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While state Sen. Chris Koster was still a Republican, the nickname stitched on his GOP
team bowling shirt was "RINO."
Republican In Name Only.
The term, used for people posing as Republicans, was meant partly in jest. Koster easily
was the most moderate Republican in the Missouri Senate. Republicans laughed about the
shirt.
Now, many of his old Republican colleagues say Koster, who switched to the Democratic
Party in August and officially launched his bid for attorney general in October, will don any
uniform to advance his political career. That might be what you would expect a jilted party
to say, but a number of Democrats resistant to Koster's conversion say the same thing.

Koster
To critics in both parties, he's now "Koster the Impostor."
The 43-year-old former Cass County prosecutor said he's getting tired of questions about his motives
for changing parties.
"It has become a cottage industry to doubt the sincerity of this decision," he said. "I believe most
Missourians want sensible moderate governance from the center. It is impossible to offer moderate
governance from the center as a Republican. It is possible as a Democrat.
"I've always been a centrist."
Though rare in Missouri, candidates have switched parties before. What was especially unusual about
Koster's switch was that it occurred after he already had expressed interest in running as a Republican
for attorney general. It also came after he'd raised more than $600,000 for his campaign as a
Republican.
If he had left the GOP to run for another Senate term as a Democrat, it's unlikely he would have come
under as much fire.
Koster said he left the Republican Party in part because of his support for stem-cell research, a
liability with conservative voters in a GOP primary.
He flipped parties while U.S. Attorney Catherine Hanaway, a formidable fundraiser and a well-known
Republican, still was pondering a run for attorney general. But Hanaway dropped out in early
October, leaving only Senate President Pro Tem Michael Gibbons, a St. Louis County Republican, in
the primary.
Meanwhile, Rep. Jeff Harris, a Columbia Democrat, and Rep. Margaret Donnelly, a St. Louis
Democrat, both had jumped into the Democratic primary. Suddenly, Koster's move didn't look so
smart.
In Kansas, such Republican-to-Democrat switches have been more common. Last year, Mark
Parkinson and Paul Morrison were elected lieutenant governor and attorney general, respectively, as
Democrats after long careers as Republicans.
For Koster, the opposition from his old party and the resistance from some in his new party present a
unique challenge. He has had to justify his existence in a Democratic primary like no other candidate
before him.
Meanwhile, some angry Republicans quietly are cooperating with Democrats wary of Koster to try to
discredit him. George Connor, a political scientist at Missouri State University, said that while Koster
appears to have real differences with the Republican Party, there was a "significant element of
political opportunism" in his switch.
"I think right now it's not panning out too well," Connor said. "He's a man without a country."
Chance to mend fences?
Koster, who will serve in the Senate during the coming legislative session as a Democrat, has the
chance to mend fences within his new party during the session, Connor said. That could help him pull
out a win in a three-way primary.
Smoothing over relations with former Republican colleagues might be harder.
"I feel like he betrayed all of us when he left," said Sen. John Griesheimer, a Republican from
Washington. "The statements he made when he left, the excuses - the whole thing was a bunch of bull.
"He didn't do any of that because of the Republican Party. He did it all for himself."
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Griesheimer, like several other Republican senators interviewed, saw Koster's switch as purely a
political calculation.
"He made the switch, and now he's going to have a three-way Democratic primary," Griesheimer said.
"He outfoxed himself, and I'm lovin' every minute of it."
To be sure, Koster has his supporters among Senate Democrats. Sens. Victor Callahan of
Independence, Tim Green of St. Louis County and Jeff Smith of St. Louis all say Koster's conversion
was sincere.
"When people use the term 'opportunist' what they don't understand is this is a tremendous
opportunity for the Democratic Party," Callahan said, praising Koster's intellect and speaking talents.
"His decision was based on deeply held beliefs," Callahan said. "He didn't like the direction of his
former party."
But Senate Minority Leader Maida Coleman, a St. Louis Democrat supporting Harris for attorney
general, offered only a tepid welcome to Koster.
"If you're a Democrat or if you're a Republican, you have to pay your dues and prove who you are and
that you support and appreciate the values of our party," Coleman said. "If Chris Koster wanted to be
a Democrat, why didn't he join us during the session?"
Callahan and Green praised Koster for his support on issues important to organized labor, like
protecting workers' compensation, prevailing wage agreements, unemployment insurance and
collective bargaining.
Koster has emphasized his labor ties during his campaign, pointing to his endorsement by the
Teamsters. On the other hand, the statewide council for the Service Employees International Union,
which represents many state workers, rescinded Koster's endorsement from a "rogue local" in
October.
The statewide council said it was concerned about Koster's legislative record of voting for Medicaid
cuts, pushing for sanctions on illegal immigrants and presiding over the Senate when Republicans
shut off debate on a voter ID bill.
"I'm not asking people to discount where I've been on issues," Koster said. "But I also hope they
consider the law enforcement record I bring to the table."
Haunted by Medicaid vote
No other issue dogs Koster's candidacy like his vote in 2005 to cut Medicaid spending, eliminating
health care for 100,000 Missourians. At recent public appearances, Koster has said he regretted that
vote.
"I was two months in the Senate when I cast that vote," he said, adding that he did not know the cuts
would be as far-reaching as they were.
Harris scoffed at that explanation, saying it was clear what the effects of the Medicaid cuts were going
to be.
"That's small consolation to a person in a wheelchair who lost their health care because of his vote,"
Harris said. "It's a pretty poor excuse to say he voted that way at the time because he didn't do his
homework."
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Though Koster has been a key supporter of stem-cell research in the legislature, some Democratic
Party faithful find it hard to accept his switch from self-declared "pro-life" on abortion to now
supporting the structure of Roe v. Wade.
But Koster said too many Republicans narrowly define "pro-life."
"There are a lot of people who call themselves pro-life but don't want to criminalize abortion," he said,
"but in Jeff City the word means something different."
Among Senate Republicans, he said, "pro-life" means that if Roe v. Wade is overturned by the U.S.
Supreme Court, Missouri lawmakers will immediately outlaw abortions.
"Criminalizing abortion is not where I want to be," Koster said.
Donnelly and Harris have hammered Koster for accepting $100,000 in contributions from
multimillionaire Rex Sinquefield, a retired investor in St. Louis who supports school vouchers.
Sinquefield funneled the contributions to Koster through 78 campaign committees, effectively skirting
limits on contributions.
Donnelly and Harris say Koster shouldn't keep the money.
"If you are running in a Democratic primary, you should not be financed by a (Republican Gov. Matt)
Blunt administration crony whose agenda is to end public education," Donnelly said.
Koster complains that he is being held to a higher standard than other candidates.
"No other candidate is being asked to agree with every opinion their contributors may or may not
hold," he said.
Koster said he did not favor "private school vouchers" but added, "I do believe there are school
systems in this state that are trapping children and leaving them largely uneducated, and promoting
choice in the public school and charter school arena is demanded by the parents.
"So long as choice remains in the public school arena, that is a very Democratic position."
Political roots
Longtime friends and family members said they weren't surprised that Koster, who grew up in St.
Louis, switched parties.
"I knew that he always was pretty much of a left-wing Republican," said his mother, Pat Thompson
Koster, "so he'll probably be a right-wing Democrat. He's a moderate."
The oldest of four brothers, Koster holds a bachelor's degree in liberal arts studies from the University
of Missouri, where he also got his law degree. He later obtained a master's in business administration
from Washington University in St. Louis.
First elected Cass County prosecutor in 1994, Koster was re-elected twice and then elected to the
Missouri Senate in 2004. He's now an attorney at the Tim Dollar law firm in Kansas City.
Koster struck a profile early in his Senate term by leading opposition to a bill that would have
outlawed a kind of stem-cell research in Missouri that involves unfertilized embryos. He was praised
later for his eloquent defense of the research, but vilified by its opponents.
His father, Rich, was a sportswriter for the St. Louis Globe-Democratwho later became a conservative
political commentator on local TV. Though there always was talk about politics while growing up,
Koster said his father, who died in 1994, didn't think much of his son going into politics.
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"He thought politics was an unreasonably risky career path and not the kind of thing a man should
base his life on," Koster said.
If he doesn't make it through the primary, Koster plans to go back into private legal practice. His first
Senate term ends in 2008, and he said he wasn't interested in serving another four years in his seat
before being term-limited out of office.
Koster's political career will either be reborn as a result of his party switch or it will die in the primary.
"I think I have experience and a resume, and all I can do is hold it out to the Democratic Party and
allow them to make up their own minds," Koster said.
To reach Tim Hoover, call 573-634-3565 or send e-mail to thoover@kcstar.com
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