The giving of legislative grants questioned
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Seniors like Emily Card at D’Evan D’Evan Manor Retirement Homes, in Cranston, above, may be winning at Bingo Tuesday night but they have lost their annual grant, sought by Rep. Charlene Lima, from the General Assembly. On ther other hand, Dr. Fred James, below, along with assistant Dinorah Torres, continues to receive funds to operate the Molar Express and serve patients such as Jacob Polion. 
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State Rep. Scott Guthrie got the call in April. It was a secretary in House Speaker Gordon D. Fox’s office, and she had good news. A $1,000 grant that Guthrie sponsored many months ago on behalf of the West Bay Korean War Veterans had been approved. The check was ready and he could pick it up at his convenience. 
Stopping by the speaker’s office that afternoon, Guthrie noticed something strange. The check had been printed on March 6, 2009. 
It was more than a year old. 
“I just found it odd,” Guthrie said. “I delivered the check to the West Bay Korean War Vets and asked them to promptly go to the bank and cash it.” 
The check that Guthrie picked up was one of hundreds issued last year through a “legislative grants” program that uses tax dollars to help everything from senior centers and youth sports leagues to food banks and neighborhood groups to church groups and parade committees. 
The grants, which can range from $250 to tens of thousands of dollars, have been popular with Rhode Island lawmakers for decades. To help a local cause, all a lawmaker has to do is sponsor a request and send it to the House speaker or Senate president. And in a process devoid of public scrutiny, the House speaker or the Senate president, the two most powerful people in the state legislature, decide which requests are approved. 
Recent awards, typical of the program, include a $5,000 grant for the Boys and Girls Clubs of Providence, a $1,000 grant for the Burrillville Farmers Market Association, an $8,500 grant for the Rhode Island Academic Decathlon. 
The dollar amounts, while relatively small in most cases, add up. In recent years, the House speaker and Senate president have annually carved up a combined $2.1 million in grants. 
In most cases, lawmakers are happy to sponsor requests, although occasionally someone might complain about the process or requests that go unfilled. 
Guthrie is among those involved in the latest flare up. 
The Coventry Democrat says he likes the program and believes it helps worthy causes. But he was not happy about the delayed check for the West Bay Korean War Veterans, and he said so this month on the House floor. Going forward, he said, all the checks should be handed out as soon as they are approved. 
Others go further. 
Leading the charge is Rep. Karen MacBeth, a Cumberland Democrat who submitted a bill this session to eliminate the program. 
Testifying before the House Finance Committee this spring, MacBeth said the program, while it may help worthy causes, is being used by the House leadership to hand out “rewards for votes or support.” A case in point: She said that while her grant requests from last fall were being ignored, more recent requests from House Majority Leader Nicholas Mattiello were approved. 
“I think that’s wrong,” she said. 
Committee members gave the freshman lawmaker a cool response. 
“I’m a little confused,” said Chairman Steven M. Costantino. “On one end, you’re saying you didn’t receive grants. And, on another end, you’re saying let’s eliminate the whole thing.” 
“I’m not upset I didn’t receive the grants, I’m upset with the process,” MacBeth replied. “As I said, if there’s money for communities there, I’m going to absolutely advocate for my community. Do I agree with the process and the money? Absolutely not.” 
Her comments about Mattiello prompted Rep. Kenneth Carter, a nine-term lawmaker from North Kingstown, to chime in. 
“Representative,” he said to MacBeth, “if I was the leader of the House, I’d expect to get an extra perk or two for the time and effort they put in.” 
The grants program, while secretive in its approval process, does have some basic rules. 
House spokesman Larry Berman said organizations that receive the money must be certified nonprofit and must submit written applications stating how the money will be used. They also must be willing to submit to an audit, although there haven’t been any in recent years. 
Under a change that Berman credited to Fox’s predecessor, West Warwick Democrat William J. Murphy, recent awards are also posted on the General Assembly Web site. According to an updated list not yet posted to the Web site, the largest award listed for fiscal 2010 — still not finished — is $100,000 for “WaterFire” Providence, sponsored by Murphy himself. The second-largest is $25,000 for the Rhode Island National Guard Retirees Association, sponsored by Fox. 
Recipients say the money comes in handy. 
Marion Falco, president of the D’Evan Manor Retirement Homes resident association in Cranston, said the grants have helped to pay for coffee hours and holiday dinners through the years. 
But the D’Evan seniors have been disappointed of late, she said, because the $500 grants that Rep. Charlene Lima sponsored did not come through for 2009 or 2010. 
“When we got that grant we could do just a little bit more. Christmas parties, Thanksgiving dinners,” Falco said. 
Lima, a Cranston Democrat who was speaker pro tempore under Murphy, said her recent requests have gone wanting because she — like Guthrie and MacBeth and 16 other House members — did not support Fox this year in his election as speaker. 
“I got these grants for seven years when I was in leadership, and then suddenly, when they can’t get my vote for speaker, I can’t get my grants,” she said. 
The latest rumblings in the House have not carried over to the Senate, where members generally seem satisfied with the program. 
“Every senator who wants his grants gets his grants,” said Senate President M. Teresa Paiva Weed. “We don’t have anybody who objects to the grant process on our side, to the best of my knowledge.” 
A high-profile challenge to the program came in 2008, when House Republicans filed a lawsuit, arguing that the program violated the state Constitution because recipients are not identified in the state budget. A Superior Court judge ruled that the House Republicans lacked standing because they brought the suit as taxpayers and not as lawmakers. 
Others have also questioned the program. Lima criticized the secrecy in 1996, but Berman said she seemed content while she was serving in the leadership under Murphy. Lima disagreed, saying she was always critical behind the scenes. 
The 2010 legislative session hardly resolved the issue. 
MacBeth’s bill, which had three cosponsors, was “held for further study” by the House Finance Committee. To date, she says, none of her requests have been approved. Berman said that’s because MacBeth has not submitted her requests in writing, with a prioritized list, as Fox asked all lawmakers to do. MacBeth said she submitted them in writing last fall and later spoke with Fox, who told her he saw “no reason” why they would not be approved. 
One of the cosponsors of MacBeth’s bill is Rep. Gregory Schadone, a North Providence Democrat who challenged Fox for the speaker’s position, drawing votes from Guthrie and MacBeth, among others. 
Schadone, like Guthrie, said he recently got a call from the speaker’s office. 
The message: “You have a check to pick up.” 
Schadone said he was more than a little surprised since he made his last request for a grant in 2008. 
Lima said the timing of the call — shortly after she, MacBeth and Guthrie started publicly asking questions — shows how political the process is. 
“Right after we started talking … they called him. What better way to cover yourself?” she said. 
Schadone says he never picked up the check and does not intend to. He said he supports the idea of the grants, but opposes the process and no longer sponsors requests. 
Guthrie, meanwhile, says he grew more perplexed as he looked at the year-old check for the West Bay Korean War Veterans. 
The grant was one of six he requested last year. The others came in “a timely manner,” but the check for the veterans group, when he finally got it, had two time stamps on the back, one that extended the “time of payment” to Feb. 20, 2010 and another that extended it to April 23, 2010. 
Asked why the check was delayed for more than a year, Berman said it appears that the check for Guthrie — like the one for Schadone — “was misplaced” during the transition from one speaker to another. 
When asked about the time stamps on the back, he said the check apparently “got lost” and then was reissued but never given to Guthrie. It was then stamped a second time and the speaker’s office called Guthrie and asked him to come and pick it up. 
“I hate to use the term slipped through the cracks, but I guess it did,” Berman said. 
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