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Fiscal cliff would slam Missouri budget

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Elizabeth Crisp 
November 17, 2012 6:30 am

JEFFERSON CITY • Missouri’s state budget would lose millions in federal dollars if the nation falls over the fiscal cliff, and state taxes also would shift – altering the amount of revenue coming in, a new report shows.

The so-called fiscal cliff – a series of expiring tax measures, coupled with deep budget cuts that will take effect unless Congress reaches a compromise – is scheduled to hit at the beginning of 2013.

If it does, Missouri would lose federal grants equal to 7.2 percent of state revenue. That’s more than $500 million that funds programs such as the Women, Infant and Children nutritional program, as well as federally funded research projects at Missouri colleges and universities.

Missouri also would see a higher-than-average impact from cuts to federal spending on procurement and wages, as well as federal defense spending, according to the Pew Center on the States report.

On top of that, Missouri is one of six states where state income tax is linked to federal income tax — Missourians can qualify for a state deduction to cover the federal increase, so that would lead to a drop in state revenue collections.

Meanwhile, Missourians could see other state taxes increase that are also tied to federal taxes.

“Almost all states have tax codes linked to the federal code in some way,” said Anne Stauffer, project director at the Pew Center.

The situation was created in 2011 to motivate Congress to reach compromises on unpopular budget actions, but President Barack Obama and congressional leaders have yet to come to an agreement.

State budget director Linda Luebbering said state officials are left waiting to see how Congress will act.

In a column penned for Roll Call, Congressman William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, said he believes a compromise can be reached “because the alternative of letting the country go over the fiscal cliff is unthinkable.”

“To avoid the fiscal cliff and to get our budget deficit and the national debt under control, we need to do three things simultaneously: cut spending, increase revenue and have the courage to put everything on the table in a responsible, bipartisan manner,” Clay wrote.

But – much like the national debate over the fiscal cliff — Missouri’s congressional delegation is split over what the solution should be.

“We can find a responsible path forward to avert the fiscal cliff and increase revenues without raising taxes,” Republican U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt said in a recent statement. “We need to grow our economy, rein in federal spending, and enact fundamental tax and entitlement reform if we’re going to start putting people back to work and pay down our record debt – not levy tax hikes on American families and job creators.”

Jay Nixon notifies feds that Missouri won't create insurance exchange

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Elizabeth Crisp 
November 16, 2012 3:31 pm 

JEFFERSON CITY • Gov. Jay Nixon sent a letter to U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius Friday to say that Missouri will be unable to create a state-based health insurance exchange.

In Illinois, state officials are moving ahead with plans to set up an exchange to be jointly run with the federal government.

States had faced a Friday deadline to announce whether they would create their own or rely on the federal government to create the exchanges, but Sebelius announced late Thursday that the deadline would be extended to Dec. 14.

Still, it’s unlikely much will change for Missouri before the new deadline.

The health insurance exchanges are among the key provisions of the federal Affordable Care Act. The idea is to offer consumers a Web-based, one-stop marketplace for purchasing private health insurance plans.

In his letter, Nixon cites the Nov. 6 passage of Prop E, which bars his administration from creating a state-based exchange without a vote of the Legislature or the public.

“In response to today’s departmental deadline, and under present circumstances, a state-based exchange is not an option for Missouri at this time,” he writes.

Nixon didn’t openly campaign against Prop E before voters passed it, but his letter to Sebelius makes clear his preference for a state-based exchange.

“We believe that regulation of the insurance market is a power best left in the hands of states,” Nixon writes. “We continue to favor state, rather than federal, control of our insurance market.”

Nixon leaves open the possibility of Missouri taking on a state-federal partnership exchange, though.

States have until Feb. 15 to submit proposals for partnerships. The state Legislature convenes Jan. 9.

Illinois plans to partner with the federal government to run a health insurance exchange beginning in 2014, the first year for coverage. State officials are completing their blueprint for that partnership.

That puts Illinois among a group of five states planning to join with Washington to run an exchange where consumers and small businesses can shop online for the best deals on health insurance. Sixteen other states﻿ want to build their own exchanges, and many other states haven’t decided.

So far, Illinois Gov. Pat Quinn has been unable to get state lawmakers to pass legislation needed to build its own exchange. But Quinn adviser Michael Gelder said he’s confident state lawmakers will pass the legislation now that Obama has been re-elected and the health law survived a Supreme Court challenge. The state-based exchange would replace the partnership.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Missing deadline won't prevent Missouri from setting up a health exchange

St. Louis Beacon - By Robert Joiner 
10:02 am on Fri, 11.16.12

Today marked the first major deadline for states planning to set up their own health-insurance exchanges as mandated by the Affordable Care Act. And Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon followed through with a letter Friday to the federal government stipulating that the state will be unable to meet the deadline, and won't be setting up a state exchange.

But missing the deadline, as Missouri is doing, doesn’t mean a state can’t create an exchange in a later year.

Kathleen Sebelius, secretary of health and human services, made that point in a letter Thursday to some state lawmakers, saying “A state may apply at any time to run an exchange in future years.” Observers say that’s one of the overlooked issues surrounding the controversial health reform law.

Exchanges allow eligible consumers to use the internet to buy affordable health insurance in the same way many use internet portals now to find discounts for airline tickets.

Today’s deadline required states to declare their intentions to set up their own exchanges. These states have until Dec. 14 to submit an exchange blueprint or plan for federal review and approval.

Instead of setting up their own exchanges, some states plan to create partnerships with the federal government. Those states have until Feb. 13 to send both their declarations and blueprints to the federal government. Illinois is among states taking the partnership approach. No matter the setup, all exchanges must be up and running by October 2013, when open enrollment begins.

In his letter, Nixon noted that voters had approved Proposition E on Nov. 6. The proposition forbids the Nixon administration from taking any action to set up an exchange unless it first gets approval from the legislature or voters.

State Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, argued after the vote that the state-based exchange issue is now dead and buried in Missouri. 

Nixon told reporters last week that it now will be up to the federal government to set up an exchange in Missouri. He made clear in his letter to Sebelius that he'd prefer to have a state exchange, but that he has no recourse because of Proposition E.

But missing the exchange deadlines this year or next doesn’t necessarily mean an end to setting up a state-run system, according to a federal health official and an official at the Missouri Foundation for Health. They point to a little discussed option that allows states like Missouri to create an exchange in a later year – in 2015 or 2016, for example.

The option comes into play because each year, states must tell the federal government of any changes they want to make in their exchanges, including running the exchange themselves, letting the federal government take control or partnering with the federal government.

Creating an exchange in the future isn't an option in the eyes of proponents of Proposition E, including Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder. He said in a statement Thursday that the proposition had put to rest any discussion of Missouri setting up its own exchange.

He argues that exchanges will cost states up to $100 million a year and “will set up state officials to take the blame when Obamacare increases insurance premiums and denies care to the sick.”

He is urging lawmakers to “reaffirm Missourians’ opposition to Obamacare by refusing to create a health exchange or expand Medicaid.”

But Thomas McAuliffe, a policy analyst at the Missouri Foundation for Health, believes lawmakers will revisit this issue. He predicts that Missouri will quickly get on board once the federal government begins determining certain health policy issues for Missouri.

McAuliffe cautions that nobody knows yet what requirements the federal government will impose on states not setting up their own exchanges. One potential model is simply to certify insurers; the other model would be to give the federal government a more active role not only in certifying plans but in setting limits that might include rules, such as telling insurers they can’t raise prices by more than 10 percent a year, for example.

“What we will see is a federally run exchange that may tinker around the edges of what’s included, basic benefits and acceptable pricing,” McAuliffe says. “This will quickly put fear into the state legislature. Its members will say, ‘They are going to be mandating prices.’ And we will have a Missouri state-run exchange very quickly thereafter.”

McAuliffe adds that “not only is there a possibility, there is a high probability down the line that the Department of Insurance and the state of Missouri are going to want to administer the exchange and the federal government will willingly get out of the job if they see that the state has the capacity.”

Another issue that will put pressure on Proposition E, he says, is fear among state workers of being sued for touching anything with “insurance exchange” written on it. McAuliffe says this hands-off reaction could mean state workers would be reluctant to cooperate with the federal government in any way to set up a federally created exchange.

“So what if we have a federal exchange and (federal officials) ask our state to participate in decision making or to help them in implementing it? What state government employee is going to contribute when there is a fear that they might get sued? Everyone sees the government part of it. But they don’t see the lawsuit part of it.”

His prediction is that Missouri eventually will “have a partnership (exchange) in 2015 when the insurance companies and hospitals start pressuring the legislature, and when state government sees how much money the federal government is willing to give to expand Medicaid since we are getting these exchanges up and running. I think it’s the kind of calculus that no politician can ignore.”

Kinder is accurate in estimating that an exchange could cost a state up to $100 million a year to expand Medicaid to cover those earning up to 133 percent of the federal poverty level – about $30,000 a year for a family of four.

But McAuliffe says the other part of the equation is that the federal share under expanded Medicaid would be $8.4 billion for Missouri.

“That’s a lot of money,” he says. “It’s a great deal for both our economy and our citizens.”

Proposition B Would Have Provided Significant Funds to MSU

KSMU - By Michele Skalicky
November 16, 2012 - 7:42am |

Missouri State University President Clif Smart, during his monthly visit with KSMU, says passage of Proposition B on November 6 would have provided between $7-8 million for the school a year.

The measure to increase the state’s tobacco tax from 17 to 90 cents per pack failed by less than two percentage points.

“You think about potential programs that could be expanded. You think about potential to do a meaningful pay raise that we haven’t been able to do – we’ve done little ones the last two years. But you think about having the potential for having an influx of money that is meaningful. So that’s why that was such a dissapointing result to have that close loss,” Smart said.

The University’s President also shared his thoughts on the upcoming state legislative session, which convenes January 9, and how he’ll be working to obtain more funding for the school.

You’ll also hear Mr. Smart’s comments on the looming fiscal cliff and how, if Congress fails to reach an agreement, it would impact higher education.

Click play above to hear the complete conversation.

Panel hears the good, and bad, of Missouri's approach to immigrants

St. Louis Beacon - By Jason Rosenbaum and Jo Mannies 
10:28 am on Fri, 11.16.12

Giovanni Madriz, pastoral associate at St. Cecilia Catholic Church in St. Louis, supports regional and state efforts to improve Missouri’s image when it comes to attracting and encouraging legal immigrants.

But as he told a state Senate committee on Thursday, success also will rely on changing the anti-immigrant attitudes of some average Missourians.

Madriz said his 8-year-old daughter already has become aware that when she speaks Spanish in public, she often attracts stares and “not always a friendly stare.”

While at a St. Louis County bar for a couple drinks, Madriz said he and a Spanish-speaking friend attracted epithets from a young woman who called them “wetbacks’’ and shouted for them to speak English.

Madriz was among a parade of people – from public officials to immigration experts to immigrants themselves – who appeared before the Missouri Senate’s Blue Ribbon Panel on Immigration.

The special committee is holding hearings on how the state currently treats immigrants and how it can make Missouri more attractive to immigrants. Thursday’s hearing downtown in the offices of the Regional Chamber and Growth Association was the first. Additional hearings are to be held over the next month in Kansas City and Jefferson City.

Denny Coleman, chief executive of the St. Louis County Economic Council, said in an interview after he testified that the economic stakes in attracting legal immigrants are significant. 

Neighboring states, he said, are “putting out the ‘welcome mat’ more aggressively.”

Coleman has been involved in a regional steering committee looking more closely at how to attract and retain immigrants. He cited the neighborhood redevelopment launched in parts of south St. Louis and south St. Louis County by significant settlements of Bosnian, Asian and Hispanic immigrants.

Such activity has revitalized parts of the region, he said. For future economic growth, Coleman added, “We need the population and we need the talent’’ that new immigrants can provide.

Panel offers hints of legislative shift

But several speakers cited actions by the Missouri General Assembly in recent years that are seen as anti-immigrant, such as the successful legislative effort to persuade voters in 2008 to designate English as Missouri’s “official language’’ that must be used for official proceedings and public meetings.

And some talked of reports of legal immigrants being improperly barred from obtaining a drivers license because of local officials’ confusion about the documents required.

Senate panel chairman John Lamping, R-Ladue, said that many changes have been made in the state's English-only mandate, so that immigrants can take their written drivers exam in various languages. And he emphasized that court proceedings do take into account language barriers, by providing interpreters.

Lamping added that sympathetic legislators also need to do a better job of communicating to the public -- and immigrants -- when an immigration-related bill are likely to pass and when they're not.

In many cases, he said, measures deemed anti-immigration are “not going to pass.”

One panel member, state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, said later that she was committed to helping create “an environment that is inviting” for immigrants.

But Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, cautioned that she has seen much anti-immigrant fervor in Jefferson City and that she was wary of how much the special committee could achieve. “This is a unique deviation from the policies I have seen during my tenure’’ as a legislator, Chappelle-Nadal said.

Still, she added, the hearings are “a good move forward.”

Emphasis on immigration's economic boost

Tim Nowak, the executive director of World Trade Center St. Louis, said Lamping’s panel offered a prime opportunity to show how immigrants provide an economic boost to the St. Louis region.

He pointed out that St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay and St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley initiated a steering committee to learn why the St. Louis region attracts fewer immigrants than other big cities and what could be done to change course.

When asked if the General Assembly lately has put too much emphasis on combating illegal immigrants, Nowak praised Lamping’s panel.

“I can’t speak for what we do statewide,” Nowak said. “Our goal here is to share that we here in St. Louis … better understand the economic contributions of immigrants to the community. The data are there. And from an entrepreneurial standpoint to globally competitive multinational companies here, they’re important to the region.”

That “data” include a report from Jack Strauss, the director of St. Louis University's Simon Center for Regional Economic Forecasting Research. Strauss told Lamping’s panel that the state’s slower growth correlates with the lack of immigration.

 “States and cities that are growing quicker have substantially more immigrants,” Strauss said. “At the same time, they’re generating jobs for these immigrants. Equally importantly and perhaps more importantly, native-born Americans in these states and in the region also are experiencing higher wages, lower unemployment growth and more job creation.”

The reason for that, Strauss said, is that immigrants bring “very necessary work skills.” Immigrants, Strauss said, pay taxes, supply labor and demand goods and services. And they’re more likely to be “high skilled” with advanced degrees.

“For instance, in St. Louis they work at Monsanto. They work at the Danforth Center. They work at the universities,” Strauss said. “At Washington University – one of our premiere institutions – basically 50 percent of their (personnel in the) genetics department or biology department, that’s tops in the world, is from other countries. Immigrants tend to bring some of these needed skills to the region and the state.”

Call for pro-immigration approach

But others pointed to a perceived lack of a “welcoming environment” in Missouri, such as how the state regulates certain professions.

Anna Crosslin, head of the International Institute, brought up the example of a dentist who sought to immigrate to Missouri. He found out that he had to go back to dental school to work in the United States -- and the only dental school in the state is in Kansas City.

“So if you live anywhere else in the state of Missouri and you want to go to dental school, you have to relocate to be able to do that,” Crosslin said. “He was able to find that there were other states in the nation that would allow him to sit for the dental exam and take it at that point (without going back to school). And so he relocated.”

“We have to start looking at these issues and why rules and regulation are the way they are,” Crosslin said.

James Qin, who emigrated from China 25 years ago, said that immigrants who already have successfully settled in Missouri are eager to help public officials come up with ways to serve and attract new immigrants.

“Please include us,’’ he said in an interview, praising St. Louis as a great place to live and raise a family.

He noted that most people in the United States hail from immigrants. Regardless from what country people come from, Qin said, “At the end of the day, we are all Americans.”

Barge industry warns of crippling water woes on Mississippi River

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Ken Leiser 
November 17, 2012 8:00 am 

ST. LOUIS • Barge industry leaders on Friday renewed their warnings of far-reaching economic losses in the Midwest if water levels on the Mississippi River continue to drop to levels that disrupt shipping.

Severe drought conditions coupled with the reduced flows expected from the upper Missouri River later this month have prompted the American Waterway Operators and the Waterways Council to warn that river commerce could come to a standstill by early December.

“Slowing down or severing the country’s inland waterway superhighway would imperil the shipment of critical cargo for export, significantly delay products needed for domestic use, threaten manufacturing production and power generation, and negatively impact jobs up and down the river,” said Craig Philip, chief executive officer at Ingram Barge Co., based in Nashville, Tenn.

Philip and other industry officials spoke during a Friday morning news conference in St. Louis, alongside Maj. Gen. John W. Peabody, commander of the Mississippi Valley Division of the Army Corps of Engineers, and Rear Adm. Roy A. Nash, commander of the Coast Guard’s 8th District.

Industry officials are calling on the administration of President Barack Obama to issue a presidential declaration to allow an emergency response to the “crisis.”

Peabody said the Corps of Engineers, which manages the waterways, has been bracing for the latest round of low water since the drought year of 1988. This year, the corps has been involved in “continuous dredging” since July — with up to two dozen dredges operating on the river at one time — and has been storing water where possible.

Water that had been held in the St. Paul District, north of Iowa, will be released and is expected to make its way to the middle and lower Mississippi River in three to four weeks.

Peabody added that the corps is contracting to blast rock pinnacles near Thebes and Grand Tower, Ill., which threaten commerce on certain stretches of the river.

Meantime, the corps has taken drought-conservation steps along the Missouri River to the west. The plan involves reducing the typical winter flows from the Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota by Nov. 23.

“We have to start thinking that we may not be able to have the water we are accustomed to for an extended period of time,” Peabody said. “That means we are going to have to husband our resources for when the situation gets truly dire. And in my personal estimate, we are not there yet.”

But Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and others have sided with the industry and urged Jo-Ellen Darcy, assistant secretary of the Army for Civil Works, to continue the “flow support” from the Missouri River reservoirs to respond to the emergency condition on the Mississippi.

“We’ve got a situation here where we could be looking at folks not having employment,” said George Foster, president of JB Marine Service Inc. in St. Louis. “The impact of extensive closures of the Mississippi River will immediately be felt by those whose livelihoods are directly tied to the river.”

The barge industry has warned that the low water levels could affect shipments of grain, domestic crude oil and coal in December, triggering widespread consequences.

When asked whether he envisions flows reaching a point where the Mississippi River is closed to commerce in December, Nash said the barges may carry lighter loads and tows could be reduced if water levels are low.

“We assess the waterway, how constrained is it and what can be moved safely through the waterway,” Nash said.

15 senators urge action on Mississippi waterway

Southeast Missourian - By JIM SALTER, Associated Press
Nov 16, 5:51 PM EST

ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Fifteen senators from eight Mississippi River states are urging the Army Corps of Engineers to take steps to keep barges moving on the Mississippi.

Sens. Roy Blunt, a Missouri Republican, and Tom Harkin, an Iowa Democrat, penned the letter to Army Assistant Secretary Jo-Ellen Darcy on Friday with 13 co-signers.

It urges the corps to delay plans to reduce the flow from a Missouri River reservoir starting around Nov. 23, which would reduce the level of the Mississippi. The letter also asks the corps to undertake work as soon as possible to remove rock pinnacles in the Mississippi River that impede barge traffic in periods of low water.

"The Mississippi River is vital to commerce for agriculture and many other goods, including our ability to export our goods," the letter stated. "If the river channel is not maintained, there will be a loss of jobs, income to many businesses and farmers, and an adverse impact to the economy of the region as a whole."

The lengthy drought has parched the nation's two largest rivers, leaving water levels dangerously low. And long-range forecasts call for the drought to extend into spring.

With that in mind, Major Gen. John Peabody, commander of the Mississippi Valley Division of the corps, announced Friday that he ordered the release of water from an upper Mississippi reservoir. Peabody said at a news conference in St. Louis the release from a reservoir in Minnesota will eventually add 3-6 inches to the river at St. Louis.

"Every inch counts and we're trying to squeeze out every inch of capacity that we have," Peabody said.

But inches fall well short of offsetting the projected drop of up to 3 feet when the corps drastically reduces the flow of the Missouri River at Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota on or around Nov. 23. Plans call for the current amount of release - 36,500 cubic feet per second - to eventually decline to 12,000 cubic feet per second over the course of several days.

Jody Farhat, chief of the Water Management Division for the Northwestern Division of the corps, said Thursday the move is necessary because of drought conditions on the upper Missouri River.

But the decision will have a huge impact on the Mississippi, south of where the two rivers merge. Corps officials have said that if the river drops another 5 feet or so at St. Louis, barge traffic may be halted.

Barges carry 20 percent of the country's coal and more than 60 percent of its grain exports. Other cargo - such as petroleum products, lumber, sand, industrial chemicals and fertilizer - also gets shipped along the Mississippi River.

Craig Philip, CEO of Ingram Barge Co., of Nashville, Tenn., said a river shutdown would hit consumers directly, creating a "ripple effect of economic loss that would be felt most heavily in the Midwest but would endanger our national prosperity as well."

Philip said businesses represented by the trade groups American Waterway Operators and the Waterways Council are seeking a presidential declaration that would take two steps to help keep the Mississippi open: Order the corps to maintain the existing flow on the Missouri; and expedite efforts to remove rock formations on the Mississippi River bottom at two locations in southern Illinois.

Current plans call for the rocks to be removed in February. Philip said they need to be taken out much sooner to keep the channel clear for barge traffic.

"This is not mere rhetoric," Philip said. "The situation is urgent. The consequences could be dire."

In addition to Blunt and Harkin, senators who signed the letter on Friday included Claire McCaskill of Missouri, Chuck Grassley of Iowa, David Vitter and Mary Landrieu of Louisiana, Richard Durbin and Mark Kirk of Illinois, Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, Thad Cochran and Roger Wicker of Mississippi, Amy Klobuchar and Al Franken of Minnesota, and Mark Pryor and John Boozman of Arkansas.

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and Illinois Gov. Pat Quinn have also urged the corps to reconsider the reduced flow on the Missouri. But corps officials in Omaha, Neb., say they are bound by the Missouri River Master Manual to act in the best interest of the Missouri River basin.

Corps officials in St. Louis say they've taken extraordinary measures to keep the Mississippi open for as long as possible.

"It's a critical reality that we need more rain," Peabody said.

International poll watchers see no evidence of voter fraud in Missouri

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Johnny Kampis
November 16, 2012 

ST. LOUIS – International poll watchers found little evidence of voter fraud in the nation and Missouri, but they see ways to improve the elections process.

In an email response to Missouri Watchdog, observer Sandra Gale of the United Kingdom said there is “room for error in the touch screen machines” and the “decentralized voting lists” are also cause for concern.

But she said she observed no fraud or suspicious voting activity take place here.

Gale traveled to Missouri with Baurzhan Yermegiyayev of Kazakhstan as part of the nationwide election observation by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, a regional security organization comprised of 56 nations from North America, Europe and central Asia, including the United States.
Missouri voters who do not want to use touch screen machines can instead mark paper ballots.

Gale said she felt the election rhetoric and the attention given to the OSCE observers shows a divided country. She said some of her fellow observers were accused of “helping the left wing suppress the vote.”

“I have observed nearly 30 elections all over the world and never experienced personal attacks like we received in America,” she said.

The preliminary report from OSCE doesn’t broach that topic, but it does note that federal legislation only sets minimum elections standards, leaving most of the regulation to each state.
“Contrary to good electoral practice, in some states amendments to electoral law were only finalized in the weeks before election day, leading to a lack of clarity about which regulations would apply,” said the report.

The study discussed how voter identification laws were a polarizing issue during the election, with many states implementing new photo ID requirements this year. OSCE said that Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon was one of a handful of governors who vetoed legislation that would have required a photo ID.

“While efforts to ensure the integrity of the vote are important, these should be clearly defined and not lead to disenfranchisement of eligible voters,” the report said.

OSCE noted that Missouri is one of only four states (along with the District of Columbia) that specifically allows for international election observers although this is a requirement for OSCE members.

Other states put up roadblocks to the inspectors, threatening them with criminal charges if they entered poll places.

Local efforts seek to restore early childhood education funding

Southeast Missourian - By Keith Lewis
Sunday, November 18, 2012

Gov. Jay Nixon has cut spending in Missouri by more than $1.6 billion dollars during his first term in response to the economic realities of the recession and recovery. But some people in Cape Girardeau are pushing the governor to put some of that money back into early childhood education services.

The Early Childhood Development, Education and Care Fund administered by the Department of Social Services has been in existence since 1998. It's goal has been to provide funding to increase the capacity of, and access to, quality early childhood programs for all Missouri families through grant programs and child-care subsidies. 

But the fiscal year 2013 budget passed last July contained more than $13 million in cuts to the fund and the programs it serves. Local organizations that counted on previous funding levels are feeling the loss. 

"We've lost over $80,000 for Cape Girardeau," said Tom Davisson, executive director of the Community Caring Council, which receives funding from the Department of Social Services. "The money would have gone for the startup and expansion of child-care facilities in the community and for their accreditation. But there is no money in the budget for it this time around."

The startup and expansion programs Davisson referred to provide financial assistance for people wanting to become licensed child-care providers, and for expanding their facility with proper equipment and other items to benefit children. 

"When we had those dollars last year, we could get proper equipment and toys to people who were starting up a child-care facility," Davisson said. "It was a great way to improve the quality of child care in the community."

Davisson said members of the Community Caring Council saw budget cuts coming, but they were hopeful that funding for child-care programs would be spared.

"What we're hopeful for now is a semblance of prior funding to be put on the legislative agenda in January," he said.

The Community Caring Council subcontracts with Educare, a state-funded program at Southeast Missouri State University that provides resources and training opportunities to child-care providers with an emphasis on family home providers. Educare was to be the beneficiary of the startup and accreditation funds from the Community Caring Council. 

Dr. Shelba Branscum, chairwoman of the Department of Human Environmental Studies at Southeast and administrative director of Educare, said the program would have benefited greatly from the funding. 

"In the last 10 years, we've been able to help 50 to 60 people in the area get started in the child-care business," Branscum said. "We were able to assist them with starting up and also becoming accredited. But with the Community Caring Council not being able to provide us with funding because of the budget, we've scrambled to find alternative funding."

Branscum is reaching out to local entities to keep Educare's programs running. 

"We're holding on here," she said. "We're looking for just enough to make it with."

Janice Jones, of the United Way of Southeast Missouri's Success by 6 initiative, is part of a letter-writing campaign to Nixon to have the Early Childhood Development, Education and Care Fund moneys restored in fiscal year 2014.

"There are some really good programs that come from the fund that can provide young people with the head start they need in today's world," Jones said. "Success by 6 supports the letter-writing effort to the governor, and we're doing it because parents in the area want the best for their children. Quality child care is such an important part of that these days."

Whether a letter-writing campaign to the governor will have an affect on funding remains to be seen. Rebecca Woelfel, communications director for the Department of Social Services, empathizes with the effort and noted the governor has provided stable funding for the fund and its programs in years past.

"Unfortunately," she added, "the final budget passed by the General Assembly cut millions from early childhood programs throughout the budget. If funding is ultimately restored, it will be up to the General Assembly to do so."

klewis@semissourian.com
388-3635

Pertinent address: 

1 University Plaza, Cape Girardeau, MO

430A Broadway St., Cape Girardeau, MO

937 Broadway St., Cape Girardeau, MO

Email Story

Missouri counties struggle for approval of ‘use tax’

Kansas City Stare - By DAVID A. LIEB, The Associated Press
Posted on Fri, Nov. 16, 2012 06:04 PM, Updated: 2012-11-17T00:05:54Z

JEFFERSON CITY -- When a Missouri Supreme Court ruling invalidated some vehicle taxes in cities and counties, local government officials turned first to the legislature to reinstate an important source of revenue. When that failed, some local officials put the issue on the ballot. 

But voters rejected the “use taxes” in two-thirds of the Missouri cities and counties that placed them on the November ballot, according to figures supplied by local government associations. Two losing proposals were in St. Joseph and Pleasant Hill, where 77 percent of voters said no.

The mixed results aren’t likely to end the matter. More local governments are expected to refer local use tax proposals to their voters next spring. 

In the meantime, some cities and counties may have to trim expenses because they will no longer be receiving tax revenue they once had counted upon. 

“It’s not going to be something that’s going to bankrupt them or put them in severe revenue shortfalls,” said Richard Sheets, deputy director of the Missouri Municipal League. “But something is not going to be done. Medium- or small-sized cities, they may not be able to hire a police officer, or they may have to wait longer to patch potholes.” 

The concerns stem from a Jan. 31 decision by the Missouri Supreme Court, which ruled that Greene County, which includes Springfield, could not charge a local sales tax on a man who bought a boat, motor and trailer from a dealer in Maryland. 

The court drew a distinction between sales taxes, which are collected from in-state retailers, and use taxes, which are levied on products used in Missouri but bought either from an out-of-state retailer or from an individual who does not run a business. 

Although the state use tax could be imposed on the boat and its accessories, the court ruled that Greene County could not tax them because they were not covered by the local sales tax and county voters had not approved a local use tax. 

Concerned about the financial hit to local governments and auto dealers, the legislature passed a bill in May that would have undone the Supreme Court ruling and retroactively reinstated local sales taxes on vehicles.

But Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed the bill, saying counties and cities should have a voter-approved local use tax if they want to tax vehicles bought from anywhere besides a Missouri dealership. 

Heading into the Nov. 6 elections, 41 of Missouri’s 114 counties and more than 90 of its roughly 950 municipalities had local use taxes. 

Local use taxes were approved this month in Adair and Saline counties, as well as the cities of Huntsville, Kirksville, Moberly and New Cambria. 

But voters rejected local use taxes in far more places. 

Officials offered a variety of reasons. 

“It’s a difficult tax to understand. It’s a tough time to be talking about a tax to voters. There were a lot of things on the ballot,” said Dick Burke, executive director of the Missouri Association of Counties. 

Before the Supreme Court decision, Buchanan County had collected about $250,000 annually and St. Joseph about $450,000 annually from taxes on out-of-state vehicle sales. But voters in both jurisdictions rejected local uses tax proposals by 59 percent of the vote. City officials had said the revenues would have gone to street repairs and public safety projects, such as facilities and equipment for police and fire departments. 

Despite the recent losses, some officials expect better success in the future. 

“I think the message is starting to resonate with people,” Burke said. “This is the new economy we’re living in now. Our current tax structure of sales taxes in this Internet day and age just isn’t sufficient.”

Mo. prisons must tell senders about blocked mail 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - Associated Press
November 16, 2012 4:57 pm

A federal judge has ordered the Missouri Department of Corrections not to block books or letters from being delivered to prisoners without providing the people who sent the items a notification and a chance to appeal.

The preliminary injunction was touted Friday by the American Civil Liberties Union, which had filed suit on behalf of a publisher that claimed personnel at the Crossroads Correctional Facility in Cameron seized several copies of books mailed to prisoners in November 2010.

"This decision will have a significant positive impact not only for publishers, but for anyone who communicates with prisoners," said Brenda Jones, executive director of the ACLU of Eastern Missouri. "They'll now know with certainty if their letters reach their intended recipients and have some recourse if they don't."

The Department of Corrections declined to comment Friday, citing the ongoing litigation.

The department's censorship procedures say inmates can receive correspondence and written or recorded materials so long as they "pose no threat to the safety and security of the institution, public officials, offenders, or the general public; do not hinder the rehabilitation of an offender; (and) are not being used to further illegal or deceptive activities."

In a decision dated Thursday, U.S. District Judge Nanette Laughrey cited First Amendment liberties and due process rights while ordering the department to provide notice to senders whose communications are censored or seized, plus a chance to appeal.

The lawsuit was filed by Bobbie Lane, whom court documents identify as the owner of the Caged Potential publishing company and the cousin of inmate Sultan Lane, who wrote a book entitled "So far from Paradise." Online records of the Department of Corrections show Sultan Lane is serving a 25-year sentence for first-degree robbery, first-degree tampering and felony drug possession.

The lawsuit said that seven copies of the book were mailed to inmates who never received them, and the publisher never received notice from the department that the books had been intercepted.

Laughrey previously granted class-action status to the lawsuit to cover "all current and future publishers, distributors, and authors of written materials, who mail books, publications, or other written materials to inmates" in Missouri prisons.

Political Rewind: Missouri Minimum Wage Set to Increase

Our weekly roundup of Missouri political stories that hit the media this week.

St. Charles Patch - ByBrian Feldt
November 17, 2012

Editor's Note: The following articles were aggregated from several news organizations in Missouri. You can read more about each story by clicking on the headline.

Lack of a Republican bench worries Sen. John Lamping (St. Louis Post-Dispatch)

Like many Republicans, state Sen. John Lamping of Ladue was disappointed in the election results in Missouri last week.

Though Republicans improved their already-strong majority in the Missouri House and retained their two-thirds majority in the Missouri Senate, they lost four of the five races for statewide offices.

Lamping, 50, is a relative newcomer to politics. After working in the financial industry in New York and St. Louis, he won the 24th District Missouri Senate seat in St. Louis County two years ago. He has an economic degree from Princeton and an MBA in finance from New York University.

- - - - - 

Todd Akin: 'I have a good sense of peace' (St. Louis Post-Dispatch)

Todd Akin returned to Congress this week after a Senate campaign that left him vilified for his verbal missteps and blamed for his role in the Republican Party's dismal showing in the elections.

He's worried now that the "fiscal cliff" negotiations will lead to stiff tax increases and has concerns about his own financial well-being, knowing he'll be out of work when the new Congress takes over in January.

Nonetheless, Akin, 65, is hopeful about what lies ahead. He said he is considering taking advantage of his new fame by writing a book — something Sen. Claire McCaskill, the victor in his race, also has discussed.

- - - - - 

Federal government tweaks health insurance exchange deadlines (St. Louis Post-Dispatch)

The federal government is tweaking its deadlines for states to decide how they want to move forward with health insurance exchanges that will be set up as part of the Affordable Care Act, but the change may have little impact on Missouri.

On Friday, U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius sent a letter to governors explaining that states must still declare by Friday whether they will create their own exchanges, but their larger blueprints for establishing the exchanges can now be turned in through Dec. 14.

States that want state/federal partnership exchanges will have until Feb. 15 to submit their proposals, and – as experts had predicted – states will be able to transition from federally-run to state-controlled exchanges down the road.

- - - - - 

Panel hears the good, and bad, of Missouri's approach to immigrants (St. Louis Beacon)

Stories of success -- and discrimination -- peppered the testimony of public officials, immigration experts and immigrants during a four-hour hearing before the Missouri Senate’s Blue Ribbon Panel on Immigration.

- - - - - 

Missing deadline won't prevent Missouri from setting up a health exchange (St. Louis Beacon)

Proposition E, approved by voters last week, closed the door on Missouri setting up its own health insurance exchange by January 2014. But some observers believe the state will pursue a federal option to set up its own exchange later.

- - - - - 

Business, worker groups split over pending increase in Missouri's minimum wage to $7.35 an hour (St. Louis Beacon)

On Jan. 1, Missouri's minimum wage will for the first time be higher than the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour. Missouri's will be 10-cents-an-hour higher. Business groups decry the event, while labor groups laud it.

- - - - - 

Ann Wagner grasps first rung of House GOP leadership ladder (St. Louis Beacon)

U.S. Rep.-elect Ann Wagner hit the ground running this week when GOP freshmen chose her to represent them at the House Republican leadership table. But she is promising to keep her feet firmly planted in her new congressional district in the St. Louis area.

Lawmakers optimistic about bond issue

Columbia Daily Tribune - By Rudi Keller
Columbia Daily Tribune Saturday, November 17, 2012
In a round of news conferences after the election, Republican legislative leaders and Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon all said they were open to the idea of a major state bond issue next year. 

The University of Missouri has identified four projects that would be completed with bond money

Nixon said his support was dependent on passing legislation that would generate new revenue by putting limits on tax credits, but the overall tone is encouraging, Rep. Chris Kelly and Sen. Kurt Schaefer said in interviews. 

Kelly, a Democrat, and Schaefer, a Republican, have said persuading fellow lawmakers to go along with plans for a bond issue of $800 million or more would be their top priority in the coming year. With interest rates below 3 percent and a large backlog of needs, the state would be foolish to wait, Kelly said.

"There is no corporation in America who had our needs who wouldn't snap that up," Kelly said. 

For the University of Missouri System, the bonds hold the potential of completing projects that have been on hold for years and in some cases a decade or longer, said Nikki Krawitz, vice president for finance and administration. 

"We are cautiously optimistic, as we always are," Krawitz said. "We appreciate the efforts of those who support bonds. Interest rates are at historic lows, and we could really lock in those very, very low interest rates and address a large number of capital needs across the state." 

Kelly has sponsored a bond issue in each of the past four years. He came closest in 2009, when the bill passed the House with the support of then-Majority Leader Steve Tilley but died on the Senate debate calendar.

Last year, Kelly proposed an $800 million bond issue with $550 million set aside for higher education. 

The bonds would be repaid over 25 years, and Kelly said the money would come from the decline in payments as past voter-approved bond issues are retired. 

In the current fiscal year, the state will pay out $77.3 million in principal and interest on voter-approved debt. By fiscal 2018, that cost will decline to $38.9 million. 

Nixon, however, told reporters that he wants legislation controlling tax credits, which diverted $629 million from the state treasury last year, to help pay for any new debt. 

"I think that in many ways that is all connected with getting some level of tax credit reform," Nixon said. "When one-twelfth of your general revenue budget is going to entitlement tax credits, and it is growing, I think we need to continue and get some clarity and conclusion in that area, because I think those are inexorably tied." 

Kelly, however, disagrees with Nixon about tying the two issues together. Realistic expectations for cutting tax credits would be to reduce them by $100 million annually, he said, and that savings is not certain.

The higher education projects to be funded by the bonds, Kelly said, would be the top priorities of the Coordinating Board for Higher Education. Drawn from the priorities set by each school, the coordinating board list also includes unfunded projects from the Lewis & Clark Discovery Initiative and a request for engineering equipment. The total comes to $736 million. 

In the past, state support for new construction has generally required that the campuses contribute 20 percent of the cost, said Paul Wagner, associate commissioner of higher education. The $736 million represents the amounts requested from the state for projects that are currently estimated to cost $880 million to complete. 

When the state pays for major renovations to a building, it generally has not required local matching funds, Wagner said. 

"It is a lot easier to raise money for a new building," Wagner said. "When you renovate, it is harder, because you can't put your name on it." 

The top UM projects for each campus have an estimated cost of $239.4 million. 

In addition, the system has asked for $190 million in capital funding for "critical needs" maintenance and repair across the four campuses. 

Krawitz said that funding would pay for major upgrades for safety, energy efficiency and modernization. 

Buildings with issues covered by that category include Schrenk Hall in Rolla and Waters Hall in Columbia, she said. 

Schaefer, who will be Senate Appropriations Committee chairman, said he is encouraged by the response he has received so far from fellow Republicans. 

"We are really in the early stages of this," Schaefer said. "I would like to see it move quickly in the General Assembly once we get that off the ground, which I hope we can." 

Rollin' on the river?: Farmers may have trouble transporting grain because of low water levels

Southeast Missourian - By Melissa Miller
Sunday, November 18, 2012

The fall harvest in Southeast Missouri is wrapping up, but farmers' ability to ship their grain this winter remains in question. 

After battling an extreme drought and excessive heat all summer, fall rains put the harvest slightly behind schedule. 

This combination has left the Mississippi River's water levels dangerously low for barges, which carry 60 percent of the nation's grain exports. They may not be able to navigate the river once the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers begins reducing flow from a Missouri River reservoir, which it does each year around this time. 

SEMO Port Authority in Scott City has seen a steady line of farmers this fall bringing grain in by truck to sell, said Dan Overbey, executive director of the port. 

But in the past few years he's seen more farmers avoiding the fall rush and storing grain on their farms in an effort to wait until prices are higher before selling. 

This strategy may not work so well this year, as prices have fallen in the last month while shipping costs increase because of the low water. Less grain is put into each barge to allow them to pass through more shallow waters, Overbey said. 

"Normally, folks here will ship barges 12-foot deep in the water, but they've already cut back to a depth of nine feet," he said. "You're only getting three-quarters of a barge loaded, but it still costs the same to run it down the river. Price per ton is already being affected some."

If water levels continue to drop, it could halt shipping between St. Louis and Cairo, Ill., where the Ohio River empties into the Mississippi. Cutting the flow on the Missouri River could reduce the Mississippi up to three feet at St. Louis, according to corps estimates. And the corps has identified rocky pinnacles at Thebes, Ill., that could cause significant trouble in case of low water. On Friday, 15 senators from river states, including Missouri, signed a letter urging the corps to act to keep shipping going. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson is asking the corps to expedite dredging and clear rock pinnacles like those at Thebes to keep the shipping channel open.

The price of corn has dropped from $7.60 to as low as $7.20 in the past month. This still is about 17 percent higher than a year ago, which helps offset increased irrigation costs many Southeast Missouri corn farmers experienced this year. 

"Input costs were definitely higher this year," said Anthony Ohmes, agronomy specialist for University of Missouri Extension's Southeast Region. "Prices being good all the way through harvest helped out. When you have an above-average price and below-average yield, it helps some of our producers." 

Corn yields varied widely this year depending on irrigation. 

"The watered crops were good and the non-watered crops weren't so good. That's the simplest way to put it," said Jim Seiler, who farms just south of Commerce, Mo. 

Nonirrigated corn ranged from 10 to 60 bushels-per-acre this year, while irrigated corn produced around 150 bushels-per-acre, Ohmes said.

"It cost a lot more than normal with all the fuel and electric to keep the pumps going, but considering the heat, the irrigation did good," Seiler said. "We were concerned, but the water helped a lot." 

The corn harvest wrapped up around Oct. 15 in Southeast Missouri, 14 days ahead of last year and 45 days earlier than normal because of the hot, dry weather, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture's National Agricultural Statistics Service. 

"In the whole state of Missouri, corn yields were way down," Ohmes said. "Most of our upland corn suffered immensely. A lot of it wasn't even harvested. It was cut for silage or just destroyed."

Crop insurance may help some in this position, he said. 

While there wasn't enough rain this summer, early fall rains helped the soybean crop somewhat, but then delayed fieldwork. 

The soybean harvest, which is about seven days behind last year in Missouri, is two days ahead of normal, according to the USDA. 

About 86 percent of Southeast Missouri's soybeans were harvested; about 10 percent behind the same time last year, according to the most recent crop progress report. 

Bootheel soybean yields were expected to be about 40 bushels per-acre, according to the USDA. 

"Yields suffered a bit this year because it was difficult to keep up with the transpiration loss due to the hot and dry conditions," Ohmes said. "The plants were just transpiring so much water trying to cool themselves and stay alive." 

Farmers already are putting the drought behind them and moving on to the next crop -- winter wheat. 

About 91 percent of Southeast Missouri's winter wheat already is planted, according to the USDA. 

"Going into the winter, wheat looks good," Ohmes said. "We've had good moisture to get it up in most spots, but a few spots where it is still kind of dry and wheat has struggled to come up." 

mmiller@semissourian.com
388-3646

Pertinent address:

10 Bill Bess Drive, Scott City, Mo.

Stacy Hastie and his company dominate tax credits to clean up polluted sites

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By JEREMY KOHLER
November 18, 2012 12:25 am 

It was late 2006, and crews from Environmental Operations Inc. were preparing the Lemay riverfront for the construction of River City Casino. 

The most expensive state financed brownfield cleanup in Missouri history was under way on public land. And no government agency had publicly sought bids for the work, or announced the $16 million tax credit awarded to pay for it.

Competitors were seething.

“How did we miss the bidding of the demolition?” Roger Kent, a project manager from Ahrens Contracting, recalls thinking.

“Why didn’t we get a chance to bid at it?” said Arnold Spirtas, owner of Spirtas Wrecking Co.

“Would we have loved to bid that? Yeah,” said Michael Zambrana, president and chief executive of Pangea Group.

But Environmental Operations and its owner, Stacy W. Hastie, had a head start, as they almost always do on projects involving the Missouri brownfield redevelopment program. Hired by the casino operator, Pinnacle Entertainment, the firm was consulted on the cleanup from the planning stages.

Public works project at any level of government generally require a full and fair competition. A notice to qualified bidders would be posted in public. A description of the scope of work would be available. Bids would be opened at a public meeting. The lowest and best bid would win. And in almost any publicly financed project, it would be considered a conflict of interest for a single company to design a job, oversee it and actually do it.

But at Lemay, Environmental Operations bid on — and won — the remediation it designed.

The cleanup won the Phoenix Award for excellence in brownfield redevelopment. Port Authority spokeswoman Kathryn Jamboretz points to the hundreds of jobs created and millions of tax dollars generated — “a huge, gleaming $425 million success story.”

But it’s also a story about how Hastie controls Missouri’s large-scale environmental projects. He has dominated cleanups funded with brownfield tax credits — a total of $80 million to clean high-profile sites such as Busch Stadium, the NorthPark business site and River City Casino.

And it’s a story about how Hastie came from rural Southern Illinois to position himself as one of the area’s most powerful dealmakers, routinely praised for creative and competent work, but also sometimes under fire for breaking the rules.

THE CEO

The good times rolled on into the night last February at Mayor Francis Slay’s Mardi Gras ball at City Hall, where the city’s political, social and business elite mixed and danced to the blues.

Many wore masks or beads. Hastie, 44, the chief executive of Slay’s bash, wore a purple robe and crown.

The image fit. Hastie has fostered close relationships with politicians from both parties. He and his executives have given more than $200,000 to state and local political campaigns in the past five years. That includes more than $50,000 each to Gov. Jay Nixon and County Executive Charlie Dooley, $8,800 to Mayor Francis Slay, all Democrats, and $27,000 to former House Speaker Steve Tilley, a Republican.

Earlier this year, Tilley, of Perryville, supported a $1 million outlay to help redevelop a Mississippi River port on 500 acres that include the Doe Run lead smelter in Herculaneum, a project in which Hastie is a partner — and which would probably require a massive environmental cleanup.

Tilley supported the project even though the site had not been chosen by the local port authority and wasn’t on the state’s five-year transportation improvement plan. The earmark did not pass the Senate.

Tilley, who resigned in August to become a political consultant, reported a $4,207 in-kind donation in September 2011 from Hastie. Tilley got a ride in a Beechcraft King Air turboprop plane that Hastie said he co-owned.

“He used my plane for a day to go to a fundraising event,” Hastie said. “I’ve had others use my plane.”

Hastie is connected and civically involved outside of politics. He was recently elected to the board of St. Anthony’s Medical Center. He is co-chairman of the Illumination Gala for Siteman Cancer Center. He has supported the nonprofit Our Little Haven, which helps abused and neglected children.

He and his wife, Carol, bought a 5,300-square-foot home in Frontenac in July for $1.6 million. They also own a $620,000 home in Wildwood and a $250,000 house in Glendale. He drives a white BMW with the license plate SWH.

Hastie was born in the town of Cave-in-Rock, Ill., 160 miles southeast of St. Louis, across the Ohio River from Kentucky.

His father was 17 and his mother 15. His father, Curtis, worked on a farm, quarry and fluorspar mine, all owned by the family. His mother, Rita, toted toddler Stacy to college. The family was not wealthy. Curtis Hastie died of cancer at age 53. Rita Hastie, now 60, is a teacher in the Special School District of St. Louis County and lives in her son’s Glendale house.

Hastie attended Murray State University in Kentucky, where he earned a bachelor’s in accounting in 1991 and, a year later, a master’s in occupational safety and health with an emphasis in industrial hygiene and environmental studies.

His uncle showed him a want ad in the Post-Dispatch: A small company in St. Louis called Environmental Operations Inc. was looking for an industrial hygiene and safety manager.

CUTTING A CORNER

Just a year on the job, Hastie cut a corner and was charged with a felony. He later pleaded guilty in federal court.

His boss, owner Roger Hopson, had assigned him to manage an asbestos project in Weldon Spring. Hastie didn’t have an asbestos worker certification.

Hastie said he thought his credentials, including two college degrees, outweighed this certification.

“I’d written many, many designs on asbestos and lead projects and all kinds of other contaminants,” he said. He thought asbestos worker certification was for people who were “basically uneducated beyond high school.”

In September 1993, Hastie contacted Don Handy, owner of the American Environmental Training Institute.

“They had a schedule of classes and I needed to get in immediately,” Hastie said. “I was asking him to do a special class because he didn’t have anything, and he could not accommodate me. And he said, ‘You don’t really need this, anyway. This is crazy. Here is a certificate.’”

Handy also sold fraudulent certificates to undercover FBI agents posing as contractors. Hastie got caught.

About a year later, Hastie was indicted in U.S. District Court in St. Louis for making a false claim or statement to the U.S. government. He pleaded guilty, served one year of probation and paid $500 in fines.

Handy pleaded guilty to fraud; his institute pleaded guilty to racketeering and surrendered its assets to the government. Interviewed briefly, he said he did not remember Hastie.

Hastie said “certain pressures” in the office had contributed to his committing a crime. Hopson gave him “110 percent support,” he said.

A STEADY RISE

The legal problems didn’t slow Hastie’s rise. In 1998, Hastie bought the firm with partners Nelson Grumney and Mark Carter. By 2002, he had bought out his partners.

Under Hastie, Environmental Operations began to develop its current business model: A one-stop shop for environmental consulting, engineering and remediation. The company wouldn’t just plan cleanups, it would manage and perform them. And it would offer insurance to cap the cost of cleanups, giving projects the kind of certainty that investors find attractive.

While other environmental firms might wait for developers to call them, Hastie might be more likely to line up developers for a site he wanted to clean.

“What they are doing is site assembly,” said Sarah Coffin, associate professor of public policy at St. Louis University. “You find a site and assemble a project. He’s evolving into a developer.”

She recalled a community meeting to discuss brownfields in Metro East. Environmental Operations joined, voluntarily, to lend expertise.

“They are not just getting in there and cleaning up the property, and doing the deal, they also understand it is important to have community engagement,” she said. “You don’t really see that with a lot of environmental firms.”

Bob Clark, founder and chief executive of the Overland-based design-build firm Clayco, which was involved in the Busch Stadium and other projects, said Hastie hired creative people who could help developers work around environmental challenges to redevelop a brownfield. “There are a lot of loose cannons in the business, and we found Stacy to be running a very tight ship. In my years of working with him, I never had a project where we had a demolition that didn’t go the way it was supposed to. That’s a huge feat for someone in that business.”

Not everyone has been happy with Environmental Operations. Earlier this year, the company agreed to a $14,000 fine in Illinois for illegal dumping. The company had hauled in hundreds of truckloads of unscreened waste and debris from the demolition of St. Joseph Hospital in Kirkwood to build ramps at American Grain in Cahokia. American Grain also was fined.

And in Hazelwood, developer Paul McKee says the development of the 151-acre Hazelwood Commerce Center is stalled because Environmental Operations failed to clean a former dump on the largely vacant site despite receiving $6.4 million in state tax credits. The developers and BancorpSouth sued Environmental Operations in 2011, complaining that the cleanup left unsafe levels of methane gas in the soil. The suit is pending in federal court.

While the state requires a developer applying for brownfield tax credits to get three bids for remediation, the Hazelwood project is one of several brownfield projects where the state let Environmental Operations work as a consultant, then hire itself.

Before awarding the tax credit for the Hazelwood project in 2005, an incentives coordinator for the Department of Economic Development asked Environmental Operations whether there were any other bids on the Hazelwood project.

Environmental Operations Vice President Matt Robinson said his company was the only one in the area willing to guarantee a maximum price.

In a memo 10 days later, the Department of Economic Development recommended approving the tax credit, explaining that just one bid was sought because “reportedly” only Environmental Operations could guarantee a price. Weeks later, a handwritten note on the memo suggested three bids had been obtained. But it didn’t change the outcome.

In the cleanup of the Carondelet Coke site in St. Louis, Hastie told city and state officials in 2009 that he could cap the cost at $6.7 million even though environmental testing was incomplete. After tests found more pollution, he could not get coverage, and the cost to taxpayers ballooned to $12.3 million.

Environmental Operations hired itself for the job. It solicited companies to bid on specific tasks to meet the state requirement for three bids, and then underbid them. Those solicited for some of the most expensive tasks were tiny trucking companies that would have had to subcontract the excavation. No one at any level of government questioned the choices.

After a Post-Dispatch investigation of the Carondelet Coke project earlier this year, Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich criticized the lack of competitive bidding. A spokesman said he would audit the program next year.

INTEGRAL TO CITY

Along the way, Hastie made the jump from brownfields expert to downtown real estate mogul.

Environmental Operations was cleaning several properties owned by Pyramid Companies, once one of the most active downtown development companies. Hastie led a group that had invested in at least two more.

When Pyramid collapsed in 2008, and city officials and bankers tried to sort out the wreckage of 11 unfinished projects, Hastie had a seat at the table. He managed a partnership that wound up buying three former Pyramid properties out of foreclosure: the Curlee Building on Washington Avenue, River Roads in Jennings and the One City Centre office tower and St. Louis Centre mall downtown.

The other firms that took over Pyramid properties all had big-project development experience. Hastie didn’t. But Steve Stogel, a veteran developer, noted that Hastie hired several people who did.

“He surrounded himself with the best team, really good advisers, and Stacy listens well,” Stogel said. “He went about it in a smart way.”

And it worked out for him. The Curlee Building is mostly leased up. One City Centre, renamed 600 Washington, with the help of city incentives to fund a $29 million facelift, has attracted several big tenants.

“We did really good work together on that,” said lawyer Paul Macon, co-chairman of the real estate practice area at Thomson Coburn LLP. “The city has been a real beneficiary of having two nicely cleaned up, well positioned properties. … But for Stacy and that investment group, that wouldn’t have happened.”

Hastie played a more controversial role in unwinding another piece of Pyramid when he bought the long-empty Arcade Building from Bank of America and then immediately sold it to the city’s Land Clearance for Redevelopment Authority.

The deal was designed to prevent the big downtown building from being sold at a foreclosure auction — and potentially being bought by speculators — and Hastie said he made no money on it. But the deal exposed Hastie’s close ties to the same officials who sometimes hire him.

Another investor, developer Keith Barket, cried foul, saying the arrangement cut him out of a $500,000 loan he had made to Pyramid on the building. In July, Barket sued the city, the bank and Hastie. The suit is pending. Hastie said Barket’s accusations were “absolutely false.”

PINNACLE HANDLES BIDS

Although the St. Louis County Port Authority owned the Lemay site, it turned over responsibility for bidding out the cleanup to Pinnacle Entertainment. Working as a consultant for Pinnacle, Environmental Operations oversaw environmental testing of the site, and designed a cleanup that it said it could do for $16 million.

Working from a list of environmental contractors approved to work for St. Louis County, “Pinnacle went through our … list of our contractors and picked out three,” said Jamboretz, the port authority spokeswoman.

Spreadsheets on file with the state and county suggest Pinnacle approached two firms for bids to compete with Environmental Operations.

Hastie insisted his company did not pick the firms. A fax cover sheet dated April 14, 2006, with one of the bid spreadsheets indicates it was sent to Pinnacle project manager Marty Thomas, who last year became a vice president with Environmental Operations. Thomas declined to comment.

Jack Godfrey, executive vice president of Las Vegas-based Pinnacle, said the process of soliciting and evaluating bids was “completely aboveboard,” but Pinnacle refused to share records on the bid process with a reporter, saying that as a private company it was not subject to the state’s open-record laws.

“The lowest and best bidder would have been selected, and they did a wonderful job,” he said.

According to the spreadsheets, one bid was from Crystal Environmental, a small firm in downtown St. Louis that could perform asbestos removal and demolition but had no ability to dig, haul and spread the tens of thousands of tons of earth that the job required. It would have had to subcontract all that work to another company.

“I don’t know how we got the bid,” said Todd Janson, a former salesman for Crystal. The company was new to St. Louis, and “was trying to do anything we could.”

Crystal bid $30 million. The firm, which was started in November 2005, went out of business in April 2007. But Crystal was competitive compared with MACTEC Inc., of Atlanta, which is recorded as submitting a bid of $69 million to $74 million.

The MACTEC quote was more than four times that submitted by Environmental Operations. In addition, for the task of removing two ponds, MACTEC’s quote was more than $22 million, compared with Environmental Operations’ bid of $100,000 for the same task.

Records suggest the Department of Economic Development knew the ponds were not contaminated. The state file included a question from the department: If they weren’t contaminated, why were they included in a taxpayer-funded brownfield cleanup?

But no one at any level seemed to question the disparity. Records show Environmental Operations later got a permit to pump the ponds into Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District for $19,000.

Asked to explain MACTEC’s bid, London-based AMEC, which now owns MACTEC, at first said the company had no record of making it. The firm said a bid proposal would have involved multiple employees and executives, and generated files that were numbered and tracked. The company said it had no such records.

But Hastie pulled a name out of his own files. Through a spokesman, he said the bid came from C. Matt Foster from a MACTEC office in Oak Ridge, Tenn.

Foster, who now works for another company, told a reporter he vaguely remembered the project, but not the details.

AMEC insisted that what the company provided was not a bid.

“After a thorough internal review, we found that a preliminary engineering estimate was submitted,” said company spokeswoman Lauren Gallagher. “To be clear, a preliminary engineering estimate is not an official bid. The company has found no record of an official bid.”

A spokesman for the Department of Economic Development said the estimate would be acceptable as long as the remediation work was detailed.

Today, Hastie continues working behind the scenes on the Jefferson County Doe Run port project. Development is very likely on the site, his spokesman said, but there’s been no move to obtain tax credits — at least not yet.

Tim Logan and Virginia Young of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

“What they are doing is site assembly. You find a site and assemble a project. He’s evolving into a developer.” — Sarah Coffin, associate professor of public policy at St. Louis University 
Senators Discuss Majority Leader Race 

Tilley Not A Factor, Lamping’s Influence Growing 

SEMO Times - Staff Reports

Jefferson City, MO – Last week, the big news out of Jefferson City was the surprise election of Ron Richard as Majority Leader. This week, the fallout began with rumors swirling around the upper chamber about how the Majority Leader’s race unfolded and how it will affect the upcoming session.

Earlier in the year Senator Richard announced he was challenging Senator Mike Parson for Majority Leader, with both making large donations to their colleagues and candidates. However, by the end of the legislative session, Richard had dropped his bid and Parson seemed all but assured of victory.

Then two things happened: the August primary saw all three key Republican races break in Richard’s favor, and Senator Lamping decided to grab the bull by the horns and radically change the landscape of the General Assembly. The Republicans had three competitive primaries: the 27th, the 33rd and the 31st. In the 21st, Richard’s ally Ed Emery defeated Parson’s ally Scott Largent, adjusting the total by two. In the 27th, Parson attended an agriculture event for his longtime ally Ellen Brandom, and refused to allow eventual primary winner Rep. Wayne Wallingford to speak, again his victory most likely changing the tally by two.

In the 33rd, Mike Cunningham, a close ally and former chief-of-staff to Richard’s friend Senator Jay Wasson, pulled off what many considered an upset in a three way primary over Rep. Ward Franz, again taking a sure Parson vote and moving it into Richard’s column. “I always enjoyed working with Ron, but Mike and I shared an office complex one session, and he is of my best friends. I would have been a vote for Mike had I won”, said outgoing Representative Ward Franz.

According to several sources close to the situation, after Richard withdrew, Senator Brad Lager initially attempted to rally support to take on Parson, but could only muster between 3 to 5 votes. After his failure, senators close to the situation confirm that Senator Lamping was the strategist behind putting together a tightly organized, very quiet, and ultimately successful campaign to elect Senator Richard. This was a move that caught most Senate observers by complete surprise.

“I have to be honest with you, there were some things that happened last session that made me just throw my arms up and wonder what the hell are these people thinking. I have decided that if I am going to be in public service I am going to do everything I can to straighten out what has become a dysfunctional body. Along with several other Senators, we felt that although Mike is a terrific Senator, Ron had the skills to do a great job and decided to fully engage”, said Senator Lamping. 

Richard, who was nominated by Senator Brown, when asked why he felt he was elected commented, “I was proud to be elected and will do my best, I believe that the members felt I could do a good job. Other than that you will have to ask them”.

Last week a story in the Post-Dispatch by Virginia Young advanced the theory that Richard was elected to limit the influence of former House Speaker Steve Tilley in the upper chamber. Senator Richard commented, “I have always gotten along very good with Steve, and think very highly of him so I don’t know, but you will have to ask the other members”.

Not all members of the Republican caucus agreed. Senator Scott Rupp commented, “I believe that some Senators were interested in limiting any outside interests that could limit the productivity of the Senate. Most importantly this race is done and over and we are all on the same page moving forward”.

Newly elected Senator Gary Romine felt that any former legislator or lobbyist were immaterial in the vote, “I have known Steve Tilley for some time and have enjoyed working with him and look forward to continuing to do so. I cannot imagine he played any role, positive or negative, in the election of our new Majority Leader”.

One rumor swirling around the capitol was that Senator Richard was Post-Dispatch reporter Virginia Young’s off-record source, which Richard denies, “I certainly was not the source for her story. I think a lot of Steve. I haven’t spoken with her about this at all”.

Another rumor was that the election of Richard as Majority Leader would make it more difficult for bills supported by Tilley or his clients to pass through the Senate, “That is certainly not the case. We will continue to work together as we always have”. When contacted for comment Senator Parson declined to speculate on what led to his defeat stating, “I am really focused on moving forward”.

The leader, Senator Lamping, of the movement that elected Richard explained, “I think Steve Tilley will have a great deal of influence in his position as a lobbyist, especially in the House. I have had very limited exposure to working with him while he was Speaker, but they were positive experiences. My door is certainly open to him to help me better understand any issue”.

One newly elected Senator who supported Parson felt this was a plan by Senator Lamping to pave the way for him to be elected floor leader next session if Richard stumbles. The senator also felt that Lamping being the only senator quoted in Young’s article served to confirm his suspicion. When told about this theory Lamping replied, “I am being straightforward when I say that I honestly do not have the time to be in Senate leadership right now. I have a very full-time job here in St. Louis and being a father to 6 children keeps me very busy. Everyone in our caucus has specific talents and I am of the opinion that the people of my district honored me by allowing me to represent them in the Senate. I don’t feel that being in leadership is where I would be in the best position to help make the Senate productive again. We are also fortunate to have Senator Kehoe as Assistant Floor Leader, and further I don’t believe that Ron is going to stumble”.

Incoming President Pro Tem, Tom Dempsey, feels the race will not have an affect on the Republican’s veto proof majority. States Dempsey, “I really do not think there will be any ill feelings going into next year. In fact, Senator Parson sent out a letter to the caucus yesterday about the importance of moving on and working together to see the state move forward. I really do believe we are all on the same page”.

One Senator who entered the Senate with Lamping commented, “John has really engaged this fall. He is bringing up a wealth of ideas and even moved the post election caucus retreat to November and added another one in December”. “I just want to see this body shed its reputation from being a place where ideas die, to one where solutions are born. Maybe it’s my background in business, or my lack of one in elected office, but I really feel that we needed to change things. A group of us freshmen began meeting in June 2011 to try and discuss ideas and all get on the same page, and I believe that this election is over and its time for everyone in our caucus and the entire body get to work”, said Lamping.

Richard, who is a former Speaker of the House, concluded, “I think my experience in house leadership will help me better communicate and understand their concerns, and better work between the House and Senate. I am looking forward to a successful session and I consider our member’s success my success as well”.

St. Louis courts add supervision to bail for better results

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Jennifer Mann 
November 18, 2012 12:00 am
ST. LOUIS • As far as the state of Missouri is concerned, a criminal defendant either posts bail or doesn’t. In 2001, the Department of Corrections stopped providing supervision programs for the accused awaiting trial. Some local jurisdictions coped by establishing their own.

But the St. Louis Circuit Court followed a different route.

In an unusual strategy, private companies are providing supervision and guidance, in partnership with judges who reduce the participants’ bail. The defendants pay for the programs themselves. The programs are getting high marks from judges and lawyers. And defendants say they prefer an ankle bracelet and drug tests over jail.

But experts say it’s rare to have private companies taking on this role, traditionally provided by a state or local government. Bail bondsmen, not surprisingly, are the loudest critics.

The three companies providing pre-trial services here did not face competition in securing their roles. Each fills its own niche, ranging from house arrest for misdemeanor defendants, to GPS monitoring for accused felons, to supervision specific to women. Each judge’s order adds hundreds of dollars to the companies’ pockets.

“It strikes me as inherently wrong when we contract services out and put them on the shoulders of the accused,” complained Tim Murray, executive director of the Pretrial Justice Institute, based in Washington, which advocates for pre-trial supervision.

Yet the companies say they provide a level of service that public entities cannot. And they say defendants such Arvell Calvin are a testament to it.

Two days after his brother was killed during a marijuana deal gone awry, Calvin found his own trouble.

On July 5, St. Louis police said they caught Calvin with a concealed firearm, then he ran, resisting arrest. The teen went straight to jail, missing his brother’s funeral.

Now out on one of the release programs aimed at keeping defendants on track until trial, Calvin, 19, swears his first arrest will also be his last. The experience, he said, was a wake-up call.

“I’m not a criminal,” he said in a recent interview, peering out from under a flat-brimmed Oakland Raiders cap. “I can definitely say this is a steppingstone to my future.”

ANKLE MONITORS AND ANGER MANAGEMENT

The first of the companies, Eastern Missouri Alternative Sentencing Services, signed a contract with the St. Louis Circuit Court in July 2000 to provide post-conviction supervision for misdemeanor defendants.

The company, based in St. Charles, became known as a vendor for the ankle monitors used here and in a number of Missouri counties. The device can detect a person’s intoxication level through around-the-clock readings of perspiration.

The company also provides electronic monitoring for defendants on house arrest.

The St. Louis contract was for a three-year term, with an option to extend it. The terms were never updated, even as the company expanded its services to include pre-trial supervision for misdemeanors.

Circuit Judge Steven Ohmer, now the presiding judge, said the contract essentially operates as a lease that automatically renews. But, he acknowledged, “I should clean that up.”

He said the company’s role here “just kind of developed through the years” based on the preferences of judges who set bail conditions.

Michael Smith, president and founder of the company, did not respond to calls for comment.

In October 2011, Missouri Probation & Supervision Services also signed on. The Velda City-based firm is owned by the same people who run Interlock of St. Louis, which provides vehicle ignition locks to prevent drunken driving.

The Missouri Probation contract outlined an array of services for misdemeanor probation. But Chris Adam, director for the company, said that talks with judges revealed an apparent need for pre-trial supervision, particularly on felonies.

The majority of defendants referred to his company are on GPS monitoring initially. The service also provides counseling and job and educational training, and is developing an array of theft, anger management, and batterers’ intervention classes.

In the past year or so, use of the two programs has increased dramatically. Lawyers, judges and others involved in the courts agree that participation has become almost routine for any bail reduction granted to someone accused of a felony.

Adam said Missouri Probation had received about 500 referrals — a mix of felony and misdemeanor cases — in the past year. It translates to about 300 defendants at any given time. The city’s jails, at last count, held defendants in 1,313 felony cases and 88 misdemeanors.

In February, LifeLogic Private Probation Services, a St. Louis company with female minority ownership, came on board. It plans to tailor services to female defendants in misdemeanor bail cases, according to its website.

Ohmer, who signed the two recent contracts, said the goal was to fill the void left by the state.

”These folks are picking up the ball,” he said.

None of the contracts was competitively bid because the services are being provided free of cost to the taxpayers, Ohmer said. State law requires competitive bidding only for services or goods exceeding certain amounts; city rules call for bidding on any purchases.

The court uses both state and local bidding processes, depending upon the service.

PAYING FOR LIBERTY

Murray, of Pretrial Justice, said supervision of the accused gained steam in the 1980s, after a government study showed better outcomes for defendants on bail if monitoring was added.

Now, almost every major city has some form of pre-trial supervision he said, with about 400 programs across the country. Most, he said, are run by government entities.

Nobody in Missouri tracks the number of pre-trial supervision programs.

Catherine Zacharias, legal counsel for the Office of State Courts Administrator, said she knew that such programs were fairly common for misdemeanors. But she did not know of any other courts with the services in felony cases, or that use private companies.

The Missouri Department of Corrections also could not provide an answer, and declined to have anyone from its Division of Probation and Parole speak to the issue.

Diane Kincaid, deputy director for the American Probation and Parole Association, said pre-trial supervision was a cheaper alternative to incarceration and eased inequities of a traditional bail system, where money dictates who goes free and who remains in jail.

But, observers say, money still does matter. A defendant seeking liberty must afford either the original bail or the reduced bail plus supervision costs.

If there’s a chief complaint from defendants, it’s the financial strain, judges and defense attorneys acknowledge.

The three companies each charge about $30 per month for basic supervision, plus running fees for electronic house arrest or GPS monitoring. Missouri Probation, for example, charges a $60 activation fee for GPS, then $8.50 for each day of tracking.

Classes to control behavior can run several hundred dollars each.

Payments are made directly to the vendors. If a defendant doesn’t abide by the terms of supervision — or doesn’t pay —the companies can ask judges to impose further conditions or revoke bail.

The problem with that type of set-up, Murray said, is that there is a financial incentive to keep a defendant under the most restrictive conditions. Plus, he noted, there are constitutional questions that arise about putting a price on freedom for defendants who have not yet been convicted.

Adam, of Missouri Probation, said he would prefer to be a contractor paid by the court, rather than charging defendants. He said his company never sought a penalty for a defendant’s inability to pay, so collecting can be a problem.

“We still lose money every month,” he said. “We’re not even at the breaking point.”

DOING WHAT BAIL CANNOT

As in other places where pre-trial supervision has been introduced, it has put bail bondsmen on edge. When a judge reduces bail for a program participant, it lowers the percentage a bondsman earns.

Victoria Joyce, of Badd Dogg Bail Bonds, said many bondsmen thought such companies had unfair sway over judges’ decisions on bail. She said it seems like a duplication of services, since a bondsman already assumes the financial risk of a defendant who flees.

Judges here say it’s not just about getting defendants to show up for court but protecting the community from bad behavior in between.

“Before, if someone makes a bond, they’re out there and we don’t know anything unless they get picked up on something else,” Ohmer said. “Now, we’re getting immediate feedback. There’s constant communication between (the companies) and the court.”

Adam said either he or one of his five probation officers — most have experience in the field — was in court every day, taking in new referrals and informing judges on cases.

Defendants assigned to Missouri Probation must make weekly visits to its office, where they are subject to drug and alcohol testing and meet with their assigned probation officers. They have curfews, and must be in school or working.

The GPS monitoring shows the officers real-time images of where their defendants are, and whether they are abiding by curfews or geographical orders of protection.

The technology can play a role in investigating new crimes. After former St. Louis University volleyball player Megan Boken was shot to death in a street holdup in the Central West End, Missouri Probation checked the GPS records of each of its defendants, to make sure none had been in the area.

Judge Paula Bryant, who has increasingly called upon Missouri Probation this year, said early intervention could change a person’s trajectory in life — particularly with the younger defendants. The judge said she could usually identify which ones have been out on pre-trial supervision just by the way they appear in court: dressed more appropriately and respectful toward officials.

“They’re beginning to take responsibility and they’re being held accountable for their conduct,” she said.

From a defense lawyer’s perspective, supervision of an appropriate defendant can be a gift, said attorney Terence Niehoff. He said his participating clients had a better sense of the gravity of the court experience. They are getting vocational training, help with school work, even assistance writing resumes.

Not only is it good for their future, he said, but if they are convicted, if can work in their favor at sentencing.

The day after his gun charge was dismissed by the court, Jordan Dickerson, 19, sat in a Missouri Probation office, nicely dressed in a collared shirt and sweater.

The time on pre-trial supervision for his first criminal charge was “a lifelong lesson,” he said.

Being on GPS limited his circle of friends. Dickerson said he hated it at first, then realized he didn’t need that kind of people. He started working part time at a deli to pay off his court costs, while going to school full time.

“I’m trying to do the right thing in life,” he said. “I really don’t need to be ripping and running on the streets.”

Calvin, who said he went through a bad stage after his brother was murdered, is also excited for the day when he can put his criminal charge behind him.

With guidance from his probation officer, he’s heading back to school and planning his future. In addition to providing for his 1-year-old son, Calvin has dizzying dreams of shaping his own clothing line, starting a small business and building a home.

In addition to guidance, Calvin said, he found something else under supervision: “Love,” he explained. “Somebody who actually cares about you and the next step you’re going to take with your life.”

Greaser bows out; two remain for prosecutor

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers
Sunday, November 18, 2012

Bryan Greaser understands that being a Democrat might have made him the favorite to become the next prosecutor. But the Cape Girardeau lawyer also came to understand this -- any advantage that particular political party had under Gov. Jay Nixon would vanish when the decision switched to voters in GOP-heavy Cape Girardeau County in two years

Greaser, 41, exited the race Saturday.

"I had just come to believe I would have been bounced in two years," said Greaser, a married father of two young children. "I just couldn't do that to my family or the clients I have now."

Nixon will appoint a prosecutor to fill the two years left in former Prosecuting Attorney Morley Swingle's term until the 2014 election. Swingle has accepted a position as a federal prosecutor in the U.S. attorney's office.

Greaser became the second lawyer to drop out in the same number of days. Allen Moss, citing professional and political concerns, did so last week. Greaser's exit leaves the field devoid of Democrats for a governor who has picked only Democrats when given the opportunity. Those who remain include private practice lawyer Chris Limbaugh and assistant prosecutor Frank Miller, both Republicans. 

Greaser, 41, had only signaled an interest in the job, but he said it was genuine. He was tempted by the thought of becoming the first Democrat to hold the office in more than four decades. Not to spite Republicans, he said, but to win them over. 

Greaser said Swingle told him that his was among the names the outgoing prosecutor had recommended to Nixon.

"I sort of saw it as the ultimate experiment," Greaser said. "I feel like I could have stepped in immediately and performed the job admirably."

Greaser also consulted several colleagues. Many mentioned the difficulty of rejoining the criminal defense side after what would amount to a two-year hiatus. Three years ago Greaser opened his own practice, which he said is beginning to thrive.

smoyers@semissourian.com
388-3642

Pertinent address:

100 Court St., Cape Girardeau, MO

Long-taught cursive writing skills lose ground in digital world
Joplin Globe - By Emily Younker 
November 17, 2012The Joplin GlobeSat Nov 17, 2012, 11:16 PM CST

JOPLIN, Mo. — Wyatt Satterlee, 8, loves writing in cursive.

“It’s just cool letters,” he said earlier last week. “And when the grown-ups write it, you can feel older.”

Wyatt and most of his third-grade classmates at Columbia Elementary School in Joplin were visibly excited last Wednesday to learn and practice two new lower-case letters — “x” and “z” — in cursive.

But cursive writing as a whole, while not entirely disappearing, is slowly losing ground in elementary school curricula as technology invades the classroom.

The Common Core Standards, a set of national education standards that have been adopted by most states, including Missouri, Kansas and Oklahoma, do not specifically require that cursive handwriting be taught in classrooms.

The standards provide for instruction to produce “clear and coherent writing” through planning, revision and editing that is audience- and task-appropriate.

Sarah Potter, spokesperson for the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, said Common Core Standards include keyboarding skills, but as for cursive, “It’s really up to the districts to decide.”

Locally, most districts include cursive, but many administrators say that the specific skill of writing in cursive is declining in importance in a digital era, when students are more tech-savvy than their predecessors and may prefer a computer keyboard to a pencil and paper.

“We do still teach cursive writing,” said Trey Moeller, assistant superintendent in Webb City, where students begin learning cursive as second-graders and continue instruction into the third grade. “And yes, there is a lesser emphasis on the cursive writing and more of an emphasis on the use of technology in the writing process.”

Moeller said the district is not moving away from teaching handwriting altogether, but he acknowledged that technology is “changing the way we communicate, even in written form.”

Grandma’s letters

Carl Junction begins cursive instruction in the second grade, and the skill is reinforced in subsequent years in other language arts lessons, according to Assistant Superintendent Kathy Tackett. But she said the district’s emphasis on cursive has lessened in recent years to make way for digital writing skills.

“We feel like right now, it’s important for kids to continue to know about that (cursive). When they pull up a historical document or a letter from Grandma that’s written in cursive, we want them to be able to read it,” she said. “But most activities as the students get older would be using their keyboarding skills, so I think the focus is more in keyboarding correctly.”

Joplin students also receive instruction in cursive writing beginning in the third grade. Columbia third-grader Kourtnee Wright, 8, said she had been so excited to learn cursive that she remembers asking her second-grade teacher when that instruction started.

“It’s fun because it’s all the loops, and it feels like you’re drawing, and I like drawing,” she said. “I see my mom do it all the time, and I want to write like her.”

Students in every grade level also receive regular instruction in keyboarding and media skills, said Sarah Mwangi, Columbia’s principal.

“We consider this generation our digital natives, and digital natives are immersed with technology, so it’s really a balance,” she said. “We want kids to be able to write on their own; we want kids to be able to understand cursive writing. They’re still going to see that in places. They’re still going to sign their signatures. There’s still a place for it.

“However, I think the focus on handwriting is less important than our kids being able to communicate in various forms. We would be doing our kids a disservice if we only taught them the traditional way of writing.”

Libbie Burd, a third-grade teacher at Columbia, said she focuses mostly on handwriting skills as a communication arts instructor, but the emphasis on media language skills is also there.

“We’re trying to combine them all to help them (the students) communicate effectively,” she said.

‘Computer age’

Kim Satterlee, Wyatt’s mother and president of the Columbia PTO, said that even though her son is “obsessed” with writing in cursive, she supports a balance in the curriculum of handwriting skills and digital writing skills.

“I’d rather see more time be spent with him learning to type because he’s in the computer age,” she said. “Even in third grade, learning how to type is a good idea.”

Joplin’s Assistant Superintendent Angie Besendorfer said the overall skill of learning to write well is more important than the specific skills used to write.

“We’ve developed a Joplin writing model about teaching our students not the explicit skill of how do you make an ‘A,’ but instead a real writing focus about how students get voice in their writing, how students use grammar in their writing,” Besendorfer said. “The ultimate purpose of writing is communication. ...We want kids to think about their ideas and brainstorm about them and work through the editing process.”

A new survey shows Kansas elementary students also are still learning cursive writing but interest in teaching the subject is waning.

The Kansas education department said last week that a survey found 90 percent of the state’s school districts teach cursive writing, generally in third grade.

But nearly 23 percent of those who responded said they don’t consider cursive a high priority. And about 6 percent said they expect to eventually reduce the time spent teaching the subject.

Teachers typically spend from 15 minutes to an hour a day instructing students on cursive script.

State board member Janet Waugh, of Kansas City, said some of her constituents have told her many young people can’t write in cursive or can’t read material written in it.

“I started asking people within school systems,” Waugh said. “Cursive is losing priority because of technology.”

Waugh said she believes it is still important to teach handwriting.

“There are times when you want to leave someone a note, or even write a check, although I guess checks may be going by the wayside, too,” she said.

But board member Sue Storm, of Overland Park, wasn’t optimistic about cursive’s future.

“In the future, they’ll probably use email,” she said.

Mindset shift

There also seems to have been a shift in mindset at the university level, where future teachers are learning how they should instruct their students in handwriting.

Students in the College of Education at Pittsburg (Kan.) State University are instructed in different methods of handwriting, according to Kristi Stuck, an assistant professor. But in recent years, local administrators have been asking professors not to emphasize cursive writing as a standalone activity, but rather as an activity that can be incorporated into writing projects, she said.

“They’re wanting teacher candidates to know about the process of writing through the methods of writing,” she said.

Becky Gallemore, an associate professor in the teacher education department at Missouri Southern State University, said she instructs her students in the same handwriting program that Joplin currently uses. The program teaches “very straightforward letters without lots of curls” that are more functional than the fancier cursive letters of years past, she said.

Gallemore said she has noticed a dual emphasis among educators toward handwriting and technology skills in writing, but said she thinks cursive is still a necessary skill for students to learn.

“What if you don’t have a computer handy and you have to leave a note for your secretary?” she said. “Are you going to print it? It’s going to take you three times as long to print. It’s just much faster to write in cursive than it is to print. And no, you don’t write in cursive or print as much as we did in the past, but you still need that skill.”

It’s a point that Wyatt, the Columbia student, might agree with. Typing is OK, he said, but it takes a lot of practice — and at this point, he just prefers cursive.

“I think writing might be a little bit faster,” he said.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

National debt group opens Missouri chapter 

Southeast Missourian
Nov 19, 5:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A bipartisan group of current and former Missouri officials is calling for federal leaders to address the national debt.

Leaders of Missouri's chapter of the Campaign to Fix the Debt plan a news conference Monday at the state Capitol. The chapter's co-chairmen are former U.S. Sen. Kit Bond, a Republican, and former Gov. Bob Holden, a Democrat.

Others who are involved include Democratic state Treasurer Clint Zweifel (ZWY'-ful) and Republican Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder.

The national Campaign to Fix the Debt claims a membership of more than 300,000 business leaders, citizens and current and former elected officials. The organization also is urging efforts to avoid the so-called "fiscal cliff" of federal tax increases and spending cuts that could push the economy into recession.

ANALYSIS

Missouri voters continue rejecting taxes

Kansas City Star - By CHRIS BLANK, The Associated Press
Posted on Sun, Nov. 18, 2012 03:13 PM, Updated: 2012-11-18T21:36:26Z

JEFFERSON CITY -- Increase tobacco taxes? Add a cellphone tax? Raise gas taxes? No to all. 

Missouri voters in recent decades have eschewed tax increases for a range of things: funding schools and transportation projects, improving 911 service and paying for health care efforts. 

The proposals have been defeated narrowly and by sweeping margins; voted down during general elections, primaries and a spring election. And they have been rejected when backers of a previous failed attempt decided to try again. 

Passing a tax increase in Missouri has proven to be awfully difficult, no matter the tax or the destination for the extra cash. 

The most recent example of no-tax Missouri was this month's statewide defeat of a tobacco tax increase that called for divvying the money among K-12 education, colleges and smoking cessation and prevention programs. That same day, local governments struggled to win approval for a replacement tax after the state Supreme Court invalidated a long-charged sales tax on vehicles purchased out-of-state. 

City and county organizations said a new “use tax” was rejected in two-thirds of the cities and counties where it appeared. Richard Sheets, the deputy director for the Missouri Municipal League, said “anti-tax” sentiment seemed to be one factor in the defeats. 

“It's just a tough issue,” he said. 

On the statewide ballot, taxes have been tougher. Tobacco tax increases were shot down three times during the past decade. Cellphone taxes failed in 1999 and 2002. And a plan to boost the sales tax and gas tax for transportation was rejected in August 2002. Tax proposals also were killed in 1982, 1988 and 1991. 

Several years after voters rejected a tax increase aimed at boosting funding for schools, Gov. Mel Carnahan and the state Legislature passed one in 1993 without seeking voter approval. In 1996, a constitutional amendment to require voter approval for substantial tax increases was approved. 

The last time Missouri voters went for a statewide tax increase – not counting a ballot initiative for casinos that included a tax component – was 1987. Before that, voters approved a new sales tax for parks and soil and water conservation in 1984, renewing it in 1988, 1996 and 2006. 

In all, Missouri voters have a 25-year string of turning back new or increased taxes that has translated into a lighter tax burden compared to other states. The Federation of Tax Administrators estimated that for 2011, Missouri state government collected about $1,682 per person (excluding local taxes), lower than all but four other states. 

The 17-cent tax per pack of cigarettes is the lowest nationally, and Missouri has gone the second longest without raising cigarette taxes. North Dakota last raised its tobacco taxes several months before Missouri did in 1993. 

So what would it take for voters to approve a tax increase? 

Combining it with other policy changes might work, as it did four years ago, when voters signed off on an initiative raising casino taxes. But the measure, which was backed by the casino industry, also capped the number of casinos that could be licensed in Missouri and scrapped the limit on how much gamblers could lose. 

Tangible benefits matter, too. Pointing to a specific road or building to be built can be an easier sell than abstract concepts, such as how much additional money would flow to education. 

Demonstrating some budget exhaustion could help to win some recalcitrant voters. 

Patrick Werner, the state director of the conservative group Americans for Prosperity, said it would be a long time before he could see his organization supporting a tax increase. However, he said a strong effort to cut spending, accompanied by a demonstration of the lengths to which budgets had been cut and to which priorities funding was steered, could help persuade some Missourians on a tax increase. 

“You will at least get a better reception from folks,” Werner said. 

Approving an increase might require broader consideration of Missouri's taxes. 

Amy Blouin, the executive director of the nonprofit Missouri Budget Project, which was among the groups supporting the most recent tobacco tax, said it might be time for discussion about modernizing the tax structure to update income tax brackets and to close business loopholes. 

She said there seems to be more involved in the latest “no” vote than tax animosity. Blouin pointed to doubts about funds being used as intended and concern about targeting a tax that only is paid by part of the population but would benefit many more. 

“I do think Missourians have reached the point where it's clear that they want services,” Blouin said. 

But it is unclear whether that translates into an electorate ready to say “yes” after so many years of rejections.

Nixon extends report date for tax credit study 

Southeast Missourian
Nov 19, 5:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon is giving a panel some extra time to finish evaluating Missouri's tax credit programs.

Nixon initially asked the Tax Credit Review Commission to submit an updated report by Dec. 5. He has now pushed back that deadline to Dec. 15.

The commission reported in late 2010 that Missouri could save up to $220 million annually by reducing, changing or ending dozens of tax credit programs that have outlived their usefulness or don't produce much benefit.

But lawmakers have not implemented the suggestions.

Nixon asked the commission to update its work because annual redemptions of tax credits have risen 20 percent over the past two years.

Tax credits will be on the agenda again in the 2013 legislative session.

Mo. treasurer says gift cards never really expire 

Southeast Missourian
Nov 19, 5:01 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's treasurer wants residents to keep their expired gift cards because they never really expire and could end up as unclaimed property.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel (ZWY'-ful) says he has nearly $6.2 million in unclaimed property consisting of unused gift cards and certificates. Zweifel also says his office has returned more than $107,000 from expired cards.

Zweifel says people who think a gift card has become unclaimed property should first check with the business where it was bought to see it's redeemable. If it's not, he suggests people search for their names in Missouri's unclaimed property database.

---

Online:

Missouri unclaimed property website: http://www.showmemoney.com 

Police union backs Miller; Limbaugh has support, too

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers
Monday, November 19, 2012

Citing his experience in the office and an established relationship with law enforcement, the union representing Cape Girardeau police officers has endorsed Frank Miller to become the next county prosecutor.

The Cape Girardeau Police Officers Association decided to throw its weight behind Miller by an almost unanimous vote, said narcotics officer and association president Bill Bohnert. The association intends to send a letter today to Gov. Jay Nixon, who will appoint a lawyer to fill the remaining two years of the term vacated by former Prosecuting Attorney Morley Swingle, who resigned to take a job as a federal prosecutor.

Cape Girardeau police officers think highly of Miller, Bohnert said. Miller has worked under Swingle for two years as an assistant prosecutor and has developed a reputation as being fair minded without being soft on crime.

"We just basically feel like Frank is the obvious choice," Bohnert said Saturday. "Frank is familiar with the office and he's a pretty aggressive prosecutor."

In backing Miller, the nonpartisan association cited the lack of experience of Chris Limbaugh, the only other individual who has declared an interest in the position.

"Right now, we just feel like Miller's the best candidate by a long shot," Bohnert said.

The race to replace Swingle has been one of ins and outs so far, with no idea when Gov. Nixon will make an appointment or if he will select from among Miller and Limbaugh or another candidate, or candidates, who might not have publicly expressed an interest. But if the Democratic governor selects either Limbaugh or Miller, it will be the first time Nixon will have selected a Republican to serve as a prosecuting attorney.

The only Democrat who had said he was interested, criminal defense attorney Bryan Greaser, dropped out of consideration Saturday, saying it makes no sense to, in effect, suspend his private practice for two years when Cape Girardeau County voters, who lean heavily Republican, are likely to oust him from office when the office comes up for election.

The first candidate to step forward, lawyer Allen Moss, withdrew his candidacy late last week, citing professional considerations and political concerns.

On Sunday, Miller said he was honored to receive the support of the police organization.

"I enjoy working with the men and women in law enforcement on a daily basis," he said. "I believe we both work with the same goal -- to help the residents of Cape Girardeau County feel safe and to hold people accountable for their actions."

Miller began working as an assistant prosecutor for the county on Jan. 1, 2011. A Jackson native, he received a degree from Westminster College in 2002 and attended law school at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. He passed the Missouri Bar in 2005, before moving to Washington to work as an aid to U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson for five years. Miller handled certain policy matters such as national defense, energy, the environment, law enforcement, taxes and transportation.

While true that Miller's opponent is only 18 months removed from law school, it may be a mistake to count him out. Limbaugh comes from a family that that includes two former county prosecutors; his father and grandfather served in the job before moving on to prominent judicial posts.

Attempts to reach Limbaugh, a lawyer at the Limbaugh Law Firm, were not successful Sunday. 

While Miller may have the support of the police association, it seems that with Greaser out, Limbaugh -- whose last name is synonymous with conservative politics -- may have the support of several prominent Democratic lawyers, including John Cook. 

Cook supported both Limbaugh and Greaser last week, when he said, "Chris is a young lawyer, that's true. But he's got the makings of a damn fine prosecutor and, regardless of politics, no one can say anything about the Limbaugh work ethic. I think either he or Bryan would make good prosecutors for our county."

smoyers@semissourian.com
388-3642

Pertinent address:

100 Court St., Jackson, MO

University of Central Missouri to go tobacco free 

Southeast Missourian
Nov 18, 8:08 PM EST

WARRENSBURG, Mo. (AP) -- The University of Central Missouri will become a tobacco-free campus by July 2014.

Under a policy approved Friday, tobacco will be prohibited on campus grounds and in all university-controlled buildings, including residence halls and apartments. Tobacco use also will be barred in university-owned or leased vehicles. There are a handful of exceptions. For instance, the policy won't be enforced on parking lots during public events, such as commencement.

Banned tobacco products include cigarettes, pipes, cigars, hookah/water pipes and chewing tobacco.

The policy was developed by an 11-member campus committee.

The school will begin a six-month initiation period in January 2014. During that time, the school will distribute information and provide opportunities for people to take advantage of low-cost tobacco cessation programs.

UMKC chancellor leads charge for change, earns award

Leo Morton has knocked down barriers as a civil rights activist, corporate executive and university leader.

By MARÁ ROSE WILLIAMS, The Kansas City Star
Posted on Sun, Nov. 18, 2012 10:21 PM, Updated: 2012-11-19T05:52:29Z

As chancellor of the University of Missouri-Kansas City, Leo Morton spends a lot of time in front of a lot of people.

Students, faculty and administrators. Civic leaders and legislators. In front of them all, Morton brags like a proud father about how the UMKC campus has grown in his four years as chancellor.

He talks about the new student union, the new student success center, the expanded library and the national recognition bestowed on the Henry W. Bloch School of Management and Entrepreneurship.

But last week, he was left shaking his head at the prospect of receiving the Henry W. Bloch Human Rights Award. It was as if he couldn’t believe he had been named this year’s recipient.

This time, he would have to talk less about his school and more about himself. The honor, presented Sunday evening at the Westin Crown Center, recognizes a lifetime of “justice and selflessness.”

It was clear to others why Morton was being honored.

“Leo has a powerful history, and he changes lives every day,” said Marvin Szneler, executive director of the Jewish Community Relations Bureau/American Jewish Committee, which presents the award. “He has no way of knowing the powerful impact he has had on race relations.”

Morton, 67, is the first African-American head of UMKC. He made a smooth transition into the chancellor’s chair after a 40-year climb in the corporate world.

“He has quietly knocked down barriers as he pursued his career,” Szneler said.

Gary Forsee, past leader of the University of Missouri System and Morton’s former boss, said he wasn’t surprised at all that Morton had been selected.

“I know what the award stands for,” said Forsee, a past honoree along with Adele Hall, Bob Regnier and Bob Dole. “It is a lifetime achievement award, and it is exactly what Leo embodies in his life and as a leader.”

It’s a lifetime that began in Birmingham, Ala., at the dawn of the civil rights movement, in a low-income home with a father who had big aspirations for his children.

• • • At a restaurant just off the Country Club Plaza last week, Morton parked his black Lexus in the lot and sat for a minute checking email and answering a few calls before going inside.

“I call it multiplexing,” he said. “I’m not a rock star, but I can call just about anyone and they won’t hang up on me. They even call me back.”

Inside the restaurant, saxophonist Bobby Watson stopped by to shake the chancellor’s hand.

Then Morton went back to thinking about his life.

“Mine is not a rags-to-riches kind of story,” he said.

His family was near poor “but as a kid I thought we were upper middle class,” he said. “We had everything we needed.”

The Mortons were a close family with aunts, uncles and grandparents all living in the same neighborhood in Birmingham, Ala.

“My world, the school, the church, everything was within about a mile radius of home,” he said.

His father, Leo Morton II, was a deacon of their church and ran a small upholstery business.

In 1955, the year the Montgomery, Ala., bus boycotts started, Leo was 10 years old. He went to work helping his father deliver furniture to customers’ homes.

That’s when he saw the difference between how white families and black families lived. He saw the white and colored water fountains and learned that blacks were prohibited from going certain places.

“That’s when I saw just how ugly things were,” he said.

But his father had dreams for him. Time and again, he told Morton and his brother that they would go to college and become engineers.

“I don’t know where he got that from,” Morton said. “This was the South, and any black man who worked for a corporation back then was the janitor.”

But Morton remembers that anytime someone asked what he or his brother would be when they grew up, “we always said engineers.”

Morton went to Tuskegee State University. He was baritone soloist for the Tuskegee Concert Choir. He served as the master of ceremonies for various university programs. He performed on stage as a standup comedian.

And he often marched on the front line of nonviolent student protests, lifting his voice to lead the singing of a moving spiritual.

It seemed like he was always out in front.

A month before he was to graduate — with, like his brother, an engineering degree — Tuskegee students participated in a riot in Birmingham after the assassination of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.

Campus officials assumed that because Morton was always marching out front that he must have been the student ringleader. They kicked him out of school and threatened to withhold his degree.

But Morton could prove he wasn’t part of the riot. On that day, he was in church marrying his wife, Yvette. He’d proposed the day after they met. They married two months later.

He went on to earn a master of science in management as a Sloan Fellow at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology before starting his corporate career.

In 2000, after 12 moves in 20 years, and after raising three children, he and Yvette were settled in the Kansas City area. He was a senior executive with Aquila when he took a position on UMKC’s board of trustees. He eventually became chairman.

When the chancellorship came open, Forsee, then UM System president, tapped Morton to be interim chancellor while a national search was conducted.

“I had no aspirations of being the chancellor of this university,” Morton said. “It was only supposed to be about six months.”

But the more time that passed, Forsee said, “the more it became clear to me that we might already have the perfect fit.”

“Leo had a great understanding of the critical role the university can play for the city and a sense of leadership,” he said. “UMKC had a chance to fulfill its place in the city with the right leadership.”

Morton sums up his role this way: “You ever watch the sport of curling? I’m the sweeper in front of the stone, clearing the path for things to move forward.”

• • • With one hand in his pocket, Morton strolled to a lectern on a recent morning to welcome prospective leadership scholars to his urban campus.

“It’s nice to see all of your smiling and bright faces,” he began. Then he told them the UMKC story.

He tells it every chance he gets, sometimes several times a week.

“In order to make change happen, you have to keep repeating it, over and over, until you hear it come back to you,” Morton said later. “If you aren’t tired of hearing yourself talk, then you aren’t saying it enough.”

It’s reminiscent of the way his father kept telling him he would become an engineer.

When Morton speaks, he rarely follows a script. He likes to talk off the cuff. His knack for comedy comes in handy, he said, “especially when I’m addressing a faculty group and I have to talk about something that’s not too pleasant. Humor sometimes helps soften the blow.”

He said he relies on his faith to guide him. He reads the Bible every morning and prays “that God will bless me to be a blessing to others.”

Sunday evening, he was at it again, talking to a room full of people as he accepted his award. Out in front.

Bridge section falls into Missouri River as planned

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Jesse Bogan 

ST. CHARLES • Twenty-five pounds of explosives dropped 1.5 million pounds of the obsolete westbound Blanchette Bridge into the Missouri River on Sunday as Interstate 70 traffic was held at a safe distance for about an hour.

It went as planned for demolition of the span to make way for a replacement in a $63 million project. For nearly a year, what had been five lanes of traffic each way are being squeezed into three on the unaffected eastbound structure, with a lowered speed limit.

Vehicles were held back almost a half hour after the blast so workers could clear any pieces that might have ended up on the adjacent bridge still in use. The contractor has 48 hours to remove debris from the water below.

A second blast, tentatively set for the first week in December, will bring down the rest of the westbound span.

Sunday’s work was accomplished on a particularly nice November day, with a partly sunny sky and a temperature in the mid-40s.

Spectator Len Huddleston, 69, a retired banker, remembers when the bridge destroyed Sunday was the only one carrying I-70. “I sat in many a traffic jam,” he recalled. “As this area grew up, traffic got worse and worse and worse. That’s why they built that other bridge.”

Moments after the almost anti-climactic blast, Huddleston, and many others on a nearby hill, were silent.

“That was it?” he asked. But he said he was still glad he came, explaining: “I don’t get to see too many bridges blow up.”

About an hour before the event, Tom Evers, area engineer for the Missouri Department of Transportation, said: “It’s very cool to blow things up, I must admit.” He added, “I am excited about putting it back together, but this is definitely a cool event.”

Brett Snyder, 17, of St. Peters, carried a chair, popcorn and soda to the end of a dike just downriver from the bridge. “It’s Sunday, I’ve got nothing else better to do,” he explained.

John Young, 61, was nearby with a camera and a tripod. But the blast was close to the bank, and the Ameristar Casino was in the way of a clear shot.

“I want to see the sequence of the explosion and see this stuff fall down,” he said.

Next month’s explosion is expected to offer a better view.

MoDOT Implodes A Section Of The Blanchette Bridge 

St. Louis Public Radio - By Tim Lloyd
Sun November 18, 2012

Missouri Department of Transportation Engineer for St. Charles County, Tom Evers, stood in a parking lot overlooking the Blanchette Bridge on Sunday morning.

For a guy who builds stuff for a living, he was pretty excited to help blow something up. 

“It is very cool to blow things up, I must admit,” Evers said, laughing. “I’m excited about putting it back to together, but this is definitely a cool event.”

Then, about an hour later a crowd of a few hundred people watched a 350 foot long span of the westbound part of the bridge get blasted into the Missouri River. 

Knocking off a big chunk of the river crossing is part of an effort to replace around 75 percent of the bridge’s structure and completely replace the driving surface. 

Evers said making $63 million worth of upgrades now will payoff down the line. 

“We won’t have to come back to this bridge for a long time to do any significant work to it,” Evers said. “Another benefit is that by doing all this work now we will get another 50 to 75 years out of this bridge, and we don’t have to replace it.” 

The westbound part of the bridge will be closed until the fall of next year, and traffic will be reduced from ten to six lanes while work continues. Traffic is switched over to the eastbound span to accommodate the work.

The contractor responsible for the bridge work has 48 hours to remove blast debris from the Missouri River.

MoDot hopes to implode another section of the bridge in early December. 

More information on the road project can be found here. 

Man convicted in kickback scheme seeking bail until appeal

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers
Monday, November 19, 2012

Jason P. Mitchell, a 36-year-old Jackson man convicted of a $500,000 kickback scheme in June, has asked the state's highest court to free him on bail while a lower court reconsiders his conviction. 

Mitchell has been incarcerated at the state prison in Bonne Terre, Mo., for a few months, but a local judge's 15-year sentence will keep him there much longer unless the Missouri Court of Appeals overturns the conviction. Cape Girardeau lawyer Steve Wilson is working to secure Mitchell's release until the court makes its ruling. 

Such bonds are rare, Wilson agreed Saturday, but not impossible.

"Just in case we win the appeal, why should he just sit in prison?" Wilson asked.

State courts have the discretion to set bail after a conviction, but the requirements are stricter because defendants no longer carry the presumption of innocence. Judges also are asked to consider the merits of the appeal, as well as whether those found guilty are dangerous or a flight risk.

In an Oct. 16 filing with the Missouri Supreme Court, Wilson argued that none of those factors are true of Mitchell, who has no prior criminal record, strong ties to the community and a home and family in Jackson.

Two lower courts and Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster already disagreed. Koster's filing specifically mentions that the large sum of money was not recovered, giving Mitchell the means to run. A looming 15-year sentence also makes the risk of flight more likely, he said.

Judge William Syler, who presided at Mitchell's jury trial in Jackson, was the first to deny a bond motion after his conviction.

On Saturday, Syler said it would be inappropriate to comment on the case because the appellate courts could return it to his courtroom. But Syler said such bonds are not common and he did not believe he had granted 10 of them in his 20 years on the bench.

Mitchell maintains his innocence, Wilson said. But a jury believed otherwise, deliberating three hours before returning with a guilty verdict. Jurors believed those witnesses who said Mitchell had hatched a plan to funnel money when he was purchasing manager at the DeWitt Co., a landscaping materials manufacturer in Sikeston, Mo.

By the time he was caught, witnesses said in court, he had siphoned off enough money from the company to live a lavish lifestyle that belied his $90,000-a-year salary. A former co-worker, testifying at trial, said he heard Mitchell speak of plans for a new house and saw him drive to work in a Maserati.

"I wasn't getting a bonus," the employee said. "Then, when I found out, I saw where my bonus was going."

Mitchell's scheme, which involved two other men, called for offering to buy exclusively from one client in exchange for a kickback of about 3 percent per sale. Mitchell's bosses wanted him to put the purchases to bid in an attempt to control costs. Mitchell brought on the company's chief financial officer, Rick Potter, to set up fraudulent bank accounts. The client, Rajiv M. Toprani of Clarksville, Tenn., made more than 40 deposits to those accounts that some believe totaled closer to $1 million, though prosecutors could only prove half that amount.

Potter and Toprani agreed to testify against Mitchell and neither were charged. 

At least one other person would like Mitchell to stay where he is. Meredith DeWitt is the company's vice president who watched her father, Larry, build DeWitt Co. from the ground up to one that likely will top $27 million in sales this year. She said that the betrayal was deep, considering that her parents raised Mitchell's wife after her parents died. Mitchell's wife has never apologized, she said.

Larry DeWitt took Mitchell in and gave him a good job, despite not having a college degree. His salary also was higher, she said, than it would have been if her father hadn't liked and trusted Mitchell.

It was her father who learned Mitchell had been stealing from the company through an email that came a short time after Mitchell left the company to start his own. She says she now knows he was skimming company profits.

"We are recovering, but it's slow," Meredith DeWitt said. "We are having a hard time trusting. We're going to be OK. But do I think Jason Mitchell should be walking around a free man? No. I don't."

smoyers@semissourian.com
388-3642

Missouri lawmakers: Salaries study needs corresponding plan

Jefferson City News Tribune - By Bob Watson
Sunday, November 18, 2012

For some Missouri state workers still frustrated by years of no pay raises and, on average, being the lowest-paid state government workers in the nation, a legislative committee formed to study a long-term salary plan is a waste of time.

However, state Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City and the Joint Committee’s vice chairman, said: “It is not really a panel meeting to say, ‘Can we afford, or do we give, state employees a pay raise next year?’

“It’s really about a 10-, 15- or, maybe, a 20-year plan that we can try to map out and follow, so that folks who come to work for the state can understand what their career path can be, and what their compensation can be.”

He acknowledged state government currently has a written pay plan, with a pay grid and a number of steps, but called its complexity "ridiculous" and "not good for state employees."

Susan Redden: Ron Richard advances in Senate leadership

Joplin Globe - By Susan Redden
November 18, 2012

JOPLIN, Mo. — Those in the area who know state Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, won’t be surprised at how the former Joplin mayor was described in a St. Louis Post-Dispatch article about his selection as the new Senate majority floor leader.

A column by Virginia Young, Jefferson City bureau chief for the Post-Dispatch, noted that Richard “is known for being accessible and unpretentious.”

She quoted state Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, who said members of the Senate Republican caucus “just felt that people have tremendous confidence in Ron.”

“They don’t think he can be influenced, he’s open to everybody’s ideas and they trust him, inherently,” Lamping said. “And he’s for the team, and the team has to do better.”

Gary Burton, a longtime local legislator who now is a lobbyist, noted that Richard was asked by the Republican caucus leadership to run for the job rather than having to campaign for it.

“It’s the first time I’ve seen them actually go recruit someone they want,” Burton said. “It shows the respect his fellow senators have for him. They believe he can get the job done and not be sidetracked.”

Burton said he didn’t disagree, adding, “Ron can be very focused.”

Senate and House leaders for several years have made job creation the top priority of legislative sessions, but for the most part they have been unable to agree on measures to bring more jobs to the state. Job creation has been a priority of Richard’s since he was first elected to the Missouri House in 2002 and even before, when he was Joplin mayor and was involved in attracting a number of new businesses to the area. Before being elected speaker of the House in 2008, he was chairman of the House Committee on Job Creation and Economic Development. In the Senate, he is vice chairman of the Jobs, Economic Development and Local Government Committee.

He also has accompanied governors — both Democratic and Republican — on prospecting trips aimed at bringing more jobs to the state.

More leadership posts

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., on Wednesday was re-elected as vice chairman of the Senate Republican Conference. Blunt was nominated by Sen. Jeff Sessions, of Alabama.

“Our nation is facing critical challenges today,” Blunt said in a statement. “I will continue to work with my colleagues at the leadership table to advance pro-growth, pro-jobs policies in the United States Senate to help jump start our economy and put more people back to work.”

Blunt was county clerk in Greene County, then served eight years as Missouri secretary of state. Before running for the Senate two years ago, he served 14 years in the U.S. House, where he also held leadership positions.

U.S. Sen. Jerry Moran of Kansas was selected as chairman of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, which oversees fundraising for U.S. Senate candidates. Moran was elected to the Senate in 2010, and he served in the U.S. House for 14 years before that.

In the House, U.S. Rep. Lynn Jenkins of Kansas was elected as vice chairwoman of the House Republican Conference, which is the media arm of the House Republicans. Jenkins previously was Kansas state treasurer.

Both Moran and Jenkins served previously as Kansas legislators.

Correction

Apparently calendars are not my strong suit. I’d like to argue that the mistake occurred because the date was many years before my birth. Alas, no.

A Neosho reader called to remind me that Democrat Charlie Brown’s tenure as representative of Missouri’s 7th District in the U.S. House was in the Eisenhower administration — not the Kennedy administration as I reported last week. Brown was succeeded by a continuous line of Republicans starting in 1961, which was the beginning of the Kennedy administration.

MISSOURINET
Senator McCaskill pushes for renewal of farm bill (AUDIO)

By Mary Farucci
November 16, 2012

Senator McCaskill says that agriculture is the foundation of our economy in Missouri, and encourages Missourians to question why the House will not act on a bipartisan farm bill that will reduce 23 billion dollars.

Senator McCaskill says she and Senator Blunt both agreed on a bipartisan farm bill, to which she says should be a signal to the congressional delegation that it’s good bipartisan legislation and is fiscally responsible to renew the farm bill that was written 63 years ago.

“It is outrageous to me that the House of Representatives refuse to act on the farm bill. It is bizarre in a way because if you look at America where it is reddest is in rural areas,” she says.

“So here you have the House of Representatives controlled by the Republican Party. It’s like they’re kicking sand in the eyes of their base, of their constituency,” McCaskill says.

She says she can’t figure out what sense it makes in terms of policy. “I am beyond frustrated at the unwilling- they won’t take up any farm bill,” McCaskill says. “And it is bizarre to me and I frankly think it is hurting them.”

McCaskill adds it’s not just hurting rural areas in Missouri, but also around the country.
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Mary Farucci reports. (:59)

State help on the way for fired Hostess workers (AUDIO)

Bob Priddy
November 18, 2012 By

The decision by Twinkie-maker Hostess Brands to close its factories has put about 450 Missourians out of work. But state help is on the way for those workers.

The state economic development department will be sending rapid response teams to both cities this week to help the displaced workers—80 in Boonville and 365 in St. Louis. .

Spokesman John Fougere says the teams will set up assistance centers to help former Hostess workers find new jobs in their field. But there aren’t many opportunities to make Twinkies or HoHos or Donettes somewhere else in either city. “That doesn’t mean they’re not qualified to do something else,” he says. The department offers job re-training programs and scholarship help for workers who go back to school.

Hostess is in bankruptcy. It’s carrying out its threat to go out of business if its bakers union continued to reject a company contract proposal. The company hopes to sell its products to other companies as it liquidates its assets.


AUDIO: Fougere interview 5:32
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EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Capitol Perspectives: Election Consequences for Missouri

CBS St. Louis
November 16, 2012 4:38 PM

Missouri’s Senate may be on the verge of an historic change.

And if so, it likely can be attributed to one of the softest-spoken legislative leaders I’ve covered in all my decades watching over the Missouri General Assembly.

It is easy to underestimate Ron Richard. The Joplin Republican Senator is a man of few words. He rarely speaks or debates in the chamber. And when he does speak, it’s almost always in a calm, soft voice.

Despite that unassuming style, Richard enjoys a tremendous loyalty among his colleagues who have made him one of the most 
influential
 legislative leaders in recent years.

After serving two years as speaker of the Missouri House, Richard moved to the Senate. And now, after just two years in the Senate, his Republican colleagues have elected him to be the majority floor leader.

It’s the fastest rise to leadership in the two chambers that I’ve ever seen. And a large factor involves the genuine friendships that Richard has developed with his colleagues. It’s hard not to like Ron Richard.

But it’s more than just words. Ten of the eleven Republicans elected to the Senate this year got, in total, more than $90,000 in contributions from Richard’s campaign committee.

At the same time as Richard’s election as the majority floor leader, Senate Republicans also are beginning a process similar to the House of using closed-door caucuses to develop a more unified, cohesive party approach to state issues.

And just before their caucus, the Republican House Speaker’s office announced he had been invited to the caucus to “discuss the common ground between the two chambers.”

These are two chambers that in the past two years have devolved into name calling against each other.

I think Richard is a player in this change.

A year or so ago, Richard’s successor as House speaker, Steve Tilley, advised me to keep an eye on Richard. Tilley predicted Richard’s rapid rise to power in the Senate and the corresponding adoption of House tactics to ensure greater legislative 
efficiency
 and party unity.

Tilley gave credit to term limits that led to the recent large influx of House members into the Senate. When the 2013 legislative session convenes, nearly one-half of the Senate Republicans had been members of the House when Ron Richard was speaker.

In the House, things get done quickly. Filibusters do not stop votes. Weekly closed door caucuses assure party unity. If there’s a difference among Republican members, it’s resolved in private. Extended debate on the House floor easily can be ended by a simple, quick vote.

What a difference to the Senate of recent years where Republicans filibustered their own party members’ bills and openly attacked their leadership.

It’s far too early to determine if a single November closed-door caucus to develop a Senate Republican agenda is the beginning of a new approach in the Senate.

But the foundation has been laid for fundamental change in Missouri’s Senate to address the frustration House members have voiced about the internal disputes among Senate Republicans stalling legislative action on major issues.

Now, however, a lot of former Republican House members are senators and in a position to make changes in the Senate — and more than a few can thank Richard for contributions to their campaigns.

If there is a policy consequence from what I am sensing, I think it will be a possible end to the House-Senate gridlock over tax breaks for business expansion and developers.

Richard is one of the legislature’s leading advocates for economic development and preserving tax credits. As speaker in 2010, he vowed that no cut in tax credits would reach the governor’s desk that year.

At the same time he takes on leadership in the Senate, several of the leading Senate critics of expanded business tax breaks have been term limited out of office.

I should note that a couple of my colleagues have reported a quite different factor in Richard’s selection — that it was a reaction against ties Richard’s opponent has with Tilley, who has become a registered lobbyist.

Maybe they’re right. But I have a sense that Richard’s rise to a Senate leader signals the potential for some major changes coming from your Missouri General Assembly. 

As always, let me know (at column@mdn.org) if you have any comments. If you would like your comments, or a portion of them, included in a future column, let me know and be sure to include your full name in your email. Past columns are available at www.mdn.org/mpacol or here.

Opinion: No Laughing Matter, Legalize Marijuana Now

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Dick Aldrich
November 16, 2012 

By John Payne

On Election Day, voters in Colorado and Washington legalized the adult use and distribution of cannabis (a.k.a. marijuana). These votes represent seismic shifts in the American public’s attitude towards the plant and likely portend the end of our 75 year failed prohibitionist policy. However, some members of the media still found it difficult to take the issue seriously, with anchors joking about the munchies, a new meaning for Denver’s nickname as the mile high city, and states “going to pot.” As Jon Stewart noted on the Daily Show later in the week, “just talking about a marijuana story gives news anchors the giggles.” And not just anchors: When I gathered signatures for Show-Me Cannabis Regulation’s legalization initiative this past winter and spring, many folks thought the issue was a light one – a humorous one.

But as someone working to end the war on cannabis because of the very serious harms that have been inflicted by this policy, I know that it is no laughing matter.

The least funny aspect of the war on marijuana is black market violence. Last year, nearly 20,000 people were killed in the fighting between the Mexican government and the drug cartels on America’s own southern doorstep — more than twice as many people than were killed in the war in Afghanistan. Just as bootlegger violence ended with the repeal of alcohol prohibition, this horror will end when cannabis prohibition is repealed. According to a study released by a respected Mexican think tank a few days before the election, marijuana legalization in just three states would deny the cartels of up to 30 percent of their profits. People likely would not scoff at marijuana legalization if they reflected upon the thousands of lives it could save.

That’s true domestically, too, as prohibition is transforming parts of our own country into war zones. Law enforcement agencies execute tens of thousands of SWAT raids every year, and most of them are for drug warrants. Furthermore, these raids frequently do not go as planned. All too often, police raid the wrong house or end up shooting family pets or even residents when they react, quite predictably, with panic at having their home invaded violently.

Readers may remember a 2010 incident in Columbia, Missouri where the police raided a young couple’s home and shot both of their dogs, killing one of them. The other dog was merely wounded by a ricocheting bullet, which could have just as easily struck and killed the couple’s seven-year-old son. Police only ended up finding a trace amount of marijuana and paraphernalia, but the prosecutor had the gall to charge the couple with child endangerment, when it was the government’s marijuana policies that truly endangered the child’s life. Scenes such as this play out across this state and this country every day; this particular one is only well-remembered because the police recorded the raid, and the video subsequently attracted a great deal of media attention.

Once they hear that this is how our cannabis laws are enforced, people rarely giggle.

They also do not laugh when they hear that more than 750,000 of their fellow Americans are shackled and caged every year for cannabis offenses – nearly 90 percent of them for simple possession. It’s true that most people convicted of possession won’t be sentenced to prison, but they often receive a criminal record that will haunt them for the rest of their lives. Every time they apply for a job, financial aid for higher education, or sign a lease on an apartment, they will likely be asked if they are a convicted felon, and when they say “yes,” they will be passed over for similar applicants without the burden of a criminal conviction.

The most common response I received when I gathered signatures was fear. Many people who support marijuana legalization are afraid to sign a petition on the issue for fear of retaliation from their employers or the police. This extends to volunteers, as well. Many volunteers have ended their involvement in cannabis law activism because their employer threatened to retaliate against them for it; because it could be used against them in a custody dispute; or because they have been previously convicted of a cannabis offense, and their probation officer would view it as a violation. The very existence of these people proves that cannabis prohibition is eroding our most basic right of free speech, but their justified fears prevent them from correcting those who laugh off cannabis law reform as fundamentally unserious.

This country was founded on the ideal that every individual is entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but cannabis prohibition strikes at the most basic fabric of our society by violating every one of those rights. Numerous recent polls show that a majority of Americans want to legalize and regulate cannabis in a manner similar to alcohol, but not nearly enough people understand that it is not only a good idea, but also one of the utmost importance. This policy is killing thousands of people abroad, eroding our civil liberties by ransacking our homes and suffocating free speech, and creating a permanent underclass of people who have been convicted of nothing more than possessing a plant. I can think of no other domestic policy in the United States today that does so much damage and all in the name of a policy that has been entirely ineffective at preventing people from using marijuana.

When most politically-engaged Americans start to think of cannabis prohibition in these terms, the laughter will stop, and newscasters will stop showing B-roll of people taking bong rips every time they interview a cannabis law reformer. The consequences of cannabis prohibition are deadly serious, and it is time that this issue moves from the periphery of our political discourse to front and center.

John Payne is the Executive Director of Show Me Cannabis Regulation
Beating the Competition
Washington Missourian
Posted: Saturday, November 17, 2012 12:00 am | Updated: 3:00 pm, Fri Nov 16, 2012.

There is an effort under way in Missouri to try to create awareness of the competition that exists in luring new or expanding industries to the state. The most critical competition is from our neighbor Kansas, according to Save Missouri Jobs, a new organization that has launched an effort to encourage residents, businesses and leaders to push for action from Missouri government.

The organization has pointed to tax cuts that will be effective in Kansas next year. Leaders in the western section of Missouri particularly are concerned about this competition. But overall, making Kansas more attractive to business through tax cuts could be a problem for other sections of Missouri. We experienced Kansas competition here and it was tough opposition to overcome. It was a struggle. Missouri couldn’t match what Kansas offered, but the state did make a good offer, and with what the community had to offer sealed the deal for Washington and the state.

There always are other factors involved in a competitive battle such as the one we had, but in the end it was the action of the community that was important. The fact that nearly immediate financing by a local lending institution was offered made a positive impression. The city’s representatives’ cooperation, attitude and response by them played a vital role in negotiations. Other factors that play a part in being competitive is the available labor force, experience of existing industries in a community, educational opportunities, appearance of the community, and of course, available shovel ready sites, necessary infrastructure, electrical and communication resources, highways, airport and in some instances, existing buildings for lease or for sale.

The spokesman for Save Missouri Jobs, Woody Cozad, said the situation with Kansas could “be really ugly” for Missouri if the state does not respond to new tax breaks enacted in Kansas. Our neighbor to the west is cutting the individual income tax rate for 2013 and eliminating income taxes for the owners of 191,000 businesses. The top rate for all individual income taxpayers is to drop to 4.9 percent from 6.45 percent. There are other tax breaks effective in 2013 in Kansas.

Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback signed the tax breaks into law this past May. At that time he said the tax cuts would create tens of thousands of new jobs while making Kansas “the best place in America to start and grow a small business.” While taxes are a consideration for a business that is expanding or locating a new plant, there are other factors that are important. We know that from experience. We just mentioned some of them.

The Associated Press pointed out that Missouri borders eight states, but the competition over jobs and economic development has been particularly fierce against Kansas. And to be more specific, Kansas is a tough competitor for the Kansas City area.

We hope Missouri lawmakers are aware of what our neighbor is doing to make that state attractive to businesses.

Our Opinion: Compensation issues for state workers spur frustrations

By News Tribune
Thursday, November 15, 2012

Ever tackle a seemingly simple task that, once started, revealed greater complexity?

If so, you have an understanding of the challenges, and frustrations, of lawmakers serving on the Joint Interim Committee on State Employee Wages.

The problem is apparent: Studies rank Missouri state employees as lowest paid among their peers in the 50 states.

The obvious solution is to increase salaries.

The budget approved by lawmakers for the current business year, which ends next June 30, includes a 2 percent raise for state workers.

That is a short-term response, but hardly a long-range solution.

The charge to the committee, which received an extension to continue its efforts, is to deliver a “long-term strategic plan for increasing state employee wages.”

Considerations being addressed by the panel include:

• Is a consultant necessary? The committee has heard presentations from four prospective consulting groups.

• Is the focus confined to wages? Should benefits — health and retirement plans, sick leave, vacation, paid holidays — also be considered? If so, how do they compare to offerings from other states?

• Is restructuring and/or consolidation of job titles necessary or desirable? Would the result be an increase or decrease in total compensation?

State Rep. Mike Bernskoetter, the Jefferson City Republican who chairs the panel, acknowledges some state workers are demoralized — not only by their level of compensation, but by the committee’s pace of progress.

“It’s not an overnight process,” Bernskoetter said. “I think this (the panel’s efforts) will give us a long-term plan that state employees can count on in the future.”

All of which raises another challenge for the committee.

As more time elapses, the more expectations will grow that the proposed plan is both responsive and responsible.

Show ID to get a turkey — and to vote

St. Louis Post-Dispatch 
November 17, 2012 12:00 am

The Urban League of Metropolitan St. Louis is having its annual turkey giveaway. This is a good thing. The turkeys will be distributed at two locations, one for city residents and another for county residents. Also, a good thing.

To be eligible to receive a turkey, one must bring a current picture ID, proof of income, proof of residence and Social Security cards for everyone in the household. Sounds good and fair to me, so that those truly in need receive help. So how is it not a good thing to require photo ID to vote? If the poor can provide photo ID to get a turkey, can they not provide photo ID to vote — especially if help would be provided to obtain the ID that would be required?

Warren Woerth • Arnold

Email Story

The Star’s editorial | Needed: Honest analysis of Medicaid expansion in Missouri, Kansas

Kansas City Star
Posted on Sat, Nov. 17, 2012 04:00 PM Updated: 2012-11-18T23:40:01Z

The U.S. Supreme Court ruling upholding the constitutionality of the individual insurance mandate in President Barack Obama’s health reform law also handed a huge decision to state governments.

Suddenly it was optional, not mandatory, for states to increase their Medicaid eligibility limits to 133 percent of the poverty level, as called for in the Affordable Care Act.

In the Republican-controlled capitals of Kansas and Missouri, where “Obamacare” is about as welcome as a flu epidemic, leading politicians are loath to consider an expansion.

Tim Jones, Missouri’s new House speaker, said as much recently. A spokeswoman for Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback indicated “serious concerns” about the state’s share of costs. 

Before leaders rule out expanding Medicaid eligibility, however, they owe it to constituents to obtain a thorough and honest analysis of the impact. Some preliminary studies indicate states may come out ahead financially.

Assessing the impact is a complicated task.

Even the first step — determining how many people would qualify under the expanded limits — is difficult.

A free-market group, the Kansas Policy Institute, calculated that 253,000 additional Kansans would receive Medicaid if the limits were expanded. Schrammraleigh Health Strategy, an actuarial firm commissioned by the former Kansas Health Policy Authority, came up with a much lower number: 121,000.

What’s certain is that expanded limits would help large numbers of people, especially in Missouri, where adults can earn no more than 19 percent of the federal poverty level to qualify for Medicaid. In Kansas, the limit is 26 percent of the federal poverty level.

The Affordable Care Act calls for the federal government to pick up the full costs of the expanded Medicaid programs for three years, beginning in 2014. After that, Washington would pay for 90 percent of the expansion. 

Opponents in both states say even picking up their 10 percent share would be too burdensome. But that assertion is premature without taking into account other factors.

Some of the biggest ones:

• The Affordable Care Act calls for a phaseout of payments the federal government gives to states to help hospitals that serve significant numbers of low-income, uninsured patients. Missouri hospitals collectively received almost $800 million this year. 

Loss of that money, without more patients gaining insurance, would be disastrous for the budgets of hospitals and entire communities.

• Expanding Medicaid limits would extend coverage to many low-income people who receive state mental health services, relieving states of that cost.

• Missouri and Kansas currently pay health care costs for disabled populations that would be covered under the expanded Medicaid limits. One example is Missouri’s Blind Pension Fund, which spends about $28 million a year to provide health care for low-income blind people. Most of them would be Medicaid-eligible under the new limits.

• An expansion of Medicaid would bring millions of dollars into both states for hospitals, clinics and health professionals. An economic impact study by the University of Nebraska Medical Center calculated that federal spending on a Medicaid expansion would finance more than 10,000 jobs in Nebraska each year though 2020.

The most important factor is the most difficult to put a price tag on. Missouri and Kansas have the opportunity to offer thousands of residents the security of a medical home and care when they need it. 

The alternative is to leave those people in a medical doughnut hole, unable to access services that are available to people with incomes above and below theirs. 

Under no scenario would that be healthy.

Editorial: Key to firefighters decision is focus on education

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - the Editorial Board
November 17, 2012 6:00 am 

A court decision often has impact far beyond the litigants in a particular dispute. Such is the case in the Missouri Supreme Court ruling last week granting some firefighters in the city of St. Louis the right to ignore the city’s residency requirements as long as local schools lack full state accreditation.

The ruling allows the firefighters to do what’s best for their families. It is also a blow to Mayor Francis Slay, and any future mayor, because it reaffirms the Legislature’s ability to meddle in a home-rule city’s affairs.

But the most important element of the ruling has nothing to do with internecine politics, residency rules or firefighters.

It’s about schoolchildren and what should be their unfettered constitutional right to be educated in quality schools. But the Legislature has left fetters in place.

In its 6-0 ruling, the court quoted from a 1999 state Supreme Court case, Treadway v. State, in which the court ruled that “The Legislature is afforded broad discretion in attacking societal problems.”

In this case, the societal problem is the inability of some urban school districts to properly provide a fair and equal education to children. Even with the progress being made in the St. Louis Public Schools, and its advancement to provisional accreditation, that is still the case in the city. It’s the case in Kansas City, and in the Riverview Gardens and Normandy school districts in St. Louis County.

The court followed similar reasoning in its landmark 2010 case, Turner vs. School District of Clayton.

That was the case that should have given hope to inner-city children and parents across Missouri. It was the decision that reinforced the state constitution’s focus on public education by requiring adjoining school districts to accept children who live in unaccredited school districts.

The Turner ruling upheld a state law that required the unaccredited school districts to pay the tuition of those students who wanted to, for instance, leave St. Louis schools and attend public school in Clayton.

In what will forever be a dark mark on the state’s history, the school districts and the Legislature have yet to do anything meaningful to apply the very clear ruling in Turner, instead choosing to tie the case up in court and leave yet another generation of children without meaningful options.

Now the court has weighed in again, unanimously no less, and said that this “societal problem” needs fixing.

It’s not good that city firefighters will be allowed to be paid with city tax dollars and live in the suburbs. It’s not good that the Legislature would be allowed to overrule the will of the city’s elected representatives, who passed the residency rule.

But what is worse is that such a rule would be needed in the first place.

If the city of St. Louis had enough meaningful options for quality public education, residency rules wouldn’t even be a subject of debate. Firefighters, police officers, teachers and business people would flock to the city, giving up their commutes for homes in walkable neighborhoods with good local schools.

That is not the reality for most St. Louis families. And until it is, we as a society are failing our children and limiting the city’s future.

Progress is being made. But what the court got right in 2010, it reaffirmed last week: The state has an obligation to improve “the quality of public education available to these children.”

This is the Reason They Call Poplar Bluff Little Chicago 

SEMO Times - Staff Reports

Poplar Bluff, MO – Buying election ads with taxpayer funds, writing tickets for passing out political literature, conducting an investigation they have no authority to, HAVING ARMED POLICE TEAR DOWN CAMPAIGN SIGNS; no you are not reading about Moscow, or even the real Chicago, these things happened in Poplar Bluff over the last week and are a big reason it has the nickname “Little Chicago”.

The City of Poplar Bluff placed a measure on the ballot to raise sewer rates by 75% to pay for a rehab of the current sewage treatment facility. The measure was largely under the radar screen except for a story in the DAR that simply reiterated the city’s pro rate increase position. Then just before the election, advertisements began to run in the Daily American Republic supporting the rate increase.

In the final weeks of the campaign, frequent Municipal Utilities critic, Brian Becker, began a campaign to defeat the rate increase. The city alleges Becker did not comply with Missouri Ethics Commission rules requiring the display of a “paid for by” disclaimer on certain promotional pieces. However, the city also did not display a “paid for by” disclaimer on their advertisements promoting passage of the rate increase as is stipulated by the Missouri Ethics Commission.

Prior to the election city manager, Doug Bagby, wrote a letter to the editor repeating the themes of the pro tax increase ads and later Becker and Bagby got into a heated email exchange that Becker chronicled on his blog: blog.semo.net that ended with Bagby offering to “continue to pray for Becker and his family.” The measure ultimately passed by a wide margin.

On Election Day the dam broke when city manager, Doug Bagby, filed a police report stating that individuals had complained to him about election flyers being placed at their houses and he was asking the police as a private citizen to investigate the matter. He listed specifically City Clerk Pam Kearbey, City Attorney Wally Duncan, City Councilman Johnny Brannum, and one other unidentified woman as people concerned with the flyer in question. However, after contacting councilman Brannum he vigorously denied asking the city manager to file a police report on his behalf. “He asked me about it, but never mentioned asking the police to do any investigation. I am surprised my name was brought up in it. The first time I ever heard the city was trying to do an investigation was in the DAR. I will be speaking with him shortly”.

The SEMO TIMES was able to briefly review the police report before it was taken away and “reclassified.” We found that after Bagby’s initial complaint, City Clerk Pam Kearbey sent an email to the Chief of Police, Deputy Chief of Police, and City Manager with the subject line: BECKER. The email states that Kearbey’s husband’s co-worker told him to tell her that a person at the street department saw Brian Becker distributing the leaflets. The report goes on to list a short statement from newly-hired city street department employee, Marcus Donnel, that he saw Becker from a platform at church through a window on the street nearly 50 feet away placing the flyers on people’s windshields that were parked on the street.

The report went on to include a large amount of documentation revealing the Poplar Bluff Police detectives’ search for the company that printed the flyers supposedly on behalf of the Missouri Ethics Commission. After their exhaustive investigation they found the flyers had been printed at the local Office Depot located at the busiest intersection in Poplar Bluff, and were designed and ordered by the SEMO TIMES. “Of course we designed them and ordered them, just as we do for several clients. It really shows that the Poplar Bluff Police should stick to doing what they are some of the best in the world at; solving murders, kidnappings, and drug busts. They are terrible at playing politics. In the past three months I have spoken to and text messaged Danny Whiteley, Jeff Rowland, Doug Bagby, and Dave Sutton and all they would have had to do was call me. We did nothing, but a private commercial job for a private client. If they would have really wanted to talk to me they have never had a problem doing so, but none of them did. I think they are just playing upon Don Schrieber’s hatred of me to manipulate him and distract from the serious issues facing City Hall. As the person who chaired the committee that hired Doug Bagby to be City Manager, I sincerely hope they get their act together over there,” said SEMO TIMES Publisher, Scott Faughn.

After spending 4 to 5 minutes reading the police report an officer with the Poplar Bluff Police Department came into the room where the SEMO TIMES was reviewing it and stated that, “I need that report back, that isn’t public information anymore.” This was after the Daily American Republic had been provided unfettered access to the report so they could write a hit piece the day earlier. The SEMO TIMES asked to speak with the Chief and Deputy Chief and were told they were in a meeting and unavailable. It was later confirmed by a road officer that they were in a meeting with the City Attorney trying to learn what is public and not public regarding investigations on behalf of the Missouri Ethics Commission. There were further questions surrounding whether or not it was a conflict of interest for the city police to investigate a matter that City Hall was so deeply and obviously involved in.
This is where the story completely unravels.

Around 3:00 p.m. on Election Day a city detective traveled to the Ward 2 polling station where Becker was working the polls and issued him a ticket for “placing handbills on vehicle without a permit.” According to two longtime Poplar Bluff Police Officers who spoke on the condition of anonymity, fearing they would lose their jobs if they were on record, said that this was the first ever ticket written for this in his career. One officer laughed out loud when asked about it and said, “They have lost their minds downtown.”

Then an armed officer was dispatched to tear down signs that he claimed were illegal. The officer then tore down the signs opposing the city’s ballot measure while ignoring other signs without “paid for by” disclaimers. He informed the crowd of poll workers that he was “only supposed to take this sign.”

Up to now the police have claimed they were working on an investigation for the Missouri Ethics Commission. They claimed they would turn everything over to them, and subtly implied they were working together. This is what was quoted in the Daily American Republic and what four members of the City Council were under the impression of as were many people in the community when we spoke with them.


However, the SEMO TIMES spoke at length with Julie Allen, Executive Director of the Missouri Ethics Commission, and briefly with Dennis Rose, Chairman of the Missouri Ethics Commission, and learned:

The Missouri Ethics Commission DID NOT ask the City of Poplar Bluff Police Department to do ANY investigation on their behalf.

The Missouri Ethics Commission was NEVER informed about the City of Poplar Bluff Police Department’s investigation they were ostensibly doing “for them.”

It is the policy of the Missouri Ethics Commission that once their standard complaint form is filled out they assign one of their own Ethics Commission investigators who are experts in election law to the case and exclusively use their findings to make decisions.

The Missouri Ethics Commission has three full-time investigators who investigate the complaints filed only by “natural persons” not government bodies or anyone acting on behalf of a government body such as the City of Poplar Bluff.

The City of Poplar Bluff has no authority to investigate Missouri Ethics Commission rules under the law, or under the Missouri Ethics Commission rulings.

Neither the City of Poplar Bluff nor its Police Department has any standing to file a complaint with the Missouri Ethics Commission. Complaints may only be filed by “natural persons” not governmental entities or anyone acting on behalf of a government entity.

Any complaint filed with the Missouri Ethics Commission would have to be filed by a “natural person,” meaning the City of Poplar Bluff would have to have given their “investigation” to a “natural person” for them to file the complaint on their own and no special weight given whether a private investigator or a police department included other information along with the complaint.

The advertisements the City of Poplar Bluff paid for with tax payer dollars to support passage of the ballot measure were required to have a “paid for by” disclaimer, and did not. Even the Mayor of Poplar Bluff stated the advertisements were designed to “help pass it.”

Any costs of investigation, legal work, or other costs expended to compile an ethics commission complaint are required to be classified as campaign expenditures and therefore should have been logged as contributions to a committee dedicated to garner passage of the ballot measure. This includes legal work and any investigative time billed at a reasonable rate.

City Council Reaction:

City Council members are up in arms over the bullying tactics being used by employees of the city they are supposed to supervise on behalf of the people. The SEMO TIMES spoke to four City Council members Thursday evening. All four were under the impression, from direct statements from the City Manager and public comments to the Daily American Republic, that the city was conducting an investigation on behalf of or at least in conjunction with the Missouri Ethics Commission. All were very surprised to learn that the Mo. Ethics Commission had no idea about the rogue actions being taken by the police department supposedly under the City Council’s supervision.

 “I would have to say I am very surprised to hear this. They have acted like they are doing all of this as a favor to the Ethics Commission. I am going to find out more about what is going on,” said 5th Ward Councilman Robert Smith. Mayor of Poplar Bluff, Ed DeGaris, commented, “In my 33 years at the Poplar Bluff Police Department I have never heard of the department doing Ethics Commission investigations. It is certainly odd. If we were working with another agency I would think we would at least call them and tell them we are working with them.” While surprised at the nature of the investigation Mayor DeGaris did agree with the use of taxpayer funds to support the ballot measure, “Yes I did think we should spend some money to help pass it. In my opinion it would save money in the long run if we spent money now to help show people it would be good for them.”

At-Large Councilman, Loyd Matthews, stated, “The first I heard about this was in the DAR. I had understood we had been asked to do this investigation, but that is just what I read from the papers and heard at City Hall. If someone is abusing their position I will not stand for bullying, and I will get to the bottom of it and see if we need to do something about it.”

Councilman Brannum concluded, “If there is something fishy going on here we need to find out about it. There are processes for dealing with these Ethics Commission complaints and we need to follow them and treat everyone fairly whether they are for what the city is trying to do or opposed.”

We contacted City Hall to get a response from Mr. Bagby. He instructed his staff to tell us that he was “busy doing other things.”

Stay in touch with the SEMO TIMES throughout the weekend via our app, Twitter, Facebook, and at www.semotimes.com as the only news outlet that will be reporting the story for news as to City Hall’s reaction; possibly the responses to the many Sunshine Law filings that the SEMO TIMES will be submitting tomorrow to find out the true taxpayer costs in terms of advertising and manpower they have spent campaigning; and the possible ethics violations they may have committed as a result of their actions.

UPDATE: City Manger Doug Bagby did return our call early this morning.

At Hostess, culture of confrontation trumped economics and common sense

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - David Nicklaus 
November 18, 2012 12:14 am
When I was a kid, Wonder Bread was a staple in most kitchens, and Hostess was an aspirational brand. A Twinkie or Ding Dong in your lunch meant that your family had a little extra to spend on the good things in life.

Unfortunately for Hostess Brands, white bread long ago lost its sense of wonder, and a child of upwardly mobile parents is more likely to be sent to school with organic applesauce than with a Ho Ho. Yet, until Friday, some union members seemed to think this company was still the 1965 version of itself.

A company with a big market share and strong brands might be able to cover labor costs by raising prices, but that doesn’t describe the Hostess of 2012. Hostess filed for bankruptcy in January and has said for months that it would liquidate unless workers made major concessions. We now know it wasn’t kidding.

Hostess’ largest union, the Teamsters, agreed to wage and benefit cuts, but the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco Workers and Grain Millers Union refused.

The Bakery Workers went on strike Nov. 9, and the company responded by permanently closing three plants, including one in St. Louis. On Friday, Hostess said the whole company will shut down, throwing 18,500 people out of work.

It’s a sad and puzzling story. Union members understandably didn’t want to sacrifice about 30 percent of their pay and benefits, but isn’t that better than losing 100 percent?

A bit of history helps explain the lose-lose outcome.

Union members made $110 million worth of concessions during a previous bankruptcy, which ended in 2009.

Hostess came out of that case with more debt than it had going in, so the Bakery Workers can be forgiven for feeling that Hostess’ financiers didn’t share in their sacrifice.

“I have a sense that the culture at Hostess was adversarial, it was ‘us against them,’ ” says Marvin Finkelstein, a professor of sociology at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. “That’s a hard set of beliefs and values to break.”

When a negotiation turns into a battle, members focus as much on hurting the enemy as on helping themselves. Workers who adopt a siege mentality can also latch on to the thinnest reed of hope, such as a rumor that Hostess had a buyer waiting in the wings.

“It sounds like at the union hall level there was some misinformation,” says Dan Keating, a Washington University law professor who has written a book about labor relations in bankruptcy. “It’s hard for a union’s rank and file to understand that it’s a case of least-worst alternatives. Unions are used to a mindset of ‘If we stick to our guns, we can outlast them,’ but that doesn’t work in bankruptcy.”

Although it will be remembered for taking a hard line at the end, Hostess isn’t a typical union-busting employer. The website of consulting firm Gephardt Group — founded by former U.S. Rep. Richard Gephardt, a longtime friend of organized labor — lists Hostess as a client.

Some people are trying to assign white or black hats to the strikers in this saga, but neither variety of head wear really fits.

These aren’t noble workers who “have bravely taken a stand against the corporate race to the bottom,” as AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka said in a statement. Nor are they ungrateful louts who deserved to lose their jobs, as some right-wing commentators have implied.

They’re simply human beings who got caught in a conflict and couldn’t find a way out. For that failing, labor and management must share the blame.

Letters | Kansas DMV, Rabbi Margolies, KCI change

Kansas City Star
Posted on Sat, Nov. 17, 2012 04:00 PM, Updated: 2012-11-17T05:47:54Z

Fixing Kansas DMV

Gov. Sam Brownback, there’s no need to form a commission to determine the cause of the problems with the new Department of Motor Vehicle system. I, or anyone else with experience developing computerized systems, can tell what went wrong from our armchairs.

Simply put, the state’s and/or the primary vendor’s system-development quality plans were inadequate and/or not followed. Most, or likely all, of the elements of a robust system-development life-cycle methodology were mismanaged by both parties.

It sounds as if the state has given up on the idea of having a decent system. The system appears to be so flawed it will never work anywhere near as well as the old system.

What a colossal waste of resources. My heart goes out to the DMV employees forced to deal with this broken system and to the taxpayers whose time has been so wasted and patience tried beyond any reasonable point.

Give me not more than two weeks and a team of two people each from the DMV and the primary vendor, and I will give you specific examples, Governor. You will be appalled.

Bruce Hogle
Overland Park

Rabbi Margolies’ death

Peace to Rabbi Morris Margolies (11-12, A4, “Rabbi Morris B. Margolies dies at 90”). His passing leaves fond memories of a passion for Judaism, integrity and love for equality among people.

My friendship with the rabbi and his wife started on a musical note. Both the rabbi and his wife were devoted lovers of the symphony.

Thirty-three years ago when I moved here they were encouraging and supportive. Often, I sent tickets to them, and once the rabbi called to thank me and started singing a theme from Brahms’ Symphony No. 4.

When my dad passed away 25 years ago, Rabbi Margolies typed an elegant letter of sympathy. Most vividly, I recall the rabbi and his wife, Ruth, at our Sunday concerts at Yardley Hall at Johnson County Community College. They enjoyed sitting up front, totally engrossed and relishing every concert.

It was the rabbi who always jumped up first, clapping exuberantly and with wide smiles living life to the fullest with Ruth beside him. That is my memory of dear Rabbi Margolies.

Susan Goldenberg – Violinist, Kansas City Symphony
Kansas City

Change holiday tradition

Dear Mayor Sly James: Stop killing live trees to dress up Crown Center for the holidays. Cutting down a mature fir tree and then hauling it across the country for display purposes is so 20th century, not to mention needlessly expensive and wasteful.

Instead, commission local artists to create a removable structure that could be used and reused instead of killing a tree each year. Besides, after all the lights and ornaments are hung on it, the tree itself virtually disappears.

Mark Scanlon
Shawnee

KCI change familiar

I have seen the new proposed layout for Kansas City International Airport, and it doesn’t make me think of Kansas City one bit. As I kept looking at the picture, I couldn’t help but say to myself, I’ve seen the basic shape before.

It just turns out that Sea-Tac Airport in Seattle is a flattened version of the proposed KCI terminal. The design team might want to check online to take a look and then come up with something unique to represent the Kansas City region.

The more I look at it now, it starts to look like a human stick figure.

Neil Schorr
Overland Park

Searching for truth

The difference between stupid and ignorant is that a person might be born stupid, so it can’t be cured. However, if a person is merely ignorant, he can stop accepting what the right-wing media propagandists preach and search for the truth.

Don’t be afraid to look behind the curtain.

John Meyer
Blue Springs

Local police control

We had much to celebrate in St. Louis. History was made with the passage of Proposition A, the local control initiative. This was a victory for the entire state, and we owe much thanks to our coalition partners in Kansas City.

Thanks to Jackson County Executive Mike Sanders for his early endorsement and his political counsel. Thanks to Mayor Sylvester James, who reached out to support for Proposition A and encourage an ongoing dialogue between our cities.

Thanks also to Freedom Inc., La Raza, the Kansas City Latino Civic Engagement Collaborative, the Clay County Democratic Central Committee, the Clay County Republican Central Committee, Four Freedoms, Kansas City Pride, the Committee for County Progress, the Platte County Democratic Central Committee and the Westport Landing Democratic Club. We also enjoyed support from dozens of individual elected officials from the Kansas City area.

Each of these individuals and groups played an invaluable role in passing Proposition A and getting rid of that Civil War-era law. It was an honor to have their support. Our broad, bipartisan coalition illustrated a clear fact: We can accomplish much for Missouri when we work together.

Mayor Francis G. Slay
St. Louis

U.S. seen as chumps

When terrorists burn our American flags overseas and set our U.S. buildings on fire, and, most importantly, kill our fellow American citizens, it is time to take action. Why is this country still sending billions of dollars to countries whose greatest desire is to kill us?

The terrorists intercept the funds and use our own money against us. As long as we worry about the needs of the terrorists and their families in the Middle East, our own citizens are doing without food, clothing and heat. Can you imagine how ignorant we must appear?

They know that we are afraid of offending travelers at airports across the country and that our border with Mexico is a revolving door. It is just a matter of time before we are attacked from the south.

When will we as citizens let our so-called leaders know that we are sick of being mistaken for a country of fools? As long as there is fighting because of religious beliefs, there will never be peace for the U.S. or the rest of the world.

Lynn Pierce
Independence

Internet changes rules

A person yells “fire” when there is no fire in a crowded theater, and it creates a riot. The person who yelled “fire” is subject to arrest and prosecution. 

If a person creates a video, posts it on the Internet and causes a rebellion, would the same laws apply?

Sam Johnson
Brunswick, Mo.

Unjustified hatred

With all due respect to our government and many citizens of this country, I find it difficult to deny that the Arab people in general do not like the United States and consider us in conflict with their religion. 

We continue with the mind-set that if we give them money and tell them we are sorry and it’s our fault that they hate us, that it will somehow change their minds and they will love us.

We could give the Arabs this country, and some would still hate us. They don’t even like each other and have been at war for generations. Why is it so important for the world to love us? Am I the only person to have heard the phrase, “You can’t buy friends”?

Here in the United States, if citizens were to attempt to storm an embassy there would be city, county, state and federal law enforcement on site in minutes. In the Middle East, they don’t show up until the damage is done, or if they do arrive they stand back and watch.

Charles P. King
Kansas City

Obama forgot war

President Barack Obama used to talk about ending this unnecessary war that we are waging in Afghanistan, which we cannot afford because of the cost in both dollars and lives.

Gary Levin
Overland Park

Lifesavers during game

Last month in the gym at Blue Valley Southwest High School, my father suffered a major coronary. 

Three women, one whose name I still don’t have, saved his life.

Linda Ernst managed the defibrillator that appeared to be malfunctioning. 

Shelley Lewis, a parent of one of our players at St. James Academy, performed CPR for more than 20 minutes while we waited for an ambulance, and another parent from Aquinas, a cardiac nurse, helped administer CPR and put in an IV.

My sister and I were with them the whole time coaching our father through this crazy time. The people in the filled gym gathered in prayer amid the chaos.

A player on our team, Emily Tripp, started the rosary, and within minutes all the girls gathered and prayed for our father. 

I would like the three women who helped save his life to be recognized, given an award ... something.

I would like these women recognized publicly.

Nancy Dorsey
Lenexa

The Star’s editorial | Pay, education deficits hurt women

Kansas City Star
Posted on Sun, Nov. 18, 2012 04:00 PM, Updated: 2012-11-18T23:44:50Z

Check your pay stub lately? 

If you are a woman, it may be significantly less than what a man with comparable skills would be looking at. As if that isn’t galling enough, the gender pay gap in the Kansas City area is wor se than the national average. 

Surprisingly, the gap is greatest for those with the highest education levels. Full-time working women as a whole earn 73 cents for every dollar a man earns here, while nationally women earn 77 cents to the dollar paid men.

We know this because of a revelatory study by the Greater Kansas City Women’s Foundation that deserves scrutiny by leaders and citizens — and actions to solve the problems outlined. 

The worse-than-national-average pay disparity is the first shocker. There are more.

One-fourth of area women do not have an education beyond high school. That deficit will hinder a woman’s lifetime earnings. With two-thirds of poverty-level households headed by women, the lack of education plays out in a dearth of opportunity and higher community costs for social services.

We must figure out how to educate more women and men locally. One-third of men are similarly undereducated. Unprepared workers face a lifetime of challenges and a far greater risk of needing expensive public aid.

There are ways to help, if lawmakers can be convinced that more investments in targeted aid can eventually lead to more employed citizens who will boost the economy. 

Missouri limits women’s access to work by ranking 48th in child care subsidies; Kansas ranks 30th. It takes good child care for a mother to feel comfortable entering the workforce and staying in it. It takes good child care to help prepare children for success in school and a shot at a better adult life. The region also ranks miserably in flexible work schedules and extended-hour child care. 

Financial challenges, especially for single working mothers, make obtaining more education or job retraining difficult. Many cannot afford to go back to school, or afford the extra child care required to cover school and a job. 

Better educated, financially literate working women with access to affordable child care will improve the region’s economy.

The pay disparities are insidious. Underpaid women will have a much harder time over their careers amassing savings for a secure retirement. The pay gap compounds over the years. 

There is one bright spot to the report. Agencies can use the new data to bolster grant requests or bids for government help to improve the lives of under-educated, underpaid women. The strongest bids for funding must demonstrate need. There’s no doubt now about the need in this community. 

Elected officials, business leaders and nonprofit agencies have to be at the table working out answers. For starters, companies can review their payrolls and begin repairing pay disparities among women and men in like jobs with similar qualifications.

The reports, part of an important series supported by the Beth K. Smith Fund for Research, stakes out the problems. The Women’s Foundation, created to help promote equity and opportunities for women and girls, promises to offer an action agenda for employers and the community in January. 

This isn’t a “women’s” problem. It’s a community shame. The inequities should not stand.

Letters | Congress, the GOP, Missouri River traffic

Kansas City Star
Posted on Sun, Nov. 18, 2012 04:00 PM, Updated: 2012-11-17T06:13:55Z

Time to fix Congress

Congress is the most privileged class in the world. Members of Congress write their own rules, and they like it that way.

They would never vote to give up anything, not even their subsidized cafeteria (great bean soup), much less something of substance. If you want to fix Congress, we, the people, must remove all members of Congress and start over.

There’s an old joke about the mechanic who advises the owner of a broken-down heap to “jack up the hood ornament and put a new car under it.” The same thing applies with Congress.

Jack up the Capitol dome and put a new Congress under it.

Paul Rodriguez
Kansas City

Woeful GOP blues

The real news isn’t that the Republicans didn’t win Nov. 6, but that they lost where it counted most.

Even the trumpets of Jericho couldn’t stop the tidal wave that stunned conservatives everywhere.

And so, on the day after the election, conservatives were asking how President Barack Obama could have won re-election.

Perhaps they don’t really know how weary people had grown of the birther issue and the constant Obama bashing, the latest being over Benghazi.

Perhaps they don’t understand the frustration of Hispanics from being stereotyped by millions of white voters who oppose immigration reform and because of political hacks such as Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach who did everything possible to suppress their votes.

Perhaps it was the alarms going off when Todd Akin of Missouri, Richard Mourdock of Indiana and Tommy Thompson of Wisconsin opened their mouths. 

Perhaps, after years of hearing partisan conservatism moving farther and faster to the right, liberals and moderates went to the polls and created a new base and challenge to the Republican Party.

And just possibly, because of this, the GOP has a bigger problem than it did back in 1974 when Watergate nearly swept Republicans from office.

Michal Betz
Wichita

GOP stymied Obama

If you really want to know what occurred in politics between the Democrats and Republicans during the past 31/2 years, read the book by Pulitzer prize-winning author Bob Woodward, “The Price of Politics.” 

Woodward explains blow by blow what went on between President Barack Obama and House Speaker John Boehner and Rep. Eric Cantor.

Because 95 percent of the Republicans took Grover Norquist’s no-tax pledge and there were 63 new tea party members in the House, it became impossible for Obama to get any legislation passed. The GOP voted as a single “no” bloc.

In 2010 and 2012, on the matter of increasing the debt limit, the Republicans held Obama hostage. He had to agree or have the government shut down, causing an economic collapse.

In 2010, Obama had to agree to extend the Bush tax cuts for two more years. It added to the deficit.

Again this year, to increase the debt limit, Obama had to agree to large cuts in spending and thus the birth of the “fiscal cliff,” where in 2013 everything in government with the exception of entitlements has to be cut by more than 7 percent, eliminating millions of jobs.

Carl Galler
Leawood

Election discord

Earlier this month in the barbershop I have gone to for years, I listened for a short time to three men on their views of the election. I walked out in utter disgust.

President Barack Obama, whom they revile for his race, won because of “98 percent” of the black vote of which most are on welfare, “stupid women,” the 47 percent who are “freeloaders” and Christians who will be “sent to hell” for voting Democratic.

There were probably more to blame, had I stayed to listen.

Ignorance is one thing. It can be mitigated through civil discourse. 

But the vile hatred of these men can serve no purpose but to rekindle the views of a bygone era that so many in churches, schools and society have worked to see erased.

John Nelles
Shawnee

Racism inexcusable

I was saddened by an African-American woman’s post-election dining experience at a restaurant at the Legends (11-13 Letters).

Apparently, there were several white young men using language that is totally unacceptable for any conversation much less in a public restaurant.

I would like to think that had I been there I would have stood up to these lowlifes and asked them to keep their vile comments to themselves. I’m also sorry that the restaurant management did nothing.

Unfortunately, these young men weren’t brought up in a tolerant and loving way.

I am so sorry that you were subjected to this vicious attack.

Please don’t judge all white men by the actions of these uneducated few.

By the way, the reason I didn’t vote for President Barack Obama has nothing to do with his skin color.

I just don’t believe that he has the leadership qualities it will take to get this great nation back to a reasonable amount of prosperity.

Tom Taylor
Overland Park

Kansas gunslingers

In one of those truth-is-stranger-than-fiction stories, the recent action of the Overland Park City Council in permitting open carry is evoking the response of “you’ve got to be kidding” from 21st century citizens on our planet.

Images of frontier days pop up, with six-shooters visible on hips and citizen sheriffs taking on trouble shooters before the police (or sheriff’s) department needs to intervene. 

The only thing missing is the horse to round out the imagery. Perhaps horses could replace buses in the city.

Imagine Kansans visiting civilized cities in Europe and finding Londoners packing visible guns with live ammunition. That creates a very relaxing feeling.

Flip the scene and think of the comical and dated stereotypes Overland Park will take on when 21st century tourists visit. 

Yup, Overland Park will surely be remembered — but not as you might wish to be remembered.

The new open-carry ruling is not for self-protection, because a concealed-weapon permit is already legal. The only reason for the public display of a weapon is bravado or gunslinging role-playing or the threat to use if the carrier is really unhappy with people who annoy him.

Harold Schultz
Kansas City

Missouri River traffic

A recent story on draining Kansas lakes to support Missouri River barge traffic missed a significant point. 

The release was absolutely necessary to aid navigation on the Mississippi River, which this year continues to suffer from near-record low water.

The Mississippi River is a superhighway upon which corn, grain, soybeans, coal, petroleum and other products move safely and efficiently for domestic use as well as export.

Missouri River flows now account for about 77 percent of the Mississippi River near St. Louis. 

Were it not for these critical flows, it is almost certain that middle Mississippi barge traffic, and the movement of 120 million tons of cargo worth $14 billion, would come to a halt.

Congressionally mandated Missouri River navigation in its own right shouldn’t be discounted.

Diverting cargo carried on the river to roads and rails would be more expensive, less efficient and less environmentally sound. 

A navigable Missouri River also provides important regional flood-control benefits.

Balancing the needs of lake users and rivers is never easy. 

However, we must refrain from labeling winners and losers and discuss what is in the best interest of both the region and the nation.

Randy Asbury
Higbee, Mo.

Legalize marijuana

Legalize marijuana? It would be taxed, giving the country and our state more money in these tough economic times.

Legalizing marijuana would provide jobs, lower the crime rate, incarceration rate and the cost of putting people behind bars. 

It would reduce the crime on the Mexican border.

I am not sure why marijuana is illegal in the first place. 

It harms fewer people than alcohol does.

I mean if you don’t like it, don’t smoke it. 

But that doesn’t mean marijuana should be illegal.

Deanna Kline
Kansas City

Social Security unfair

For 2012, the maximum taxable earnings amount for Social Security taxes is $110,100. 

There is no limitation on taxable earnings for Medicare’s Hospital Insurance taxes. This is from the Social Security Administration website.

My question is, Why is there an income cap? 

That doesn’t seem fair to low-wage earners like me who keep paying forever.

Jill Daubresse
Kansas City

Koster should drop appeal of Allen's case

St. Louis Post-Dispatch

This week we witnessed a horrible wrong set right as George Allen was finally released from prison after 30 years of wrongful conviction. Unfortunately, while Allen’s family celebrated his much-deserved freedom, Attorney General Chris Koster quickly took steps to derail what should be a happy ending. Despite the decision of the St. Louis Circuit Attorney to not retry Allen for crimes he did not commit, Koster made a motion to have the George Allen’s case reviewed by the appellate court. It’s this decision that has ignited a firestorm of controversy and raised the ire of elected officials like myself who want to see Mr. Allen out of prison and with his family where he belongs.

I join with Congressman Lacy Clay in calling on Attorney General Koster to do the right thing and drop this appeal. The facts that have emerged over the years have proven that George Allen is an innocent man and a man suffering with mental illness who was subjected to blatant misconduct by the St. Louis Police Department. He is a man who never should have served a day in prison, but instead was wrongfully imprisoned for three decades. Now it is time to let justice prevail by allowing Allen to maintain the freedom he so rightfully deserves. Our attorney general needs to heed the advice of all those who know this case well. He needs to drop his appeal and allow an innocent man to walk free.

State Rep. Jamilah Nasheed • St. Louis

What are the consequences of state's deceit in George Allen case?

St. Louis Post-Dispatch

While George Allen is a free man today, all issues are not resolved. George Allen, an innocent man, was wrongfully convicted for a crime he did not do. State witnesses deliberately manufactured evidence to fit George Allen. It was no accident.

Due to their lies and deceit and cover-up, George was convicted. Shouldn't there be consequences? There are consequences when a citizen commits a crime. What about institutional crime/the state? What is fair compensation for stealing 30 years of a person's life? What should the deterrent be so that the state never again sends an innocent man or woman to prison?

The state and circuit attorney's office so far has sloughed off the notion that George is exonerated. All the evidence against George was a house of cards, and it all has fallen down. There are a few out there who will say George was released on a fluke, some legal mumbo jumbo. Nonsense! George Allen is innocent, and there is not one shred of actual evidence to say differently.

An actual innocence claim was part of the habeas petition that resulted in the release of George. George's attorneys relied on the attorney general office's suggestion that narrowing the argument to Brady claims (withholding of exculpatory evidence by the prosecution) rather than an actual innocence claim would be the best way to avoid a drawn-out, unnecessary appeal. Well, fooled again: more delays and deceit. Even after Judge Green's release order (Nov. 2), the state played games of filings back and forth to delay George's release until Wednesday.

And finally and of equal importance, there is a person out there in our midst guilty of the horrific murder of Mary Bell. In most instances, states are so embarrassed when a conviction is overturned on actual innocence they just ignore there is still someone responsible and quietly drop the case into the archives of unsolved crimes. Well, let it not be so for our St. Louis Police Department. A fresh investigation with integrity must address the brutal murder of Mary Bell and bring the real perpetrator justice for the safety and security of all.

Tom Block • Webster Groves

