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COLUMBIA — The original headlines in August sounded like the plot of a bad Kevin 
Costner movie: A single voter might control the fate of a tax for an entire business 
district. 
 
News outlets around the country quickly picked up the story of the proposed half-cent 
sales tax, the Business Loop Community Improvement District that it would help fund 
and the discovery of the one registered voter in the district, MU student Jen Henderson. 
 
The Huffington Post ran a piece on it, as did the Los Angeles Times. An Associated Press 
wire story spread it further. 
 
Comedy Central's "The Daily Show" flew one of its correspondents to Columbia to film a 
segment about it, and a Taiwanese animation studio created a YouTube video that has 
racked up more than 7,000 views. 
 
"The CID situation is very complex," Henderson wrote in an email. "Overall, I think the 
outside news coverage has done a good job on highlighting the main issues." 
 
Carrie Gartner, the district's executive director, criticized how little original reporting was 
done by national news outlets. 
 
If local reporting "gets a fact wrong or has a bias," Gartner wrote, "that's never 
discovered by the other media ... and if they’re getting a lot of clicks, they don’t really 
care." 
 
The district's board of directors initially postponed an election over the tax. But after 
KBIA's James Gordon discovered 13 additional voters in the district, the board 
announced in October that it soon would be mailing out 14 ballots to decide the fate of 
the half-cent sales tax. 
 
At 7 p.m. Thursday, election judges will publicly tally the results. 
 
Before they do, here are five details often missing from the outside coverage: 
 
1. Drawing the district 
 
The L.A. Times was one of many outlets that said the district's boundaries, which 
excluded all residential property, were "gerrymandered." If there are no residents in a 



community improvement district, Missouri law gives property owners the sole authority 
to vote on whether to levy a sales tax. 
 
Many of the district's property owners, however, had already voted to impose a special 
property assessment on themselves and excluding residential properties prevented 
residential property taxes from also increasing.  
 
After the first voter was discovered, members of the district's board said that the only 
criteria for the district's boundaries was whether the property touched Business Loop 70, 
and board members pushed back against the suggestion that the boundaries were 
"gerrymandered." 
 
2. The First Voter 
 
Henderson has spoken repeatedly about Gartner asking her to unregister to vote so that 
property owners would have the only say about the sales tax. While the two discussed 
unregistering — and Henderson was originally open to the idea — the initial 
conversation between her and Gartner covered several options. Henderson said she 
decided not to unregister when she saw the boundaries of the district, and she began to 
research the poverty in the neighborhoods surrounding it. 
 
Next Animation Studio, based in Taiwan, decided to forgo that nuance altogether when it 
animated Henderson dismembering property owners who were depicted as the Monopoly 
Man. 
 
3. Paid Staff 
 
Commentators sometimes pointed out that Gartner's $70,000 salary would consume at 
least a third of the $200,000 the sales tax was expected to generate each year. Less 
attention was given to the fact that Gartner is the only paid staff member of the district, or 
that she took a $40,000 pay cut when she was hired by the district and left a public 
relations position with MU Health Care. 
 
4. The district's plans 
 
"The Daily Show" in particular mocked the district's plans, using photo editing to put 
place a large flower in front of a strip club as an example of how it would use revenue 
from a sales tax. 
 
The district has been vague about what its precise plans are. Board members released a 
list of five-year goals, but they have said repeatedly at public meetings that they do not 
want to decide specifics until they have more feedback from a community survey and 
have hired a consultant to advise them. 
 
Furthermore, tax money can only be spent on public land. It cannot be used to improve 
private property. 



5. Surrounding Neighborhoods 
 
Perhaps the biggest omission was the lack of voices from residents in surrounding 
communities. 
 
In The Huffington Post, Ryan Grenoble wrote that it was "unclear how the rest of the 
community feels about the proposed tax." 
 
Had he made some calls, he could have talked to Pat Kelley, the treasurer of the nearby 
Ridgeway Neighborhood Association, Michael Maw, the association's president, or 
Brandy Cross, a local business owner. 
 
Kelley told the Missourian in August that the district had not done a good enough job 
reaching out to local communities. Maw was cautiously optimistic about the district's 
plans. Cross was hopeful the tax might improve the surrounding area. The Ridgeway 
Neighborhood Association later voted against the sales tax in a non-binding resolution. 
 
But those perspectives, and other interviews with people who would be affected by the 
tax, were often absent.  
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