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Jobless benefits are about to expire for about 47,000 in Missouri and Kansas
By DIANE STAFFORD

The Kansas City Star

About 2.1 million Americans who have been getting unemployment benefits are likely to be among the first to fall off the fiscal cliff.

All federal extended jobless benefits expire this week.

“The 11th hour has arrived” for the long-term unemployed, said Christine Owens, executive director of the National Employment Law Project, which is advocating an extension of benefits.

About 33,000 workers in Missouri are running out of benefits. In Kansas, about 14,000 extended recipients will lose benefits..

“Other consequences of going over the fiscal cliff won’t be felt for some time, but losing Emergency Unemployment Compensation will deliver an immediate and severe blow to people who are already down,” Owens said.

Congress had authorized a series of federal extended benefit weeks because of the length and depth of the recession. At one point, some unemployed workers were eligible for up to 99 weeks of jobless benefits.

Gradually, the emergency and extended benefit programs have been phased out. Pending some kind of reinstatement, that leaves only regular state benefits available for qualified unemployed workers.

In Kansas, state benefits are available for up to 26 weeks. In Missouri, the state grants up to 20 weeks of benefits.

If Congress doesn’t restore a federal benefits extension, it is estimated that an additional 1 million unemployed job hunters will exhaust their state benefits in the first quarter of 2013 without access to further benefits.

About four in 10 unemployed Americans have been out of work for more than 26 weeks, which is the official definition of long-term unemployment.

Because of eligibility rules to collect benefits, only about one in four unemployed people receive any jobless benefits.

On edge of fiscal cliff, White House calls meeting but lawmakers are pessimistic

In Washington
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

8:45 am on Thu, 12.27.12

Updated at 10:56 am on Thu, 12.27.12

WASHINGTON – With the fiscal cliff looming — and the nation’s debt limit nearing its ceiling — in a few days, President Barack Obama returned to the White House Thursday and senators reoccupied the Capitol.

(Start update)  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., said Thursday that it is likely too late for Congress to reach a deal before the fiscal cliff deadline. "I have to be honest — I don’t know, time-wise, how it can happen now," Reid said in Senate remarks. 

A few hours later, however, Obama was reported to have called a Friday meeting with congressional leaders to discuss a new tax proposal. And House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, told Republicans that he would call the House into session for likely votes on Sunday evening. 

In a statement later Thursday, Senate GOP Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., said Republicans would take a look at the new White House proposal, but he wasn’t optimistic. “We’re coming up against a hard deadline here, and, as I said, this is a conversation we should have had months ago,” McConnell said.

He added that “Republicans aren’t about to write a blank check for anything Senate Democrats put forward just because we find ourselves at the edge of the cliff. It’s not fair to the American people.”

But the GOP leader left the door slightly ajar for a possible small deal. “Hopefully there is still time for an agreement of some kind that saves the taxpayers from a wholly preventable economic crisis,” he said.  (End update) 
Before those comments by Senate leaders, the region’s House members — stuck on the sidelines for the moment — said chances appear to be slim for a last-minute deal to avert the combination of tax increases and automatic spending cuts that some economists warn could lead to a recession.

At best, some lawmakers said, Congress and the White House could patch together a “small deal” to postpone the cliff a few months – and complicate the task of Internal Revenue Service officials who redraw tax-withholding tables. Few see prospects for a "grand bargain" anytime soon.

"My prediction has been ...  they will kick the can down the road," said U.S. Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville.

"There will not be a long-term agreement, but there will be a temporary one not to raise taxes and do basically what we tend to do with the budget: a continuing resolution and do the [tax] extenders until maybe March."

Also predicting such a "patch" approach, retiring U.S. Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, R-Texas, said Sunday on CBS’s Face the Nation: "In four days we can't solve everything." That's how long senators will have before the New Year's deadline for action.

Many lawmakers were more pessimistic. U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, a member of the House Financial Services Committee, said in an interview Friday that he feared "we’re going over the cliff."

"When the political posturing is as far apart as it is right now in public, and no real framework in private talks to even start to structure negotiations, you’re in trouble," he said. "There is no way to get a Big Deal by the end of the year."

Luetkemeyer commented after Boehner opted last week against a vote on his "Plan B" option, which would have allowed tax rates to increase on those with incomes over $1 million, but extended most Bush-era tax cuts. Democrats opposed the measure, and he didn't have enough GOP votes to pass it.

U.S. Rep. John Shimkus, R-Collinsville, also said he was pessimistic. "We’re not really getting the president engaged on spending reductions. So the strategy was: raise taxes on millionaires and above," he said in an interview.

 “Last time I checked, $250,000 is not a millionaire. That’s where I’ve had frustration” with Obama’s position. “In my district, those earners are mostly small businessmen.”

Shimkus conceded that "we have a portion [of Republicans] who will just not vote for any tax increase, period. And then there are members that have made commitments" on tax changes and spending cuts, and felt they would be “out on a limb” if they voted for the Boehner plan.

The wise approach, he said, is: "Never say what you’ll never do."

But Costello, who is leaving Congress on Jan. 2, disagreed with his friend Shimkus about Plan B. “These are unnecessary games that should not be played on the floor of the House,” said Costello. "Trying to make political statements or take all options off the table does not help the process."

While Luetkemeyer didn’t like aspects of Plan B, he said "it was a deal worth taking." He told the Beacon he would have endorsed "the opportunity to keep taxes from going up on 99.8 percent of those who pay — and make that tax cut permanent — as well as give some certainty to people with regard to the (alternative minimum tax) situation and the estate tax."

With that option withdrawn by Boehner, Luetkemeyer said he doesn’t expect much action from the Senate. "The House passed a bill to protect all taxpayers from these increases, but the Senate’s not going to pass it." He said Boehner "could see that there’s not going to be a big deal by the end of the year. He was just trying to minimize some of the impact to taxpayers."

On Wednesday, Boehner said that he planned a conference call with House GOP members to discuss the options, and he vowed to call House members back to the Capitol on 48 hours notice to vote on anything approved by the Democratic-controlled Senate. 

But the Senate seemed unlikely to take much action. GOP Leader McConnell would be key to any last-minute deal, and aides said he had no contact with Obama until shortly before the Senate's return this week. Because of procedural hurdles, it would take at least three days for the Senate to act.

Complicating the situation, the Treasury Department said Wednesday that the government will hit its $16.4 trillion federal debt limit on Monday. The agency plans to use "extraordinary measures" to continue borrowing until Congress takes action to raise that debt ceiling.

Luetkemeyer said “the next big situation is the debt limit discussions. And after that will be the continuing resolution on the rest of the budget. Those will be two opportunities for us to try and sit down the administration and come up with plans to cut spending and get these tax cuts extended.

“Every economist I’ve talk to … has indicated that if all these things happen, you’ll see a decline in the economy. And if nothing is fixed, then we’ll go into a recession. The responsible thing to do is try and take some action before that happens."

But Shimkus isn’t optimistic that the Senate will take action on a House-passed bill from last summer that would extend all the tax breaks. Senate Democratic Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., “could pick up our bill from August and amend it” to reflect the Senate position, Shimkus said. “Unless the Senate does something like that, we may not come back.”

Shimkus added: "A lot of us are tired of seeing the Senate just sit on the sidelines. Reid is spending all hs time lecturing, without doing anything."

Costello thinks small deal still possible
Costello places much of the blame on House Republicans who are unwilling to compromise on taxes.

"In order to reach an agreement, you have to have compromise," Costello said. "The president, before the election, clearly said what he was for. He was for increasing the tax rate on individuals who earn over $250,000 a year.

"The American people knew that, they voted for him and reelected him. Even though he was re-elected making that pledge, he has compromised," Costello said.

While Boehner said he would raise taxes on people earning over $1 million, "the president has said he would come up from $250,000 to $400,000. Speaker Boehner and the Republicans have not responded to that compromise. It’s $1 million or nothing."

Because so many Republicans have signed a no-tax-increase pledge, Costello said, "it’s almost an impossible situation" for Boehner to negotiate.

"I think if he had a more reasonable caucus that wanted to compromise and do what’s best for the nation, that we would have had a deal a long time ago," Costello said. “Because I think the speaker recognizes that he’s having a difficult time getting his members to reach a reasonable agreement.”

At the last minute, Costello is predicting a temporary extender bill that would provide more time for a longer-term deal to be negotiated.

"I don’t think either side will let us go over the fiscal cliff. It’s not a good option" for the economy. 

Cleaver opposes entitlement cuts
U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City, who heads the Congressional Black Caucus, called the current situation an "impasse" and blamed Republicans for focusing more on their political futures than on reaching a solution.

"Instead of spending the time messaging, we ought to be spending the time to really come up with a deal," Cleaver told KCUR Radio.

However, Cleaver and other liberals oppose entitlement reform, which some analysts contend is essential to reach a long-term deal. For example, he said he opposed the revised inflation adjustment for Social Security that Obama had proposed in his most recent offer.

“I think many Democrats in the House who supported the president are not about to vote for that plan,” Cleaver said. "One of the problems with that plan is annual cuts in benefits for the typical person who is receiving $15,000, $14,000 a year by the age of 75 will be $560 a year."

Cleaver said liberals "see ourselves as protectors of the poor. We're not going to" back that plan. "We'll compromise on anything except cutting the benefits of the people I represent."

St. Louis Housing Prices Down, Possibly Due to Fiscal Cliff

Allison Blood, KMOX News

December 27, 2012 4:26 PM

ST. LOUIS, Mo. (KMOX) - Residential real estate experts say the looming fiscal cliff could be hurting the housing market.

Coldwell Banker Gundaker President Jim Dohr says prices were rising earlier in the fall, but are now leveling off.

“There’s so much uncertainty, what’s going to happen to the 


mortgage interest deduction, those kinds of questions. Until those are resolved I think there’s just a lot of uncertainty and it is keeping a lot of new people on the sidelines,” Dohr said.

He says the market will likely pick back up as soon as a deal is reached but House leaders say fiscal cliff talks won’t resume until Sunday night.

Dohr says even though home prices aren’t rising, there is a silver lining: the average number of days a home stays on the market has dropped about ten percent in the last year. He says that should encourage sellers to jump into the market. 

And to those who are on the fence between 
buying
 and renting, Dohr says rents are increasing around the area while home prices aren’t.

In 2012, Blunt Senate office spent more than McCaskill’s

December 27, 2012 | Filed under: Government,Subscribers | Posted by: Eli Yokley 

— U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill’s office spent less during fiscal year 2012 than the office of her home-state colleague, Roy Blunt.

According to spending numbers compiled by USA Today (http://usat.ly/V7jYVs), the two Senators were each appropriated $3,145,738. Blunt’s office spent 95.2 percent of that, while McCaskill’s spent 80 percent of her share.

Blunt, a member of Republican leadership, employed two more people than McCaskill during the fiscal year, and paid senior staff more than McCaskill. Overall, he spent $478,008 than McCaskill during the year.

McCaskill, who spent much of her time this year on the campaign trail, spent less this year than in the three years prior, perhaps by employing one or two employees less than in those years. For example, Cory Dukes, a legislative assistant, served on her campaign for much of the year.

Aside from staffs, Blunt spent $98,216 more than McCaskill on other expenses.

Trade Organizations Warn Mississippi Shutdown Could Come Next Week

Justin Wingerter

December 27, 2012 9:16 AM

ST. LOUIS (KMOX) - Two trade organizations have released a concerning statement, suggesting that a commercial shutdown of the Mississippi River could come as soon as next week due to low water levels.

The American Waterways Operators and Waterways Council Inc. released the joint statement Thursday morning. The groups say they met with the 
U.S. Army
 Corps of Engineers on Christmas Eve and were briefed on the 28-day weather forecast for the area near Thebes, Illinois. While original estimates warned of a shutdown in mid-January, the latest figures suggest traffic on the continent’s largest waterway could come to a halt by January 3 or 4.

According to the two groups, vessel drafts will be limited to 8 feet by late next week. Towboats require a nine-foot draft to operate while a “very small number of 
towing
 vessels can operate at 8 or 7-foot drafts.”

The Corps of Engineers and Coast Guard have repeatedly claimed that a rock blasting effort near Thebes will release enough water to prevent a shutdown but the unions aren’t as optimistic.

“The Corps’ rock pinnacle removal and dredging work and our collective prayers for rain have not produced enough water to sustain navigation on the Mississippi River and so the [Obama] Administration must act to avert a closure,” Waterways Council, Inc. President and CEO Michael Toohey said in a release. “We have been urging action all along and the time is now to release needed water or we will have run out of time on this national crisis.”

“Unless the Administration takes action now, the nation risks 60 days or more without waterborne commerce on the mid-Mississippi River,” American Waterways Operators President and CEO Tom Allegretti said. “We urge the White House to authorize the release of additional water immediately to maintain navigation on our country’s busiest and most important waterway.”

The organizations say 20,000 jobs, $130 million in wages, and $7 billion in commodities are threatened by the looming shutdown.

“I think we’re already at a crisis state,” AWO Vice President of Regional Advocacy Lynn Munch said, bluntly. “It continues to look bleak and the newer predictions are looking bleaker, that we’ll actually be at a point where most tugboats can’t move on the middle Mississippi in the next few days.”

As for rock blasting efforts, Munch says they should have been initiated decades ago and are ultimately too little and too late. Both the AWO and Waterways Council continue to push for more water to be released from the Missouri River, a move the U.S. 
Army
 Corps of Engineers has been unwilling to commit to.

Munch says the groups met with “White House officials” earlier in the week but added that little progress was made. “I’m not sure anything came out of it other than us making the case to the White House that, if they’re concerned about keeping commerce open on the Mississippi, they needed to act. Obviously, we haven’t seen anything.”

According to Munch, the AWO is talking with the Army Corps of Engineers and Coast Guard on a daily basis and with the White House and congressional allies “as often as possible.” The Corps of Engineers did not return a call Thursday from KMOX seeking comment on the latest forecasts.

Correction: A previous version of this story referred to the American Waterways Operators and Waterways Council, Inc. as unions. They are trade organizations.
Jeff Smith takes on higher profile in Missouri policy even as he remains in New York

In Region
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

12:03 am on Fri, 12.28.12

More than three years after a federal campaign-finance probe destroyed then-state Sen. Jeff Smith’s political career, he has worked to create a new life for himself that still includes politics.

And it appears that he may have succeeded.

In fact, Smith’s role in Missouri governmental affairs appears to have grown, even though he continues to reside in suburban New York City.

Smith confirms that, as of a few months ago, he became executive director of the Missouri Workforce Housing Association, which is made up of 135 groups – up from 35 members just 18 months ago. The association’s chief mission is advocating for affordable housing.

Smith said the member groups include “community organizations, public agencies, contractors, private and nonprofit developers, construction material suppliers, and other professionals.”

“I'd consulted for them for over a year and we agreed that, given the organization's growth and increased capacity, it made sense to formalize the arrangement,” Smith said in an interview. 

“My role has been to a) grow the membership; b) work with our diverse membership to shape our policy objectives; c) manage our grassroots advocacy efforts; and d) oversee our day-to-day efforts within the Capitol, which are handled by Jorgen Schlemeier of Gamble & Schlemeier.”

Although he travels to Missouri about once a month, Smith expects to remain in New York for the foreseeable future.  Now 39, he is married and has a 15-month-old son, along with two dogs.

“Life is great,” Smith said. “We just bought a home in the ‘burbs -- sort of. We're in the Montclair, N.J., area, which is like University City….Lots of restaurants, culture, diversity, vibrancy. Home to a lot of academics, writers, and other creative types, most of whom commute to the city.”

Smith is among them. He has a full-time position as a professor in the urban policy graduate program at the New School. “The students are bright and passionately committed to making a difference in the world; I love teaching them,” he said. “And my colleagues are both impressively credentialed as scholars and keenly interested in real-world issues -- a relatively rare combination in academia. It's a special place.”

Praises Missouri's GOP and Democratic leaders
Even with his love of his new life, Smith has remained connected to many of the players in his old one – and has plenty of opinions.

Although he was in the state Senate less than three years, Smith, a Democrat, had forged working relationships with some up-and-coming Republican colleagues. They include the incoming leaders: Senate President Pro Tem Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, and House Speaker Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

Asked his assessment of both, Smith observed, “Well, I think Tom Dempsey will be an excellent pro tem. He's fair, diligent and wise. He takes his job very seriously, but doesn't take himself too seriously -- a rare combination in politics. He respects the traditions of the Senate and with him at the helm, I bet the body runs much more smoothly than it did the last couple years.”

As for Jones, Smith observed, “He's a deeply conservative guy, but I gotta say, I found him super to work with. Of the language in bills I filed that eventually became law, Tim carried just about all of it in the House. I went to him not just because he seemed destined for House leadership but because, after getting to know him a bit, I found him to be somebody who didn't care whose idea something was, as long as it was a good idea.”

Smith added, “Both Dempsey and Jones share MOWHA's interest in helping ensure that taxpayers get the most bang for the buck when it comes to tax credits. They also understand that a child growing up in safe, decent housing is much more likely to succeed in life than one who grows up couch-surfing with relatives or friends. I took Sen. Dempsey to see a project last month -- a senior development in St. Charles -- and he quickly grasped how much it meant for residents when an elderly woman told us she'd be homeless if she weren't there.”

Although an urban Democrat who campaigned as a progressive, Smith said that Gov. Jay Nixon by necessity “has governed as a moderate, and that's right where Missouri is. He's found the formula for success, and (Attorney General) Chris Koster appears to be replicating it.”

Smith also had strong praise for state Treasurer Clint Zweifel. “Like most Missouri Democrats, I suspect, I wish there were two governorships so that Chris and Clint Zweifel could each have one in four years,” he said. “They are very different people, but are both exceptionally talented guys with bright futures.”

Prison changed outlook on life
Aside from his teaching and consulting, Smith also has found time to do freelance writing for a number of major publications and news outlets, including CNN, The Atlantic, Salon, Slate, Politico, New York Magazine, the Chicago Sun-Times, and a regular column for a New York politically focused publication called “City and State.”

Smith’s life now seems light years away from his low point, after pleading guilty in 2009 of lying to federal investigators about his 2004 congressional campaign's involvement in an anonymous flier attacking a Democrat rival, now soon-to-be ex-U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis.

Smith’s misstep forced him to resign his state Senate seat and to spend 10 months in federal prison. He ended his probation about a year ago.

Smith acknowledges that the whole episode, besides forcing career changes, has altered his outlook on life.

“Puts it all in perspective,” he said. “Every day I can ride my bike in to work -- even in a torrential downpour with cabbies honking and pedestrians on Iphones cutting me off -- is a day I'm free. Free to feel the rain in my face, hear the buzz of people, teach in the world's most vibrant city. So I don't really have bad days anymore. Every day I get to be with my wife and baby boy is a great day.”
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Mo. ethics chief headed to Kander's office 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The executive director of the Missouri Ethics Commission is leaving to join the secretary of state's office.

Secretary of State-elect Jason Kander announced the appointment Thursday of Julie Allen as director of elections and information technology.

Allen has been the Ethics Commission's executive director since 2008. She previously worked in the administration of former Republican Gov. Matt Blunt.

Kander, a Democrat, takes office Jan. 14. He was elected secretary of state in November to succeed Robin Carnahan, who did not seek re-election.

Kander has also announced the appointments of Andrew Hartnett as commissioner of securities and John Scott as director of policy and government affairs.

Both have been working for Attorney General Chris Koster - Hartnett as chief of staff and Scott as a special assistant to the attorney general.
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Former Lincoln president named to state board 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon has named the retired president of Lincoln University to the board that oversees the Missouri Department of Higher Education.

Nixon announced the appointment of Carolyn Mahoney to the nine-member Coordinating Board for Higher Education on Thursday. If confirmed by the state Senate, she will serve until June 2018.

Mahoney was president of Lincoln University, a public institution in Jefferson City, from 2005 until her retirement this summer.

She holds a doctorate in mathematics from Ohio State University and has also been an administrator at Elizabeth City State University in North Carolina.


St. Louis-Area Lawyer Named to State Housing Board

December 28, 2012 5:47 AM

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - An attorney from the St. Louis area has been chosen by Gov. Jay Nixon to serve on the Missouri Housing Development Commission. 

Greg Roberts, of Chesterfield, is a Democrat and a former president of the St. Louis County Bar Association. 

Nixon announced Roberts’ appointment Thursday to a term expiring in October 2015. The selection must be confirmed by the state Senate. 

The Missouri Housing Development Commission works to promote 
construction
 of safe, affordable housing for people with low to moderate incomes. 
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Mo. Republicans to tackle workers' compensation 

By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Nearly two dozen years after Monroe Gunter retired from a long career at a Missouri power company, he was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer often caused by exposure to asbestos.

Gunter sued his former employer, claiming its negligence subjected him to asbestos particles that eventually led to his illness. He died before a jury ruled against him. Yet Gunter's lawsuit is cited by business groups as an example of how Missouri's workers' compensation system has gone awry and is again in need of reform in order to improve the state's economy.

When the Missouri Legislature convenes Jan. 9, Republicans plan to use their new supermajorities to try to prohibit lawsuits such as the one Gunter filed. Their goal is to force claims for occupational diseases to go through the workers' compensation system, an administrative proceeding where the maximum amount of money awarded to harmed workers could be significantly less than through a successful jury verdict.

A similar bill was vetoed this past year by Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. He said at the time that it would be wrong to eliminate the right to sue for workers who suffer from deadly work-related diseases, such as a mesothelioma.

But the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry contends Missouri now is the only state in which the workers' compensation system is not the exclusive means of resolving claims about occupational diseases.

"If that is true, I think that's disastrous to our economic job creation model," said House Speaker Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

Incoming Senate President Pro Tem Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, also has pledged that changes to the workers' compensation system will top the agenda for 2013.

Republicans have long claimed that businesses needed greater protection against the uncertain costs of sometimes questionable claims about workplace injuries. In 2005, Republican Gov. Matt Blunt signed a law making it more difficult for people to win workers' compensation cases by requiring them to prove that work was the "prevailing factor" for an injury instead of merely a "substantial factor." The 2005 law also required a strict application of its provisions instead of one "liberally construed with a view to the public welfare" as had been the case in the past.

That resulted in some apparently unanticipated consequences when courts began interpreting the 2005 law.

In April 2010, St. Louis Circuit Judge Robert Dierker allowed two separate lawsuits to go forward against businesses from people seeking money for their allegedly work-related mesothelioma. Dierker cited the requirement to strictly construe the law while noting that the narrowed definition of an accident in the 2005 law meant that claims over occupational diseases no longer had to go through the workers' compensation system.

Similarly, the Western District of the Missouri Court of Appeals ruled in September 2011 that Gunter could go forward with his lawsuit against KCP&L Greater Missouri Operations Co. The appeals court said his ailment did not arise from an "accident" as defined under the 2005 law and so wasn't subject to the provision making the workers' compensation system his exclusive remedy.

Gunter died a few weeks before the appeals court decision. His lawsuit nonetheless went to trial in Cass County, but Gunter lost in May 2012, said his attorney Steven Crick. That verdict now is on appeal.

Crick said cases such as Gunter's belong in circuit court, because the workers' compensation system would have provided only minimal compensation. Mesothelioma is a quickly progressing disease, so Gunter would not have had much time to draw workers' compensation benefits before his death, Crick said. Because Gunter's wife had died previously and his two children are adults, Gunter had no dependents who could have received his workers' compensation benefits after he died, Crick added. But his heirs could have received damages through the court system.

"Mesothelioma is an awful, gruesome illness, and I would not wish that on my worst enemy," Crick said. He added: "Being able to bring a claim for such a horrendous injury - and being able to bring it in court - was a fair and just thing."

The fact that Gunter did not win his lawsuit is seldom mentioned by business lobbyists and lawmakers who cite the need to prohibit such lawsuits. They instead point to the potential for businesses to get hit with huge verdicts, or the uncertainty created for companies that could rack up large legal bills defending themselves against occupational disease claims in court. When legal uncertainty exists, business owners are less likely to spend money expanding their facilities or workforce.

If the workers' compensation system is not the sole means of settling claims over occupational diseases, it "subjects Missouri employers to this question of when are they done with litigation?" said Rich AuBuchon, a lobbyist and general counsel for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce.

"That was the whole point of workers' compensation," AuBuchon added. "So there wouldn't be years of litigation hanging over an employer's head and, at the same time, the employee would have the certainty of getting a specific amount of money."


New agency stresses health, wellness, social services for poor

In Health
By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff 

12:03 am on Fri, 12.28.12

When the Human Development Corp. went out of business this year as a result of management and money problems, the Missouri Department of Social Services had to step in and designate a new agency to deliver the services provided by HDC.

The state picked People’s Community Action Corp. It’s regarded as a good choice because it will provides the usual food, clothing and shelter but also puts the poor within reach of health care, too.

PCAC, which began its work last month, is affiliated with the highly regarded People Health Centers organization on Delmar near DeBaliviere. The organization also offers provide mental-health services through its Hopewell Center, 1504 South Grand.

 “What we are trying to do is leverage the health center and the Hopewell center so that people will have more of a one-stop shop,” says Mark Sanford, executive administrator of PCAC. “It’s a brand-new concept. It puts us a step above some other community action agencies.”

If a needy family visits a PCAC office where a provider “finds out that the family has a need for mental health or physical health services, those individuals now have a new partner that can expedite their access to (medical) services,” Sanford says.

The new agency decided to keep the same phone numbers and sites used by HDC to make sure there was no interruption of services during the transition, Sanford said. 

Sanford called the new program a natural for People’s, saying the organization has been evolving and expanding over the years to areas beyond health, such as housing for the elderly and for the disabled. 

This community action contract appears to be the first to link clients to basic health services. Generally, the needy pay a small fee to obtain such services at most federally qualified health centers, including People’s.

Brian Kinkade, the interim director of the state Department of Social Services, said at the time the contract was awarded that the People’s model offered new potential for community action agencies in Missouri.

“More and more, we understand how deeply the problems of poverty and poor health are interrelated,” he said, adding that People’s had “a solid commitment" to community service.

Dwayne Butler, CEO of  the new action agency, says People’s is “very excited about this new opportunity to expand our role in serving our community.”

The PCAC contract is for $2.9 million through the end of September, with the possibility of being reauthorized each year.  Because People’s is a new community action agency, state officials are required to audit its books within the first 12 months of operation.

Community action agencies date back to the old federal War on Poverty program in the '60s. The local agencies are designated by the state Department of Social Services to use block grant funds to provide social services.

Francis Howell denies teacher unpaid leave to serve in Legislature

By Mark Schlinkmann mschlinkmann@post-dispatch.com 636-255-7233
29
ST. CHARLES COUNTY • Bryan Spencer, who has taught in the Francis Howell School District for 22 years, embarks on a new career next month as a state legislator.

So he sought a leave of absence from the St. Charles County district to keep his job options open when his legislative tenure ends.

But the School Board said no.

Now Spencer, a Republican from Wentzville, County GOP Chairman Jon Bennett and state Rep. Mark Parkinson, R-St. Charles County, say that’s unfair. They point out that the board has regularly approved unpaid leaves of absence for two leaders in a teachers union usually allied with Democrats.

“I’m asking for the same treatment those people received,” said Spencer, who will be sworn in as a state representative Jan. 9.

School Board President Marty Hodits defended the rejection and said politics played no role in the board’s 5-2 decision.

But Parkinson says it appears politics was involved. “All we can expect is consistency despite the aspirant’s political leanings,” he said.

Hodits said the union officials’ situation is different because in their union roles, they still spend their full time on education and are often interacting with the district. They are Chris Guinther, state president of the teachers group — the Missouri National Education Association — and Anita Miller, who heads its Francis Howell affiliate.

“Where Mr. Spencer will be at, he will not be advocating” for the schools full time, Hodits said.

Spencer and his GOP allies say he expects to spend a large percentage of his work in the Legislature on education issues because of his background.

Spencer said he already has been appointed to a House appropriations committee on education spending. He hopes to be named to another education panel as well.

Hodits added that the board felt that Spencer is essentially leaving teaching for another occupation.

“The decision was do you let somebody test-drive a new job as long as they want and disrupt the education of students and then allow them back into the classroom” later, Hodits said.

The state constitution bars legislators from simultaneously holding most other government employment.

Hodits said district policy allows leaves of absence for a variety of reasons. One example, he said, is for teachers whose spouses move outside the St. Louis area for job reasons on a temporary basis. The board has to approve each leave.
State term limits allow House members, who serve part time, to hold as many as four two-year terms.

Spencer said a leave wouldn’t guarantee him the exact job he has now but that in a district as large as Howell, “there’s always someone retiring” and creating vacancies.

Most recently he has taught special education at Francis Howell North High School but said he also can teach social sciences.

Mike Hoehn, a board member in support of Spencer’s request, said he believed it would be similar to the leaves for the teachers union leaders’ arrangements.

GOP Chairman Bennett, a former House member and former Howell board member, said denial of the leave may hurt school district initiatives in the GOP-dominated Legislature.

“It would be wise on the part of the school district to make sure they have a support base in the Legislature,” Bennett said.

Spencer said he first asked in September — after winning the August GOP primary — for a leave to cover his initial two-year term should he win the November general election. He said he asked that it be renewable for future terms.

He said after the board rejected the request, he submitted a second letter seeking reconsideration that mentioned the leaves for the teachers union leaders. That was turned down last month, he said.

Hodits said another reason for the board’s decision was Spencer’s failure to discuss the leave idea when he began his House race.

Spencer said Rep.-elect Michael Butler, a St. Louis Democrat also elected for the first time last month, told him he didn’t seek a leave of absence from his job as a teacher in St. Louis city schools. Butler could not be reached for comment.

Guinther, the MNEA president, said the board has given her leaves of absence from her teaching job since 2001. They began when she became MNEA vice president, she said.

Guinther said the MNEA helped Spencer, a union member, write his request for a leave. However, she said the organization didn’t take a position on whether the board should approve it.

St. Louis County Lawmaker To Propose Closing 'Gun Show Loophole' In Mo.
By Marshall Griffin 

4:37pm

Thu December 27, 2012

A St. Louis County lawmaker plans to file legislation that would require background checks on anyone who buys a firearm at a gun show.

State Representative Stacey Newman (D, Richmond Heights) says her proposal would close the so-called “gun show loophole” in Missouri.

“Right now, federal background checks are only done through licensed dealers," Newman said.  "That exempts gun shows where people can purchase unlimited amounts of weapons, including assault weapons.”

Newman plans to file the measure during the first few days of session.  She also says gun shows are an easy source for anyone looking to buy assault weapons.

“The majority of assault weapons that have been used in some of these horrendous...school shootings, are purchased through gun shows," Newman said.  "It is legal to not have those background checks.”

Newman says her proposed bill would also require background checks for firearm purchases made through the Internet.  House Republicans are backing a proposal to allow teachers to carry guns at school if they already have a conceal-carry permit.  Missouri’s 2013 session begins Jan. 9.

Missouri House leaders scrap plans for office space in press gallery

By Elizabeth Crisp ecrisp@post-dispatch.com ​573-635-6178
1
Missouri House leaders have halted plans to build office space for their staffers in the chamber’s press gallery.

House Speaker Tim Jones, R-Eureka, announced today that there isn’t enough time before session begins Jan. 9 to complete construction on the proposed offices “in a way that respects and protects the historic House Chamber.”

“At this time I have suspended all construction efforts and instructed the House operations director to restore the gallery to its original condition,” Jones said in a statement.

“All members and employees of the House will continue to search for ways to better utilize the Capitol, which will in turn assist all of us in better assisting all of the citizens of Missouri. I want to specifically thank the members of the media who offered their constructive comments, suggestions and assistance throughout this matter and we very much appreciated the dialogue,” he added.

Plans had called for an office area to be built in the corridor behind the press table that overlooks the chamber, above the speaker’s dais. Reports have varied on which legislative aides would have occupied the space.

For several weeks, members of the Capitol press corps have voiced concerns about the loss of space in the gallery, and Bob Priddy questioned the impact the construction would have on the historical and architectural integrity of the building.

Missouri Digital News recently posted photos of the construction already underway.
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Environmental groups question KCP&L report favoring coal

By STEVE EVERLY

The Kansas City Star


Two environmental groups are accusing KCP&L of slanting a report to favor the utility’s continued reliance on coal to produce electricity.

The dispute emerged this month when the Missouri Public Service Commission ordered KCP&L to update its long-term plans for how to best meet electricity demand and to address the groups’ concerns.

The Sierra Club, which called the plan “fatally flawed,” and the Natural Resources Defense Council contend that KCP&L used “skewed” information to justify its investment of more than $1 billion to retrofit its existing coal-fired power plants to meet environmental regulations.

The utility, which serves customers in Missouri and Kansas, said it stood by the numbers it used in April when its Missouri plan was last filed and would update them as needed. The Kansas Corporation Commission reviewed various options for one of the utility’s plants, at La Cygne, and agreed that spending for environmental upgrades and keeping it a coal-fired plant was the best plan. 

But in looking at KCP&L’s filing in Missouri, the environmental groups say the utility overestimated the future cost of natural gas, which made coal look more economical, and underestimated the potential for energy efficiency, which would reduce demand for electricity. Both options, they say, would cost less than using coal. 

They also said KCP&L didn’t adequately consider future environmental costs, which could add to coal’s disadvantage.

“We clearly think it’s time to do a reality check,” said Thom Cmar, an attorney for Earthjustice, an environmental law firm that is representing the Sierra Club. 

He credited Missouri regulators for ordering KCP&L to address the concerns but is skeptical that KCP&L will voluntarily change its heavy reliance on coal.

KCP&L in 2011 used coal to generate 83 percent of its electricity. Nuclear contributed 13 percent and wind and natural gas each accounted for 2 percent, according to a report filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission.

KCP&L has until July to submit an update to what is called an integrated resource plan, which is submitted every three years to the Missouri Public Service Commission. The utility said annual updates to the plan were typical and it would address the groups’ concerns.

Chuck Caisley, a spokesman for KCP&L, said that “there’s no way we skewed these numbers” in the latest plan filed in Missouri.

The utility has engaged two firms to help it update the plan. Given changing conditions, Caisley said, “absolutely there could be a change.”

Forecasts for natural gas prices, for example, have been changing rapidly and could be different from when the previous plan was compiled. 

The utility has three coal-fired plants with generating units that need retrofits, including LaCygne, where the work has already started. The others are at Montrose and Sibley in Missouri.

Cmar said the gorilla in the room is what happens if coal is determined not to be the best option and Missouri regulators are asked to have KCP&L customers still pay for the upgrades.

Though the retrofits are needed mainly to meet environmental regulations, Cmar said the challenge to KCP&L’s plan is on the economics, including the utility’s decision not to use more natural gas. For example, one option would have been to retrofit the LaCygne plant to use gas instead of coal.

The portion of electricity generated by coal in the U.S. has been on the decline, from 49 percent in 2007 to 42 percent in 2011. Natural gas has plummeted in price, leading to more use of it. It has the added benefit of burning cleaner and requiring fewer environmental controls.

Much of the natural gas is used in smaller units that can be fired up quickly to help meet summer peak demand. But increasingly the fuel is being used in larger power plants to supply power through the year. 

The Sierra Club, in documents filed with the Missouri regulators, said KCP&L’s calculations had put natural gas at a disadvantage. For example, the Sierra Club said, KCP&L used four natural gas forecasts in its estimates, but one was substantially higher than the rest. Including the outlier, the group said, raised the report’s estimated price of natural gas by 30 percent. 

Meanwhile, according to the environmental group, KCP&L discounted the cost of meeting future regulation of carbon dioxide, which contributes to global warming. That also tilted the report toward coal, they said, since natural gas is a smaller contributor of carbon dioxide and renewable energy is essentially a non-polluting option.

The environmental groups have been allies of KCP&L in the past. The Sierra Club a few years ago completed a groundbreaking agreement with the utility to boost the use of renewable energy. More recently, the Natural Resources Defense Council has worked with KCP&L to boost energy efficiency, including on programs that would reduce peak energy needs.

KCP&L curbed its energy efficiency plans earlier this year, and the Natural Resources Defense Council in its filing with Missouri regulators said the utility’s plans now are limited and don’t reflect industry best practices.

MISSOURINET
Blunt urges passage of FISA extension (AUDIO)

December 28, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The United States senate votes today on extending the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act. Senator Blunt says Congress should not let the act lapse–as it did five years ago when,. he says, the national security agency could not perform its mission in monitoring known terrorists overseas for several months. “It would be dangerously wrong if we let it happen again,” he says.

The act lets the intelligence community keep collecting information about non-citizens and non-legal permanent residents outside the United States. It requires the government to get a specific court order before it can monitor the communications of any United States citizens or permanent legal resident.

AUDIO: Blunt speaks in Senate

Unions to Obama: order more water to save Mississippi River barge traffic

December 28, 2012 By Mike Lear 

Two barge workers unions says barge traffic on the Mississippi River could come to a halt next week if someone doesn’t put more water in the River.

Waterways Council, Inc. is one of two groups that says as early as next week there won’t be enough water in the Mississippi River for the towboats that move barges to operate. It has joined the American Waterways Operators in calling on President Barack Obama to act to avoid an effective closure.

Two unions say after next week, barges on the Mississippi River will have to remain tied up until as late as April unless the Corps of Engineers releases more water into the Missouri River or the Midwest gets lots more rain.

Waterways Council President Mike Toohey says for every 60 days barges stay off the Mississippi, 20,000 jobs and $130 million in wages are threatened and $7 billion in commodities are stranded.

“The inputs to manufacturing such a chemicals, which are a huge component of transportation on the waterways, simply don’t reach the manufacturing facilities … because there really is no other alternative to water transportation. The railroads do not have the water side deliver access that is necessary and we do not have enough trucks to take up the slack.”

Corps of Engineers spokesman Mike Petersen agrees levels are likely to get low enough to keep towboats off the River, but says the Corps can not release more water.

“The Missouri River can’t operate for the support of Mississippi River navigation just by their legal authorities, but the more important question is that if we start releasing water, we’re looking at year one of a drought. We don’t know how many years this drought is going to go on and it’s tough making decisions with water resources in a good year, but we have to keep our eyes on the long-term as far as what we’re going to do with water in any of the Corps reservoirs across the nation if we’re going to be dealing with a persistent drought.”

Toohey says the shut down could last until April unless some significant rain comes to break the drought and raise River levels.

The unions say towboats need a nine-foot draft to operate, and Toohey says very few vessels on the Mississippi can operate with anything more shallow. The unions say the River will be down to 8 feet next week.

Petersen says the Corps is already doing all it can.

“We actually just started releasing some additional water from Carlyle Lake. This would be the second kind of burst of water from Carlyle to support navigation through that reach of River at Thebes (Illinois) … that’ll reach Thebes at about the same time that the forecasts expect us to reach critically low levels.”

Petersen adds, “but ultimately … it’s going to take a whole lot of rain to get us back to normal.”

NRA says it’s watching Missouri legislation that would strengthen gun control (AUDIO)

December 27, 2012 By Jessica Machetta 

A couple of legislators have filed bills that would strengthen gun control laws. The National Rifle Association says it’s watching those bills and will do everything in its power to protect the right to bear arms.

Rep. Mike Colona proposes all guns be locked up until they’re “checked out” for use. Rep. Stacey Newman says her bill would require background checks for all firearms sold at Missouri’s gun shows.

National Rifle Association Stephanie Samford says state legislators and members of Congress are using recent unfortunate events to push an anti-gun agenda, and are “exploiting recent tragedies.”

On the other side of the aisle, Rep. Mike Kelley has a bill that would let teachers carry concealed weapons without the permission of school boards or school administrations, a bill Governor Nixon says he is strongly opposed to. Samford simply says of the NRA’s stance on the measure: “The NRA supports conceal and carry for all law-abiding citizens in the U.S.”

The NRA has come out in favor of arming school principals.

She says the uptick in gun sales this year in Missouri and nationwide is because gun owners feel their rights are at risk. She says that’s a fear that’s warranted, and that the NRA will continue to lobby against gun restriction laws.

FBI data shows gun sales have spiked since President Obama took office in 2008 … and continue to rise leading to record sales in 2012.

AUDIO: Jessica Machetta reports (1:18)

Oldest military post gets new mission (AUDIO)

December 28, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

 The oldest active military base west of the Mississippi River is getting a new, high tech mission. 

Jefferson Barracks, 186 years old, is becoming a joint reserve military intelligence center.  The center will involve a dozen fulltime personnel with fifty to seventy part-time National Guard members cycling through for training. The detachment will support the Army Guard’s 35th Infantry Division, which is based at Fort Leavenworth. 

National Guard spokesman Bill Phelan says the Defense Department and the National Guard Bureau wanted a Midwestern center close to specific facilities. such as the National Geospatial Intelligence Agency in Arnold.  .

Jefferson Barracks also is close to The U.S. Transportation Command  at Scott Air Force Base in Illinois, and it’s close to Navy Reserve and Air National Guard units at Lambert-St. Louis airport.

Phelan says some buildings dating to the 19th century will be rehabilitated and restored to serve the modern mission.  He says putting the program at Jefferson Barracks makes sure the base is vital and important.  Seven years ago it almost closed–until the Base Realignment and Closure Commission changed its mind after visiting the old post.


AUDIO: Phelan interview 17:22 

BLOG ZONE 

The crap we have to go through sometimes

Posted on December 28, 2012 by Bob Priddy (Missourinet: The Blog) 

So we get a press release from the Secretary of State’s office saying another petition has been approved for circulation.  We check the SOS web page to see how many other petitions have been certified for the 2014 ballot already.  Four of them.  One is referred to as “version 1, blue paper.”  Then there’s “version 1, yellow paper.”   Then there’s “version 2, blue paper.”  And then there’s “version 2, yellow paper.”

What the heck is that? We ask ourselves.

Thinking erroneously that we could get our question answered in about 30 seconds, we call the SOS elections division.  We make a terrible mistake.  “This is Bob Priddy with the Missourinet. I have a question about the petitions listed on the web page as approved for circulation,” I say.

“Just a minute, Bob,” she says.

And then there is a silence for several seconds.

A new voice comes on, “Secretary of State’s office,” the young lady says.

“Hi, this is Bob Priddy with the Missourinet.  I have a quick question about the petitions listed on your website for circulation in 2014.  Some are listed as ‘version one, blue paper’ and ‘version 1, yellow paper.’  Can you tell me what those mean.”

“Well, let me check with the elections division…”

“Wait a minute,” I say, “where are you?  Aren’t you in the elections division?”

“No, I’m in the information division. We handle all media calls.”

“So I called the elections division with a simple question and got sent to you and now you have to contact the elections division to find out what I wanted to ask them?”

“Yes, if you’ll give me your contact number I can go get that for you.”

Memo to fellow reporters:   If you have a question for anybody in Robin Carnahan’s office, do NOT identify yourself as being with the media.  Just say, “Hello, this is Joe Furd. I have a question about the petitions you have listed on your web page.”  Chances are you will get right through to someone who knows what the hell you’re asking about.

We started writing this blog entry right after hanging up with the young lady in the communications division. The phone has not rung while we have been writing this.

We’ll be getting a new Secretary of State in a few weeks.  We sure hope Jason Kander brings some common sense to the position so reporters can ask a simple question and get a simple answer without wasting time talking to someone who doesn’t know something but will be glad to run time off your deadline clock while she asks the person you should have been talking to in the first place what the answer to your question is.

And the phone still hasn’t rung.

[Later]

How did this turn out? Half an hour after we made the call, after we had not been able to include the story in a newscast, the phone rang.   Here’s the answer to the question for those of you who might go to the SOS web page to check on the list of petitions.

The peitions were submitted by Ron Calzone, long-time property rights advocate.  Actually there are two versions of two petitions.  Version one of each was addressed to Jason Kander, who won’t take office until January 14th.  Version two of each one was addressed to Robin Carnahan, who leaves office that day.  But all four are approved for circulation by Carnahan.

And actually, we were told, we wouldn’t have been able to get the answers right away because people were in meetings.

Regardless, fellow reporters, tell them you’re Joe Furd, taxpaying private citizen, especially if you’re trying to hit a deadline.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: More guns in schools? Wrong answer

In May, long before a crazed gunman killed 20 children and six adults at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Conn., GOP pollster and message maven Frank Luntz took the nation’s temperature on gun control.

What Mr. Luntz found, in polling done on behalf of Mayors Against Illegal Guns, shouldn’t be all that surprising, in that it was in line with plenty of other national research.

His poll found that Americans, including most members of the National Rifle Association, are in favor of basic, common-sense measures to keep guns from criminals and those whose records indicate a gun in their hands might be dangerous.

Last week, after NRA Chief Executive Wayne LaPierre issued a post-Newtown statement that suggested that the solution to school shootings is sending armed NRA volunteers into every school in the nation — a statement that Connecticut Democratic Sen.-elect Chris Murphy called “tone-deaf” and “revolting” — Mr. Luntz had his own reaction.

“The public wants guns out of the schools, not in the schools,” Mr. Luntz said in an interview on CBS. “I don’t think the NRA is listening. I don’t think they understand. Most Americans would protect Second Amendment rights and yet agree with the idea that not every human being should own a gun, not every gun should be available at any time, anywhere, for anyone — that at gun shows you should not be able to buy something right there and then without any check whatsoever.”

Missouri lawmakers should heed Mr. Luntz’s advice. Americans are tired of the NRA’s stance, tired of the approach that always seeks to divide, that puts partisanship ahead of common-sense solutions.

Nevertheless, state Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, already has pre-filed House Bill 70, which would allow teachers and school administrators to arm themselves. The NRA’s political clout is such that the bill will be taken seriously. It shouldn’t. It is a foolish mistake.

The bill would erase the local control that school boards currently have in limiting firearms in their schools. It would allow any teacher or principal with a concealed-carry permit to carry a gun while teaching our children.

The bill, co-sponsored by 24 other lawmakers, including Speaker of the House Tim Jones, R-Eureka, and Majority Floor Leader John Diehl, R-Town and Country, has no chance of ever becoming law. Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat beginning his second term in January, made that clear in a letter to every superintendent in the state last week.

“This legislation would put our children at risk and limit the ability of local school districts to keep their schools safe,” Mr. Nixon wrote. “Putting loaded weapons in classrooms is quite simply the wrong approach to a serious issue that demands careful analysis and thoughtful solutions.”

Mr. Nixon usually prefers to duck controversial issues. That he would get out front on this one is encouraging. Arming teachers is just foolish.

But that’s not to say that reasonable Democrats and Republicans can’t find common ground on responding to the Newtown tragedy. That is why we highlight Mr. Luntz’s comments and polling.

It is entirely possible to protect the Second Amendment while making common-sense changes to gun laws. The only thing standing in the way is the partisanship of the NRA and other pro-gun groups.

If the NRA listened to is membership, according to Mr. Luntz’s May poll:

· The gun show loophole could be fixed, requiring anybody buying a gun — even in a private transaction at a gun show — to go through a background check.

· Guns could be kept away from people convicted of domestic violence offenses.

· Gun permits could be limited to those adults 21 years and older.

These are ideas that an overwhelming majority of NRA members support. Common sense says any response to Newtown starts there.

Staking out such common ground would leave room for more controversial discussions, such as reinstating the assault weapons ban, making high-capacity ammunition magazines illegal and finding the funding to support existing programs that put police officers — not armed teachers or volunteers — in schools.

More guns are not the answer. Americans of all political stripes have already figured that out.

It’s time for the NRA’s leadership and its political enablers to get that message.

http://www.stltoday.com/news/opinion/columns/the-platform/editorial-more-guns-in-schools-wrong-answer/article_08f58b15-955d-5460-bce8-42887a0c0215.html 

Posted on Thu, Dec. 27, 2012 05:18 PM

Thousands of parcels remain vacant, eroding Kansas City neighborhoods

The Star’s editorial | Banking on the Land Bank to curb blight

Vacant, nuisance properties have become Kansas City’s latter-day plague, a kind of urban gangrene that can create a chronic downdraft in property values. In neighborhoods where the problem is severe, vacant houses draw rats, squatters, drug dealers, vandals and midnight dumpers. 

It’s a long-term problem, one that can only be eased with a long-term fix built into the workings of local government. So far, the city has had, at best, only mixed success in dealing with the problem. A receivership ordinance approved a couple of years ago has had little effect so far. But a new agency made possible in 2012 offers hope of progress.

Authorized by a state law enacted during the summer, the city has created a Land Bank that began formal operations recently with adoption of bylaws. City officials and the agency’s new five-member board must move quickly in 2013 to get up to speed and begin moving vacant properties off the tax rolls and into the hands of tax-paying owners. 

In the coming months, the Kansas City Land Bank will receive all of the Jackson County Land Trust properties within the city limits — up to 4,000 pieces of real estate, most of them vacant lots. Unlike Land Trust, the Land Bank has more power to take control of properties and get them into the hands of competent, taxpaying owners.

The Land Bank will have significant revenue sources, including proceeds from real estate sales and the first three years of property taxes from new owners. In the future, it may have the power to issue bonds on its own authority.

If all goes well, over time the number of nuisance properties should begin to fall and the city’s annual expense for maintaining them — such as mowing vacant lots — will drop as well.

“I think we have the tools we need,” said David Park, deputy director of the Neighborhoods and Housing Services Department.

The estimated number of vacant, nuisance properties has bounced around in recent years. In 2009, officials put the number of vacant houses at about 4,000. Last year, a Federal Reserve estimate was 12,000, which is also the number of turned-off water hookups.

Still, some homes may be vacant simply because they’re between tenants. So during the summer, Park said his department sent out inspectors to get a more accurate count. The question was which homes were vacant but also had a code violation, indicating neglect. The total came to around 7,000.

Any way you slice it, a number of that magnitude is a major problem, degrading the city’s ability to draw money and people and build up its tax base. The first step in city-building is encouraging the people you have to stay and invest where they are — always a tough sell in bleak neighborhoods of mostly vacant lots, or areas blighted by decaying houses. 

Officials must take steps to ensure that Kansas City’s Land Bank avoids the traps of corruption and favoritism that in the past marred the record of some non-profits that strayed from the mission of improving city neighborhoods.

Soon after signing the Land Bank bill this summer, Gov. Jay Nixon said the new agency would “be able to rehab vacant homes and turn deserted buildings into a viable asset for economic development.” By this time in 2013, the Land Bank should be able to report that it has begun moving properties off the tax rolls and into the hands of new owners — and at a steadily increasing pace.


Read more here: http://www.kansascity.com/2012/12/27/3984056/the-stars-editorial-banking-on.html#storylink=cpy 
