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Missouri National Guard releases records involving soldiers who looted from Wal-Mart 
By Jeff Lehr news@joplinglobe.com
May 29, 2012

The Missouri National Guard has released records confirming that four soldiers were disciplined for taking merchandise from the ruins of a Wal-Mart store in Joplin one day after the tornado that devastated the city a year ago.

The names of the soldiers were redacted from the records released to the Globe by the Guard on Tuesday. They are identified only as three specialists and a sergeant who were part of a team of 16 soldiers assigned to look for survivors and assist in recovery operations on May 23, 2011, at the Wal-Mart store at 1501 S. Range Line Road.

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported last week that the Guard did not respond to an open-records request for details about purported post-tornado looting by Guard members.

Brig. Gen. Randy Alewel, commander of the 35th Engineer Brigade, had acknowledged that members of his unit took items after the tornado that claimed 161 lives and wiped out thousands of homes and businesses in Joplin. But Alewel had not provided any further details.

While the Guard is exempted from the Missouri Sunshine Law, Maj. Tammy Spicer said last week that the Guard seeks to provide “the maximum amount of information allowed under the laws that we follow.”

The 13 pages of memorandums released Tuesday reveal that an internal investigation determined that the soldiers took merchandise under the impression that it was going to be discarded by Wal-Mart.

Two specialists took hand-held Nintendo video game players valued at $138 and $169, according to the memos. A third specialist took a Kodak Easyshare camera priced at about $115. The sergeant took a notebook-size Nintendo video game player, some Xbox games and a headset, with an estimated combined retail value of $354.

The officer who conducted the investigation for the Guard reported that two of the specialists were working together in the same area of the store when they took items. Similarly, the sergeant and the third specialist were together when they decided to take items. But neither pairing was aware of the other two soldiers’ actions until they were confronted about the matter later in the week, and all four male soldiers admitted to taking items, according to the investigator’s findings.

The sergeant told the investigator that he had spoken to someone he believed to be a Wal-Mart employee about what would happen to the merchandise on the floor of the ruined store and was told that it would be destroyed. The sergeant acknowledged that he later was asked by the specialist working with him if it would be OK to take an item; he told him it would be since it was just going to be discarded.

The memos indicate that the thefts came to light when a female specialist saw that particular specialist put a video game player in his pocket and heard him ask the sergeant if that would be all right. She told the sergeant and the specialist that she thought it was wrong, and they told her the store was giving items away.

She later reported the matter to higher-ups “because she was frustrated no one would listen to her,” a memo states.

While all four soldiers admitted the thefts and returned the items to their superiors, the sergeant initially returned the video games but not the game player. When a staff sergeant confronted him about the missing game player, he brought one in. But it came to the attention of his superiors that the items he had returned all appeared to be used and not new enough to have just been on a store shelf.

The sergeant “ultimately admitted switching out” the video games and game player for used ones “because he had given the new one to his son and was embarrassed to ask for it back,” the records state. He then was made to turn in the ones he actually had taken.

The records show that the investigating officer recommended that the three specialists be demoted to privates first class and be issued formal letters of reprimand from the battalion commander to be placed in their files. The recommendation with respect to the sergeant was that he be demoted to specialist, that he receive a nonjudicial form of punishment, and that an administrative reprimand be placed in his file.

The records do not reveal what disciplinary measures were taken.

Advance guidance

MISSOURI NATIONAL GUARD records state that all soldiers who were deployed to assist in search and recovery efforts in Joplin after the May 22, 2011, tornado were told in advance “not to take anything other than essentials if they were offered by civilians.”

Soybean farmer’s group endorses Brunner for U.S. Senate
May 29, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
The Missouri Soybean Association announced their support for John Brunner in the three way Republican U.S. Senate primary to take on Sen. Claire McCaskill later this year.

The group’s political action committee voted unanimously to support Brunner, said Dale Ludwig, executive director of the Missouri Soybean Association, in a statement Tuesday.

“John Brunner knows first-hand how burdensome regulations can destroy family farms and small businesses, and he will lead the charge to fight for real regulatory reform that will protect our industry for future generations,” he said.

Brunner, who was endorsed by the John Deere PAC earlier this month, said he was proud to receive the endorsement, and pledged to oppose “needless EPA regulations.”

Mental illness haunts the relationship of brothers Chuck and Drew Graham
BY Laura Kebede, The Missourian

 Wednesday, May 30, 2012 | 6:00 a.m. 
Editor's note: This story is part of a semester-long collaboration of nine senior journalism students called Project 573. Now in its second year, the project lets students with different journalism backgrounds (print, photojournalism, radio, television and strategic communication) work together to shed light on a topic that doesn't get much attention.
This year's topic is mental illness in mid-Missouri. People living with mental illness face a harsh reality. Stigma surrounds disorders, and diminishing resources make help harder to find. While much of society ignores the problems, dedicated individuals work to fill the gap. 
An Unsung System tells the stories of these individuals. In upcoming weeks, you will find many of the stories in the Missourian, as well as on KBIA and KOMU. The entire project can be found at www.unsungsystem.project573.com.

COLUMBIA — One day in 2007, Chuck Graham went to his younger brother's apartment and found him on the floor, bleeding.

Drew Graham, who had struggled with the manic highs and dark lows of bipolar disorder for almost 25 years, had been isolating himself from friends and neighbors. He had slipped back into drug and alcohol addiction, and his brother worried that he was a suicide risk.

“I was always ready for getting the call that he’s not here,” Chuck Graham said. It was a fall — not self-inflicted harm — that caused the bleeding, but something needed to be done.

So Chuck Graham, then a Democratic state senator from Columbia, took steps to have his brother, then 40, committed to the Mid-Missouri Mental Health Center for 60 days.

Chuck Graham’s intervention was a turning point in the brothers’ relationship. They told their story over the kitchen table at Chuck Graham’s house one day in March.

Their father also suffered from bipolar disorder and alcoholism throughout his adult life after he was diagnosed in the mid-60s. When Drew Graham needed help managing his own demons, he would turn to his father for support.

But in 2007 the elder Graham was dying from lung cancer, the same sickness that claimed his wife in 1994. As he lay in the hospital, he no longer felt he had the strength to help Drew.

“(Dad) couldn’t handle the stress while he was in the hospital,” Chuck said. “Drew was begging to see him, … and he said ‘no.’”

Chuck had to tell his brother that he might not see their father again before he died. He also had to face another reality: When their father was gone, responsibility for Drew's care would shift to him.

Their father died later that year. Unable to consistently handle his own health care and financial decisions, Drew Graham feared losing control and ending up homeless.

In an act of self-preservation he granted Chuck Graham legal power of attorney, giving him authority to make decisions on his behalf.

“The only thing I had responsibility for before was me and my dog when I had one,” Chuck said, acknowledging his uneasiness at accepting responsibility for his brother’s affairs. “I was not nearly as understanding as my dad.”

Neither brother had married. There were no relatives close by. The only other option was to trust Drew's care to the county.

That option, they decided, was unacceptable.

“It’s not something you plan for, like children,” Chuck said. “This is thrust upon you.”

Chuck Graham, now 47, is a well-known figure in the region, in part because of politics – he served in both the state House and the Senate between 1996 to 2008 – and in part because of the active life he has led from his wheelchair.

A car accident when he was 16 broke his back and left him unable to walk. In the legislature, he was a vocal advocate for higher education, the interests of small-town residents and people with disabilities.

His career in and out of politics has largely focused on physical handicaps; he advocated for the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.

But his family’s experience with mental illness – battling societal stigma and navigating a complicated and sometimes indifferent system – also prompted him to share his story to address mental health issues in the legislature.

Growing up with Dad's disorder
When Chuck Graham was 12 years old, most of the other Boy Scouts brought their fathers along on the troop’s camping trip. Chuck Graham went alone, telling his friends his father was too busy.

He was embarrassed to tell them the truth: His father said he couldn’t spend the weekend without his beer.

More than 30 years later, Chuck Graham said it’s hard to tell whether mental illness or alcoholism left a bigger mark on his and his brother’s childhoods.

Although bipolar disorder and substance abuse do not have a known causal relationship, more than 50 percent of people with bipolar disorder engage in substance abuse, according to a report from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. Alcohol and drugs can serve as coping mechanisms and mood stabilizers for people whiplashed by bipolar disorders.

“But as a 12-year-old, you can’t figure stuff like that out,” Chuck Graham said.

Graham Sr. was diagnosed with bipolar disorder in the mid-1960s, about the time Chuck Graham was born. The disorder, known then as manic depression, was not yet officially recognized as a mental illness. People who couldn’t work because of their mood swings or had to be institutionalized did not qualify for government disability benefits.

Graham Sr. moved the family north from St. Louis to the small Mississippi River town of Louisiana, Mo., when Chuck Graham was still young. There Graham Sr. bought and ran a women’s clothing store.

But often his mental illness took over, hijacking his daily routine, distorting his demeanor and undermining his independence.

Graham Sr.’s wife, Joyce Graham, was trained as a nurse and dealt with her own share of personal challenges: She had muscular dystrophy. During her husband’s manic stages, she would take advantage of his restless energy by asking him to take care of bills and other chores. During the down periods, Graham Sr. slept a lot. On those days, Joyce Graham managed the dress shop until her husband could pull himself together.

“She kept the family functioning,” Chuck Graham said of his mother.

Manic episodes would find Graham Sr. awake for days straight, self-medicating with Budweiser and a three-pack-a-day Marlboro habit. Lack of sleep turned into lack of patience. The smallest things set him off.

“It was like walking on eggshells,” Drew Graham said. “You never knew what mood he would be in.”

The Grahams learned how to wait out the low times and manage the manic times. But Graham Sr. was eager to keep his illness a secret from the community. He had his antidepressants shipped to the house so even the local pharmacist wouldn’t know.

“There was a lot of shame, and he didn’t want them to know,” Chuck Graham said. “They didn’t go on talk shows and share (back then).”

With no one to talk to and drug remedies in their infancy, beer became Graham Sr.’s therapist.

“He had been seeing Auggie Busch,” Chuck Graham said.

Different accidents, different paths
The story is well-known by now: In 1981, 16-year-old Chuck Graham drove home from his girlfriend’s track meet and lost control of the car. His spinal cord was severed, and he had to adjust to life in a wheelchair.

As he recovered and acclimated to his new life, the community was compassionate and accepting.

“When he was about to go up on a curb or something, people would be like, ‘Oh, let me help,’ and he was like, ‘No, I got it,’” Drew Graham said. “It was almost like they were trying to be too helpful.”

Two years later, Chuck Graham left for the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, where he studied broadcast journalism and played wheelchair basketball.

Late that next year – less than two years after his older brother’s crippling accident — Drew Graham, then 15, and some friends were on their way to a college basketball game in Hannibal, when the driver lost control and hit an oncoming truck. Drew's spinal cord was damaged but not severed. He would eventually walk again, but over the years the pain in his hips would have him using a wheelchair.

As Drew Graham adjusted to his disabilities, he started relying on drugs and alcohol. He spent less and less time with friends.

“Between that and pot, I was pretty unproductive,” Drew Graham said.

But within a year of his accident, Drew Graham realized something else was wrong. It was hard to get out of bed in the morning. It was harder and harder to control his emotions. His parents drove him to the psychiatric unit at the Barnes-Jewish Hospital in St. Louis. Drew Graham was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and admitted for six months.

Drew Graham was prescribed five different antidepressants during his stay, trying each for 30 days while tracking his moods to test their effectiveness.

The drugs leveled his erratic moods, but they were expensive, and the side effects could be brutal. He felt tired and lethargic most of the time.  He didn’t like feeling as if his emotions were blocked.

After his release, he moved back home and began making a twice-a-month, 90-minute drive from Louisiana to the nearest psychiatrist. By then, the government had recognized bipolar disorder as a mental illness. Drew Graham qualified for Medicare because of his physical disability, so some of the cost of his mental health treatment was covered.

Drew Graham managed to graduate from high school on time, despite his illness. He attended two small colleges – he wanted to avoid the temptations of bigger party schools – before earning a bachelor’s degree in history education at what is now Hannibal-LaGrange University.

Entering the world of advocacy
Despite their shared history and experiences, the brothers grew apart after high school.

Chuck Graham graduated with a journalism degree in 1987 and began a career with a series of agencies for people with disabilities. But politics had been a passion since he was 11. It was his way of trying to make a positive impact on the world around him. He was invited to the White House for the Americans with Disabilities Act signing in 1990.

A year later, he returned to Missouri, where he was the Missouri coordinator for the ADA Project, which provides assistance and training for businesses. He kept the position until he was elected to the Missouri House of Representatives in 1996 at age 31.

Meanwhile, Drew Graham made his own way in the world of advocacy. In 1993, he joined an advisory board for Missouri Protection and Advocacy Services as a volunteer representative of those who receive mental health services. One initiative he championed was in support of shuttle services for residents of small towns traveling long distances to get psychiatric care.

Chuck Graham made his base in Columbia. Drew Graham stayed closer to home in Louisiana, where he could rely on his parents in times of crisis.

But for all the geographic and emotional distance, Chuck Graham carried his brother and father with him. In the legislature, Chuck Graham lobbied on behalf of mental health bills, using his story to illustrate impacts of mental illness on families.

When he was in the House, Rep. Vicky Riback Wilson, D-Columbia, and Rep. Tim Harlan, D-Columbia, worked on passing a mental health parity bill that required equal insurance coverage for mental health services as any other type of medical service. Chuck Graham helped gather votes.

Chuck Graham said the legislative debates over mental health issues often came down to cascading ideological differences. Those against mandating equal coverage said it was not the role of government. Those who did not see social services as a budget priority did not see mental health services as a social service priority. Mental health often ranked last on a list of concerns.

“I think a lot of people (in the legislature) just haven’t had personal experience with it,” he said. “If you’ve got personal experience, it certainly changes the dynamic.

“They understand a ramp. They understand handicapped parking. They understand service animals for people who are blind. But they can’t see a condition. They don’t understand it, and they tend to be more discriminatory toward those individuals. So (mental health) budgetary items fall to the wayside because people don’t understand it.”

Learning to manage
Drew Graham’s fall and re-hospitalization in 2007 proved a turning point. It took two years of careful medication and a series of moves — from the hospital to a nursing home to outpatient care — until he learned to manage his disorder. His last visit to his psychiatrist was three years ago, but he still gets medication from his primary physician.

He is careful to avoid stressful situations that could set him off.

“You plan your life around triggers,” Drew Graham said. “People with bipolar try not to get their expectations up too high, because if the outcome is low, they take it harder than most, and it can trigger depression.”

He keeps life simple and quiet. He shares a house in Columbia with Chris Hurt, his part-time caretaker. Chronic hip pain has him using a wheelchair again. Arthritis in his shoulders makes movement difficult. He spends most days in his room watching television from his hospital bed. The walls hold MU sports posters and a dry-erase board calendar noting his doctor's appointments.

He makes his own meals and attends to most of his personal needs. Hurt runs errands for Drew Graham, takes him to doctor’s appointments and is there if he falls or needs extra help.

He still tends to distance himself from his brother, especially if he feels a manic or depressive episode coming on. But when he feels up to it, Hurt takes him to visit Chuck Graham, who lives about two miles away.

“They (Chuck and Drew Graham) talk a lot more than they used to,” Hurt said. “Chuck stays pretty busy trying to handle his and Drew’s life.”

Chuck Graham now works as a consultant to the Americans with Disabilities Act Center and does private consulting for firms dealing with disability issues. Both brothers say they are closer now than they’ve ever been.

“We see what the other has to deal with, and we are more tolerant,” Chuck Graham said. “There’s a lot fewer F-bombs.”

They work together to make financial and health decisions for Drew Graham. They are having hard but necessary conversations as Chuck Graham takes on a larger role in Drew Graham’s care. They understand their need for support from the only family they have left.

“Patience, I think it was the hardest adjustment I had to make,” Chuck Graham said. “They say you lash out on the ones you love because they are the only ones around.”

Listen to an audio story on KBIA about Drew's experience in dealing with stigma from his physical and mental disabilities.
Steelman stops by Lee’s Summit for fundraiser
Tuesday, May. 29 2012 9:40AM

By Miranda Wycoffmwycoff@lsjournal.com
Republican Sarah Steelman – candidate for the U.S. Senate seat currently held by Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill – was in Lee’s Summit Tuesday for a fundraiser at Stonehaus Farms Winery where she took the time to sit down with the Journal.

Why are you running?

I hate to see what’s happening to our country. I’m worried about it and everywhere I go people are worried about the future for their kids and grandkids. I want to do something about it. 

What is one issue that you would like to address immediately if elected?

We have a financial disaster that is not being addressed. We need to quit spending money we do not have and get government out of the way. 

What are some things you would do specifically for Missourians and constituents in this area?

What I hear from people in Lee’s Summit are the same things people everywhere else are worried about. They’re worried about the price of gas. They’re worried about taxes because of the huge debt. They’re worried about Obamacare and how that’s going to affect small business. And they’re worried about the squeeze between providing for college-aged kids and their aging parents. All of those are economic issues and I think the government has gotten involved in too many places they don’t belong. 

Are you willing to work with those across the aisle to get things done?

I’ll work with anyone willing to help get our financial house in order. A lot of the things that need to be done in Washington is to change how Washington does things. I want to work to balance our budget and cut spending. And as long as they are willing to help me get that done, I am willing to work with them. 

Brandom to host campaign open house Saturday
Wednesday, May 30, 2012

Southeast Missourian

Rep. Ellen Brandom's candidacy for Missouri Senate will kick off in earnest on Saturday when she opens her campaign headquarters in Cape Girardeau and hosts an open house. The grand opening at 1621 Independence St. will include a meet-and-greet luncheon to be held from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. 

Brandom of Sikeston will face fellow Republican Rep. Wayne Wallingford of Cape Girardeau in the August 7 primary for Missouri's 27th District. No Democrats have filed, meaning the winner in August will automatically claim the seat. 

Brandom touts herself a conservative, pro-life candidate who has served the Sikeston-area 160th House district for six years. For 32 years, she and her husband owned and operated Hutter Oil Co. 

In a news release, Brandom called Saturday's open house a "great opportunity for me to listen to the concerns of the people and to share my vision on how we can move the area forward." 

Pertinent address: 1621 Independence St. 

Mo. Chamber legislative rankings offer bipartisan criticism
May 29, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 
The Missouri Chamber of Commerce released their annual legislative rankings Friday, ranking some of the top Republican lawmakers in the middle of the pack.

Outgoing House Speaker Steven Tilley ranked 120 in the list of 197 members of the General Assembly, giving him a “D” grade, or a 68 percent overall ranking. Similarly, the group gave House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey a 70 percent overall rating, or a “C.”

The Chamber’s rankings are based off of 17 votes on tax policy, labor and industry bills, environment and energy, workforce development, economic development, and legal reforms.

The Chamber gave secretary of state candidates state Sen. Bill Stouffer, Sen. Scott Rupp, and Rep. Shane Schoeller “A” grades. State Rep. Cole McNary, who is running for state treasurer, received a “B.”

House Education Committee Chairman Scott Dieckhaus, conservative state Rep. Eric Burlison, and vocal state Sen. Jason Crowell all ended up in the bottom half of the list.

Statewide Democratic candidates Jason Kander and Sara Lampe received negative grades from the Chamber. Kander received an “F,” receiving 51 percent, and Lampe received an “F,” with 46 percent.

In this election year, legislative rankings are an important rallying point, particularly in Republican primaries. Additionally, in each election cycle, the Missouri Chamber releases its own list of legislative endorsements close to the election.

Court limits Missouri harassment law based on Megan Meier case 

BY JENNIFER MANN and ROBERT PATRICK • stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 30, 2012 12:05 am

ST. LOUIS • The Missouri Supreme Court on Tuesday struck down part of the anti-stalking and harassment law that was prompted by the 2007 suicide of 13-year-old Megan Meier of Dardenne Prairie.

The unrelated case that prompted the review involved Danny Vaughn, who in October 2010 was charged with harassment under that statute and burglary for allegedly entering his former wife's home without her permission and making repeated unwanted telephone calls to her.

Attorneys for Vaughn argued the law is overly broad and violates due process and free speech rights.

They specifically challenged portions that allow charges against anyone who "knowingly makes repeated unwanted communication to another person" and who "without good cause engages in any other act with the purpose to frighten, intimidate, or cause emotional distress to another person."

A circuit court agreed on both challenges, and dismissed the case. The state appealed.

In its ruling Tuesday, the Supreme Court said the section making a criminal of someone who "knowingly makes repeated unwanted communication to another person" is overly broad and could have a "potential chilling effect upon political speech as well as everyday communications."

Judge William Ray Price Jr., who wrote the opinion, found that, "although the statute purports to criminalize 'harassment,' (this) subdivision, unlike the other subdivisions, does not require the conduct to actually harass in any sense of the word."

He wrote that the vague wording could, in effect, result in charges against individuals who keep picketing after being told their protests are unwanted, a Salvation Army bell-ringer who asks for donations after being told a passer-by is uninterested, or a teacher who calls on a student who previously asked to be left alone.

The court upheld another section that had been called into question, and sent Vaughn's case back to the trial court to be evaluated on that measure.

The 2008 law was prompted by revelations that followed Megan's suicide.

She killed herself shortly after learning that the person she believed to be her online boyfriend was a fake, and after receiving taunts from those in on the hoax.

Informed of the Tuesday's Supreme Court decision, the law's sponsor, State Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, said the panel that crafted the language had struggled with what constituted harassment.

Rupp said he would like to read the court's decision, and suggested that the statute's language could be tightened — something that happens all the time.

"They're will definitely be an appetite for that," he said.

Mo. governor signing veterans home legislation
May 30, 5:02 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon is preparing to sign legislation that will provide a dedicated funding source for Missouri's veterans nursing homes.

Nixon scheduled a bill-signing ceremony Wednesday at a state-run veterans home in Mexico, Mo. Similar events are expected around the state in coming days.

The legislation redirects casino fees that now benefit early childhood programs to a trust fund for the Missouri Veterans' Commission. Supporters say it's important to provide a permanent funding stream for veterans' homes because their trust fund has repeatedly been tapped in recent years to offset cuts in general revenue appropriations.

The bill is the first to be signed by Nixon since the Legislature ended its work May 18.

---

Veterans bill is HB1731

Mo. court strikes down part of 2008 harassment law 

May 29, 6:54 PM EDT

By CHRIS BLANK 

Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Supreme Court cited free-speech concerns Tuesday in striking down part of a state harassment law that was enacted after a teenager who was teased over the Internet committed suicide.

The 2008 law was intended to update harassment crimes by covering communication from computers, text messages and other electronic devices. It removed a requirement that messages be written or spoken over the telephone and defined harassment, in part, as covering anyone who "knowingly makes repeated unwanted communication to another person."

The Missouri Supreme Court concluded the new definition was unconstitutional because it was too broad, potentially restricting communication by political ads, teachers or even Salvation Army bell ringers.

The legislation was enacted after 13-year-old Megan Meier killed herself in October 2006. Megan, who had depression and attention deficit disorder, started communicating with "Josh" through MySpace pages. After talking for several weeks, the online messages she received turned mean, including one that stated he did not want to be her friend anymore.

Authorities said adult neighbor Lori Drew, her employee and her teenage daughter were involved in creating a fake MySpace profile of an attractive teenage boy - "Josh" - to see what Megan was saying about the daughter online. A jury in California found Drew guilty of three federal misdemeanors, but a judge overturned the verdicts and acquitted her. Federal prosecutors said in November 2009 that they would not appeal.

Megan's mother, Tina Meier, said Tuesday that the Missouri Supreme Court's ruling is disappointing and weakens existing protections. She said harassment cases already are difficult to prosecute and that she hopes lawmakers will re-examine the issue.

"We have a right for freedom of speech, but we don't have a right a right to repeatedly harass and threaten and stalk another person - whether it's face-to-face or through electronic communications," she said.

Meier has spoken out against bullying and cyberbullying, and in December 2007 founded the Megan Meier Foundation to increase awareness about bullying. In 2008, she testified before a state legislative committee about the harassment legislation. Several months later, Meier wore a pin with a picture of her daughter and stood nearby as then-Gov. Matt Blunt held a signing ceremony for the harassment legislation.

At issue in the case before the state's high court were 2010 criminal charges against Danny Vaughn for one count of burglary and one count of harassment. Prosecutors said he illegally entered the home of his former wife to harass her and made unwanted communications with her by repeatedly calling her after being told to stop.

A state trial judge dismissed the charges and concluded parts of the 2008 harassment law were vague and too broad.

The Supreme Court concurred that a portion was too broad but upheld another element that referenced the intent to frighten, intimidate or cause emotional distress. The case was transferred back to the trial court to deal with that portion.

In striking down part of the law, the Supreme Court said part of the harassment definition raised concerns over First Amendment free-speech rights and did not necessarily require unwanted communications actually to be harassing.

Judge William Ray Price Jr. wrote in the court's opinion that the law could chill political and everyday communicaitons.

"Individuals picketing a private or public entity would have to cease once they were informed their protestations were unwanted," Price wrote. "A teacher would be unable to call a second time on a student once the pupil asked to be left alone. Salvation Army bell-ringers collecting money for charity could be prosecuted for harassment if they ask a passerby for a donation after being told, `I've already given; please don't ask again.' "

Missouri still working on waiver application for No Child Left Behind

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Missouri education officials are tweaking the state's application for a waiver on parts of the federal No Child Left Behind law, saying they still expect approval.

The U.S. Department of Education on Tuesday granted eight more states waivers. They are: Connecticut, Delaware, Louisiana, Maryland, New York, North Carolina, Ohio and Rhode Island.

Missouri and Illinois are two of 18 applications still under review.

In a letter to Missouri Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro on April 17, federal officials requested additional details on Missouri's plan for holding Title I schools accountable and had concerns with "the lack of ambitious but achievable annual measurable objectives for all students." The letter also noted the lack of evidence that Missouri will implement rigorous interventions in priority and focus schools targeted to low-achieving students, English learners and students with disabilities. 

Officials said the application was strong in its plan for college and career ready standards in reading and math and its plan for high-quality teacher evaluations.

No Child Left Behind calls for all students to be proficient in reading and math by the year 2014. Last year, less than 18 percent of districts in the state met yearly goals required by the accountability rules of the federal law.

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan is offering states the opportunity to request flexibility from certain accountability provisions. 

States seeking waivers are required to focus on improving schools that score in the lowest 5 percent and those with the widest achievement gaps. But the application also requires states to make certain reforms, including changing teacher evaluations to partly include performance of their students.

If a state's application is approved, schools there could see changes in requirements under No Child Left Behind as soon as 2012-13.

States previously granted waivers include Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Tennessee.

Year’s end brings more change for students in KC Public Schools

By JOE ROBERTSON and MARÁ ROSE WILLIAMS

The Kansas City Star
Posted on Tue, May. 29, 2012 11:07 PM

Families in Kansas City’s “roulette” game of school choice are playing by the hundreds this year.

With the area’s largest charter school closing and Kansas City Public Schools taking back the contract for its African-centered education campus, the educational futures of more than 2,000 children are in play.

“I was looking out into the families’ faces,” said Tomika Booker of the year-end ceremonies in the final days for Kansas City’s Imagine Renaissance Academy charter school, where she chairs the board.

“It’s about change,” she said of the anxious looks. “And having no control of that change.”

They’re queuing up onto the growing waiting lists of other charter schools. Some are weighing the costs of Catholic school tuition. Some are trying to move to suburban districts.

Another choice — returning to Kansas City Public Schools — remains a hard sell.

“Our doors are open and we’re prepared to bring them home,” said Kansas City Superintendent Steve Green.

But it has been difficult to combat a poor history and impress on families that the district’s recent loss of accreditation does not impede the individual achievements of its students.

Nearly 1,200 district graduates this year are fanning out among more than 70 colleges and universities, according to the district, and they’ve earned more than $6 million in scholarships.

The district’s Lincoln College Preparatory Academy was once again named one of the nation’s top high schools in the annual rankings by U.S. News & World Report and Newsweek.

“The evidence (that children can succeed in the Kansas City district) is there in the schools,” Green said.

A majority of the families in the charter schools, however, had previously opted out of the Kansas City district for its pernicious problems with discipline, turnover in its leadership and overall lagging test scores.

Most parents aren’t looking to go to Kansas City, said Imagine parent Magaly Medina, even though the charter school of some 1,100 students itself was shut down by its sponsor, the University of Central Missouri, in large part because of persistently poor academic performance.

“This is difficult for all of us,” Medina said. “We don’t have many options.”

Another group of families, with the district’s African-centered education campus, are deciding whether they should stay in the district.

The campus had been run as a contract school by the Afrikan Centered Education Taskforce, led by the campus director, Audrey Bullard. But the district is ending the contract over management and financial issues and taking over control of the school.

For the most part, those families of more than 900 students are leaping into the same gamble of chasing new schools as the charter parents.

“What else can you do?” said parent Elaina Marshall, who had been dissatisfied in the Raytown School District and moved to Kansas City to put her children in the African-centered program. She no longer likes any of the education options in Kansas City — charter or otherwise.

“It’s heartbreaking,” she said. “If the school isn’t going to be run by Audrey Bullard, we’re packing up and moving to Texas. We’re 100 percent going to Austin.”

Families staying with the district’s school are nervous as well.

“I was wavering,” parent Donna Jackson said. “I’m scared. (But) I’m prayerful that the district will take an upswing, so that we won’t be known (for Kansas City’s problems) across the nation.”

As principal of Holy Cross Catholic School in Kansas City’s Northeast neighborhood, Jean Ferrara has watched these same family dilemmas play out every summer.

Her school, like the Kansas City district and many of the charters, serves a predominantly low-income, transient population. They’re moving a lot, many looking for free public education choices, many hoping to win charter lotteries, before deciding to bear the cost of a parochial school.

“They can’t wait because if you don’t work it out now, what does next year look like?” Ferrara said.

“Everybody plays this roulette to the end.”

Usually about 40 to 60 students are pre-enrolled at this point of the year for a school with capacity for 225, Ferrara said. This year, 156 already have enrolled.

Booker said about 70 percent of the Imagine Renaissance parents have made choices for next year, based on requests for student transcripts. She estimates 45 percent have found another charter school and about 10 percent have enrolled in Kansas City Public Schools. The remaining 45 percent are divided among parochial schools and other area public school districts.

Another charter school that is closing, Urban Community Leadership Academy, has 218 middle school students looking for new schools.

Principal Yvette Hayes said 45 students, or less than one-fourth so far, have found new schools. The most popular choices, she said, have been Lincoln in the Kansas City Public Schools and Cristo Rey, a Catholic school with a work study program.

As for the African-centered program, parents of about 110 children have turned in interest forms to continue at the school this fall, the district said. The district will be running a school, no matter how many students it can attract, spokeswoman Eileen Houston-Stewart said, and recruiting will continue.

Many of the families who haven’t landed somewhere have their names sitting on multiple waiting lists for charter schools.

Charters enroll some 10,000 students now, compared to more than 15,000 at Kansas City Public Schools. The rise in charters has been choppy at times with closures and failures scattered among successful, growing schools.

A new school, Crossroads, is opening downtown and some others are expanding, but not enough to satisfy demand, especially with the larger numbers cut loose from the closing schools.

Even with expanding its enrollment by 400 students, the Frontier School of Innovation charter still has a waiting list of around 200 students, Principal Cetin Demir said. Other schools also report lengthy waiting lists, likely containing many of the same names.

Frontier staff joined many school representatives at Imagine Renaissance school fairs for parents and got more applications than their school could handle.

“We told parents they would be on a wait list and still they filled out the papers to wait for a spot,” Demir said.

Derrick Thomas Academy charter school has been expanding its high school grades, and the desire to get into upper grades of charter schools seems especially intense, said Principal Shane Knight.

Parents are more nervous about middle and high schools, and the number of options is fewer.

“And that is a real travesty,” Knight said.

Medina, the parent at Imagine, received the letters this month that told her one of her children is in at Frontier and the other got into KIPP Endeavor Academy.

“It’s a relief to me,” she said. “I was blessed.”

The way Kansas City parent Deidra West sees it, she’s giving the school district a second chance.

Her daughters, in the seventh grade and pre-kindergarten, had been in the African-centered education contract school, and she is keeping them in the district’s school. Her children have done well so far, she said.

“I do believe the district does make positive changes on children,” she said. “I’m willing to give it another try. I’ll put in as much effort as I can as a mother to make this a successful year.”

 Mo. higher education officials plan conference 

 May 30, 5:02 AM EDT

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Officials of Missouri colleges and universities will gather next week for a daylong conference on issues including finances and academic quality.

The state Coordinating Board for Higher Educations is sponsoring the June 7 meeting in Columbia. It's expected to draw about 100 top administrators and members of governing boards, along with leaders of national organizations.

Coordinating Board chairwoman Kathy Swan says colleges and universities in Missouri face a common set of problems, including reduced funding and growing enrollments. Swan says the schools can learn from each other and from the national organizations.

On 5/29, Treasurer Zweifel highlights 529 savings plans

May 29, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 

— State Treasurer Clint Zweifel spent May 29, or 5/29, highlighting Missouri’s 529 college savings plans.

Zweifel visited students at Southwest Missouri State University’s Child Enrichment Center in Cape Girardeau Tuesday to read to students and discuss “MOST,” the state’s college savings plan.

“It is never too early for a child to start learning, and it is never too early for a family to start saving for higher education,” Zweifel said. “Starting a MOST 529 account can help each child in this room and in this state get one step closer to achieving their goals through higher education, whether a four-year, two-year, trade or technical school.”

In Missouri, the Treasurer’s office oversees 134,000 529 accounts, worth, in total, more than $1.8 billion. Investments in the plan, Zweifel said, can be used toward higher education expenses like tuition, room and board, books, and fees at many two year and four year institutions.

Missouri Gaming Commission chairman steps down

May 29, 2012 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Eli Yokley 

After three years on the job, Missouri Gaming Commission Chairman James Mathewson will step down.

Mathewson, who was appointed to the position by Gov. Jay Nixon in 2009 could have sought another term, but has decided not to do so.

During his tenure, Mathewson presided over the process that awarded the state’s last gaming license to the developers of a casino in Cape Girardeau in 2010.

Previously, Mathewson served as a state Representative and Senator, ending his career serving as Senate President Pro Tem for eight years.

Mathewson’s term expired on April 29th, but has not yet been replaced yet. Nixon can now name Mathewson’s successor.

Lawsuit seems to have stopped Franklin County board's prayers 

BY STEPHEN DEERE • sdeere@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8116 stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 30, 2012 12:00 am

UNION • The meeting on Tuesday began with a moment of silence — but no prayer.

Franklin County Presiding Commissioner John Griesheimer appeared to have, at least temporarily, ceded to demands from the American Civil Liberties Union of Eastern Missouri that he stop offering "sectarian" prayers at commission meetings.

In previous months, Griesheimer had prayed for rain, for the unemployed, and even for St. Louis Cardinals to win games. Typically he prayed "in Jesus' name," residents said.

But on this day, and at other recent meetings, Griesheimer had stopped praying publicly.

All because of a woman whose identity few know.

"I personally didn't have a problem with" the prayers, said Tim Baker, of Robertsville, who attended the meeting on Tuesday and is running for a commission seat later this year. "But someone did, and that's a shame."

That person complained to the ACLU, which sued the county and the three-member Franklin County Commission this month. The suit argues that Griesheimer violated the Constitution's prohibition on government backing a religion.

ACLU attorney Anthony Rothert said the resident who complained is afraid of being harassed and wants to remain anonymous.

Government bodies, including Congress, often begin meetings with an invocation. Yet it's pastors, priests, rabbis and other religious leaders who typically offer those prayers, not government leaders themselves.

Rothert has little objection to public prayers given by those outside government, assuming that the name of a particular god is not invoked.

"If it's an outsider, it's less attributable to the government," he said. "If they only invite Christian ministers, that's probably problematic."

Some Franklin County residents aren't happy that Griesheimer's prayers have been snuffed out. At previous commission meetings, two people have stood up and prayed during the public comment portion.

"We took it up ourselves," said Eric Reichert, one of those residents. "Maybe (the commissioners) can't, but we can damn sure (pray) ourselves."

Prayers at public meetings aren't hard to find in other counties, though it is religious leaders who handle the task.

Terri Kreitler, a Jefferson County councilwoman who coordinates the county's invocations, said both pastors and priests have given prayers. Kreitler said she wants to be inclusive and has even searched for a rabbi in the area.

"But I haven't found one yet," she said.

St. Charles County also invites local pastors for an invocation at County Council meetings. John Sonderegger, a county spokesman, acknowledged that the invocations were "mainly a Christian thing" but said he wasn't aware of any complaints.

The issue of prayer and government has been the subject of high-profile cases lately. This month, the town of Greece in upstate New York was found by a federal appeals court to have violated the Constitution by opening meetings with prayers that almost always were Christian.

In January, Forsyth County in North Carolina made headlines when the Supreme Court rejected an appeal of a ruling that banned sectarian prayer at the county's board of commissioners.

Franklin County leaders don't appear to want a long, drawn-out legal battle. Residents say Griesheimer, a former state senator who was elected to the county commission in 2010, stopped praying before meetings just after the county received a demand letter from the ACLU a few weeks ago. He even requested that audience members refrain from praying at commission meetings, they said.

Rothert noted that the commission has a rule preventing the public from speaking to items not on the agenda "but they didn't enforce it." He said if it's true that Griesheimer has asked people to stop praying at the meetings, then the lawsuit should be nearly resolved. The ACLU is seeking attorney fees, but at this point, those fees are only "a couple of hundred dollars," he said.

After Tuesday's meeting, Griesheimer declined to comment. The other two commissioners, Terry Wilson and Ann Schroeder, did not return calls seeking comment.

Franklin County resident Art LeBeau, who often attends the commission meetings, disagrees with Griesheimer on many issues, but said he supports him on praying.

He wishes he could figure out the identity of the anonymous woman. He would like to talk to her, though he isn't sure what he would say.

"I would do a lot of prayer first," he said.

CDC's new threshold for lead poisoning means more children in Missouri are at risk
By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff 

6:49 am on Tue, 05.29.12

The number of Missouri children facing risks from lead poisoning has risen sharply because a federal agency has lowered the threshold, saying youngsters can be harmed by ingesting even tiny amounts of lead. 
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Until recently, children were thought to be harmed if the level of lead in their bodies was as low as 10 micrograms for each deciliter of blood. About two weeks ago, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reduced the threshold to five micrograms.

The CDC adopted the rule because studies showed that many children who ingest large amounts of lead can suffer from physical and behavior problems. Though dust is a common problem, the lead can also come from imported toys, jewelry, pottery and other items containing lead-based paint.

The new rule means the number of Missouri children considered to have elevated blood lead levels has jumped 586 percent — to 4,887 from 712.  The new threshold also means the number of St. Louis children testing positive has risen to 1,436 from 320. That difference represents a 348 percent increase. Even so, city officials say, they foresee no problems in accommodating these new cases.

"The city's primary prevention strategies of education and remediation of lead hazards have helped to reduce childhood lead exposure significantly," says Pamela Walker, director of the St. Louis Health Department. 

In addition, she says the city has turned to an innovative approach of inspection and remediation of homes of pregnant mothers before their children are born. The positive results of that approach were the subject of a study in the March edition of the Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology. 

St. Louis tops the list in the number of Missouri children testing positive for lead, followed by St. Louis County, Kansas City, Jasper County and Jackson County.

Cities in some other states have worried about funding because Congress has reduced the CDC's anti-lead budget to $2 million from $29 million. But Walker says the city got only about 13 percent of its lead money from that source and gets another 70 percent from a Department of Housing and Urban Development grant. She adds the city Board of Aldermen is considering legislation for additional funding to offset the loss of federal dollars.

Walker says the city already has been focused for years on reaching families whose children have blood lead levels of 5 micrograms or higher and that the city will continue reaching out and encouraging vulnerable families to have their homes inspected for lead hazards. City officials note that the problem is more prevalent in some ZIP codes because of more children, older housing and other adverse socioeconomic conditions.

Among those pleased by the new lead threshold is Tom S. Hageman of the Simon Law Firm. He won a $1.2 million jury verdict about a decade ago on behalf of a city child who suffered lead poisoning. The judgment remains the largest ever obtained in Missouri.

 "There is no known safe level of lead in the body," Hageman says, "so the lower the threshold, the earlier the intervention and hopefully the number of exposed kids will be lower." He expects the new rule to lead to "heightened awareness, heightened education and intervention.  These will be good for individuals and public health."

County may see an increase

St. Louis County health officials didn't comment on the CDC's new rule and did not provide updated data on the number of children affected by it. But if the new threshold level had been in effect last year, the number of lead cases in the county would have risen to 573 from 59, a jump of 871 percent. It's likely that the numbers in the county would be somewhat lower, however, because of prevention and remediation work done in the past year.

One of the big targets of lead prevention has been property owned by the St. Louis school system. Richelle S. Clark, manager of the district's office of health services, notes that some proactive measures are in place: Preschool students must now have annual blood lead tests before enrolling.

"When the child is found to have an elevated lead level, the school nurse works with the family and the health-care provider to ensure appropriate follow-up treatment is completed," she says.

 The district has contracted with Environmental Consultants of Collinsville to address the district's lead issues. Jeffrey M. Faust, the company's principal, says the district has focused on reducing lead dust hazards in rooms where children spend most of their day. About half of the kindergartner and pre-kindergartner classrooms have been subjected to this approach.

"Obviously, our efforts are just part of an ongoing plan to reduce lead exposure in our schools," he says, adding that funding will affect how much is done to address the problem.

Some  supporters of stronger measures say more attention should be paid to lead dust. Carol Prombo, a lecturer in earth and planetary science at Washington University, offers a variation of a comment by former President Bill Clinton as a way to help the public understand what she says is the most harmful source of poisoning.

"It's the dust, stupid," she says, half humorously. "Kids are poisoned as a result of "ambient household dust in homes with old lead-laden windows and in places with high levels of lead in the soil," she says.

That tells her that parents could do much to reduce the exposure if the parents had a better understanding of the problem.

Many people assume children are poisoned only from eating paint chips and playing with lead-tainted toys imported from countries such as China, she says.

"If people understood that children get lead poisoned from the ambient household dust in their homes, lead exposure would drop like a rock."

MISSOURINET
National Guard releases discipline documents (AUDIO)
May 30, 2012 By Bob Priddy 

The Missouri National Guard has decided, after all to make public what it has done with four of its members accused of looting after the Joplin tornado.

The Guard had claimed in a St. Louis Post-Dispatch article about a week ago that it was exempt from the state’s open records law and did not have to say what discipline the four soldiers faced, generating statewide adverse publicity.

The guard now, under orders from Governor Nixon, its commander in chief, has released ten documents detailing the investigation of three Specialists and a Sergeant who were among 16 soldiers detailed to do recovery work at the demolished Wal-Mart Store.

The documents say they took some video games and a camera that were in the debris. Another Guard member turned them in. The Guard investigator says they made poor ethical decisions not consistent with Army Standards.

The documents say all four soldiers admit their actions were weong. All of the items taken were later returned. The Specialists have been demoted to Private First Class. Their Sergeant has been dropped to Specialist.

The Guard has not released their names. Spicer says that’s in keeping with the Uniform Code of Military Justice.


AUDIO: Interview with Maj. Spicer 10:27

House lawmakers plan to revisit sex offender registry changes in 2013
May 30, 2012 By Mike Lear 
Legislation in the 2012 session that would have made significant changes to the state’s sex offender registry won broad and overwhelming support in the House, but was blocked in the Senate. Lawmakers in both parties now say they’ll support the issue again in 2013. 

The proposal would have removed some people guilty of minor offenses from the registry altogether, and established a tiered system by which those convicted of more serious crimes could apply to be removed from it with a judge’s approval.

The bill never went to a hearing in the Senate. Attempts to amend it to other legislation also failed.

Democrat Chris Kelly (D-Columbia) says he will bring it back up next year. “I hope that we’ll be able to make progress on that both in terms of fairness to some of the people that are on there charged with very minor offenses and in terms of saving the state a lot of money.”

Kelly says being on the registry makes it hard for people to get jobs and earn a living.

“There’s everything on the list, you’ve got to remember, from people how are charged with sex trafficking to the 17-year-old kid and the 15-year-old kid … it’s wrong for those kids to have sex, but it’s not a sex crime and they don’t need to be on the register for the rest of their lives.”

House Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones (R-Eureka) agrees, the bill will be back next year. “I think it may have been one person who had a problem with that in the Senate, and so I definitely view that coming up (again). Another good criminal justice reform.”

This year the bill was carried by Representative Rodney Schad (R-Versailles), who will not be back in the House next session due to term limits.

MODOT cuts cuttings (AUDIO)
May 29, 2012 By Bob Priddy 
Missouri’s roadsides are going to be a little shaggier than usual this summer.   The transportation department hopes to save about $2.6 million eliminating one of the four mowings of medians and roadsides.  State Maintenance Engineer  Beth Wright says the department usually mows before each of the three major summer holidays and in October.  The department plans to skip its July 4th mowing this summer.  She thinks the department will save enough to resurface about fifty miles of road with asphalt or build about two-and-a-half miles of highway.  

District engineers have the flexibility to adjust the mowing schedule if the grass gets too tall.

  
AUDIO: Wright interview 3:45
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UPDATED: Jacob Turk criticizes new Missouri 5th District map

Lynn Horsley The Kansas City Star 

Jacob Turk, a candidate to represent Missouri's 5th Congressional District, running against Emanuel Cleaver, says the new redistricting map draws his house out of the district.

Turk, who has lived in the district for over 30 years, issued a statement today decrying the new map. Cleaver fired off his own rebuttal to Turk's comment.

Just last Friday, the Missouri Supreme Court upheld the new Congressional District plan for Missouri. 

Turk said his supporters have felt that the new District 5 was conspicuously drawn around Jacob and Donna Turk's home in Lee's Summit.

“I should be happy because the demographics of the new 5th District make it statistically more competitive for us to defeat Cleaver in November," Turk said in his statement. 

"We saved for a long time to pay off our home and afford a modest remodel of our kitchen. We did most of the work ourselves. Now we will have to move less than a mile away to be back in the District I lived in for 30 years. It is sad the political class would hurt so many people to try and scare me away from opposing Cleaver."

Turk said he agreed with one judge's dissenting opinion that the new plan is not good for any of the citizens around Kansas City who are in new districts.

But Cleaver issued his own statement in response: “I am saddened that anyone would resort to fact-free and baseless accusations to try and mislead the constituents of Missouri’s Fifth District. It is unfortunate that one of my Republican opponents is unhappy with redistricting, which was controlled by the Republican-led Missouri legislature and affirmed by the highest court of the state. For my part, I will continue working for all constituents, existing and new." 

Do politicians prefer plain speaking or high-falutin' language?
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

6:49 am on Tue, 05.29.12
WASHINGTON – “If you can't explain it to a 6-year-old,” Albert Einstein once wrote, “you don't understand it yourself.”

Is that message from a great physicist also applicable to politicians? A new study says members of Congress are now speaking in the House and Senate at nearly a full grade level lower than they did seven years ago.

To be sure, the current (literally) sophomoric average on Capitol Hill – at the 10.6 grade level – is still above that of the average American, who reads somewhere between the 8th and 9th grade level. But some politicians’ speech patterns seem to be trending a bit lower.

For example, when President Barack Obama gave the Joplin High School commencement address Monday night, his “spirit of Joplin” speech scored between a 7th and 8th grade level under one “readability index.” The same index rates Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon’s speech at the high school event between the 6th and 7th grade level.

Using that same measure of readability, an op-ed about the Joplin tornado anniversary by U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., was written at a level between 11th and 12th grade. And Blunt, a former high school history teacher, was ranked in the Sunlight Foundation study as typically speaking in Congress at close to the 11th grade level.

As for U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., her comments about Joplin to radio reporters this week scored at between the 9th and 10th grade level, and her overall Sunlight rating for congressional remarks was at about that grade range.

Is it a good idea for politicians to speak in terms understandable to grade schoolers when addressing high school seniors, most of whom will go on to college? Or, for that matter, does it make sense to use 12th grade language when talking to the general public?

“My working hypothesis is that speech that is written at a lower grade level will be understood by more people than speech written at a higher grade level,” said David C. Kimball, a political science professor at the University of Missouri at St. Louis.

Kimball and colleagues have used the Flesch-Kincaid readability scale to measure the language of ballot instructions, finding “evidence of fewer voter errors when ballots were well designed and written at a low grade level.”

To be sure, social scientists say that all of the “readability” measures – including Flesch-Kincaid, the Gunning Fogg index, the Coleman-Liau index and the Automated Readability Index -- have flaws and limitations. But Kimball said in an email that the Flesch-Kincaid scale is often used “in part because it is available in software programs like Word.”

(In its analysis above of the Joplin-related speeches and op-eds, the Beacon used an online utility that gives grade-level readings of Flesch-Kincaid and other indices.)

The Sunlight study, written by political scientist Lee Drutman, also is based mainly on a Flesch-Kincaid index analysis – in this case, of Congressional Record remarks. A blogger for Slate was unimpressed, calling the analysis “the latest attention-grabbing use of the Flesch-Kincaid test, an enormously reductive little tool that measures two things: how long one's sentences are and how big the words are in those sentences.”

Slate continued: “The results of that test are then rather brilliantly assigned a ‘grade-level,’ giving headline-writers everywhere a faux-scientific excuse to call politicians stupid.”

Is plain speaking a bad thing?

But then again, is plain speaking necessarily stupid speaking? It is true that President Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was assessed at an 11th grade level, but Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech was spoken at the 9th grade level.

President Harry S Truman, famous for plain speaking, also tended to express himself in simple language. His 1951 speech explaining his dismissal of Gen. Douglas MacArthur from the Korea War command gets a score between the 8th and 9th grade. Mark Twain tended to clock in at the 9th grade level, Harper Lee’s novel “To Kill a Mockingbird” is at the 6th grade level. Major newspapers tend to be written at least at the 11th grade – and sometimes as high as the 14th grade – level.

In an analysis earlier this year, a University of Minnesota website found that Obama’s State of the Union address in January was measured at about the 8th grade level for the third straight year – as opposed to the historical average for State of the Union speeches at between the 10th and 11th grade levels.

(Click here for comparisons of the complexity level of State of the Union speeches and those of well-known texts.)

Political scientist Drutman says the Sunlight analysis of congressional speeches found that:

•The most moderate members of both parties tend to speak at higher grade levels while the most extreme members speak at lower grade levels.

•Since 2005, Democrats on average have overtaken Republicans as speaking at slightly higher grade levels.

•Some decline in average grade level since then seems to result from junior lawmakers speaking in simpler terms than senior members. But there also seems to be a trend of senior lawmakers simplifying their speech patterns.

In Missouri’s congressional delegation, two of the most conservative House members tend to be the plainest speakers, with U.S. Reps. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, and Vicky Hartzler, R-Harrison, ranking as the 6th and 7th “lowest” grade levels, respectively, among the 530 members of Congress in the database.

But a spokesman explained that Akin, whose Congressional Record comments were rated at slightly over the 8th grade level, prides himself on the clarity of his remarks. “It is clear for those who have any dealings with the congressman that he speaks in a compelling, sincere and intelligent fashion,” said the spokesman, Steve Taylor. He said Akin “often opts to speak extemporaneously and without written aids, which I believe speaks again to his sincere and affable manner of address.”

The conservative/liberal analogy is jumbled when looking at the scores of other members of the state’s delegation. Another mostly conservative Missourian, U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, R-Tarkio, is ranked as the state’s highest-level speaker, at a 13th grade level (ranked 501 out of 530). Also speaking at a relatively educated level are conservative U.S. Reps. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth (between 11th and 12th grade) and more moderate Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau (12th grade). Trained auctioneer U.S. Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield, was nearly at the 10th grade level.

On the liberal end of the political spectrum, local Democrats are all at about the 12th grade level, including U.S. Reps. Lacy Clay (12th grade) and Russ Carnahan (grade 12.6), both D-St. Louis; and Jerry Costello (12th), D-Belleville. U.S. Rep. John Shimkus, R-Collinsville, was rated at the 10th grade level. In the Sunlight analysis, the average congressional score was between the 10th and 11th grade.

Among Missouri and Illinois senators, U.S. Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., was scored at the highest level, between 12th and 13th grade. Blunt was second at grade 10.8; followed by U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., at grade 10.3 and McCaskill at grade 9.6.

Durbin, the second-ranking Senate Democrat, stands out in the analysis for his use of what the authors call “top SAT words”  – the sometimes difficult words that show up on college-entrance tests. The analysis found that Durbin used 26 different top SAT words, and a total of 122, ranking a close second to Sen. Pat Leahy, D-Vt. Both are high-ranking members of the Senate Judiciary Committee.

Durbin also is a Senate leader in using a particular SAT word, “enhance” – although the 11 times he used that word ranks far behind Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid’s record 142 uses of the word “compromise” – the SAT word most often used in Congress, at 1,820 times. The other top SAT words used in Capitol Hill speeches were: prosperity (923 times), integrity (883 times), and exemplary (582).

Does using words like “exemplary” and “integrity” enhance the effectiveness of a speech? Some critics, questioning Einstein’s plea for simplicity, argue that not all concepts can be accurately described in simple terms.

As Groucho Marx once quipped about a puzzling text: “A child of 5 would understand this. Send someone to fetch a child of 5.”
 Poll: McCaskill In Tight Senate Race In Missouri 

4:42 PM EDT, Tuesday May 29, 2012 
Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill is locked in a tight race against the three Republican candidates vying to challenge her, according to a new survey by Democratic-leaning Public Policy Polling.

The new survey has McCaskill tied with former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman at 44 percent each; McCaskill leads businessman John Brunner 46 percent to 44 percent; and Rep. Todd Akin edges out McCaskill 44 percent to 44 percent. The survey of 602 registered voters was conducted from May 24-27, and has a 4 percent margin of error.

The poll also shows McCaskill with only a 40 percent approval rating, and 50 percent disapproval. PPP President Dean Debnam writes: “Once Republicans are unified around their nominee she could find herself as the underdog.”

The TPM Poll Average shows McCaskill barely leading Steelman, 43.7 percent to 42.3 percent.

3P Poll Missouri GOP Primary “Basically a 3-Way Tie”

Micheal Mahoney, 20 pounds of Headlines

This entry was posted on Tuesday, May 29th, 2012 at 5:40 pm 

The Public Policy Polling firm, a Democratic leaning organization shows the Missouri GOP Senate primary tightening up. Here’s the 3P numbers as the race heads into the critical final weeks Steelman: 28%

Brunner: 25%

Akin: 23%

Nixon may be casting a glance at the future 

Bill McClellan stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 30, 2012 12:00 am | 

Gov. Jay Nixon speaks during the Faith-Based Organization Disaster Initiative Workshop, held at the Eden Theological Seminary in Webster Groves on Friday, April 27, 2012. Photo by Johnny Andrews, jandrews@post-dispatch.com

...In the final days of the legislative session in Jefferson City, lawmakers passed a bill that would impose local sales taxes on vehicles purchased outside the state if those vehicles are required to be registered with the director of revenue.

That used to be done, and it makes sense on two levels. First, cities and counties need the money. Second, if a consumer could escape local sales taxes by buying a car out of state, Missouri car dealerships would be at a disadvantage.

Gov. Jay Nixon immediately expressed his unhappiness with the bill. He said it would "improperly impose a tax increase."

Would he say that because he's running for re-election?

I don't think so. It's not as if the Republicans would be able to use it against him. This was pretty much their bill. What's more, it passed with overwhelming support in both houses — 32-0 in the Senate and 122-22 in the House. The Republicans could hardly blame it on the governor.

Perhaps he's looking down the road.

Assuming he wins re-election in November, he will be term-limited out in 2016. That's when U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt will be up for re-election.

But I suspect the governor has bigger things on his mind. How does President Jay Nixon sound? Don't laugh.

President Barack Obama is an outlier. Democrats do not look toward the Senate for their presidential candidates. They look for Southern governors. Bill Clinton of Arkansas. Jimmy Carter of Georgia.

Excepting Obama, you have to go to LBJ to find a Democratic president who didn't come from a Southern statehouse, and he had the advantage of being vice president.

If Nixon wins handily in November, as now seems likely, he would have to be on everybody's short list in 2016. Although he has been in politics seemingly forever, he will be only 60. More importantly, he will be a center-right Southern governor with a history of red state success. Remember, he got 58 percent of the vote four years ago, when Obama couldn't carry Missouri. He might well duplicate that this year.

Who would be his opposition for the nomination? No Democrat is challenging Obama this year, and the two main challengers from four years ago — Hillary Clinton and John Edwards — are unlikely and impossible. Clinton will be 69 by November 2016, and that is getting old for somebody running for a first term.

By the way, Vice President Joe Biden will be 74.

I am not suggesting Nixon would be a shoo-in for the nomination, only that he would be a serious candidate. How do things have to break for him to make it?

The best-case scenario would be for Obama to lose in November. If Obama wins, 2016 figures to be a Republican year. Eight years of one party in the White House is usually enough.

In the event of an Obama victory this November, there is a likelihood the Republicans will have a strong candidate in 2016. Some of the A-list Republicans — most notably Jeb Bush and Chris Christie — opted to sit out this election. Bush will be 63 and Christie 54 in 2016.

But if Romney beats Obama in November, Romney will almost certainly be the Republican candidate in 2016. It's better to face a weak incumbent than a strong challenger. Ask Carter about that.

It is, of course, impossible to figure out how things will be in four years. But if you assume there will be hyper-partisanship and gridlock at home, and disasters of various sorts overseas, Romney could be in trouble.

Sadly for him, he has no strong base with which to ride out trouble. In fact, Nixon, a Methodist with rural Jefferson County roots, might be more palatable to a lot of Southerners than Romney. And no Republican can win without the South.

If you're Nixon, you have to be thinking along these lines. Imagine realizing that you are on a very short list of people who might be president in four years.

Much of it is out of your control. You can only watch what happens in November. If Obama wins, you still have a good chance at the nomination in 2016, but you'd be running against the wind.

If Romney wins in November, you can only watch what happens in Washington and overseas. You just have to be patient.

For a short time, you can remain under the radar. But almost as soon as this election is in the books, the pundits will start talking about the next one.

When those pundits start talking, somebody is going to be bring up the name of the two-term governor of Missouri. You don't want them saying that he raised taxes.

By the way, the governor has not yet acted on the bill imposing sales taxes. He can sign it, or not sign it and let it go into effect, or he can veto it. He has until mid-July to decide what to do.

Guarding Secrecy (update)

Posted on May 29, 2012 by Bob Priddy 
The National Guard has released documents (see inline below) outlining the discipline meted out to some soldiers who took some things from the wrecked Wal-Mart store in Joplin after the tornado. The Guard has taken some heavy criticism in the last week or so, starting with a St. Louis Post-Dispatch article that was picked up and circulated statewide by the Associated Press, for refusing to divulge information about members who were involved in looting while they were on recovery operations, including comments made in this space last Friday.

The situation put the Guard — which is proud of its long, long record of service at home and overseas–in a position most of us found contradictory to our previous relationships with the organization. Governor Nixon, the commander-in-chief of the organization, ordered the release of the information.

The Guard released ten reports on the incident covering what happened, who was involved, and the discipline recommended. Four of the sixteen soldiers detailed to Wal-Mart took some video games and a camera that were being bulldozed into a pile of things to be thrown away. At its peak the National Guard had about 275 members involved in Joplin recovery efforts and still has some soldiers there to help with the Better Jobs Recovery Program.

The Guard blacked out the names of the soldiers involved, three specialists and a sergeant. All were busted to a lower rank for making poor decisions “not consistent with Army standards.” All four admitted later they came to think their actions were wrong and expressed regret for their actions. But Major Tammy Spicer, with whom we have worked since she was a lieutenant, told us “The decisions these soldiers made were inexcusable under all circumstances and just do not meet the army values.”

We didn’t get the names of the four and an argument by those of us in the press that the names should be made public can be made. Major Spicer told us the redacting of the names is in keeping with the Uniform Code of Military Justice guidelines. A wrestling match with the UCMJ is not something the Missourinet wants to climb into the ring for today.

The big question was what had been done with the soldiers who light-fingered some stuff at the destroyed Wal-Mart. We now know. Major Spicer does not know if the soldiers are still in the National Guard.

Perhaps the entire unfortunate incident has created a useful precedent for the Missouri National Guard. Guarding the Guard is not always a good policy for an organization that has such a great heritage of serving the public.
Missouri National Guard documents
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Editorial: Health Care Act saves Missourians $64.5 million. Maybe.

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 30, 2012 12:10 am | 

...Last year Missouri residents and businesses overpaid insurance companies by $64.5 million for health coverage. The insurance companies have until Aug. 1 to give it back.

There's just one catch: The refunds are required by a federal law that cracks down on companies that spend too little of patients' premiums on health care and too much on administrative costs, profits and executive compensation.

The law is the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010, a.k.a. the ACA, a.k.a. Big Bad Obamacare. Among other things, it keeps insurance companies from overcharging policyholders.

Sometime in June, the U.S. Supreme Court will declare whether the ACA is constitutional and, if not, whether the entire law is invalid or just parts of it. If just parts of it fail to survive judicial scrutiny, the court will identify which parts they are and which ones survive.

If the court throws out the entire law, 655,000 Missourians can kiss their $64.5 million in refunds goodbye — part of $1.3 billion owed to American individuals, small businesses and large corporations overall for 2011 alone.

The same fate would befall refunds for future years in which insurance companies fail to spend 80 percent or 85 percent of their premiums on patient care and quality improvement measures, a comparison called the medical loss ratio.

The refund amounts for 2011 are based on figures insurance companies now must report annually to the National Association of Insurance Commissioners. Preliminary estimates of those numbers, accessible to the public under transparency provisions of the same law, have been analyzed by the non-profit Kaiser Family Foundation and the Consumers Union to produce national and state-by-state data for the three main selling categories of health insurance: individual policies, small-group policies and large-group polices.

In Missouri, 60 percent of all the people with individual policies were insured by 10 plans that must issue rebates. The national average for the category was 31 percent, according to the Kaiser analysis. Only in seven other states were a higher percentage of enrollees eligible for rebates.

These policyholders will split an estimated $18.4 million. A little more than half — $9.3 million — will come from Healthy Alliance (Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield, owned by WellPoint Inc.), which has more than 50,000 Missouri enrollees with individual coverage.

Small businesses and other small groups with 246,000 enrollees in Missouri will share $33.3 million in rebates from five health insurance companies. Anthem's Healthy Alliance, with 10,500 small group policies, is responsible for nearly $20 million of the total, with Blue Cross Blue Shield of Kansas City (another Anthem unit) accounting for $5.5 million. Employees and employers will share the rebates because they share the cost of premiums.

Seventy-two percent of all people covered by small group policies in Missouri are eligible for rebates based on inadequate medical loss ratios. That's the fifth-highest percentage in the country, with a national average of 28 percent.

Thirty-two percent of Missourians covered by large group policies in 2011 will share $12.7 million in premium rebates with their employers. That is significantly higher than the national average of 19 percent. Illinois percentages in all three categories are about a third of Missouri's.

We'll learn in coming weeks whether the ACA — or part of it — remains the law of the land. In the meantime, its many provisions continue to roll out on the timetable prescribed by Congress. And Americans continue to welcome them.

Among those already in effect or being phased in: allowing coverage for children up to age 26 under their parents' policies; prohibiting companies from canceling coverage if people get seriously ill; prohibiting the denial of coverage to people with preexisting conditions; eliminating annual and lifetime dollar limits on coverage; identifying insurers that want large rate increases and requiring the rates to be justified; eliminating co-pays and deductibles for a wide variety of preventive health services including annual checkups, immunizations and screenings for various diseases and conditions and gradual elimination of the Medicare coverage gap for prescription medications for seniors.

The rebates due this summer are one more example of the value and importance of reasonable government regulation and oversight of a complex industry responsible for 16 percent of all the economic activity in the United States.

The Supreme Court would be extremely unwise to nullify it all.

Our View: Taxpayers deserve better
Anonymous The Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe Tue May 29, 2012, 09:27 AM CDT 

Legislators who fail to work together to fix problems in their state may not reach a compromise, but they do compromise their state and the taxpayers.
That said, we’re glad to get this past Missouri legislative session — one with limited accomplishments — behind us.
Telling were remarks made last week by local legislators as they discussed the end of the session with Globe reporter Susan Redden.
“We stopped a lot of bad bills,” said Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar.
OK, so there was that. And, there are times when the best vote is a ‘no’ vote.
Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, was also frustrated and pointed to the Senate as the problem.
“There were too many people who forgot how to negotiate and work to compromise. But it will be different next year,” Richard said, referencing turnover as a result of term limits.
Apparently it was so bad that a bipartisan group of senators, including Richard, met early in May to discuss overthrowing Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer in order to end an impasse over the state budget.
Mayer, according to reporting by The Columbia Tribune, used his power over Senate communication to refuse a House message that it had passed a bill with language essential to making spending balance.
The impasse would have kept legislators in special session until a budget was passed. It also would have cost taxpayers more money.
It would have been a gutsy move on the part of those senators and it only now is coming to light. Only once has the Senate deposed a sitting president pro tem, according to the Tribune.
Richard, known for his candid style, was one of few willing to speak to the Tribune on the record about the meeting and the near public power struggle.
“You don’t do those things lightly,” Richard told the Tribune.
We appreciate his role in getting the budget passed.
Some of the factions in the Senate should be resolved by next year, if for no other reason than term-limit turnover.
But, we expect there will be those on both sides of the aisle who will forget they are working to bring about solutions.
Missourians deserve better than what they got in the past session.

Editorial: Oops, Missouri's revolving door worse than we thought 

By the Editorial Board stltoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 30, 2012 12:15 am 
Full disclosure: We made a mistake in our editorial on Monday lamenting the annual revolving door process whereby some Missouri lawmakers trade in their public offices for lobbying jobs.

It's actually worse than we reported.

We reported that Missouri House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, planned to resign his legislative seat to take a job next week as director of governmental affairs for construction giant Burns & McDonnell.

It turns out that he isn't resigning. He's going to stay on the public payroll even as he joins the Burns & McDonnnell payroll.

That makes the potential for an ethical lapse even worse.

Over the next several months, including the veto session in September, Mr. Talboy will be in charge of the company's lobbying effort even as he collects his legislative salary.

To his credit, Mr. Talboy understands the danger of such an arrangement. He said he will "not be doing anything with the Legislature at all" until his term is up in January. He told us that if there were a special session on the schedule, like last year's wasted effort dealing with tax credits, he'd have to rethink his situation.

True enough, there is not a lot for most lawmakers to do in the next several months, particularly those in the minority party. Most will be running for reelection, some of them relying on campaign donations from Mr. Talboy's new employer. Those donations, Mr. Talboy said, were decided upon before he took the lobbying job.

Make no mistake, Mr. Talboy's double duty here is nowhere near as egregious as when former St. Charles Republican Carl Bearden served as a lobbyist while in public office, or when former speaker of the House Rod Jetton, also a Republican, did double duty as a political consultant.

But the fact is that there's nothing stopping Mr. Talboy or any other lawmaker from doing today what Mr. Bearden or Mr. Jetton did just a few years ago. He's not, and that's good. But he could, and that's completely unacceptable. He should resign immediately.

Promising idea offers 'hand up' 

Our opinion
Posted: Tuesday, May 29, 2012 10:36 pm | Updated: 11:00 am, Wed May 30, 2012. 
The ultimate goal of any public assistance program is to empower recipients so they no longer have need of it. Experience has taught us the transition is not usually a smooth one.

A new “Hand-Up Program” dreamed up by state Sen. Dr. Rob Schaaf and his son, Robert, will try to offer a cushion to enable more people to succeed. The child care subsidy benefit pilot program was approved by the Missouri General Assembly on the last day of its legislative session this year. It has a budget of $100,000 and will be offered in one rural and one urban county next year.

The program addresses a paradox low-income workers face. If they work their way up to get a pay raise or better job, assistance for child care expenses can be cut. Too often, this means a pay raise effectively becomes a wage cut and removes the incentive to advance.

Under the pilot program, child care subsidies would move on a sliding scale. Parents would pay a premium based on the amount their adjusted gross income exceeds the normal limit. “For every dollar you make, you should be able to keep part of it,” Robert Schaaf says. “That way people can work their way out of poverty.”

This proposal looks to provide a winning solution for both workers and taxpayers. Child care often is the biggest obstacle for single parents to maintain employment. Addressing this need opens up an opportunity for steady work and the incentive to advance in a career.

Northwest Missouri would be an ideal rural location to test this concept. It also is sensible to start with a small project. The state will be monitoring it closely and, if it proves feasible, we hope legislators consider expanding it.

If “Hand-Up” child care assistance succeeds, users soon will not need it.

Letters | Tornado wedding, stadium buses, Israel’s defense
Posted on Tue, May. 29, 2012 06:07 PM
Evolving U.S. politics

As an independent thinker and voter, I am asking whether any other independent thinkers and voters are noticing that on one side name-calling has replaced reasoned argument and on that same side politicians are evolving, while on the other side politicians are flip-flopping?

Naomi Karmeier

Kansas City

Loss of stadium buses

More than a few letter writers have lamented that this city offers no public transportation to its baseball stadium at the Truman Sports Complex. Considering that these services were terminated around the year the Power & Light District opened, I would suggest that the person who designed the ridiculous MAX bus line, and you have to believe it is one individual, be pink slipped.

Homer Glasgow

Kansas City

Overdone food deserts

“Mooch”-elle Obama has pontificated about “food deserts” and the problems they create.

She and the lame-stream media define a “food desert” as having a food store more than one mile from where people live and no transportation to get there.

Well, I live 1.2 miles from Target, the nearest food store, so I live in a “food desert.”

“Mooch”-elle buys lobster (her favorite food) by the boxcar to feed her supporters at lavish parties. 

Sometimes it requires several taxpayer-financed flights to haul “Mooch”-elle Obama, a load of lobster and her entourage of campaign supporters and media sycophants to these far-flung party venues.

The United States seems as if it is the only country where the poor are fat. 

“Mooch”-elle tells us that is because the poor live in “food deserts.”

“Mooch”-elle believes we live in a deprived place.

Helen Gough

Lee’s Summit

Israel’s right to defense

Some letter writers have criticized Israel for having nuclear weapons, its supposed arrogance and for not disclosing how many nuclear weapons it has.

I see Israel differently. It is probably the only real democracy in that part of the world.

Israel shows restraint, considering that rockets from Palestine frequently kill innocent children and citizens. Yet Israel does not bomb Palestine.

With the Iranian president promising to wipe out all the Jews in Israel and with Palestinians firing rockets, it’s no wonder Israel must be well-armed to protect itself.

I say we stop giving money to our enemies and supply our close ally and friend, Israel, with any and all help she may require. Israel should probably consider a strike on Iran.

Don’t forget the many Jewish scientists who have given the world many medicines and medical advances and cures. What has Iran or Palestine ever contributed to the world since the Arabic alphabet and numbers?

Bob Patterson

Lee’s Summit

Story in poor taste

This is in reference to the May 25 Associated Press article, “Bride, groom .... and tornado.” The article refers to the notoriety the wedding photographer is getting and how fast the video took off and went viral on YouTube. The groom even mentions that the tornadoes touching down were the least of his worries.

When will people finally stop the sensationalism and remember how precious life is? The Kansas City Star just ran stories (5/20, A1, “The hardest call”) on the coroner in Joplin and a man whose wife was killed in the tornado. The story was heart-wrenching for the young coroner and even sadder for the husband who visits his wife’s grave every day and “talks to his wife” and “tells her about the kids.”

I think the story even being written by AP’s Heather Hollingsworth was in poor taste, being that this is the one-year anniversary of the Joplin tornado. One picture of a couple getting wedding pictures taken with tornadoes behind them is “surreal,” they said, and a grieving man at the grave of his young wife speaks volumes.

Karen Zentz

Raymore

Price-gouged motorists

A recent letter writer said she had a 1969 car that got 40 miles per gallon and wonders why current vehicles have not improved on that mileage.

The oil companies have profited from our consumptive driving habits, but we also pay a tax on each gallon of gasoline purchased.

The driver filling a 30-gallon tank will pay more taxes than someone filling a 10-gallon tank. That’s something to think about when questioning why vehicles today do not have better mileage.

Jeanette LePique

Kansas City

Pawn for Republicans

We are being continually bombarded by bunk about Sen. Claire McCaskill on the television from right-wing political action committees. Imagine how we supporters feel about The Star’s critical comment about her late payment of property tax and a fine of $197.

This “big news” makes The Star look like a pawn of the GOP and petty.

George Baggett

Kansas City

Supreme Court bias

Consider Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, because of his friendship with Vice President Dick Cheney, should have recused himself, but his vote made George W. Bush president. Result was an unjust war and thousands of Americans dead and wounded — and policies that resulted in the second-biggest recession in America’s history.

Recently, a Supreme Court ruling has allowed a staggering amount of dollars from undisclosed sources for the 2012 presidential election. Both sides of the aisle agree it was a horrendous decision.

Now, one vote from a member of the Supreme Court can throw millions of needy citizens under the health care bus. That one vote is Clarence Thomas’ — who should recuse himself because his wife is a beneficiary of the Koch brothers and lobbies against Obama’s health care plan. Thomas has admitted that he agrees with his wife’s health care position.

Why is he allowed a vote when his negative position is already known? Our present Supreme Court’s decisions have proved to be the worst in memory.

What will the justices, with their obvious political bias, do next to disregard the needs of American citizens?

William R. Park Sr.

Shawnee

Working for women

Only government can effectively build roads and deliver police and fire protection. But everywhere you look, communities are curtailing these services that are so important to attracting companies with jobs.

Yet some people demand we divert taxpayer money from these programs to pay for free contraceptives. And those who prefer to spend taxpayer dollars on streets, police and firefighters are said to be “at war with women.”

The real war on women comes from the dismal economic policies of President Barack Obama that scare jobs and investors out of America. The true war casualties are reduced salaries and loss of job opportunities created by over-regulation and government hostilities to businesses.

A mere increase of $9 ($4 at Target) a month in salary gives a woman the freedom to choose for herself. Have we lost perspective?

Let’s all join together and focus on building strong infrastructures to stimulate economic growth that will yield more demand for all workers. Let’s streamline our business regulation and create tax incentives for more jobs. Let’s spend our tax dollars in ways that really improve the lives of all American men and women.

Michael Sanders

Lenexa

Corporations as people

In 2013, the Internal Revenue Service will bring in $2.9 trillion. About 47 percent of this will be from income taxes.

A piddling 12 percent of the $2.9 trillion will come from corporate taxes. If corporations are people, shouldn’t they pay taxes like the rest of us?

Roger Goldblatt

Kansas City

Hartzler in touch

Regarding Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler, having served as chief operating officer of a manufacturer that provided 50 direct jobs and 20 to 30 indirect jobs, I know Rep. Hartzler is correct to say there are more than a few individuals who turn down decent-paying, good-benefit jobs to stay home and live off extended government supplements.

Each dollar spent on these ever-expanding programs is a dollar we as businessmen cannot put into research and development, expansion of facilities or other growth aspects of industry.

Regardless of whether anyone sides with the left or right, I think both would agree job creation is crucial to the economic recovery of this area and our country.

Hartzler’s record also shows she has participated in an impressive number of town hall meetings and visited scores of people in her district to get feedback, and her office has followed up on each communication received with a professionalism lost in today’s political environment. I would challenge anyone who knows Rep. Hartzler’s schedule and is intimately familiar with the hours she puts in each week to classify her as “out of touch.”

Michael D. Vogt

Harrisonville
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St. Louis must address shortage of affordable housing

As St. Louis completes its budget for the coming year, it should consider that there is an affordable housing shortage that needs to be addressed. In March, the Behavioral Health Network of Greater St. Louis completed a housing needs assessment for people with mental illness and addiction disorders who are receiving treatment in the St. Louis region, including outlying counties of Franklin, Jefferson, Lincoln, Warren and St. Charles. The result: "There are significant gaps in the resources available (for housing) as compared to the needs that exist across the region."

Additionally, the National Low Income Housing Coalition recently reported that for every 100 extremely low-income renter households in the St. Louis area, there are only 35 affordable and available housing units. Extremely low income is defined by having an income that is less than or equal to 30 percent of the metropolitan area median family income. Many people with mental illness and addiction disorders fall into this category.

BHN is working with stakeholders to develop a regional action plan to address the housing shortage for people with these disorders. However, cutting the St. Louis Affordable Housing Trust Fund budget by 20 percent ($1 million) should not be an option at this time. AHTF provides funding to build affordable housing in the City and was approved by the voters. The mayor, the comptroller and the Board of Aldermen would do a disservice to the St. Louis community and the many in need of affordable housing if they cut its budget yet again this year.

Darwyn Walker • St. Louis

Jacqueline A. Lukitsch • St. Louis

Alliance on Mental Illness — NAMI St. Louis

More meaningful goals

It's distressing to learn that a Missouri vote will take place on Aug. 7 in regard to "affirming the right to pray in public places." This follows a legislative vote from last year. This is an all-too-obvious attempt to wedge prayer into public schools.

The courts have been overwhelmingly clear on this issue for decades, allowing public schools to operate within a secular realm. If a parent wishes his child to pray while in school, there are numerous private, religiously affiliated institutions that would be glad to enroll the student. The separation of church and state is a vivid idea that is imperative to the peace and prosperity of a multi-cultural society such as ours.

In the future, I wish that the Missouri Legislature would distill its ideas into an important few that might solve actual problems that face the state. It seems that when we are sundered while wasting time on insignificant matters such as public prayer, we will require nothing short of the divine intervention our elected officials are attempting to conjure up in order to achieve meaningful goals.

Matthew David Janicke • St. Louis County

Trolley folly

The proposed trolley in the Delmar Loop shows what is wrong with today's mentality.

We are trillions of dollars in debt nationally, and here we are proposing something as frivolous as this trolley and bragging that most of it will be paid for by the federal government. Folks, we are the federal government, at least those of us who pay taxes are. Shouldn't we be cutting back on this kind of ridiculous spending in favor of absolute necessities until we are out of debt? Isn't that what we do ourselves? If not, we should. This is wasting money we don't have, and later articles have pointed out safety concerns for rescue vehicles. And who could blame residents for not wanting those unsightly wires?

If a private business wants to invest in a trolley for its own profits, fine, put it on wheels. Trust me, we will get the idea.

Penny Kelly • Crestwood

Down the rabbit hole

Like Alice in Wonderland, Colleen Carroll Campbell asks us to fall down the rabbit hole and take another trip into her fantasy world. She writes in "A sleeping church wakes up" (May 24), that President Barack Obama created the mandate controversy over contraceptive coverage in the Affordable Health Care Act and quotes St. Louis Archbishop Robert Carlson as saying that the church did not pick this fight, the government did. The conservative bishops who hold the power in the Catholic Church continue to wage their battle with the majority of the people in their own church.

Last week, a Gallup poll noted that 81 percent of Catholics find nothing immoral about the use of artificial contraception. The Public Religion Research Institute poll revealed that 58 percent of Catholics agree that employers should be required to provide health care plans that provide birth control coverage for their employees. Instead, Ms. Campbell would have us think that these are the beliefs of "a few nominal believers contemptuous of church authority."

No one would argue that a Jehovah Witness employer should be allowed to exclude blood transfusion coverage from the health insurance provided to his employees, or that a Christian Scientist employer could exclude coverage for conventional medical treatment from employee medical plans. Religious freedom means that no church can insist that its doctrinal beliefs must be the law of the land. The Second Vatican Council defined the church as "the people of God." Perhaps the bishops and Ms. Campbell should begin to listen to those people.

James Malone • St. Louis County

Fantasy of government

George Will's column "The diversity of Elizabeth Warren" (May 25) includes an unknowing back-hand slap at blue-eyed blond folks of Native American heritage. I have met such blond and blue-eyed descendents of Cherokee and Ojibwa heritage, many of whom have the tribal papers to prove it. That said, Ms. Warren is a fantasy Cherokee, made of her own creation and with no papers. That she has designated herself as "Cherokee" at two universities on the basis of "family lore" tells us all we need to know and ask.

What fantasy of government might she seek to create on the basis of "Obama-lore"? I hope the people of Massachusetts hold her accountable and reelect Sen. Scott Brown.

Richard Wagner • Highland

Keep an eye on the crooks

Whom do you trust? Government? I do not think so. Our great free enterprise system? Some say yes. But reality? We have read recently about two instances in which the financial institutions were dishonest. The Facebook initial public offering of stock, in which Wall Street told only a few friends the negative news about Facebook, left you and me to lose our investment. Trust them?

Prior to that was the JPMorgan Chase gamble that could have forced us to bail it out because it is "too big to fail."

Should we regulate? These are the same greedy individuals who destroyed our economy for their profit in 2008. Remember, they made bad loans and sold them to make money. They knew the derivatives were a bad investment, but they told you and me to buy them. They got rich; we got poor.

Reduce regulation? The banks got caught breaking the law in two separate repossession schemes. Trust them? And my personal favorite (because some people actually defend it) was those same bankers using $1.5 billion from taxpayers to pay themselves "bonuses" for destroying the economy. Who defended them? Those most opposed to taxes and government spending.

The theory is good: Let free enterprise do its thing. But we have seen reality. Yes, most businessmen are ethical, but they should join the rest of us in wanting to keep an eye on the crooks. All honest people lose — so far in the trillions.

Martin Walsh • Glendale

Fairness or freedom?

Today, the official Memorial Day, we should ask ourselves if our fallen soldiers died fighting for fairness or freedom.

Jim Winkelmann • Frontenac

