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Spence Sues Nixon for Defamation


By Associated Press, Chris McDaniel

KWMU 

Republican challenger Dave Spence has filed a defamation lawsuit against Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon over a campaign ad.
The lawsuit filed Friday in Cole County claims Nixon maliciously or recklessly broadcast false statements about Spence's role with a bank. The suit seeks unspecified monetary damages.

Nixon's campaign manager, Oren Shur, responded by saying Spence "needs to take a deep breath."

"You see a lot of crazy stunts during the course of a campaign," Shur, said in a statement.  "But this frivolous lawsuit is misguided and desperate.”

Nixon has been running ads that describe Spence as a banker and claim Spence used part of a $40 million federal bank bailout to buy a vacation home.

Spence once served on the board of Reliance Bancshares, which received bailout money, and he did receive a home loan from the bank. But Spence says there was no connection to the federal money, he received no special treatment and he is not a banker.

As previously reported on Monday, Spence issued a cease and desist letter to TV stations airing the ads. The Nixon campaign responded by calling it "desperate." The very next day, the Nixon campaign released another ad on the issue, once again referring to Spence as a banker.

MSD awards $15 million in contracts


By Margaret Gillerman
St. Louis Post Dispatch

ST. LOUIS • The board of the Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District approved awarding about $15 million in engineering and related contracts on Thursday to two outside firms for the first year of a 23-year, $4.7 billion sewer improvement project.

About $5 million was awarded to a team led by Kansas City-based Burns & McDonnell Engineering Co. Inc. and a little more than $10 million to another team of led by to AMEC Environment & Infrastructure Inc., a London-based firm.

MSD Chairman Robert Berry, who led Burns & McDonnell’s St. Louis operations until 2007, abstained from that vote. He voted against the award to AMEC because he said he opposed awarding any public money to a foreign-based corporation.

Tom Sullivan, of University City, was the sole critic who spoke out before the vote on the contracts. He said he has asked St. Louis Circuit Attorney Joyce to investigate the contracts but had not heard back from her office. He contended that the district’s own engineers should perform such work. Sullivan also accused Berry of a conflict of interest.

In a statement before the votes, Sullivan told the board, “Today is another big payday for MSD consultants — more than $15 million of no-bid consulting contracts. … A little over $10 million … is for the AMEC company, based in London. … Yet when the district was promoting the big bond issue earlier this year, we heard so much about how it would increase economic activity to the St. Louis area.”

MSD spokesman Lance LeComb said Sullivan’s accusations were unsubstantiated and “slanderous.”

LeComb said that Berry had fully stated his former link to Burns & McDonnell and had abstained from all votes on the contracts for his prior firm.

In response to Sullivan’s comment that the contracts were “no-bid,” LeComb said MSD had followed the appropriate state “quality-based” selection process for professional services. He said that after requests for proposals and qualifications, MSD staff had selected a short list of three firms for each contract and then recommended to the board one team for each package.

LeComb said that AMEC was the lead of 13 companies, 10 of which are locally based. Ninety-two of 111 jobs created, all in the U.S., are in St. Louis, he said.

LeComb said that MSD would have double its 226-staff engineering department to handle the work covered by the contracts.

Sullivan also alleged: “Tens of millions of dollars in consulting contracts are doled out to favored firms yet a homeowner that might have $10,000 of damage to a backed up sewer is given a couple thousand dollars.”

LeComb said that the firms selected for the contracts were not favored. He provided a list of about three dozen predominantly local companies with MSD contracts.

The work was ordered as part of a settlement that the sewer district reached with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to end a lawsuit over raw sewage to flowing into area streams and rivers.

A judge approved a consent decree in April. It requires construction of sewers, tunnels, and other infrastructure that is being partly financed with a voter-approved bond issue.

Mo. Bar Cancels Atty. Gen. Debate; Martin Files Ethics Complaint Against Koster


By Marshall Griffin
KWMU

The Missouri Bar has canceled its planned debate for the state Attorney General’s race.

The debate had been planned for Friday, October 19th, in St. Louis at the Missouri Bar’s annual meeting.  Spokeswoman Farrah Fite says they canceled the debate because Republican nominee Ed Martin did not RSVP by Thursday’s deadline.  She added that incumbent Democrat Chris Koster and Libertarian nominee Dave Browning had accepted the invitation.

Martin spokesman Gabe Jones says they had a conflict on the 19th.  He also says they’ve offered several alternate dates for a debate, but that Koster has declined three of them and given no response on the rest.

Meanwhile, Martin has filed an ethics complaint over two campaign contributions received by Koster this month.  The first one was for $26,238.54, and the second one for $7,075.00.  The Missouri Ethics Commission's website identifies the donor as St. Louis resident Christine Kaplan.  Both donations are dated September 29th and were reported on October 1st, which is within the 48-hour deadline for reporting contributions of $5,000 or more.  Martin says both contributions were “in-kind,” meaning that they were used to cover miscellaneous campaign expenses.

“The real red flag is that it’s likely to have been something that was an ongoing expense that is just now being reported, and if that’s true, that is really uncommon in that amount," Martin said.

So far, the Koster campaign has not responded to requests for a comment.

Bus tour wraps up for Missouri tobacco tax measure


By Associated Press
St. Louis Post Dispatch

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. • Supporters of a ballot measure seeking to increase Missouri's tobacco taxes are wrapping up a statewide bus tour.

The "Show-Me A Brighter Future" campaign concluded their tour Friday at the state Capitol after stopping in more than 20 cities in 12 days.

Missouri voters will decide an initiative to increase the state cigarette tax to 90 cents per pack while also raising taxes on other tobacco products. The state's cigarette tax currently is 17 cents per pack and is the lowest in the country.

Supporters estimate the tax increase would generate between $283 million annually in additional revenue. The proposal would steer half that money to public schools, 30 percent to higher education and 20 percent to tobacco cessation and prevention programs.

One parent warns others of synthetic drugs

By Christ Milllweard
KVFS

CAPE GIRARDEAU COUNTY, MO (KFVS) - 

When you hear someone is using synthetic drugs, like bath salts, what kind of person do you picture? One dad said it could be your child.

"Where to start," said John Payne.

It's not something people like to talk about, which is exactly why Payne wants to chat.

"If people don't know about it, then nothing's going to change," said Payne.

He can attest to the synthetic drug problem in the area first hand. 

"My son was a user," said Payne.

Payne said his son was an angel of a child until he started doing drugs. He said the synthetic drugs like bath salts are enticing because they're cheap and easy to get.

"It's accessible, up until recent months you could go to several places, quick shops here in town and buy it," said Payne.

Now, his son is in a recovery program and doing well. But, there are still those memories.

"They lie, they steal, and it's not your kid, they really turn into someone else," said Payne. "It affects everybody in the family in a very negative way."

Since it's a family struggle, it's a family recovery. Payne and his wife are taking rehab parenting classes to learn things they could do differently.

"We try to parent like our parents did and it doesn't work anymore, now you know we've learned a lot too that you may think you're doing the right things and setting the right examples and doing what you think is right, and it may not be the right thing for your kid," said Payne. "How you as a parent respond when your kid tells you something cause you want them to talk to you, but then you bite their head off, cause you don't agree with what they're saying to you, and you have to handle things in a particular way, for it to work out."

He wants to make other parents aware of the problem. He said every parent should realize it could be their kid using, and encourages them to look for signs.

"They don't sleep well, easily agitated, dilated pupils, grades start to fall, things that were very interested in before become much less interesting, things start to disappear ‘cause they're being sold," said Payne.

He said parents should be afraid to ask questions, and help stop kids from using synthetic drugs.

"All of us as parents, and just citizens of our community need to be aware and pull our heads out of the sand, on what's taking place here, there are people making huge amounts of money on our kids, and you know there's lives being ruined, we're losing kids because of it, from it, and you know it needs to stop, it's very, very ugly," said Payne.

The SEMO Youth Substance Abuse Prevention Coalition is working to combat the drug problem.

The coalition will host the second event of the Breakthrough Breakfast Series Tuesday October 16, 2012 at 9am. The series is organized by the Coalition's Advocacy Committee. It focuses on prescription drug abuse and misuse. Scott Collier with the DEA is expected to be the speaker. Tuesday's breakfast will be at SADI (1913 Rusmar). RSVPs are required.

Missouri secretary of state race picks up steam

By Chris Blank, Associated Press
Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The barbs have picked up in Missouri's campaign for secretary of state, adding vigor to what had been a relatively sleepy down-ballot race.

Two colleagues from the Missouri House - Democrat Jason Kander and Republican Shane Schoeller - are competing to take over after incumbent Secretary of State Robin Carnahan opted not to seek a third term.

Kander has charged that Schoeller ran afoul of state ethics laws because a family business operated a state driver's license office during part of the Republican's tenure in Jefferson City. Kander contends the dealings pose a conflict.

"Missourians elect us to look out for their interests, so it's unacceptable when someone uses their position to enrich themselves," said Kander, who is an attorney from Kansas City.

For years, Missouri governors awarded contracts to operate offices that process driver's licensing and motor vehicle titling and registration. A fee is charged for each transaction and that can make it lucrative for those who operate offices in suburban and other high-traffic areas.

The license office in Nixa in southwestern Missouri was awarded in 2005 to the Schoeller Group LLC. The company was founded by Schoeller, of Willard, and in 2005 was transferred to his wife, Mendie Schoeller. The state turned over management of the Nixa license office in 2010 to the nonprofit organization Alternative Opportunities Inc.

Schoeller took office in the Missouri House in January 2007. State law restricts businesses owned by lawmakers and statewide elected officials and their spouses from performing services for the state and local governments when the contract is not competitively bid.

Schoeller's campaign maintains there was neither wrongdoing nor a conflict with the license office while calling Kander an "extremely liberal" candidate.

"The fee office run by Mendie Schoeller was run legally, professionally, efficiently," campaign spokesman John Hancock said. "It was overseen by the Department of Revenue and by the state auditor and never had anything other than glowing reports. There is zero conflict here, and there is zero wrong here."

After Kander's criticisms about the license office, Schoeller's campaign questioned a $349.42 state tax lien against Kander that was expunged in September 2011. The Missouri Department of Revenue in a letter to Kander about the tax lien apologized and stated that the agency had erred in estimated billings during the first half of 2010 and had failed to release the lien.

The secretary of state campaigning comes as Missouri's election season grinds into closing weeks and focus continues on a U.S. Senate race that has drawn national attention.

Seeking to grab a slice of the political attention, Kander started his first TV ad during a St. Louis Cardinals playoff game. In the ad, Kander said he was instructed to write his blood type on his boots while in Afghanistan and that making tough decisions is not frightening by comparison. The ad is to begin airing statewide this week.

Schoeller has not run TV ads since winning a three-way Republican primary in August.

GOP faithful rally troops at Emerson picnic

By Keith Lewis
Southeast Missourian

Republican candidates for statewide offices stressed a theme of getting out the vote Saturday night at the 16th Annual Old Fashioned Family Picnic in Cape Girardeau. 

Held at The Plaza by Ray's, the picnic drew nearly 250 people and was hosted by Congresswoman Jo Ann Emerson. 

Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, welcomed those present and set the tone for the evening. 

"It's a wonderful time to be Republicans, and it's a wonderful time to be conservatives," Smith said. "But we need folks to help us make phone calls and knock on doors until Election Day. I'm excited about our chances in November, but a lot of work needs to be done between now and then. We need your help to get Republicans elected across-the-board in Missouri this year." 

Congresswoman Emerson seconded Smith's remarks, and then added her own take on the election. 

"It seems like this has been said in every election year, but this election is the most important one in our lifetime," Emerson said. "We have 20 days to go. If we believe enough, we'll win in November. We have got to go out and make sure that Mitt Romney and Paul Ryan are going to be in the White House." 

Emerson also singled out volunteer Judy DeClue, who so far has made more than 4,800 phone calls on behalf of GOP candidates. 

All Republican candidates for statewide office addressed the gathering Saturday night, except attorney general candidate Ed Martin who was not present because of a family emergency. State Auditor Tom Schweich told the audience that President Obama has done little more than preside over the slow, managed decline. 

"We reject that," Schweich said. "We need Romney and Ryan in Washington to restore economic pride in America, and the only way we're going to do that is to get people to the polls." 

Cole McNary of Chesterfield, candidate for State Treasurer said that a rising tide will lift all Republican boats in Missouri. 

"There's an enthusiasm here tonight and there's an enthusiasm across the state for Mitt Romney," McNary said. "I've campaigned all over the state and believe me, it's there. President Obama didn't carry Missouri in 2008, and he's not going to do it this year. Getting out the vote will ensure that Mitt Romney is elected and it will help other Republican candidates further down the ticket." 

After McNary spoke, Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder told the audience that something big is happening with the Romney-Ryan ticket across Missouri. 

"It's going to help Republican candidates running statewide," Kinder said. "The movement to Romney-Ryan is going to help us all." 

Kinder, like Emerson, said that it will be an important election in November. 

"It's all on the line in this election. We must make our choice not only as Missourians but also as Americans. To do that we'll need everybody's support, whether they be loyal party members, disaffected Democrats, or independents." 

Dave Spence, a St. Louis businessman Republican candidate for governor, said he had just come from Columbia in the pouring rain but would not have missed the picnic because Jo Ann Emerson is a good friend of his. 

"The area Jo Ann represents is important to us," Spence said. "It's a good, conservative area that we must do well in to win. I'm glad to be here in Cape Girardeau, because you can't sit at home and get to know people. 

Spence made headlines Friday when he filed a lawsuit against incumbent Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. 

"We need good people to run for office," Spence explained. "It's because of what Governor Nixon is doing that leads fewer and fewer people into the political fray. I'm suing him not just for me, but for everybody who's ever run for elected office and has had to deal with those sort of falsehoods. You just can't lie like that." 

Spence was referring to his lawsuit that claims Nixon maliciously or recklessly broadcast false statements about him by saying that Spence was a banker who used federal bailout money to buy a vacation home. 

The color guard from VFW Post #3838 in Cape Girardeau presented the colors to start the event and the national anthem was sung by Lisa Reitzel, Republican candidate for Cape Girardeau County Public Administrator. Maggie Thorn of Bloomfield and Anna Catherine Dehart of Sikeston provided the musical entertainment. 

150 arrests, 11 DWIs and, now, 1 dead 4-year-old

By Jeremy Kohler
St. Louis Post Dispatch

Gregory Wynn came to in a hospital room in September 1983, battered from a car crash. His buddy Steve was in the next room in a coma. A nurse deflected questions about two friends in the car, who were dead.

St. Louis police detectives told him a driver named Ricky Weeden had sped through a red light and plowed into their car.

“They said they thought he had been drinking,” said Wynn, who escaped serious injury.

Police did not document any alcohol use. Prosecutors passed on filing a manslaughter charge.

It was the start of a trend. For the next three decades, Weeden drove recklessly. He was arrested on suspicion of drunken driving 11 times. But police, prosecutors and judges never kept him off the road for very long.

Now authorities say he has killed a child.

Authorities said Weeden kept driving after hitting two brothers as they crossed St. Charles Rock Road in Pagedale on Oct. 5. Traye-shon Williams, 4, died at the scene. Jay’Shard Conner, 10, was released Tuesday from St. Louis Children’s Hospital. Wearing a leg cast on Friday, Jay’Shard used a walker to approach his brother’s casket for a final goodbye.

Weeden, charged with murder and assault, is being held at the St. Louis County Jail in lieu of $250,000 cash bail. Through jailers, he declined to be interviewed.

His son, Ricky Weeden Jr., said his father was “not a monster” but a “pillar of the community” who provided many people in north St. Louis County with jobs in their family construction business. He said his father did not have a drinking problem.

The record says otherwise. The state revoked Weeden Sr.’s drivers license in 1993, but Weeden kept driving, without insurance, speeding, running stop lights, swerving out of his lane, throwing beer cans out of his car window, giving police chase. He was arrested by 21 police departments in St. Louis County, sometimes berating and threatening officers. His ex-wife said he was pepper sprayed so many times, he was losing his vision.

In the last 30 years, he has been arrested about 150 times, almost always while driving in north St. Louis County. Six of his 11 DWI arrests resulted in convictions: four times on misdemeanors and two on felonies. He has served fewer than two years total in prison on the DWI charges. (He also has served time in prison on gun charges.)

Wynn, who is now 50, couldn’t believe it when Weeden’s name surfaced in news reports last week. It made him think of the friends he lost in 1983: Avance Wilson, 23, and Doris Ann Jones, 20. Steve Stanback, the other survivor, now 50, walks with a cane from his injuries.

“It is ridiculous,” Wynn said, “that it took this long for them to catch him. A child had to die.”

PROBLEMS EXPOSED
In 2009, a Post-Dispatch investigation showed how chronic DWI offenders routinely avoided felony charges.

The newspaper exposed a culture of cutting deals in municipal courts, where prosecutors and judges let many persistent drunken drivers escape convictions.

Weeden could have been a poster child. Courts missed several chances to convict him on felony charges. And at least five times, Weeden refused to have his blood-alcohol content tested and DWI charges were never filed.

After the series, the Missouri Legislature passed a law closing some loopholes and requiring judges to get training on state DWI laws.

But even as lawmakers sought to strengthen DWI laws, authorities missed two chances to take Weeden off the streets.

Wellston Police Officer Joe Brugmann stopped Weeden’s car on April 4, 2010, for missing a taillight. He said he could smell a “very strong” odor of alcohol on Weeden’s breath, and said his speech was slurred, police records show.

“I had a couple of beers, but I’m fine to drive,” he said Weeden had told him.

Brugmann said Weeden had failed a series of sobriety tests: the walk-and-turn, the one-leg stand and the follow-the-finger test. Weeden refused a breath test, and Brugmann arrested him on suspicion of DWI.

Because of previous convictions, Weeden could have been charged with a felony, but prosecutors downgraded the case to a misdemeanor. Weeden pleaded guilty and served just 90 days in jail.

St. Louis Prosecuting Attorney Robert P. McCulloch said Friday that prosecutors had agreed to a plea bargain because they lacked evidence that Weeden was legally intoxicated.

“There were issues with the field sobriety tests,” McCulloch said. “In all honesty, the officer was not at the time the most cooperative. He failed to appear for a couple of depositions. And there was no evidence of blood-alcohol level.”

When a driver refuses a breath test, police can seek a warrant for a blood test. That was not done in this case.

Brugmann could not be reached for comment. He no longer works for Wellston, and his Missouri peace officer’s license is currently suspended.

G.T. Walker, the Wellston police chief, said he stood by Brugmann’s work. “I don’t see any serious problems with the report,” Walker said. “It seems like he (McCulloch) had enough to make his case.”

This June, Wellston Officer Mark P. Matlack clocked Weeden driving 59 mph in a 35 mph zone on Page Avenue. Weeden changed lanes suddenly without using a signal, and Matlack pulled him over, the police report shows. The officer said he saw Weeden pour out a 24-ounce can of Bud Ice and noted that his breath smelled of grain alcohol.

Weeden was booked on municipal citations for careless and reckless driving, speeding, driving in an improper lane, drinking alcohol while driving, and driving with a revoked license, no seat belt and no insurance. He also had 14 active warrants for his arrest.

Police did not test Weeden’s breath or blood for alcohol, nor did they notify county prosecutors of the arrest, McCulloch said.

“The officer knew he was drinking but felt he wasn’t sufficiently drunk to go further with it,” Walker said.

McCulloch learned of the arrest Friday. “It’s not the law that failed,” he said, “it’s the failure of that department not doing what should have been done.”

Walker noted that the department sent a sergeant to be certified in DWI investigations over the summer and that he will train other Wellston officers.

MISSED CHANCES
Pine Lawn police arrested Weeden for DWI three times — in 2000, 2001 and 2002. In each case, Weeden refused to take a breath test. Any one of the cases could have been charged as felonies with the potential to put Weeden in prison for up to 15 years.

None of the cases resulted in a conviction. Pine Lawn court officials did not respond last week to a reporter’s request to review the files.

Pine Lawn Police Chief Rickey Collins said he was reviewing files to determine why none of the three DWI arrests had resulted in a conviction.

In the 2002 case, Pine Lawn Patrolman Michael Waisner saw Weeden swerving as Weeden drove north on Jennings Station Road. The police report says Weeden threw a beer can out of the window during a brief pursuit. He pulled into a Shell station on Lucas and Hunt Road and tried to stumble away. Waisner sprayed Weeden with pepper spray when he refused to be handcuffed. In the squad car, officers shackled Weeden’s legs after he tried to kick out the rear windows of the car.

Interviewed on Friday, Waisner, who now works for the Warson Woods Police Department, said he remembered this case distinctly out of the hundreds he handled in Pine Lawn because Weeden was so violent. He said it was often frustrating to learn that an arrest did not result in a conviction. “If it was up to me, they would all get a mandatory sentence on the first one,” he said. Drunken driving is “an epidemic in society.”

In the north St. Louis County neighborhoods that Weeden menaced for decades, traffic came to a halt on Friday as a black and gold horse-drawn hearse carried Traye-shon’s casket to a grave in Laurel Hill Cemetery, near where he was run over.

Directing traffic were police from Pine Lawn, Wellston and Beverly Hills, some who knew Weeden long before Traye-shon’s death.

Incumbent Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler seeks second term in new district

By Trevor McDonald

Columbia Daily Tribune

COLUMBIA — Vicky Hartzler, the incumbent congresswoman seeking re-election in Missouri's 4th Congressional District, thinks she's had a successful track record in her first two years as a representative.

"I can say, in the House, we passed five bills that say 'let's use the resources our country's been blessed with. It's time to do it,'" she told an applauding audience of supporters at the Sept. 28 Boone County Republican Fall BBQ.

Vicky Hartzler, the Republican incumbent from south of Harrisonville, is one of four candidates running to represent Missouri's 4th Congressional District. She faces Libertarian Thomas Holbrook, Democrat Teresa Hensley and Constitution Party candidate Gary Cowan. Cowan did not respond to numerous attempts by the Missourian to reach him.

"The Obama administration failed to approve the Keystone Pipeline," she said, adding that it was a reason for the nation's dependence on foreign oil.

Hartzler faces Democrat challenger Teresa Hensley, Libertarian Thomas Holbrook and Constitution Party candidate Greg Cowan in the race to represent the newly redrawn district.

Hartzler said that, if she is re-elected, her "undo list" will focus on building jobs and strengthening the economy.

Hartzler wants to remove "onerous policies and heavy-handed tactics," repeal "Obamacare," reduce over-regulations such as those set forth by the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and promote job growth by "using our energy" to reduce manufacturing costs.

"I am so excited about this election, and I am looking forward to having the privilege of representing you and fighting for you in Washington, D.C.," Hartzler told supporters during the barbecue.

Hartzler is proud of legislation this year that blocked the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission's plans to demolish 1,200 homes in the Lake of the Ozarks area last year.

She also participated in the first overhaul of Missouri's adoption laws since the 1950s. "We were successful and very thankful we got that done," Hartzler said.

Supporters say they are happy with the decisions Hartzler has made in office. 

"She's doing a wonderful job," said C. Ben Basye, who donated a signed copy of his autobiography, "Lightning Ben I Flew With Eagles," for a fundraiser at the barbecue. He was impressed that after he sent her a copy of the book, Hartzler sent him a handwritten thank you letter.

Hartzler and her husband, Lowell Hartzler, operate a farm south of Harrisonville and a farm equipment company with locations in Harrisonville, Nevada and Lamar. They received the Conservation Farmer of the Year Award for soil conservation on the farm. The Hartzlers raise corn, soybeans, wheat and hay, along with a cow-and-calf operation.

Hartlzer said she became interested in politics at a young age and was drawn specifically to the call to help other people. She was inspired by Lt. Gov. Harriett Woods and remembers listening to "every word" of her speeches shortly after her election in 1984. Hartzler became enthralled with the political process and the daily work of the lieutenant governor. 

Hartzler was valedictorian of her high school class and received the Citizenship Award, which was given each year to one male and one female student. Hartzler graduated summa cum laude from MU and was a member of the Mortar Board honor society. 

She received the Young Educator Award while a teacher at Belton High School.She also was a track coach for six years and co-director for Impact, an organization that worked with community support groups and parents to assist youth at risk of engaging in dangerous behavior. Hartzler likened it to a sort of intervention.

"It emphasizes the important role the family plays in a kid's life and education," Hartzler said.

Hartzler has served on the Cass County Council on Aging for 15 years and has helped run the Cass County Senior Citizens' Center in Harrisonville, assisting with programs such as Meals on Wheels.

"She is committed to taking care of elderly citizens," said Steve Walsh, Hartzler's spokesman.

Change is necessary, however, to retain services for senior citizens, Hartzler said. She explained that the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office predicted Medicare would go bankrupt in eight years "if we don't make some important reforms." She also said she is "working very hard to preserve and protect" Medicare and Social Security. 

Plans supported by Hartzler would bring down health-care costs for people younger than 55, Walsh said. Competition between two or more health care vendors could reduce costs, he added, similar to current plans for federal employees. People 55 and older could take advantage of the competition-based system or continue with a system such as today's Medicare.

Finally, on Medicare ... It would be more accurate to say, "Plans supported by Hartzler would bring about options for those younger than 55," Walsh said. "Competition between two or more health care vendors could reduce costs," he added, "similar to current plans for Federal employees. People 55 and over could take advantage of the competition-based system, or continue with a system like today's Medicare."

Hartzler has been making campaign appearances throughout the 4th District, which includes much of west-central Missouri. 

"I love the people of this district," she said. "They're hard working and good people."

Teresa Hensley seeks ‘across the aisle’ solutions for 4th Congressional District

By Trevor McDonald
Columbia Daily Tribune

COLUMBIA — In her bid to become the U.S. representative for Missouri's 4th Congressional District, Democrat Teresa Hensley says she seeks to fix a "broken" Congress by working across partisan lines.

She believes her career as Cass County prosecutor has readied her for that approach.

Teresa Hensley, a Lake Winnebago Democrat, is one of four candidates running to represent Missouri's 4th Congressional District. She faces Libertarian Thomas Holbrook, incumbent Republican incumbent Vicky Hartzler and Constitution Party candidate Gary Cowan. Cowan did not respond to numerous attempts by the Missourian to reach him.

Hensley, of Lake Winnebago, is challenging incumbent Republican Vicky Hartzler, who in 2010 unseated Democrat Ike Skelton after his 33-year run. Also running for the 4th District seat are Libertarian Thomas Holbrook and Constitution Party candidate Greg Cowan.

Before she became Cass County prosecutor in 2005, Hensley taught criminal law at William Jewell College. She said she is proud of her office's conviction record and of the organizations and task forces she helped create. 

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster presented her with the Domestic Violence Prevention Award in 2010. She is a member of the Domestic Violence Coalition and is on the board for Hope Haven of Cass County, the local abuse shelter.

Hensley said the Child Abuse Response Team, which began in Cass County in 2005, is one example of her ability to bring different groups together to address societal problems. The team consists of groups such as the Child Protection Center, the 17th Judicial Circuit's Juvenile Court, Children's Mercy Hospital and area law enforcement agencies. She said the number of convictions for child abuse has risen as a result.

Emphasizing a desire to look past partisan divisions that she believes are responsible for the impasse in Congress, Hensley says such barriers are absent from the Cass County Prosecutor's Office.

"We don't make decisions by politics whatsoever," Hensley said. 

Hensley said she has worked successfully with Democrats and Republicans on tasks such as establishing annual county budgets.

"As a Democrat, if a Republican has a good idea, I'm happy to listen to that," Hensley said.

Republican vice presidential candidate Paul Ryan's proposed budget, however, is not an example of a good idea, Hensley told supporters during a recent visit to Fayette. "When they go out in public, they ought to be ashamed about this mean-spirited budget."

"This election is about the people we love," Hensley said, adding that education is a key concern. "The Paul Ryan budget would do away with student loans."

Hensley said she has been involved in politics since college. She studied at William Jewell College, earning a bachelor of arts degree in history. She also earned a juris doctorate from the University of Missouri-Kansas City School of Law. 

Today, Hensley lives in Lake Winnebago with Kenny Hensley, her husband of 33 years. They have a 30-year-old son, and Hensley's parents still live in Raymore.

Hensley's campaign has made several stops in and around Boone County, including a seniors forum at Columbia's Oak Towers in late September, and stops in Boonville, Versailles and Fayette. She plans to attend the MU Homecoming parade in Columbia on Oct. 27.

"I'm having the time of my life. This is a wonderful district, and the folks have been so good to us," Hensley said about her campaign stops. "We think we have a good chance to win. We have been working hard, and we will continue to work hard."

Supporters are enthusiastic about Hensley's ideas and policies.

"I think Teresa Hensley is the future of Missouri," said Janice Faaborg, who was recently elected to represent the Katy Township on the Boone County Democratic Central Committee.

Faaborg particularly likes the fact that Hensley isn't an extremist. "I want to go see someone I can communicate with and share ideals with."

Fellow supporter Sue Tillema echoed those sentiments.

"I am very impressed with her professionalism and her grasp of issues that are important to the common person," Tillema said.

Congressional candidate, Walmart cashier Holbrook challenges the status quo

By Trevor McDonald
Columbia Daily Tribune

COLUMBIA — Thomas Holbrook thinks he might be the only congressional candidate who works the graveyard shift. A Libertarian from Warrensburg, he might also be the only one who does most of his campaigning during the overnight hours.

Holbrook works as a cashier at Walmart, a job that gives him time to touch base with a lot of potential constituents. The bulk of his campaigning has been done in his hometown, and he has spoken with several Walmart customers who express their support.

Thomas Holbrook, a Warrensburg Libertarian, is one of four candidates running to represent Missouri's 4th Congressional District. He faces Democrat Teresa Hensley, incumbent Republican incumbent Vicky Hartzler and Constitution Party candidate Gary Cowan. Cowan did not respond to numerous attempts by the Missourian to reach him.

They tell him, "'Yeah, I'll vote for you,'" Holbrook said, adding that many of the people he talks with are getting "more and more tired of the status quo."

Holbrook's political stances are anything but the status quo. He said his political ambitions took hold after the terrorists attacks of Sept. 11, 2001. Holbrook worried that the 2001 Patriot Act had people "giving up their rights to be safer."

Consequently, he said, he voted for Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry in 2004, saying he wanted "anybody but (George W.) Bush."

Holbrook said this year is a time for voters to stop thinking in "left wing or right wing" terms. "Neither party, in general, has the country's best interest at heart," he said.

Holbrook's key concerns include foreign policy and "violations of civil liberties." He believes the U.S. government should focus on diplomacy and trade negotiations, with people providing humanitarian efforts abroad.

Regarding social services, Holbrook said the country needs "to get back to people helping people." Still, he acknowledged that Medicare and Medicaid cannot simply be "ripped out." 

Holbrook said that if he's elected he would not accept the perks of being a congressman, including health care and retirement benefits. He would vote against any pay increases for members of Congress. He supports congressional oversight for the Federal Reserve, citing that agency's ability to effectively set the interest rate the government pays. 

Holbrook also is a supporter of free and open-source software. He said back-and-forth software lawsuits, such as those filed by Apple and Samsung,are a tremendous drain of resources and a damper on technological improvements. Holbrook regularly tests software on his computers and operates what he calls a Unix and overlooked pop culture website called The Nixed Report. 

Holbrook almost died at the age of 6. His digestive system became clogged, "then everything else started going haywire," he said, adding, "Children's Mercy Hospital saved my life."

He said experience brought to him "an appreciation of life and respect for the freedoms of all citizens," according to his campaign website. 

He graduated from Leeton R-X High School before enrolling at Warrensburg Area Technical School. He earned a technology information management certification in 2003. He then attended the University of Central Missouri (formerly Central Missouri State University), earning a bachelor of science degree in history with a minor in religious studies.

Holbrook isn't entirely new to politics. He made a run for Congress in the previous 4th District in 2010 but lost the Libertarian nomination by four votes.

During the University of Central Missouri Homecoming parade on Oct. 13, Holbrook saw some spectators turning down pamphlets from a Libertarian Party volunteer. When he talked with the same people, they accepted the pamphlets. He heard the reply, "You've got my vote."

"It helps when they know who I am."

Candidates for Missouri governor trade jabs over jobs

By Jason Hancock
Kansas City Star

Gov. Jay Nixon and Republican challenger Dave Spence sharply disagree on how Missouri has fared over the last four years.


Nixon, a Democrat, points out that since his first year in office the state's unemployment rate has been below the national average. In August, the state added 17,900 jobs, third most in the nation. And agricultural exports continue to rise, up 32 percent in 2010 and 17 percent last year. 


"When I started there were some economic challenges the entire nation and the state were facing," Nixon said. "We focused on those early, and we're making real progress." 


Spence counters with his own numbers that paint a much bleaker picture: One in six Missourians is on food stamps. More than 100,000 have quit looking for work since Nixon took office. Median household income fell 3.2 percent last year to $45,774 -- the lowest figure since 1994. 

"Is this truly the best we can do? Is this our legacy we're leaving to our kids and grandkids?" Spence asked. 

With the economy and jobs at the forefront of many voters' minds, which version Missourians believe will go a long way in determining the state's next governor on Nov. 6.


So far, polls have consistently shown Nixon with a large lead. But even though most agree the race is Nixon's to lose, the Democratic incumbent faces an electorate that has been trending Republican for more than a decade. 

Nixon, however, is busy touting his accomplishments, especially "bringing people together from both parties to balance the budget, maintaining our state's AAA bond rating and holding the line on taxes." 


Nixon, who served as attorney general for 16 years before becoming governor in 2009, also points to his decision to call lawmakers into a special session in 2009 to pass an economic incentives package aimed at the automobile industry. 


Last year, Ford Motor Co. announced a plan to invest $1.1 billion in its facility near Kansas City. General Motors broke ground in Wentzville outside St. Louis for a $380 million expansion project in May. 


"We're witnessing the rebirth of America's automotive industry right here in Missouri," Nixon said. 

Nixon's last two years as governor have coincided with historically large Republican majorities in the Missouri House and Senate. So while the governor can brag about working across the aisle, he also lists among his accomplishments several bills he vetoed -- most prominently one mandating voters show ID to cast a ballot, and another making it more difficult to prove discrimination cases against former employers.


"I've been working with the legislature that is controlled by the other party, and we've gotten stuff done," he said. "We haven't had any budget meltdowns or government shutdowns."


But Spence, the former CEO of a St. Louis-based plastics company who has never run for office, maintains that the governor's vetoes have hurt Missouri's economy. The workplace discrimination bill, for example, would simply make state law mirror the federal Civil Rights Act, he said. 


"We're now called the Sue-Me State, not the Show-Me State," he added. "It's time to change that."

The bill has been a major legislative priority for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry for several years. Spence has received the organization's endorsement and has adopted much of the Chamber's legislative agenda. 


In addition to the workplace discrimination bill, Spence supports overhauling the state's workers compensation system, reinstating caps on medical malpractice awards and passing a "right-to-work" law that would ban the requirement for workers to pay union dues as a condition of employment.


One thing Spence insisted won't be on his agenda right away are tax cuts. 


"I think it would be great to cut taxes, but we are barely paying our bills right now," he said. "If given a choice, people would rather pay fewer taxes, but I don't think we can afford tax cuts right now."


Both candidates favor overhauling the state's tax credit system. Nixon said tax credit programs cost the state $627 million last year, fully one-twelfth of the state budget. While he said he supports many of these programs, he noted that "we have to bend that cost curve ... I'm hopeful about getting that done."


Spence said he would push to cap all tax credit programs and would end those that don't produce a return on investment for the state. In fact, he would take a similar approach to everything government does. 


"It's time we lift up every rock, see how we do things, and see if we can do it any better or whether we should be doing it at all," Spence said. "That's the fresh eyes and fresh perspective I bring to this race."


One of those areas could be education. For three straight years, Missouri's public colleges and universities have seen their funding cut. The latest came in June, when Nixon announced $9 million in reductions. When combined with previous cuts, higher education funding has fallen about $120 million since the 2009-2010 school year.


Spence has criticized Nixon's decision to cut higher education funding, arguing that it amounted to "cutting your sales force when sales were down. It just doesn't make sense." 


By implementing policies that help businesses grow, Spence believes employment will increase and more Missourians will be paying taxes. 


"If we get more taxpayers, we'll have more funding and we can adequately fund our education system," he said. 

Nixon counters that making college more accessible and more affordable has been a major focus of his administration. He has expanded the A-plus program that provides scholarships for two years of community college for qualified students, and has worked to get strategic funding into higher education, such as $9 million in grants to establish "Innovation Campuses" throughout Missouri.


He also pointed out that, despite three years of funding cuts, tuition increases at public four year institutions in the state were the lowest in the country over the last three years. 

Yet, with three weeks to go before Election Day, Nixon's campaign has trained its focus on Spence's role at a bank that received a federal bailout. 


In a series of state-wide television ads, the Democrat painted a picture of Spence as a "St. Louis banker" who accepted a bailout, but "refused to pay back the taxpayers." Instead, the ad accuses Spence of taking "an insider loan to buy a million dollar vacation home."


Spence has called the ads "false" and "defamatory," and asked television stations to stop running them. Last week he filed a defamation lawsuit against Nixon, saying the governor maliciously broadcast false statements about Spence's role with a bank. 


Oren Shur, Nixon's campaign manager, called the lawsuit "misguided and desperate."


"The stress of the campaign is clearly taking a toll on Dave Spence, but he should take a deep breath, and consider honestly defending his record at the bank instead of having his campaign manager file a frivolous lawsuit," he said. 


Spence joined the board of Reliance Bank in May 2005. The decision to take a $40 million loan under the Troubled Asset Relief Program was made by the board of the bank's holding company, Reliance Bancshares. Spence did eventually join the holding company's board, but not until two months after the decision to accept TARP funds was already made.


In 2010, he took out a $1.1 million mortgage on a vacation home at the Lake of the Ozarks. Before resigning from the board in March 2011, Spence voted with the rest of the board to stop paying back the TARP loan.


Before filing the lawsuit, Spence told a group of supporters in Springfield that Nixon's ad campaign demonstrates that the governor has "sold his soul to the devil" in order to get re-elected. 


"If he's willing to trash my reputation to get re-elected when he knows that's not the truth ... that to me is selling your soul to the devil," Spence told The Associated Press.


Nixon's campaign responded to that statement by instructing Spence to "pull himself together and get a grip."
Mo. Gov. candidates oppose court ballot measure
By David A. Lieb, Associated Press
Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Though it would give governors greater power, Gov. Jay Nixon and challenger Dave Spence both oppose a November ballot measure that would modify Missouri's means of appointing judges to the state Supreme Court and its three appeals courts.

If approved by voters, the proposed constitutional amendment would give governors greater sway in shaping the special commissions that screen judicial applicants and also give the state's chief executive a wider variety of finalists from which to make judicial appointments.

But neither the Democratic governor nor his Republican opponent are backing the measure, preferring to instead keep the status quo for appointing judges.

The proposal was referred to the ballot by the Republican-led Legislature, which has complained that lawyers - in particular, those who handle injury and liability lawsuits - have too much influence on the current judicial nominating panels. But Spence said the proposed constitutional amendment also has its faults.

"I think it puts too much power with the governor," Spence said.

The seven-member Appellate Judicial Commission, which screens judicial applicants, currently consists of a Supreme Court judge, three citizens appointed by the governor and three lawyers selected by fellow members of The Missouri Bar. The ballot proposal would increase the number of gubernatorial appointees on the panel to four and would eliminate a current prohibition on the citizen members being attorneys. The proposal also would remove the Supreme Court judge from the panel and instead have a former judge serve as a non-voting member.

Additionally, the ballot measure would increase to four, instead of three, the number of finalists submitted by the panel to the governor.

The rest of the judicial selection process - sometimes dubbed the Missouri Plan - would remain the same. Appointees to the Supreme Court and appeals courts still would stand for "yes" or "no" retention elections after serving at least a year in office and, if they win, face further retention elections every 12 years after that.

"The Missouri Plan really was a model for other states - I'm fine with just leaving it as is," Spence said.

Nixon campaign spokeswoman Channing Ansley said Missouri's system has ensured judges are selected based on their legal qualifications, not politics.

"Gov. Nixon feels the Missouri Plan has allowed him to name qualified judges to the appellate bench, and the plan has his support," Ansley said in a written statement.

Some supporters of the ballot measure recently declared they would not actively campaign for it, because they believe the written summary that voters will see is biased against the measure. The group Better Courts for Missouri said it will instead pursue a different approach for a future ballot. That could include an initiative proposing the direct election of judges, in which candidates run under party labels such as Democrat or Republican - much like what already occurs for circuit judges in rural parts of the state.

But both Nixon and Spence also have expressed opposition to that.

"I'm all for citizens making more decisions, but we just need to take the politics out of it," Spence said. "I don't know if we need to spend another millions and millions and millions more on elections."

St. Louis churches continue push on wages, payday loans
By Kavita Kumar
St. Louis Post Dispatch

A coalition of St. Louis area churches vowed on Sunday to continue working to raise the minimum wage in Missouri and to place limits on payday lending industry despite failing to get those initiatives onto the November ballot.

Leaders of the Metropolitan Congregations United also said at a meeting it held with elected officials that they would keep pressure on the Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District to hire a fair number of minorities and women for its $4.7 billion, 23-year wastewater project.

Jeff Theerman, MSD's executive director, attended the meeting and committed to abide by the hiring goals to be set by a consultant hired by the district. That study is expected to be completed before the end of the year, he said.

Hundreds of people attended the meeting, where religious leaders also spoke passionately about encouraging the state board of education to grant St. Louis Public Schools provisional accreditation later this week.

MCU had worked with other groups earlier this year to get initiatives on the November ballot that would have raised the minimum wage by $1 and to cap interest rates and fees on payday loans at 36 percent annually. But the secretary of state did not certify either one, saying they fell short of the required number of valid signatures of registered voters.

"Let's be clear: MCU and our partners collected enough valid signatures to put both initiatives on the November ballot," Barbara Paulas of MCU told the audience.

But she claimed election authorities inappropriately threw out 4,000 signatures.

One of them, she said, belonged to the Rev. Richard Creason, pastor of Most Holy Trinity Catholic Church in St. Louis.

"I have lived at the same address in the same house on the same street for over 17 years and I have voted in virtually every election," Creason said. "I am angry."

Ousted alderman challenges Dem nominee in 27th ward

By David Hunn
St. Louis Post Dispatch

ST. LOUIS • The first person ever to be recalled from the city's Board of Aldermen is now aiming to reclaim the seat he lost -- by beating the family that pushed for his removal.

Ousted alderman Jimmie Matthews has filed as an independent against Democratic nominee and State Rep. Chris Carter in Tuesday’s special election in far north St. Louis’s 27th Ward.

The seat opened following the death of Carter’s uncle, Gregory J. Carter, a five-term alderman, who died Aug. 1 while driving an 18-wheeler for his job with United Parcel Service. A pickup had stopped in the middle of Highway 370 in St. Charles County, causing a backup behind it. Carter’s truck plowed into the line of cars on the highway.

Matthews, 67, said the ward needs “leadership with vision and integrity.” The ward's condition has gotten worse over Greg Carter’s tenure as alderman, he said, with more vacant lots,  vacant homes and crime, he said.

“The neighborhood is on a continued decline,” Matthews said. “We need to develop a business district that meets the needs of the people.”

He called for infrastructure repairs, a ward community center, a health center, homeowner grants and job programs.

“All of this is part of Carter dominancy in the 27th ward,” he said. “We need some new blood.”

Matthews said he graduated from Forest Park Community College, Ranken Technical College, Harris-Stowe State University, and then got his master’s degree in special education from the University of Missouri, St. Louis.

Matthews lives on Lillian Avenue, just west of Riverview Boulevard. He is married and has three children. He said he is a real estate broker, retired teacher, former auto mechanic and current pastor at Riverview Boulevard Baptist Church.

Carter did not return multiple requests for comment. He has said in the past, however, that his uncle was a role model for him.

“Our neighborhood needs someone who can step into Greg’s shoes,” he said this summer.

Carter, 30, grew up in the 27th ward, went to Cardinal Ritter College Prep, and then graduated from Soldan High before going to Alabama A&M. He said he graduated in 2004, and became state representative in 2008.

Tuesday’s special election will almost certainly be decided by a few hundred voters.

Fifth Ward Alderman Tammika Hubbard was in a similar situation in December, seeking to fill the unexpired term of former alderman April Ford-Griffin. About 600 of the ward’s 6,000 registered voters cast ballots. Hubbard won with roughly 400 votes.

Carter is the clear favorite in this election. The Democratic nomination gives him party support. And he is already known in the ward: He ran unopposed for ward committeeman this summer and got more than 1,700 votes out of the 1,900 ballots cast.

The winner will be sworn in Friday, and will serve the rest of Greg Carter’s term, up for reelection in March.

BLOG ZONE 


Study: Marijuana Legalization Would Put $149 Million in Missouri's Pocket

By Jessica Lussenhop
Riverfront Times

Imagine a world where pot is legal, regulated, and taxed. In this world, Missouri is rolling around in a giant pile of money and making it rain all over the place. 

That's according to a new study released by the National Cannabis Coalition in conjunction with Show-Me Cannabis. The group commissioned the study from Harvard University economist Dr. Jeffrey Miron as a way to put some cold, hard figures on their marijuana legalization and regulation bill. 

The $149 million comes from several different places, but mostly from no longer having to police and prosecute pot smokers.

According to Show-Me Cannabis's John Payne, the group commissioned the study while their 2012 legalization campaign was still alive and well. Because of that, Missouri's study came out first, but he says there will be studies for all 50 states at some point.

According to Dr. Miron's figures, Missouri's government would save $90 million annually and generate $59 million from taxing legalized marijuana like cigarettes and booze. 

It's not hard to see where the $90 million comes from. In 2011, there were 307,240 arrests made in Missouri over pot and 91.5 percent of those were for possession. Imagine all that gets thrown out the window -- no more cops trolling for smokers, planning stings on dealers; no more court cases for prosecutors, judges, or public defenders; no more paying to put up tokers in Le Hotel Clink. That's a lot of free money all of the sudden.

Interestingly, Miron says that the $149 million figure is roughly the same for all the states, should they choose to legalize pot. And though he concedes his study has generated criticism from both those who say the figures are inflated and those who say they're too small, the exact dollar amount isn't as important as the fundamental question behind the debate.

"I don't think we should care about the shape of this, the crucial thing to me is making it legal reather than illegal," he says. "The main thing I hope people think about is, 'Why should the government be intervening with individuals using marijuana?"

Spence sues Nixon over attack ads that Republican says mischaracterize his role on bank board
By Jo Mannies
St. Louis Beacon

Dave Spence, Missouri’s Republican candidate for governor, is serious about his anger over Gov. Jay Nixon’s ad campaign that repeatedly has labeled Spence “a banker.”

On Friday, Spence sued the governor for defamation of character.

Spence has been a critic of lawsuits, but said in his statement that his legal action in this case was warranted.

"I filed this lawsuit for one simple reason, we need good people in politics,” the candidate said. “If the standard for truthfulness in political campaigns is there is no standard, our state and country will continue to erode because good people won’t run for office. Jay Nixon’s attack ads are false and defamatory and he knows it.”

Spence then pivoted to his own attack on Nixon’s record. “If he had a record of accomplishment to run on he wouldn’t need to lie about me, but he doesn’t,” Spence said. “Missourians deserve a governor who won’t lie about his own record and about his opponent. Jay Nixon should be fired.”

No hearing date has been set.

The governor's campaign manager, Oren Shur, replied late Friday, “The stress of the campaign is clearly taking a toll on Dave Spence, but he should take a deep breath, and consider honestly defending his record at the bank instead of having his campaign manager file a frivolous lawsuit."

Shur added: "This week, TV stations across Missouri rejected Dave Spence’s attempts to bully them into removing ads, because the facts are clear: While serving as a director of a bank that took a $40 million bailout from Washington, Mr. Spence bought 500,000 shares of stock in the bank and took a million-dollar insider loan for himself, but then voted on Feb. 11, 2011, against repaying the bailout money to the taxpayers. You see a lot of crazy stunts during the course of a campaign, but this frivolous lawsuit is particularly misguided and desperate.”

On Thursday, Spence had asserted at several campaign stops that the governor had “sold his soul to the Devil.”

Spence's action contrasts with one of his key promises, if elected, to push for legislation to discourage what he called "frivolous lawsuits." Spence said his suit was based on firm legal grounds.

In the suit, Spence cited three Nixon campaign ads that “falsely claimed Spence is a St. Louis ’banker’ who ran a St. Louis ‘into the ground’ and that Spence used the proceeds from a stock sale to the U.S. Treasurer for his own benefit instead of having ‘taxpayers’ repaid.”

Spence was referring to the Nixon ads’ main narrative, which centers on Spence’s role on the board of Reliance Bancshares, and later on its ruling holding company. Before Spence had gotten on the board, the bank had agreed to accept $40 million in federal bailout money. He was among the board members who voted to delay repayment last year; Spence says they were acting on the advice of federal regulators.

Says Spence in the suit: “Defendant knows Spence is not a banker, knows he did not ‘run’ the bank, and knows that the loan business he brought the bank did not affect (and could not affect) the bank’s dividends or redemption of preferred shares from the Treasury.”

Spence was referring to the business and personal loans he obtained while he was on the bank board. One was for a vacation home at Lake of the Ozarks and has been pictured repeatedly in Nixon’s attack ads.

Spence also claimed in the suit that the ads’ assertions “are damaging (his) reputation as a successful Missouri businessman...”

St. Louis schools face vote on provisional accreditation
By Dale Singer
St. Louis Beacon

Ever since the latest report card for the St. Louis Public Schools showed they have enough points to earn provisional accreditation, Superintendent Kelvin Adams has rarely passed up an opportunity to push for the upgrade.

 “Seven points equals accreditation,” Adams said in August after the district’s annual progress report under the Missouri School Improvement Plan was released. “My understanding from reading the policy and the APR guidelines was that seven points equal provisional accreditation — period.”

Chris Nicastro, Missouri’s commissioner of elementary and secondary education, countered that what the state is looking for is not a particular number but evidence that any growth in student achievement can be sustained over a period of time, at least three years.

In response to a letter sent by the special administrative board that has been running the district since 2007, its accreditation status will be reviewed by the state school board on Tuesday in Jefferson City. But even if the board votes to go along with Adams’ wishes – and that is a significant if – don’t look for any change in how the district is governed.

Those who have analyzed the law that put the SAB into place say that it allows the appointed board to remain in control of the city schools if and when they no longer are unaccredited. The circumstances under which the elected school board could once again run the system are unclear, and judging by the opinion of Peter Herschend, head of the state board, that day isn’t likely to be coming any time soon.

“For the elected board to take over would in my judgment lose all the progress that St. Louis has made to date,” Herschend told the Beacon. “That’s not a board position. That is my position.

 “I think (SAB President) Rick Sullivan and his leadership is what brought Dr. Adams and his leadership to the table. St. Louis didn’t just progress all by itself because it wanted to. It takes absolute dedicated leadership, and you have that in Kelvin Adams and you have that in Rick Sullivan.”

Not surprisingly, that viewpoint doesn’t sit well with Katie Wessling, the president of the elected board.

“While the law does not require them at any point to return to local governance,” she said in an email, “it is the right thing to do and should be done as soon as possible in a rational, planned way – not just a ‘flip of the switch’ as we experienced when the SAB was created in 2007. It was irresponsible to do it that way then and it would be no less irresponsible to do it that way now.”

Points and progress
The state’s system of evaluating school districts awards up to 14 points on a variety of measures, some strictly academic and others not. For full accreditation, districts need nine points; for provisional accreditation, they need six. Anything less than that rates them as unaccredited, a status that now includes St. Louis, Kansas City and Riverview Gardens.

As of Jan. 1, Normandy is scheduled to join that list, though it is contesting whether it should receive an extra point for its graduation rate. That dispute remains unsettled.

Under state law, the state can appoint special administrative boards to run unaccredited districts, though there is currently a two-year waiting period for that to happen. Lawmakers who wanted the state to be able to act more quickly for Kansas City tried to shorten or eliminate that time, but their efforts fell short in Jefferson City this year.

After their schools added a point to their previous total, reaching seven -- up one from the year before and two from the year before that -- St. Louis officials tried to get onto the state board’s agenda last month, when the accreditation decisions were made for Normandy and other districts, but it didn’t make the cut.

A letter from Sullivan and other members of the SAB to Nicastro and members of the state board noted that St. Louis students “students continue to make significant gains in their academic performance at a rate above the state average” and that other problems that resulted in the SAB takeover, including financial and governance, have also made significant progress.

The letter concluded that provisional accreditation would more accurately reflect the current state of the district and would give a boost to the city schools’ public image.

 “Although there is still a great deal of work to do in order to restore the district to fully accredited status,” the SAB members said, “it is clear that the processes and plans implemented over the last four years have put the district on the right trajectory. Because of the concerted efforts of our students, teachers, principals, and the leadership team put in place by Dr. Adams; our kids have earned the right to say they attend a provisionally accredited school district for the first time since 2007. The students and their families deserve to know that their hard work is  producing positive results.”

In response, DESE put the question of the St. Louis schools on this month’s agenda, though Nicastro has given no sense of what her recommendation will be – a recommendation that the board accepts in the vast majority of cases.

St. Louis Public Schools say they do not expect to have anyone at Tuesday’s meeting to make a presentation on behalf of the district.

Changing the grading system
Weighing both sides – the district’s point of view and the commissioner’s – is key to how state board member Mike Jones plans to vote. Jones, who represents the St. Louis area on the board, told the Beacon that the data will be the same as the board has had since report cards came out in August.

But, he added, he doesn’t necessarily think the decision will be as clear-cut as what Adams has said, that seven points should automatically mean provisional accreditation.

 “I think everything is more complicated, particularly in St. Louis,” Jones said. “But that is one point of view.”

Noting that the decision will be made far from the city, in the middle of a weekday, Jones said he wants to make sure that all points of view are heard in an open forum.

“I think everybody would be served, but mostly the public, by a thorough airing of whatever the arguments are, in as transparent a way as possible,” he said.

Herschend, the long-serving board president from Branson, acknowledged that under Adams and the SAB, the city schools have made gains. But he added:

“If I said that St. Louis is making wonderful progress and everything is just swell, I would not be truthful. I know that, you know that, Dr. Adams knows that and Rick Sullivan knows that. St. Louis has miles to go.

“Here are the criteria: How is school working for the kids involved. We have to step back and look at the entire spectrum of how the district is doing.”

Herschend noted that after this year, districts will be judged based on a new version of the Missouri School Improvement Plan, known as MSIP5, which he said is more stringent than the version that St. Louis will be judged on at the October meeting.

“MSIP5 is intended to raise the bar,” Herschend said.

Whatever happens on Tuesday, Wessling, president of the elected board – which continues to meet, even though it has no direct authority over how the city schools are run – would like to see a more concrete set of goals that have to be met for the SAB to be dissolved and the elected board members to regain their power. No such guidelines have ever been established, she said.

She noted that the elected board “has a transition plan, to my knowledge the only one created by any of the involved stakeholders, for the return to local governance. We are looking forward to starting the process.”

In a letter to Nicastro, Wessling wrote on behalf of the elected board, "the voice of the citizens of the City of St. Louis," urging her to support provisional accreditation, saying "the data supports such a decision, and the district should be given the status it has earned."

Other opinions
Members of the state board will have more than just the data from the St. Louis schools trying to sway their opinion on accreditation.

Respondents to a query by the Public Insight Network on the Beacon also weighed in, on both sides of the issue.

Renee Racette, who identified herself as an assistant principal at Gateway STEM High School in the city school system, said the district’s progress “absolutely” qualifies it as provisionally accredited.

 “The district has worked extremely hard under the leadership of Dr. Adams and has proven to be on the right track with regards to ALL of the metrics the state has outlined,” she wrote.

“The change in accreditation status will help restore the public image of SLPS and will demonstrate that the state does recognize all of the positive growth the district has made which in turn will help parents trust that indeed their children can receive a quality education.”

Asked about changes made since the SAB took over, Racette said:

“There is an increased focus on knowing where students are both physically and academically. If they are not in school, why is that? Where are they? How can the school staff support the child and get them to school? Academically, if they are not performing, what can we do to address that? How can the school better intervene and make curricular decisions to support the child's growth?”

Katy Mike Smaistrla, who identified herself as a non-formal educator who has worked in St. Louis Public Schools in the past, added that “there are a number of individual champions at each school that really care about seeing each student succeed, and that hasn't changed. The successes in SLPS are based on the hardwork of individuals working together for their community.”

But their views aren’t shared by all those who responded to the PIN query.

Susan Turk, who has been actively involved with the schools for many years, said that based on MAP scores this year, she thinks provisional accreditation is not a good idea at this time. Still, she suspects that the fact that the school system was given a spot on the board’s agenda wasn’t based solely on statistics.

“Earlier this year, Commissioner Nicastro said DESE wanted to see three more years of progress before granting an accreditation review,” Turk wrote. “I suspect the reason she has changed her mind is political pressure from the business and political leaders in the city. The wishes of the city leaders always seem to prevail rather than data about district achievement.”

And Lynn Nelson, a former teacher at the Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy, a charter school in the city that closed down abruptly in 2010, thinks the city schools need to be stricter about who is allowed to get a diploma.

Noting that many of the students she taught came from city schools – and basing her opinion on information from colleagues who have taught in the city – she said too often, students who haven’t mastered basic skills are allowed to move through the system anyway.

“One of my students called me in a panic,” Nelson said, “because she was going to work at Rally’s and didn’t know how to make change. This is someone we gave a high school diploma to.”

Part of the problem, she said, is the kind of scorecard that at least in part is how school districts are judged.

“Principals do not want their kids to fail,” she said. “That makes their numbers look bad. If the failure rate is too high in your classroom, you get called in by the principal and it’s the same old routine: Why are your numbers so bad? It’s super frustrating for teachers.”

City firefighter Andrew Hesse, who is part of a lawsuit seeking to allow his children attend class in a neighboring accredited district, wrote an open letter to the state board urging it to stand firm in its previous decision against provisional accreditation.

“As a parent with three children living in St. Louis, I am urging that you shouldn’t buckle to pressure, and I feel you are wise to continue to exercise caution and stand firm by demanding significant, sustained improvement before any such moves are made,” he wrote in the letter posted last month on the website of the Children’s Education Alliance of Missouri.

The letter concluded:

“Because Missouri doesn’t rate individual schools, parents must rely on the district’s accreditation status to make a determination about the quality of an individual school.  If the state board were to give SLPS its accreditation back, parents and the public will be misled about the quality of the district, thereby making the complicated process of identifying the educational option for their child even more difficult.

“A gain of one point on Missouri’s accreditation scale over the course of one school year is not the type of real, sustained progress that warrants an upgrade to the district’s accreditation status.”

New law gives schools expanded authority to respond to asthma attacks
By Robert Joiner
St. Louis Beacon

A student visiting the Meramec Valley School District in Pacific last year for a song-and-dance performance fell ill from an asthma attack. She had neglected to bring along her medication to cope with any unexpected breathing incident.  But Barbara Heger, the district’s health coordinator and a school nurse, was able to contact the student’s parents and provide treatment.

Heger uses that example to call attention to the value of Missouri House Bill 1188, introduced by state Rep. Sue Allen, R-Town and Country. Approved last spring, the legislation addresses the gray areas under which a school nurse might be hesitant to administer asthma-related medications. Heger was able to intervene and help mainly because she had established that the visiting student was suffering an asthma attack.

Had Heger not known about the student’s medical condition and couldn’t reach her parents, intervention might have been problematic. But the new law says a school nurse or an employee trained and supervised by the nurse must have the discretion to administer medicine to any student whom the nurse or employee believes is having a life-threatening asthma attack. 

“This law is important because asthma is the largest diagnosis in my school,” she says. “When parents send students to us, they expect us to take care of them.”

The law also authorizes a licensed nurse employee to maintain a supply of medication for asthma and recommend to the school board the quantity of medication that should be maintained. Heger says this approach means that kids might not have to be taken to an emergency room for treatment for asthma attacks. 

Among those who pushed for the legislation was the St. Louis unit of the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America.

“The law states that any child, whether diagnosed or not, can have albuterol nebulizer treatment,” says Joy Krieger, executive director of the local AAFA chapter.

Albuterol is a common medication for treating wheezing, breathing difficulty and chest tightness from asthma or other lung diseases. The nebulizer transforms liquid medicine into a mist, which is then inhaled directly into the lungs.

The law is a huge benefit to the state’s childhood asthma problem, Krieger says, noting that 1 in 15 children has asthma nationwide, compared to 1 in 5 in parts of St. Louis, especially in poor communities.

“The issue can be life-threatening if a child is in need of treatment while in school. Asthma is the No. 1 (health) problem for school-age kids, and it’s the No. 1 reason kids go to the emergency room.”

While praising the law, Krieger says more education is needed to help parents and the public understand that asthma need not be regarded as a health crisis but as a condition that can be treated and managed.

“Our state doesn’t have a protocol program set up to help parents manage” the asthma, Krieger says. 

Dr. William Kincaid, head of the St. Louis Regional Asthma Consortium, is also a proponent for more education, among other approaches, to controlling asthma. He has pointed out that asthmatics receive poor outpatient medical care. Only 10 percent of those going to an ER for asthma follow up with a visit to a doctor in the next three months, he says.

He adds that asthma is frequently under-treated because patients may not fill prescriptions for controller inhalers because of the cost. In addition, Kincaid would like to see more “asthma friendly” pharmacists, meaning they have special training to assist customers with questions about asthma medications and treatment.

The AAFA’s Krieger says her group intends to do more work with Medicaid providers about managing asthma. In addition, she says her group and a local pharmacy are working to provide schools with medications and educational material about the disease.

Special grant for Normandy district
The Environmental Protection Agency has announced a $30,000 education grant to the St. Louis County Health Department for an asthma-care program in the Normandy School District. Nearly 20 percent of the district’s students suffer from asthma, according to school nurses.

County health officials say the money will provide information for sufferers, caregivers and health professionals, including school nurses. The goal is to help people manage indoor pollutants that can trigger asthma, county health officials say. The EPA notes that the pollutants can cause a range of health problems, including sore eyes and headaches, as well as respiratory illnesses, such as asthma, and cancer as well.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial: Hunting for a tax plan, votes and more polls
By Kansas City Star

Romney’s taxing plan

We can all agree taxes are complicated. But GOP presidential nominee Mitt Romney has made following his tax ideas a game of hide and seek. 

A year ago, Romney proposed no tax cuts for the rich, an extension of the Bush tax cuts, elimination of capital gains taxes for those making under $200,000, lower corporate taxes and no estate tax. 

By last February, in a heated primary race, he tacked harder right, ladling on another 20 percent rate reduction for all, with promises to not add to the deficit by eliminating unspecified tax loopholes and deductions. 

Immediately, a nonpartisan tax center screamed foul, saying that plan would benefit the wealthy and hurt the middle class. 

Last April, Romney told donors he would “probably” eliminate the mortgage interest deduction on second homes for high-income Americans, as well as deductions for state and local income taxes.

In August, the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center argued that eliminating deductions for high-income payers wouldn’t be enough to pay for the tax rate cuts and would add to the deficit. The center said the corporate tax rate reduction, without eliminating corporate deductions, would cost middle class taxpayers $2,000 to keep revenues neutral.

Conservative Romney adviser Martin Feldstein disputed the Tax Policy Center figuring. But Feldstein’s math “excludes the corporate tax cut, redefines middle class and overstates savings that could be gained from the elimination of upper-income tax breaks,” according to Travis Waldron, of Americans United for Change, a liberal outfit. 

By early fall, a couple of conservative tax experts at the American Enterprise Institute admitted the plan wouldn’t work. Romney continued to skirt naming a single loophole or deduction he would close. 

This month, Romney floated a new idea to cap the deductions each taxpayer can use at $17,000 — which also reportedly falls short of paying for his tax-cut plan. 

More recently, the cap idea leaped to either $25,000 or $50,000. The Washington Post said a $50,000 cap would be virtually irrelevant because even taxpayers in the top 1 to 5 percent averaged only $43,208 in deductions. 

Most recently, Romney told the Des Moines Register editorial board he will need “flexibility” to make his tax plan add up. 

It’s urgent Americans hear specifics. Anyone at next week’s presidential town hall meeting willing to take on this question and not settle for evasion? 

A hunting we will go

Politicians are hunting for votes this fall. Naturally, that also means they are trying to arm themselves with images as real, big-game hunters. Or some such nonsense.

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster recently received the endorsement of the National Rifle Association. He immediately touted it, saying, “As attorney general, my job is to protect and defend the rights of all Missourians — and this includes their right to bear arms.” Amen to that. Thank goodness there hasn’t been a serious effort to take guns away from Missourians in, oh, decades.

Koster was the only Democrat in a statewide race to get the NRA’s blessing. Republican Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, secretary of state nominee Shane Schoeller and state treasurer nominee Cole McNary also are backed by the pro-gun group. 

The group made no endorsement in the governor’s race, ignoring Democrat Jay Nixon’s photo-op penchant for hunting and fishing.

U.S. Senate candidate Todd Akin also has the backing of the NRA for his pro-gun views during his time in the House of Representatives. In recent months, though, with his “legitimate rape” remark and other gaffes, Akin has been more successful in shooting himself in the foot than bagging a lot more voters.

A poll on polls

Love polls? Hate them? You decide in this week’s Political Fracas (what else?) poll.

Americans are being inundated with the results of more opinion polls than ever in 2012, from the presidential race on down. 

A few weeks ago President Barack Obama seemed assured of re-election. 

But now a Mitt Romney surge is getting the headlines. Still, there’s great debate about what all this means.

What’s your view on polls?

• Don’t pay attention to them. The only poll that matters occurs on Election Day.

• They are at least interesting because they show how a specific political horse race is playing out.

• They matter greatly. They influence everything from how much money candidates receive to voter turnout.

• Other. 

Go to Midwest Debate at kansascity.com/opinion to record your choice and tell us why in the comments section.
Our View: Polls don’t vote for presidents
By Joplin Globe

In our view, polls are like oddsmaker predictions for football games. They can swing in an instant one way or another.

A week before the first presidential debate, the Pew Poll, one that is generally respected for fairness, showed President Barack Obama leading former Gov. Mitt Romney 51 percent to 43 percent. A couple of days after that first debate, the results were Romney leading Obama 49 percent to 45 percent, a swing of 12 percentage points.

Were either of the two polls inaccurate, or in fact did American public opinion swing by 12 percent or so in a week? That would reflect a change in voter opinion of over 14 million potential voters come Nov. 6. That is a huge amount of votes if it takes only about 60 million favorable votes to win the election.

As well, we are being told by national media sources that the presidential election will be decided only in “battleground” states like Ohio, Virginia, Florida, etc. We suppose then, if you believe everything you hear, our votes in Missouri, Kansas and Oklahoma mean little or nothing, right?

Our point is simple. Why would any responsible voter cast a ballot as a result of the influence from polls?

Our individual votes should be the results of careful individual decisions taking into account the confidence in the future leadership, the ability of a candidate to make the correct decisions in the future and get others to follow his lead. We need a president who will help all Americans, not just various groups of Americans.

Voters should not be mobs urged on by sound bites, vague and questionable promises or mass opinion that swings all the time, at the drop of a hat so to speak in today’s world of instant communications. Our future prosperity and protection in America will turn on effective leadership from a president to a great degree.

Great leaders are not made by polls. They are created by long experience, courage and a keen sense of what is right to do.

Missouri must limit malpractice awards
By St. Joseph News Press

Two states, two wildly different conclusions about what is permissible when someone accuses another of medical malpractice.

In Kansas, a person who is found to have suffered injury at the hands of a medical care provider is entitled to a jury award of actual damages and a second award of non-economic damages determined to be justified by pain and suffering. The second award is capped at $250,000 — a limit upheld recently by the Kansas Supreme Court.

In Missouri, a person in the same circumstances is entitled to a jury award of actual damages and a second award of … well, whatever number a group of local folks on a jury come up with. A reasonable limit of $350,000 on non-economic damages was struck down this summer by a divided Missouri Supreme Court.

If in fact a damages cap is not permitted by Missouri’s constitution — despite a high court ruling to that effect 20 years ago — then the document needs to be amended by a vote of the people as soon as possible. Or if some other remedy is available, then our state’s leaders should close ranks and bring this about for the good of everyone without delay.

What is needed now is the same kind of bipartisan good government that occurred in 2005 under former Gov. Matt Blunt, when lawmakers passed the overturned damages cap.

Our elected representatives, like those in approximately 30 other states, banded together at that time to address that era’s crisis caused by out-of-control malpractice lawsuits and damage awards that were driving up the cost of liability insurance and driving away doctors. Their efforts succeeded in reversing those trends.

The problems that arise from eliminating liability limits are multiple:

· There is little restraint on lawsuits that are filed just to capture an excessive multimillion-dollar award. Lawsuits that lack merit still can be costly to defend.

· The entire climate for business investment and expansion is colored by soaring costs for medical liability insurance that spill over to employers. The contrast with our border state gives Kansas an edge in business recruitment.

· The cost of insurance — when it can be obtained — puts doctors’ practices in peril and may cause many to choose other states to pursue their careers. Access to physicians, especially specialists, is put at risk.

· Attracting doctors to underserved communities, such as the 80 percent of Missouri counties that have a shortage of physicians, becomes more difficult.

· Costly “defensive medicine” — more tests and procedures ordered solely to head off lawsuits — becomes more common.

We don’t disagree with the notion that reducing preventable medical errors must take the highest priority. In the same vein, victims are entitled to fair compensation.

However, experience has shown removing caps on medical malpractice awards opens the system to abuses that can threaten access to health care and impair economic growth. Reasonable limits are a must.

Editorial: Region will benefit by enhancing welcome for immigrants
By St. Louis Post Dispatch

The Hispanic population in St. Louis and St. Louis County remains small — slightly more than 11,000 in the city and right around 25,000 in the county — but it is growing quickly.

In the decade that ended in 2010, the Hispanic population increased by 72 percent in the county and 59 percent in the city. The county number  is close to the 79 percent statewide growth over the decade in the Hispanic population, from 118,592 people to 212,470.

Still, Kansas City has seen far more Hispanic immigration than St. Louis. The U.S. Census Bureau says the Kansas City area — which includes Kansas suburbs — is home to 161,062 Hispanics.

This is a big part of our economic future. Young Hispanics — indeed, young immigrants from many countries — who are being prepared to enter the work force with skills that will enable them to take on advanced jobs in such industries as manufacturing, transportation and health care.

If we don't embrace that future, the region's economy is likely to remain stagnant. A study released in June by St. Louis University economist Jack Strauss concluded that immigration is good for a city's business climate. But the St. Louis region has 80 percent fewer foreign-born residents than other large metro areas, a big reason that the area's economy is lagging.

When U.S. Labor Secretary Hilda Solis visited St. Louis on Wednesday to announce a nearly $15 million grant to 10 community colleges in Missouri, she talked a lot about the money being used for job-preparedness for immigrants — Hispanics in particular.

"Welding," Ms. Solis said. "How long has it been since we've talked about welding at the dinner table? ... We are going to continue helping to build the skills that are needed by manufacturers."

The grant money is coming from the Labor Department's community college and career training initiative, and is part of a nationwide program announced in September. Overall the department is giving 54 grants to nearly 300 schools to beef up job training.

Rather than fear immigrants, the country should welcome them, as was suggested by former President Bill Clinton in 1998: "The United States has always been energized by its immigrant populations. America has constantly drawn strength and spirit from wave after wave of immigrants ... They have proved to be the most restless, the most adventurous, the most innovative, the most industrious of people."

Mr. Strauss said in his study that St. Louis would have seen a 4 percent to 7 percent rise in income growth; a 7 percent to 11 percent rise in total income; and a 4 percent to 5 percent rise in job growth if the region had attracted immigrants in the past decade as fast as other large metropolitan areas.

Mr. Strauss's study reported that other metro areas had developed economic and social policies that helped attract immigrant workers.

The Labor Department grant to community colleges will help open some doors to young immigrant workers. Local business and government leaders should follow that up by putting some energy into efforts to help immigrants make homes here. They should encourage St. Louis colleges and universities to offer internship programs so immigrant students can find local jobs and offer low or interest-free loans to those trying to start businesses.

Some money to the underfunded International Institute, which works exclusively with refugees and low-income immigrants, also would help. Making immigrants welcome in St. Louis will enrich us all.

Editorial: Worried about Missouri’s tax climate? Don’t be
By St. Louis Post Dispatch

The silly season has arrived.

That's that time of year during an election season in which the allegations going back and forth between various campaigns are so absurd they're hardly worth mentioning.

Take Missouri's gubernatorial candidates, Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, and Republican Dave Spence.

The two campaigns are spending thousands of dollars arguing in television advertisements about whether Mr. Spence has ever been a banker. On Friday, Mr. Spence actually sued the governor over calling him a banker. We are not making this up. 

It reminds us of the episode of the timeless television sitcom "Seinfeld" when, in a bizarre attempt to get his friend Newman out of a speeding ticket, Kramer testifies that he was distraught that day because he never fulfilled his childhood dream of becoming a banker.

Yes, the dispute is that silly.

But on one important matter of public policy, Mr. Spence and Mr. Nixon agree.

They both despise taxes. They both believe that Missouri's taxes are too high, or at least high enough, and that raising taxes somehow would make Missouri less business friendly.

They're both wrong, and another in a long line of studies and reports on Missouri's tax environment helped make the case last week.

The Tax Foundation, a nonpartisan think tank, released its yearly Business Tax Climate index, a report that aims to determine whether various states are business friendly, based on tax burdens.

Missouri scored high, ranking 16th friendliest tax climate for businesses in the nation.

Only one border state did better, Tennessee, and it was ranked 15th.

In the categories that matter most to businesses, Missouri ranks in the top 10: eighth-lowest for corporate taxes, and sixth-best for both unemployment insurance and property taxes. In each of these categories, Missouri's business tax climate is first or second best compared to every border state.

Missouri is, and has been for a very long time, a very good place to do business when it comes to having low taxes.

So as our leaders examine the root causes of Missouri's economic malaise, we suggest they look to the real facts. Missouri is friendly to businesses, but it's not funding education.

According to local school district funding, Missouri ranks 47th in the nation. It ranks 44th in the nation when it comes to providing state support for higher education.

Sure, it's the silly season, so our politicians can flippantly suggest that each side has its own studies, and that facts are fungible.

But they aren't. Comparing school funding, and tax rankings, is as simple as one, two, three.

Missouri's businesses, and employees, aren't struggling because their taxes are too high, but because the state refuses to invest in its future.

Neither candidate for governor has a meaningful plan to deal with this simple reality, because saying “no new taxes” is so much easier.

Instead of doing actual math, they're arguing over who was a banker.

As they said on "Seinfeld": Serenity now.

We Do Have Ballot Proposals…

By Bill Miller Sr. 
Washington Missourian

For months we have had near silence on the state proposals that will be on the November ballot. They were published as public notices in detail in Wednesday’s Missourian. They will be published one more time in the next Wednesday Missourian.

There will be one Constitutional Amendment on the ballot. It is labeled Amendment No. 3. It is a proposal to amend the Missouri Constitution to change the current nonpartisan selection of Supreme Court and appeals court judges that would give the governor more authority in the selection process. People need to read the proposed amendment. It’s important. There isn’t expected to be any added cost to taxpayers under this proposal.

Proposition A concerns the St. Louis police department. Police commissioners are now appointed by the governor. The amendment would give the city the option of placing the police department under local control rather than state control. An estimated savings of $500,000 annually has been made.

Proposition B is the cigarette tax increase of 73 cents per pack and increases in other tobacco products. If passed, the tax would produce an estimated $283 million in new revenue for the state. The money would go for education at all levels, including higher education, and programs to try to get people to quit smoking and educational campaigns aimed at children to try to get them to not smoke. It is estimated the Washington School District would receive $632,000 annually in new tax revenue. East Central College would receive more than $500,000 annually.

Proposition E would prevent the governor or any state agency to operate a state-based health insurance exchange unless authorized by a vote of the people. This proposal is intended to block a provision of Obamacare. No direct savings or costs are associated with this proposition.

As with all constitutional amendments and propositions, the wording is long, somewhat complicated and many voters will tell you they don’t understand the full implications of them. Other voters take the time to read them in newspapers and to learn as much as they can about them.

As in past elections when there are several of these issues on ballots, some gain more attention than others. There can be almost near silence on some of them. Gaining the most attention up to now is Proposition B on the tobacco tax increase. Local control of the St. Louis police department is an issue that has been around a long time. We are unaware of any major “for or against” campaigns on the judges’ issue or the Obamacare proposition. There’s been some publicity on the latter two issues.

It is becoming more common for court challenges to ballot issue language. Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, chief state election official, has been criticized for some of the ballot language she has approved. Her language has been upheld by judges more often than being disapproved. It should be noted that the secretary of state has in recent years been confronted with more ballot issues than ever before.

It’s difficult to predict the outcome for amendments and propositions unless a solid poll is taken. We haven’t seen a poll on any of the issues on the Nov. 6 ballots.

