, an entity that could prove to be a significant player in the effort to deal with Kansas City’s massive vacant-property problem.

Earlier this year, the Missouri legislature passed a law allowing the city to create its own land bank. The agency could buy and sell unwanted properties, thus moving them onto the tax rolls and reducing the city’s annual maintenance and lawn-mowing cost.

The larger goal is to begin reducing the number of vacant, derelict structures that blight neighborhoods, especially in the inner city.

The process of gearing up for the creation of a land bank has already begun. Several hundred properties have been transferred from Jackson County Land Trust to the city, with up to 4,000 more to be transferred over the coming months. Once the City Council approves a land bank ordinance the properties will be transferred to the new agency.

Unlike the Jackson County Land Trust, the city’s land bank would have significant revenue sources, including proceeds from real estate sales as well as the first three years of property taxes paid by the new owners. That revenue stream will eventually allow the bank to issue bonds.

David Park, deputy director of the Neighborhoods and Housing Department, said that at some point, the land bank might also be empowered to finance mortgages for buyers as well as make loans to pay for property renovation. If so, the city must build in safeguards to ensure that loans go to borrowers with acceptable credit quality.

If the land bank’s efforts are strategically targeted rather than applied on a scattershot basis, the new agency could make a real difference in many inner-city neighborhoods. But first, the City Council must act.

Our View: Investing in students benefits all

| Sep 05, 2012 | Truman Index 

Missouri Governor Jay Nixon’s recent approval of increased amount awarded to Bright Flight and Access Missouri students will increase incentives to study hard throughout high school. With the decreased number of students receiving the funding, we appreciate the restraint from using this money elsewhere and respect the decision to instead increase the money individual students will receive. These programs are an investment for our future. It rewards students who earned aid and supports those students with financial need who will be most impacted by the rising cost of higher education.

Although it’s a step in the right direction, funding increases should not stop here.

Those receiving the Bright Flight scholarship received at least a 31 ACT score — the top 3 percent of students taking the test, according to the Missouri Department of Higher Education. These students are the cream of the crop: they’re motivated, hard working and driving our country forward. Our brightest students are more than deserving of the $2000 allotted per student for the 2012-2013 academic year. This is an increase of $250. Merit based scholarships serve students and society — students have an incentive to excel in high school, while society benefits from the resulting better educated workforce.

Access Missouri is geared toward students with financial need. We understand how important every penny is when financing an education. While 3 percent isn’t substantial, any funding increase to need-based scholarships is a step in the right direction. College is incredibly expensive — those most impacted by the financial cost deserve this funding.

Nixon shouldn’t stop with student aid. If he wants his legacy to be his support of Missouri education, an increase must also be made to institutional funding. Helping students finance their college is only the beginning of the battle—better funding for institutions allows those institutions to provide a better education. Institutional funding also outlasts individual funding — it can be used for upgrading facilities, paying faculty and financing institutional scholarships. Education is an investment worth investing in.
Guest commentary: Higher tobacco tax will benefit our children and grandchildren 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch • By Dr. Michael Cooperstock

Missouri's tobacco tax is 17 cents per pack, by far the lowest in the nation. The national average is $1.49 per pack. Proposition B on the November ballot adds 73 cents to the tax. This new tax will generate more than $250 million, revenue specifically designated for elementary, high school and college education, as well as supporting tobacco prevention and cessation. Price increases at this level always lead to a reduction in cigarette smoking, together with a spike in demand for smoking cessation programs.

But far more important is the enormous health benefit Proposition B will bring to our children for generations to come.

The key numbers to remember are 40,000, 1,800, and 3.

About 9 out of 10 lifetime smokers started smoking by age 18. Tobacco marketers spend more than $1,000 in advertising for each child or adolescent smoker captured. Our children often become addicted before they have developed the mature judgment to understand the full implications of what they have done. There are 1.5 million children living in Missouri today, and about 300,000 of them are projected to become addicted smokers by age 18. However, conservative econometric estimates indicate that a 73-cent price increase will deter about 40,000 of today's Missouri children from becoming addicted smokers. And smoking, of course, would have affected their health for the rest of their lives. Early death occurs in half of all smokers, who will die an average of about 15 years ahead of their time.

Currently Missouri has one of the highest youth smoking rates in the country, leading to costly diseases: emphysema, chronic bronchitis, cancer, heart disease, asthma and stroke. Smoking also contributes to high blood pressure, erectile dysfunction and aging skin. Tobacco-related illnesses are estimated to cost every Missouri household $586 a year, which we pay through increased insurance premiums and taxes.

The damage to our grandchildren is every bit as worrisome. Our cigarette-smoking daughters will soon be having children of their own. Each year in Missouri, smoking causes about 1,800 low birth weight and premature babies (450 preterm and 1350 underweight term births). Infants of mothers who smoke are also more likely to have school problems or mental retardation in later childhood. Based on Institute of Medicine estimates, the total lifetime medical and societal economic cost for 450 preterm infants in Missouri is more than $100 million each year.

How much will a cigarette smoker actually have to pay? A typical pack-a-day smoker spends about $1,600 per year for the habit, and the new tax will add $267 per year. Proposition B opponents argue that 73 cents is an "outrageous 729 percent tax increase." However, the actual added cost is the same as just 3 cigarettes per day for the average smoker. Cut out 3 cigarettes, and it costs nothing.

A "yes" vote on Proposition B in November is a vote for the health and well-being of both our children and our grandchildren, and it will improve education and lower health insurance costs for all. Rarely are we given such an opportunity to accomplish so much, so easily, for so many.

Dr. Cooperstock is professor of pediatrics at Women's and Children's Hospital at the University of Missouri-Columbia. He writes as a representative of the Missouri Branch of the American Academy of Pediatrics.
Guest commentary: The presidential hopes and betrayal of Missouri's Champ Clark 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch • By Ben Clark

As America searches for meaning in its current convention system, it bears remembering that, 100 years ago this summer, Missouri's favorite son Champ Clark was unjustly denied the Democratic presidential nomination at the turbulent Baltimore convention of 1912. Due to a Republican split between incumbent William Taft and the Bull Moose candidacy of Theodore Roosevelt, if nominated Clark would have been elected the 28th U.S. president, the first Missourian to occupy the Oval Office.

Instead, largely on account of fabricated charges leveled by famed Nebraska orator William Jennings Bryan (three-time unsuccessful Democratic standard-bearer), who apparently wished to split the convention and garner the nomination for himself, the prize fell into the lap of the surprised Woodrow Wilson, governor of New Jersey. Wilson went on to serve as president from 1913 to 1921.

Champ Clark was a Kentuckian by birth and raised in country poverty. At the example of his father, a wandering but well-read dentist and song master, Clark developed a passion for American politics and history. He ultimately moved to northeastern Missouri, serving as a school superintendent, newspaper publisher, city attorney and prosecutor, and state representative.

In 1892 Clark was elected to the first of 13 terms in Congress from the "Bloody Ninth" district in northeast Missouri. A fierce Jeffersonian Democrat and leading stump orator, through force of will and intense party loyalty Clark rose through the ranks to become speaker of the House of Representatives, a position he held for nine years.

As the pre-convention favorite, the Show-Me candidate "could walk on Clark territory from the Pacific to the Atlantic and from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico." His motto, "You Gotta Quit Kicking My Dawg Aroun'," spoke to America's downtrodden rural citizens, who formed the backbone of his support.

Clark led from the first ballot, and by the 10th, his tally had reached 11 over a simple majority but was short of the necessary two-thirds required by an archaic party rule dating to the Civil War. Victory seemed imminent, and Clark forces raucously paraded about the convention floor for over an hour, carrying Clark's daughter Genevieve on their shoulders, banging drums and singing the "Dawg" song.

Gov. Wilson went so far as to begin preparation of a statement of concession — and joked morbidly with his family about building a "coffin" for his nomination hopes — but at the last moment was talked out of it by a manager.

Then came an act of betrayal that changed the course of American history. Bryan, who as a member of the Nebraska delegation was bound by law to support Clark, arose to explain his vote. Despite an earlier pledge not to seek the nomination himself, Bryan declared that he would not vote for a candidate (Clark) who received the support of the New York delegation.

Falsely suggesting that Clark was aligned with the "reactionary" interests of the Tammany Hall machine, Bryan threw the convention into an uproar. However, Bryan's action achieved something quite different from his own nomination — that of Woodrow Wilson, albeit not until the 46th ballot.

The issues of a century ago resonate today. Champ Clark stood for Western rights; the common people, especially farmers; and against the aggregation of wealth by interests east of the Alleghenies. He authored the Missouri antitrust law and Australian (secret) ballot law, and favored an income tax on wealthy individuals. Clark was a very early supporter of women's political rights, and a substantial force behind passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920. Consistent with traditional Jeffersonian philosophy, he was wary of the creep of big government.

Notably, Clark was opposed to American involvement in overseas wars, in part due to the belief that our participation was spurred by war profiteers. But for the sudden turn of events at the Baltimore convention, America most likely would not have entered the First World War, and the course of international history would have been much different.

Bryan went on to serve as Wilson's secretary of state, and passed away a few days after his embarrassment (at the hands of Clarence Darrow) at the Scopes Monkey Trial. Clark, a party man first and foremost, continued as speaker, and for the most part supported President Wilson's initiatives.

Defeated for Congress in the Republican sweep of 1920, Clark died in Washington two days before the end of his final term. His last words: "The question is on the adoption of the conference report." They could easily have been "Almost, Missouri, almost."

Ben Clark is a historian and attorney, and the great-grandson of Champ Clark. He lives in Kirkwood.
Hungry kids caught in political ideology

Kansas City Star


Before he lit up the Internet with comments on rape, Todd Akin was slamming efforts that feed hungry children. His dismissive thoughts on school lunch programs were overshadowed by his far more appalling statement on “legitimate rape.”

But it’s the derision of federal government help for hungry children that is the tougher political issue. 

A new study — where teachers are trying to educate us — might have helped.

Three in five public school teachers surveyed said they regularly see children show up to class hungry. A full 77 percent said child hunger should be a national priority, according to “Hunger in the Classroom: Share Our Strength Teacher Report 2012.” 

Pair that lesson with the latest stats of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, released Wednesday. We’re setting records as a nation — for letting children go hungry. In 2011, 16.6 million children, one out of every five, struggled with hunger.

The Akinses of the nation need more convincing that this is critical. The U.S. Senate candidate from Missouri believes the federal government shouldn’t be in the business of feeding children. It’s part of a mantra against the federal role in education.

Somehow this topic too often devolves into a conversation about handouts and laziness, or a lack of parental responsibility.

The growling stomachs of children don’t need politicizing. They need to be fed. Fed through programs that are sustainable through the summer, with nutritious meals not at risk of being slashed to balance a budget that leaves plenty of government perks for adults with less pressing needs.

Maybe it’s the terminology that sets people off course.

“Food insecurity” is the wonky term these reports use. It basically means that families are scrambling to get something on the table. It’s a governmental way of measuring an often bare cupboard.

Missouri can take some credit for being one of eight states involved with a piloted new approach to target childhood hunger in a less piecemeal, more comprehensive way.

The idea is to carry the help of a reduced-price or free lunch through the summer.

In 2012, the families of 5,300 school children in the Center, Hickman Mills and Kansas City school districts were able to buy food through the program, according to Missouri officials.

Maybe the disconnect arises because many decision-makers have never experienced real hunger. Child hunger isn’t about kids not liking what is on their plate, dumping the organic, less sugar-filled options into the cafeteria trash.

It’s about children unable to concentrate on school because they’re hungry. They might go through the day fuzzy-headed, irritable or checked out during class. And many likely know there is little available for supper.

Letters to the editor, Sept. 6 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Too many in Congress work for the good of the party
Your take on Mickey Edwards' book was timely and interesting ("People over parties," Sept. 4). The book should be required reading for every member of Congress.

It seems to me the power of government has declined over the last few years and lies in the hands of just a few people: the political parties and the lobbyists. Congress is at a standstill. During the last session many excellent bills died on the floor because passing them would not be "for the good of the party." The good of the country does not seem to be a priority.

We are a government "of the people, by the people, and for the people." If Congress continues to persist in being a government of the party, by the party and for the party, I fear that our government will "perish from this earth."

Gracia Myers • Florissant
Tell us how to get it done
The editorial "People over parties" made a great deal of sense. But, then again, so do many of the talk show guests, authors and pundits when they explain how to change politics as we know it today.

I was anxious to read your editorial to the end, anticipating that you would tell us how to implement Mr. Edwards' ideas.

But, like the other experts, all we got from the Post-Dispatch is a summary of ideas.

What is a citizen supposed to do?

It's like a doctor telling his obese patient to lose weight, but then doesn't tell him how.

Sarah Berglund • Chesterfield
Obama's extremism on abortion
"People over parties" stated that Rep. Todd Akin became the nominee because the party system encourages extremism.

But the article failed to mention that the real abortion extremist is President Obama.

Not only has Barack Obama heartlessly refused to support a ban on sex-selection abortion and late-term abortions past the point at which unborn children feel pain, but also as senator he voted four times to deny constitutional protections to babies who were born alive after a failed abortion.

Don Berra • Eureka
A fetus is a child
In response to Gabriel Hassler's letter "rights of a fetus" (Sept. 2): He claims that the fetus has no right to use a woman's body, and that it wouldn't survive without her. Under that logic, all children could not expect someone to take care of them and would not be considered a person until they are old enough to take care of themselves! This would also apply to patients in a coma who rely on someone else to keep them alive.

A fetus is a child that needs to be taken care of before it is born, just like it does after it is born.

We need to be a community of people that takes care of each other to survive, no matter how old we are, not each one for him or herself.

Laura Carpenter • Florissant
Voter suppression is undemocratic
I found myself agreeing with Ron Calzone's op-ed "GOP bosses aim to profane the election process" (Aug. 29). Though Todd Akin has proved himself throughout the years to be a right-wing extremist and religious fanatic, Mr. Akin does represent a plurality of Missouri Republicans as demonstrated by the recent primary election. Mr. Calzone is correct when he blasts the national Republican Party's attempts at forcing out the congressman to be undemocratic.

But don't stop there. While Mr. Calzone is rightfully angry that national Republicans would disregard the will of Missouri voters, don't let pass that the Republican Party is also currently running a nation-wide campaign of voter suppression to disenfranchise millions of Americans, primarily within states that just happen to be the battlegrounds for this presidential election. Republican tactics for suppressing the vote include burdensome voter ID laws, bogus voter purges directed primarily against minorities, partisan limits placed on early voting, and restricting the number of voting machines in heavily Democratic precincts.

Republican efforts to suppress the vote have nothing to do with maintaining election integrity, and everything to do with skewing election results. American history is filled with epic struggles to obtain the vote for disenfranchised Americans, and sadly, counter actions such as poll taxes and literacy laws to deny that same fundamental democratic right.

Republican voter suppression is undemocratic and un-American — even more so than attempts to bully Rep. Akin from this November's Senate race.

N. Timothy Smith • Webster Groves
Organic food benefits your health, the environment
Organic food is safer and healthier than nonorganic. The Stanford study cited in your article ("Study: Organic foods not much healthier," Sept. 4) actually concludes that "consumption of organic foods may reduce exposure to pesticide residues and antibiotic-resistant bacteria." It is hard to argue that ingesting more pesticides is somehow safer for us.

Furthermore, organic food is not genetically engineered. Genetic engineering is the splicing of genes from viruses, bacteria and animals into our food crops. Much of the environmental and health consequences of genetically engineered crops are unknown. This new "technology" could create more allergens, toxins and antibiotic resistance. Eating GE food can manipulate our DNA. For example, eating a single serving of genetically engineered soy can change the DNA of the bacteria in your gut.

For the sake of our health and the environment, buy organic whenever possible.

William McMullin • Mount Morris, Mich.
Back on the street despite sentence
After reading the piece about the young man killed in the ATF shooting ("Suspect killed in ATF shooting was warned", Aug. 31), I can't help but think that it's no wonder that we also read about murders such as that of a woman recently in the Central West End, or another of a woman on Highland Avenue in July.

According to the article, the victim, Myron Pollard, 18, was sentenced to three years in prison for a felony charge of unlawful use of a weapon — but St. Louis Circuit Judge Jack Garvey suspended the sentence and put Pollard on probation instead. This was in spite of the fact that he'd been caught with a concealed .45-caliber semiautomatic pistol.

Do we really have to ask what's wrong with this picture? Seems crystal-clear to me.

Kathryn M. Sherman • Shrewsbury
President deserves respect
I am disgusted at how little to no respect is shown to our president. Regardless of your party affiliation, whether you like President Obama or not, he deserves our respect for the office he holds.

This kind of public name-calling, slurs and just rudeness would never have occurred under President George W. Bush. I have to wonder why! Has our country stooped so low that people have no regard for anything or anyone?

Cheryl Morris • St. Louis
A thinking man's Neanderthal
I am a daily subscriber to the Post-Dispatch for the single & simple reason of being able to read Bill McClellan's columns. I could read them online, but I'd much rather read them in the paper.

Bill occasionally posts letters from his readers. Usually what he posts are the negative ones. He recently posted a letter from a person who had vilified him to the Post-Dispatch editor. Let me counter that letter.

Bill is a thinking man's Neanderthal, as am I. One may not always agree with Bill initially, but his columns are always thought-provoking, or humorous, or sad, or all of these things. Given Bill's thinking prowess, if the reader thinks at all, the reader will find agreement with Bill more often than not.

Richard A. Killeen • St. Charles
Letters | Google Fiber, KC streetcar, reassessment

Kansas City Star


Question Google deal

The monopolistic giveaway to Google is unprecedented. No other utility has been allowed to place prior restrictions on whom they will or will not serve.

People move in and out on regular basis. If Google has to have a guarantee, then the product must be questionable. Maybe we should take a pass.

The homeowner should have that service option without exception. Fiber Internet is inevitable.

If Google will not provide full-service options, just wait a bit and some other company will.

Irvin Patterson

Lee’s Summit

Kill KC streetcar

Anyone who thinks public transportation on rails is going to magically transform economic development along Main Street is either dreaming or clueless. 

Those few riders who need to travel between downtown and Crown Center are already well-served by the ATA’s Max buses, which run nearly empty most of the day.

The contention that streetcars will boost downtown’s “coolness factor” is imaginary. If public transportation improved economic development, it would have happened years ago. It hasn’t, and it won’t because a two-mile streetcar line is useless in a big city.

Streetcars likely would make things worse. The law of unintended consequences would dilute the ATA’s already inadequate revenues by siphoning away riders, cause businesses along the streetcar route to move elsewhere and waste the $100 million construction cost that could otherwise be used for sewers, roads, bridges or schools.

Kansas City is already up to its ears in debt. It spends millions of dollars annually subsidizing the ATA, the 18th and Vine District and the Power & Light District. The last thing we need right now is more debt. 

Face reality and kill the streetcar project.

George Costello

Kansas City

Property reassessments

I live in Kansas now, but for most of my life I lived in Missouri, and I remember when the state began regular reassessment of real estate (9-3, A4, Assessors call for change”).

I was living in a fairly new house, and I actually got a slight reduction in taxes because of older houses having to pay higher taxes after the reassessment.

Some of my older co-workers who had owned their houses for many years complained bitterly about their higher taxes. When the selling prices of homes were steadily climbing, the assessor’s office had ample resources to regularly increase the appraisals of all houses because this meant steadily increasing taxes.

As the old saying goes, “a rising tide lifts all boats.” Now, surprise, surprise, with home prices falling (or, at least, having fallen), the counties in Missouri just can’t seem to manage reassessment, which would result in lower taxes.

Reassessment seems to work only in one direction — up.

Vernon C. Hales

Merriam

Improving urban core

At best, the money spent on the urban core will slow its decline. At worst, it will make progress/change slower to happen (9-4, A1, “Plan aims to reverse urban core’s decline”). 

The biggest reasons for decline of any area are a lack of jobs and a lack of good schools, which in turn makes for a lack of people identifying with and caring about a neighborhood.

The city needs to let these neighborhoods die. Once dead, the city should buy up the land and offer it to any company that will create jobs, partner with the local school system to make it the best in the region and allow people to care about these areas.

The land does not always need to be residential. It can be a mixed use of office/manufacturing, but it has to create jobs and hope.

Pouring more money into residential uses feels good but will only make us poorer.

Ed J. Hennessy

Kansas City

Political sharing needed

I used to be a conservative Republican, ala Ronald Reagan, who actually functioned as a moderate. Recall how he and House Speaker Tip O’Neill negotiated fiercely over issues but afterward would go play golf together.

Both understood the benefit of not getting everything on his agenda, but each gets something worthwhile when willing to give and take for the greater good. Now both parties have gone so wacky they can’t even speak courteously about the other.

Republicans are the worst. And they label Republican moderates like me as not having firm convictions or definite opinions.

I voted for Claire McCaskill every time I could while a Missouri resident. She has been out front on many situations, like the poor treatment of servicemen in Walter Reed National Military Medical Center and the “lost” billions of dollars on Iraq contracts. She fights earmarks on Senate bills.

McCaskill also helped the girl from Trenton, Mo., stay in America and the veteran find and adopt his Army dog. Fantastic.

Contrast her work to that of Sen. Pat, Who? And Jerry “Still Doing Nothing” Moran, the most invisible characters in Washington, D.C.

How I wish I could vote for McCaskill again.

Henry Goben

Overland Park

Think before voting

I’m just “Akin” to know how any Missourian with a “legitimate” brain would even consider voting Republican this year, unless he/she “has ways to try to shut that whole thing down.”

Patrick Briscoe

Liberty

Mars jobs project

Before I jump on the bandwagon of saying what a misdirecting of money the Mars explorer project is, I’d like to know how much of that $2.5 billion was spent on employing U.S. citizens. I’m guessing that a large amount of that went to the employment of American designers, engineers, component manufacturing companies, parts manufacturers, assembly personnel and support teams.

All of the people I saw in the control room looked like happy, gainfully employed Americans. Isn’t providing jobs a good use of government spending?

I’m betting that project provided a huge number of American jobs. After all, that was a specialty item and not built with mass-produced parts.

Don Homrighausen

Overland Park

For-profit college value

I am concerned that Sen. Tom Harkin’s assault on schools like the University of Phoenix will undermine the positive contributions made by successful institutions. For-profit schools fill a void in the educational system.

There are a lot of students like me who wish to pursue advanced degrees but cannot afford to give up full-time jobs, seniority or tenure to do so. Schools like the University of Phoenix offer non-traditional students a level of flexibility, quality instruction and excellent student services not found at community colleges or public universities.

I would not have earned two degrees if it were not for the University of Phoenix. 

The other accusation that needs to be addressed is the idea that it is the school’s fault when a student does not succeed.

In a brick-and-mortar school, there are people with you in the classroom. In the online environment, the success of the student is totally up to the student.

The studies take more dedication and determination. My instructors were available to me for advice and to answer questions at any time day or night.

The idea that the university does not invest in its students is without merit.

Laura James

Belton

GOP’s ‘Invisible Man’

Ralph Ellison wrote one of the great American novels about race and identity with the “Invisible Man” in 1952. Ellison has his black male narrator open the novel with the following observation:

“I am an invisible man. … I am invisible, understand, because people simply refuse to see me. … When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves, or figments of their imaginations — indeed, everything and anything except me.”

What a painfully prophetic description of Clint Eastwood and his empty chair representing President Barack Obama at the Republican National Convention last week.

Robert Florance

Kansas City

KC losses top wins

What is this win-loss mentality in Kansas City? When is it a win to spend large amounts of sales tax dollars in a union-graft city?

Is throwing money at an age-old problem such as the Kansas City Public Schools a win?

Your precious public park sidewalks and improvements will be the most expensive square yards of concrete dollars known to any union man.

Many of the suburbs are built without sidewalks or just a very few sidewalks..

The sidewalks are also much smaller in square yards.

Future repairs, if any, are near nothing. Contrast that with Kansas City property owners’ expense.

Do not forget you live in a high-tax city. Kansas City outspends a lot of cities its size.

Kansas City still lacks many basic new improvements. Kansas City has many more city government employees than other cities its size such as Oklahoma City.

It’s a sad “win” for the people.

Fred Ford

Lenexa
