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JOHNSTON

These derby racers really ‘Zoom’
With 24 racers, their 

builders and pit 
crews, the base-

ment of St. Robert Bellarmine 
Church would have surely 
been buzzing Saturday for 
the Pack 20 pinewood derby. 
But pandemic regulations 
don’t look favorably on big 
turnouts. That doesn’t mean, 
however, that a signature 
event for Cub Scouts must be 
canceled.

Cubmaster Mark Daponte 
and his crew wouldn’t let 
that happen. Instead of con-
gregating in the church base-
ment, event registration went 
outside in the parking lot. As 
parents pulled in, they were 
greeted by a display of some 
unusual machines and Su-
san DeAthos, who manned a 
table where the derby racers 
were weighed and registered. 
On display were trophies and 
goodie bags for each contes-
tant.

From the parking lot, the 

racers were transported to 
the track in the basement 
where the action would take 
place and be Zoomed to those 
watching at home. Each of the 
racers were entered in a dou-
ble elimination competition, 
with the five fastest cars be-
ing entered in the Pinewood 
Derby Race of Champions to 
be held at Camp Yawgoog on 
Aril 10.

Zooming into the winner’s 
circle were Alex DaPonte, 
first place; Andre Slinko, 
second; Galvin Kleinburg, 
third; Jamison DeAthos, 
fourth; and Ryder Dieringer, 
fifth.

And not everything was 
based on speed. The best paint 
award went to Logan Cabral; 
Most Likely Built by a Scout, 
Jamison DeAthos; Most Cub 
Scout Pride, Andre Slinko; 
Most Original, Derryck Rob-
erts Canham; and Most Hu-
morous, Antonio Bressette.

Text and photo by John Howell

COLORFUL SPEEDSTER: Pemberley Reyes displays her racer before it is weighed – racers can’t be 
more than 5 ounces – and then approved for the competition. For more photos from the derby, turn to 
page 8.

WILLING TO HELP: Johnston Mayor Joseph Polisena said he would be willing to open the vaccination pod for 
other communities to use. (Sun Rise photo)

By JACOB MARROCCO

Mayor Joseph Polise-
na continued to voice 
his support for more 
regional COVID-19 vac-
cination pods during an 
interview with the Sun 
Rise on Monday, citing 
no issues in Johnston’s 
first week and offering to 
open the recreation cen-
ter to other towns.

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s 
from Gov. Gina Rai-
mondo and Department 
of Health Director Dr. 
Nicole Alexander-Scott 
to reduce the number 
of vaccination centers 
around the state have 
met opposition from in-
coming Gov. Dan McKee 
and members of his CO-
VID-19 advisory group. 
Both Polisena and Dr. 
John Stoukides, the co-
chairs of the board, have 

told the Sun Rise they are 
in favor of establishing 
more pods around the 
Ocean State for a more 
community-based ap-
proach. The counterar-
gument centers on easier 
and more efficient dos-
age distribution at fewer 
sites.

“I’m a believer in the 
local pods, and they 
can work hand-in-hand 
with the regional pods,” 
Polisena said. “Gov. 
McKee has some ideas 
what he wants to do. 
Not every city and town 
is going to have a local 
pod, and I understand 
that. I called the [Town] 
Council president from 
Scituate, and I said to her 
if she needs a location 
she can use our sports 
complex. I’d be willing 
to have other smaller 
communities use it also. 

To send people from 
Johnston to Cranston 
or to Providence at the 
Dunkin’ [Donuts] Cen-
ter, especially some of 
the elderly people, that’s 
very difficult.”

McKee said during an 
advisory group meet-
ing last Friday that he 
doesn’t envision pods in 
all 39 cities and towns, 
but the total would be 
more than the RIDOH’s 
proposed six or seven. 
Polisena said the John-
ston pod is proof of 
concept – vaccinating 
hundreds of residents in 
a timely manner while 
potentially opening the 
door for neighboring 
communities to use it as 
well. The mayor said he 
has reached out Scituate 
officials offering the fa-
cility if they would like 
to use it.

“I think people feel a 
heck of a lot more com-
fortable – we are still 
getting calls today, peo-
ple can’t believe how 
smooth it was,” Polisena 
said. “[McKee] saw first-
hand how well it was. 
I’ve participated in re-
gional pods, but with 
our pod what we did 
was we enhanced a lot of 
what the regional pods 
did. For instance, we had 
our firefighters walking 
through where [people] 
were waiting, talking to 
them, to make sure they 
were OK.”

Polisena said Feb. 17’s 
opening day for inocu-
lations served as a sort 
of socially distanced re-
union for some elderly 
people who haven’t left 
their homes most of the 

POD - PAGE 8■

Polisena in favor of more regional vaccination pods

1000s get state forms 
to pay taxes on benefits 

they didn’t receive
By JOHN HOWELL

Thousands of Rhode Islanders are beings asked to pay 
federal and state taxes on money they never received.

Over the last month, taxpayers started receiving 1099-
G forms from the Rhode Island Department of Labor 
and Training reporting how much they were paid in 
unemployment compensation for 2020. That’s fine for 
people who collected unemployment benefits, but the 
forms are also being sent to people who never filed a 
jobless claim.

What’s more, the information has also been sent to the 
Internal Revenue Service, meaning Uncle Sam expects 
to get its share of the payments.

It’s not that the payments were never made. It’s that 
the money went to people who gained access to the 
identities of countless of Rhode Islanders and falsely 
filed for benefits on their behalf.

How many Rhode Islanders?
That’s hard to pin down, but Major John C. Alfred, 

Detective Commander of the Rhode Island State Police, 
said last week his agency has received 45,000 reports 
of false claims for unemployment compensation or tax 
forms for compensation they neither sought nor were 
paid.

State Police saw a spike in reports following the shut-
down in response to the pandemic, when the state’s un-
employment shot from 5 percent in March 2020 to 17.9 
percent the following month. The Department of Labor 
and Training was flooded with claims for unemploy-
ment compensation. There were reports of people wait-
ing on calls for hours just to start the process of filing for 
unemployment.

During the period when the federal government aug-
mented weekly payments by $600, many people who 
were employed received notices from DLT that they 
were approved for unemployment benefits even though 
they had not applied for them. Some people called DLT 
to report the notifications and that they were working.

TAXES - PAGE 8■
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Police log

The Police Log is a digest 
of reports provided by the 
Johnston Police, Rhode Is-
land State Police and other 
departments.

DUI

Patrolman Arthur Petter-
uti responded to 2320 Plain-
field Pike on the morning of 
Jan. 31 in response to a mo-
tor vehicle accident.

Prior to his arrival, Pet-
teruti said Scituate Police 
personnel were on scene and 
removed the operator out of 
the driver’s seat. Upon arriv-
al, he spoke with the driver, 
identified as Joseph Souza, 
37, Aldelaidede Ave., War-
wick. The officer said Souza 
told him that he was travel-
ing on Plainfield Pike and 
didn’t recall the sequence 
of events leading up to the 
crash, and Petteruti noted 
that Souza’s car crossed the 
double yellow lines into the 
eastbound travel lane, strik-
ing a guard rail and coming 
to rest in an embankment.

While speaking with Sou-
za, Petteruti noted that his 
speech was slurred, mum-
bled and raspy, and that he 
was nodding in and out. 
When asked if he was tak-
ing any prescription medica-

tion or had any alcohol, he 
reportedly said, “I stopped 
drinking at approximately 
0330 hours,” with the rest of 
the quote redacted from the 
report.

Souza complied with 
standardized field sobriety 
tests, during which Petteruti 
observed his difficulty com-
pleting the walk-and-turn 
test as well as the one-leg 
stand. Souza did advise the 
officer of knee and hip pain 
from a previous incident.

Souza was arrested on 
charges of driving under the 
influence, second offense; 
refusal to submit to a chemi-
cal test, second offense; and 
operating under a foreign li-
cense, second offense. While 
at the station, Souza report-
edly took a chemical breath 
test that read .000, but Pet-
teruti determined that his 
actions were not consistent 
with a person who would 
show a clear BAC reading.

Souza was arraigned and 
released on $10,000 personal 
recognizance, and he was 
issued a video appearance 
for Third Division District 
Court on Feb. 2.

SHOPLIFTING

Patrolwoman Ash-

ley Vanbemmelen wrote 
that Rhode Island State 
Police responded to JPD 
headquarters with Albert 
Rosario, 31, 218 Webster 
Ave., Providence, who was 
wanted on an active war-
rant stemming from two 
misdemeanor shoplifting 
counts.

Rosario’s arrest stemmed 
from an alleged incident 
that occurred Jan. 25 when 
Detective Thomas Dwyer 
responded to the Home 
Depot at 100 Stone Hill 
Drive. Dwyer met with 
the loss prevention officer 
in reference to two report-
ed shoplifting incidents. 
He advised that Rosario, 
whom he referred to as a 
known offender, entered 
the Home Depot along 
with an unknown female 
party four days earlier. 
The reporting party said 
that Rosario was wearing 
a Milwaukee brand mask, 
and that he has posed as an 
employee/representative 
from Milwaukee on several 
occasions at other Home 
Depot locations.

While both Rosario 
and the woman were 
walking around the 
store, both were wit-
nessed selecting mul-

tiple Milwaukee power 
tools and remove them 
out of the boxes and 
conceal them inside the 
woman’s bag and Rosa-
rio’s hooded sweatshirt. 
Minutes later, both were 
observed exiting the 
store, walking past all 
points of purchase with-
out making any attempt 
to purchase the items 
totaling $1,285.

The second alleged 
incident occurred the 
next day, where they 
followed Rosario to the 
tool department and 
witnessed him conceal a 
Milwaukee drill valued 
at $299 under his sweat-
shirt and exit the store.

After he was taken to 
JPD headquarters, Pa-
trolman Derick Ofori 
wrote that he observed 
a large bulk inside his 
socks on his right foot 
while in the process-
ing room. He asked 
Rosario to take a seat 
and upon removing his 
socks, Ofori saw a gold 
keychain pill holder. He 
said that inside he found 
nine pills later identified 
as oxycodone. Rosario 
was subsequently charged 
with felony possession.

COVID-19 group assigns subcommittees, McKee seeks strong community response

By JACOB MARROCCO

Mayor Joseph Polisena, 
co-chair of incoming Gov. 
Dan McKee’s COVID-19 
advisory group, an-
nounced during a meet-
ing on Friday evening that 
the board would divide 
into three subcommittees 
to handle different aspects 
of pandemic response.

Shortly after Polisena 
broke that news to his fel-
low members, Dr. Hemi 
Tewarson – filling in as 
co-chair for the absent Dr. 
John Stoukides – said the 
three concentrations will 
include vaccine distri-
bution, opening schools 
and colleges safely and 
opening businesses. Tew-
arson said vaccine mes-
saging is going to crucial 
in the weeks and months 
ahead, especially as the 
Johnson & Johnson shot 
is approved and hits the 
market.

“It is likely to be ap-
proved at the end of the 
month, it’s a one-shot op-
portunity,” Tewarson said. 
“It’s going to be a helpful 
resource to get the vaccine 
to more people. The chal-
lenge there is that it’s 72 
percent effective and low-
er than Pfizer or Moderna. 
Nationally there’s been 
some pushback around, 
‘Well, we don’t want to 
have this vaccine because 
it’s less effective than the 
ones authorized. Thinking 
about how to address that 
and explaining new vari-
ants is going to be a key 

piece to all of that.”
McKee led off the meet-

ing with opening remarks 
addressing some friction 
between his approach 
and the recommendations 
from the Department 
of Health. Director Dr. 
Nicole Alexander-Scott 
has favored a more cen-
tralized approach, with 
a handful of regional 
pods to make distribu-
tion easier. Polisena and 
Stoukides, however, have 
both told said they would 
like to see more vaccina-
tion centers spread across 
cities and towns for a 
more community-based 
approach.

“There are many peo-
ple in the state working 
very, very hard to get 
this right,” McKee said. 
“I don’t want any of my 
comments meant to be 
[taken] somehow that 
those efforts are being 
discounted in any way 
at all. Yu do have a new 
governor and someone 
who brings a different 
perspective and I’ve been 
very public about speed-
ing up the state’s vaccine 
distribution. With the 
variants already here, we 
need to move as quickly 
as we can.”

McKee said he and his 
administration are pre-
paring for an increase in 
doses from the federal 
government, pledging 
that they would be “re-
leasing some of our in-
ventory in an aggressive 
way to get more shots in 

the arms.” Chief of Staff 
Tony Silva will be the 
point person for rollout, 
with McKee saying Silva 
“has got the skill set to 
logistically put things in 
place and complement 
what’s going on right 
now.”

McKee added that he 
wanted the communities 
come together to “cre-
ate this 9/11 moment” to 
“rally around the enemy” 
and emerge from the pan-
demic. 

“We’re not talking 
about a vaccine site in 
all 39 cities and towns,” 
McKee said. “[We have] 
surveys now to see what 
capacities look like. 
Many of our municipali-
ties will be on reserve 
and I want them to be 
prepared. Those that are 
already active … John-
ston and Portsmouth, 
there’s something very 
important with what’s 
happening there. If you 
want to get commitment 
from people you have to 
get them involved … a 
sense of community spirit 
there that I can’t describe. 
Overbuild our capacity 
so we’re ready when the 
vaccine comes.”

National Education 
Association Rhode Is-
land Executive Director 
Bob Walsh Jr. gave a dis-
patch from the schools 
community, saying there 
was an outbreak in East 
Greenwich shortly before 
break. He said NEARI 
is “at odds” with Gov. 

Gina Raimondo and Al-
exander-Scott regarding 
vaccine priority for teach-
ers. He said educators 
should be vaccinated “as 
a group,” saying that the 
Johnson & Johnson vac-
cine approval could open 
a gateway to accomplish-
ing that goal.

“We’re already open, 
we’re for the most part 
open and being pushed 
farther down the list,” 
Walsh said, noting that 
President Joe Biden has 
advocated for accelerat-
ing the teacher vaccina-
tion timeline. “I’m not 
advocating for the full 
CDC [recommendation] 
which puts our folks 
ahead of the 65 and up 
group. Ages 65 and up, 
first responders, those 
with underlying medical 
conditions, the first peo-
ple served should be the 
people at risk of death.”

Tewarson said the next 
couple of months will be 
vital, as the state handles 
those who would like a 
vaccine but cannot get 
one as supplies could in-
crease or vacillate. 

“Experts think lots of 
supply in April, and the 
states haven’t heard what 
they’re going to get,” 
Tewarson said. “Rhode 
Island is really planning 
for the next 30 to 60 days, 
people who want the vac-
cine but can’t get it, pri-
oritization issues, how 
do you manage that? Be 
ready for when you’re 
going to have supplies.”

johnstonsunrise.net
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CNE, Lifespan agree to merge, partner with 
Brown for ‘world-class’ academic health system

By DANIEL KITTREDGE

After years of talks – and, at 
times, acrimony – the state’s two 
largest health care systems have 
reached agreement on a merger.

The new entity formed from the 
combination of Lifespan and Care 
New England would also bring 
Brown University into the fold to 
create a “world-class integrated 
academic health system,” accord-
ing to a joint statement Tuesday 
announcing the signing of a “de-
finitive agreement” on the merger 
plans.

The university has pledged at 
least $125 million over the course 
of five years to support the de-
velopment of the new system. 
Additionally, “Brown will par-
ticipate on the governing board of 
the newly merged health system 
and play a key role in integrating 
medical education and research 
with clinical practice across the 
combined systems hospitals,” the 
statement reads.

“With co-investment from 
Lifespan, Care New England 
and Brown, we bring together 
the system’s premier teaching 
hospitals – Lifespan’s Rhode Is-
land, Miriam, Hasbro, Newport 
and Bradley hospitals, and Care 
New England’s Women & In-
fants, Kent, and Butler hospitals 
– with Brown’s leading research 
and medical education from The 
Warren Alpert Medical School,” 
the statement continues. “This 
will create an integrated academic 
health system (AHS) that has the 
full array of complementary med-
ical specialties required for excel-
lence in health care, biomedical 
research to remain on the leading 

edge of treatment and therapies, 
and the collaboration required to 
enable medical practitioners to ef-
fectively and efficiently provide 
health care to the community. This 
is a unique and valuable opportu-
nity to bring together the expertise 
and capacity of three organiza-
tions to offer excellent, coordinat-
ed care to patients.”

The merger must clear a num-
ber of regulatory hurdles, includ-
ing approvals from the state’s De-
partment of Health, the attorney 
general’s office and the Federal 
Trade Commission.

It will also undoubtedly face 
antitrust concerns and questions 
regarding its impact on Rhode 
Island’s health care and economic 
landscapes, given the number of 
people treated and employed by 
the two existing systems.

In a statement Tuesday, Lynn 
Blais, president of United Nurses 
and Allied Professionals, said: 
“Any new entity that would com-
bine two of Rhode Island’s largest 
healthcare providers and employ-
ers must be painstakingly scruti-
nized to ensure that it is in the best 
interest of patients and frontline 
health workers. Our priority is the 
protection of critical, local services 
and jobs at our community hospi-
tals.”

She continues: “We look for-
ward to continuing a thoughtful 
and productive dialogue with 
Lifespan and Care New England 
about this process, and while we 
see the potential in this proposed 
new entity, we remain skeptical 
without the assurance of a formal 
agreement on services and jobs.”

State leaders, meanwhile, have 
expressed support for the creation 

of the new health system.
Gov. Gina Raimondo – who has 

been a proponent of the merger 
and in 2019 urged Lifespan, Care 
New England and Brown to en-
gage in new talks after Massa-
chusetts-based Partners stepped 
away from its bid to acquire Care 
New England – issued a statement 
Tuesday saying there “is no ques-
tion that a local, integrated health 
care system is in the best interest 
of Rhode Islanders.”

“Today’s announcement will 
benefit patients by ensuring they 
have access to the highest quality 
of care and will spur economic 
growth by helping us attract top 
talent and solidify our position 
as a hub of innovation and sci-
entific development,” continues 
the statement from the outgo-
ing governor, who is poised to 
be confirmed as U.S. Secretary of 
Commerce as early as next week. 
“I want to thank the leadership 
teams of Lifespan, Care New Eng-
land and Brown University for 
their collaboration in reaching this 
historic agreement.”

House Speaker K. Joseph Shek-
archi and Senate President Domi-
nick Ruggerio issued a joint state-
ment after the merger agreement 
was announced.

“We are excited that the long-
anticipated merger of Lifespan 
and Care New England, our 
two largest health care delivery 
systems, has advanced for pub-
lic review by the Department of 
Health, the Health Services Coun-
cil and the Attorney General’s of-
fice,” it reads. “We have seen in 
other regions the tremendous ad-
vantages that stem from a strong 
academic health system as an an-

chor tenant in a capital city. The 
legislature will be reviewing the 
details to ensure that patient care 
and the health care jobs are not ad-
versely impacted by the merger.”

Tuesday’s statement lists a wide 
range of benefits that Lifespan, 
Care New England and Brown 
say the new arrangement will 
have for Rhode Island.

Most are focused on improve-
ments in health care, including 
the “integration of medical inno-
vation and world-class research 
to inform clinical care in such 
areas as cancer, women’s health, 
and brain diseases like Alzheim-
er’s and ALS by moving research 
from the laboratory bench into 
the hands of clinicians taking 
care of patients at the hospital 
bedside.”

The new health system will also 
be positioned to “address many of 
the underlying chronic health con-
ditions of Rhode Island residents, 
including cancer, heart disease, 
neurological problems, children’s 
diseases and conditions, behav-
ioral health/substance misuse, 
women’s health, and obesity,” and 
help to “encourage healthy envi-
ronments in Rhode Island com-
munities that lead to reductions 
in racial and ethnic disparities in 
health.”

Additionally, the health systems 
and Brown say the new system 
will “serve as an economic engine 
that attracts federal research fund-
ing, generates biomedical innova-
tion, attracts and retains talent, at-
tracts and creates new companies 
and collaborates with other Rhode 
Island academic, civic, and busi-
ness organizations.”

“What I am most excited about 

is the ability of our new, locally 
based, academic health system 
to compete at a national level, 
innovate, attract top talent, de-
velop new scientific knowledge, 
improve the care we deliver and 
serve as an economic engine for 
Providence and the state,” Lifes-
pan President and CEO Timothy 
J. Babineau, M.D., said in the joint 
statement. “This is an exciting mo-
ment-in-time, we cannot let it slip 
through our grasp yet again.”

James E. Fanale, M.D., presi-
dent and CEO of Care New Eng-
land, added: “The positive reac-
tion that we’ve seen, really across 
the board, to the creation of this 
new system has been outstanding. 
Our partners across the region, es-
pecially our internal colleagues 
and physicians, really support this 
because it’s a very exciting propo-
sition. Creating something new 
and visionary, but with concrete 
goals and true work plans, sets 
the integrated AHS up to achieve 
high quality care with local access 
for the people that we serve. It is 
something to be proud of.”

Christina Paxson, president 
of Brown University, said in the 
statement: “We’re committed to 
creating an integrated health sys-
tem that increases access to excel-
lent health care and by doing so, 
reduces health disparities. Great 
health care should be accessible to 
everyone, including people from 
communities that historically 
have experienced obstacles to ac-
cessing health care. The seamless 
integration of research and clinical 
care drives improvements in the 
health of patients by offering all 
Rhode Islanders access to state-of-
the-art medicine.”
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Ranney, Nugent explore career paths, pandemic during science webinar
By JACOB MARROCCO

Drs. Megan Ranney 
and Nicole Nugent ex-
plored their work in the 
medical field and how 
the pandemic has affected 
their lives during the lat-
est installment in the RI 
Bio Women in Science 
speaker series on Tuesday 
morning.

Ranney works as an ER 
doctor at Brown Univer-
sity Emergency Medicine 
and as the director of the 
Brown-Lifespan Center 
for Digital Health. Nugent 
serves as an associate pro-
fessor in psychiatry and 
human behavior, pediat-
rics and emergency medi-
cine at Brown’s Warren 
Alpert Medical School. 
She is also a child clini-
cal psychologist at Has-
bro Children’s Hospital. 
Cameron & Mittleman’s 
Alyssa Boss moderated 
the conversation, which 
had more than 60 people 
in attendance via Zoom.

Nugent said the first 
time she discovered her 
“passion about social 
context” was when she 
volunteered at the Good 
Days and Special Times 
camp outside Rochester, 
New York, shortly before 
college. The camp hosts 
kids battling cancer, and 
Nugent said they would 
often arrive “nervous 
and really apprehen-
sive.” That all changed 
after they had some time 
to acclimate.

“All of a sudden by 
the end of the week, they 
were just fearless,” Nu-
gent said. “They were 
just so happy and you 
could just see the fact 
that social interaction, 
this time with friends, 
the fun with ropes course 
or whatever it was, was 
just changing the way 
they felt emotionally … 
That kind of got stuck in 
my mind in terms of if I 
wanted to make a differ-
ence in the world.”

Ranney discussed two 
watershed moments 
in her life that led her 
down the path to pursu-
ing medicine. She first 
majored in the history of 
science, a field she said 
she landed on by “hap-
penstance,” and she con-
sidered going into jour-
nalism, medicine and 
teaching after finishing 
undergrad. She would 
go on to serve a couple of 
years in the Peace Corps 
during the late 1990s, 
operating out of Ivory 
Coast in West Africa.

Ranney said Ivory 
Coast at the time had one 
of the highest HIV/AIDS 
rates in the world, and 
the country didn’t have 
access to retrovirals that 
could combat the dis-
ease.

“When you caught 
HIV it was basically a 
death sentence,” Ran-
ney said. “I spent a lot 
of time educating folks 
in my village about what 
HIV was, but at the end 
of the day no one cared 
because it was basically a 
death sentence.”

She applied to medical 
school out of a desire to 
treat the villagers with 
whom she had worked, 
intending to venture 
back overseas to write 
about the situation. She 
said, “to study and write 
in medicine, you have 
to be a scientist,” noting 
that her first paper con-
cerned informed consent 
in Mali.

“Now here I am look-
ing at how science and 
society intersect in dif-
ferent ways,” Ranney 
said. “I absolutely adore 
my day job as an emer-
gency physician, and at 
the end of the day what 
motivates me is what the 
drivers are of good and 
poor health.”

Ranney said she “can’t 
think of a way the pan-
demic hasn’t affected my 
work or life” since coro-
navirus arrived in Rhode 
Island early last year. 
She noted that both she 
and Nugent have young 
children who are primar-
ily learning from home – 
even giving a shout-out 
to her middle-school son 
in class over her shoul-
der.

“COVID has changed 
my clinical life tremen-
dously,” Ranney said. 
“The ER is a very dif-
ferent place than it was 
a year ago. It changed 
our research, we’ve been 
keeping our old research 
information side going 
while we have a pandem-
ic of a lifetime. … Also 
trying to make sure that 
the regular stuff doesn’t 
get forgotten about. As 
women in medicine and 
science, it’s just put so 
much more on our plate. 
I can’t think of a space 
that it hasn’t touched or 
changed.”

She said she recently 
completed an analysis 
of 1,000 kids nationwide 
examining social me-
dia use during the pan-
demic, and she predict-
ed some of the trends 
that may emerge once 
the virus has slowed its 
spread.

“[Social media usage] 
has increased, but where 
its effect has had on kids 
depends on who they 
are and why they’re us-

ing it,” Ranney said. “I 
want to wait until we’re 
through the thick of CO-
VID, that [I think] there 
will be this washout. 
We’re living on adrena-
line at home, so this will 
be something we’ll have 
to account for when we 
look at the data three 
years from now.”

She also alluded to a 
future joint study with 
Nugent that will sur-
round “social media and 
social connection and 
violence.”

Nugent said there 
will be a “massive soci-
etal adjustment” when 
life returns to normal, 
as those who have be-
come comfortable with 
working from home and 
avoiding traffic during 
commutes return to their 
offices. 

She said her daughter 
told her she prefers vir-
tual learning to in-per-
son, too.

She also said the pan-
demic has made career 
paths a bit more com-
petitive.

“It is really tricky,” 
Nugent said. “As [Me-
gan] alluded to earlier, 
people who are at tran-
sition points in their ca-
reers – applying to grad 
school, applying for 
med, post-doc applica-
tions to faculty positions 
– it’s really hard. I know 
that both Megan and I, 
we take that part of our 
careers really seriously. 
We both care a lot about 
the folks that we work 
with and want them to 
be successful.”

Ranney advised 
women looking to en-
ter a career in science 
to “be your whole self” 
and find “great people 
to work with.” Nugent 
agreed, urging people to 
be open about help they 
may need.

“The other thing I’d 
be doing a disservice if I 
didn't admit was, I don’t 
have all the answers. Just 
being open and honest 
and listening and col-
laborating. … Find the 
other person who knows 
that stuff that I did not 
know, and it’s probably 
Megan,” she said with a 
laugh.

MEGAN RANNEYNICOLE NUGENT



There’s little doubt that 
Gov. Gina Raimondo will 
be confirmed by the Sen-
ate as U.S. Commerce sec-
retary. But when that hap-
pens is a big question.

For devotees of Rhode 
Island politics, the slow-
motion transition be-
tween Raimondo and Lt. 
Gov. Dan McKee has be-
come increasingly pain-
ful. The perception is one 
of awkwardness and it 
doesn’t boost confidence 
in government. Nor is 
it the kind of thing for 
which Raimondo wants to 
be remembered.

McKee’s transition 
spokesman, Mike Trainor, 
downplayed concerns 
about cooperation be-
tween the state’s cur-
rent and future governor, 
pointing to how McKee 
gets a daily briefing from 
state Health Director Dr. 
Nicole Alexander-Scott 
and National Guard Ad-
jutant Gen. Christopher 
Callahan. “He feels that in 
doing that he’s speaking 
to the Raimondo adminis-
tration,” Trainor said.

As we noted recently, 
Raimondo has told re-
porters she remains fo-
cused on being governor, 
even while not wanting to 
draw the spotlight from 
McKee. But if “The Twi-
light Zone” was an apt 
metaphor two weeks ago, 
where are we now?

Perhaps everyday 
Rhode Islanders are busy 
with other things and 
chalk up the Raimondo/
McKee storyline to why 
they view politics with 
distaste. Perhaps McKee 
will reap the political ben-

efits after taking office and 
presiding over increased 
vaccinations and height-
ened economic activity.

For now, though, the 
disinclination of the two 
leaders to repeatedly ap-
pear on the same stage 
together speaks for itself.

CVS and politics

CVS Health has tempo-
rarily suspended making 
political contributions in 
the aftermath of the Jan. 
6 attack on the Capitol.

“CVS Health fully 
supports our country’s 
democratic process and 
recognizes the right-
ful election of President 
Joe Biden,” CVS Health 
spokesman Michael J. 
DeAngelis tells me via 
email. “We strongly con-
demn false claims made 
about the election results, 
any related violence or 
other unlawful activ-
ity. We have temporarily 
suspended all political 
contributions while we 
review our giving strat-
egy going forward.”

DeAngelis responded 
after I asked about a 
$100,000 digital cam-
paign launched by the 
advocacy group End 
Citizens United. The 
goal is getting CVS and 
other corporations to 
not support Republicans 
“who voted to overturn 
the election and spread 
misinformation, helping 
to incite the riot at the 
U.S. Capitol on January 
6.” (According to End 
Citizens United, the CVS 
Health PAC has con-
tributed $76,000 to U.S. 
House Minority Leader 
Kevin McCarthy and 
U.S. Rep. Devin Nunes.)

“The CEO and high-
level executives at CVS 
need to do some serious 
soul-searching,” End 
Citizens United Presi-
dent Tiffany Muller said 
in a statement earlier 
this week. “They need 
to decide if funding anti-
democracy politicians 
is more important than 
democracy itself. In this 

defining moment, we 
urge these corporations 
to be part of the solution 
by heeding the calls for 
change.”

Eyes on the prize

Lost in the shuffle over 
the Raimondo/McKee 
relationship: is McKee 
doing the stuff necessary 
to give his administra-
tion the best chance of 
success? More specifical-
ly, are McKee and mem-
bers of his transition 
talking with experienced 
people outside their 
bubble who can warn of 
pratfalls, for example, in 
negotiating the state bu-
reaucracy and legislative 
relations?

(Remember, too, that 
Steve Kavanagh, who 
worked as legislative 
director for three gov-
ernors – Don Carcieri, 
Lincoln Chafee and Gina 
Raimondo – recently 
brought his ample insti-
tutional knowledge to 
a job as deputy chief of 
staff for House Speaker 
Joe Shekarchi.)

McKee transition 
spokesman Mike Trainor 
declined to name names, 
but he said McKee talks 
“almost daily with peo-
ple outside his transi-
tion” to gain insight.

Zambarano concerns

Northern RI lawmak-
ers Rep. David Place 
(R-Burrillville) and Sen. 
Jessica de la Cruz (R-
North Smithfield) re-
cently tweeted out con-
cerns over the future of 
Zambarano Hospital. 
Burrillville Town Man-
ager Michael C. Wood 
also weighed in with a 
letter to Raimondo, call-
ing it “disconcerting that 
the Town Council has not 
been consulted or pro-
vided timely information 
about the short and long-
term plans for this facili-
ty, which is an important 
part of our community 
and its citizenry.”

While cost problems 

with Eleanor Slater Hos-
pital in Warwick have 
been well documented, 
precisely what was hap-
pening with Zambarano 
was less clear. By mid-
day Friday, quite a few 
hours after I inquired, 
first with BHDHH and 
then with the governor’s 
office, Raimondo spokes-
woman Audrey Lucas 
provided this statement: 
“Governor Raimondo is 
committed to keeping 
Zambarano open. Last 
summer, the administra-
tion put forward a pro-
posal to further invest in 
the campus and provide 
patients with the highest 
quality, most appropriate 
level of care. She hopes 
the General Assembly 
will move forward with 
these important invest-
ments in Zambarano. 
The hospital is currently 
going through a required 
process of discharging 
patients who no longer 
require hospital-level 
care.”

The new rep from 
East Providence

State Rep. Brianna 
Henries (D-East Provi-
dence) calls her winning 
campaign last year a 
“happy accident.”

When she was ap-
proached by the RI Politi-
cal Cooperative, “I didn’t 
realize how much of a 
need there was for new 
leadership, new voices, 
new perspective in the 

government until we fi-
nally had the time to take 
a pause during COVID,” 
Henries said on Political 
Roundtable last week, 
“and you start to recog-
nize some of these things 
that are going on with 
your local government. 
And you’re recognizing 
that there are these holes 
that need to be filled or 
these spaces that aren’t 
being addressed.”

Henries beat fresh-
man incumbent Rep. Joe 
Serodio in the Septem-
ber 2020 primary, with 
almost 62 percent of the 
vote. While the House 
is larger and more ideo-
logically variegated 
than the Senate – where 
leadership has moved 
to the left on a series of 
issues – Henries says 
the center of gravity is 
shifting there, too: “As 
you’re starting to see 
more of this progressive 
flow and this more pro-
gressive wave, they’re 
recognizing that the 
calls for people do kind 
of sit more in what’s 
called the left.”

Housing blues

The high median price 
for a house in Rhode Is-
land – $334,000 – under-
scores the difficulty of 
increasing the supply of 
affordable housing. But 
one difference between 
former House Speaker 
Nicholas Mattiello and 
current Speaker Joe 

Shekarchi can be seen in 
how a bill banning hous-
ing discrimination based 
on income source – re-
peatedly blocked in the 
House – is now ticketed 
to pass the chamber.

Borrow much?

With various elected 
officials and interest 
groups advocating for 
voter approval on March 
2 of seven bond ques-
tions representing $400 
million in borrowing, 
here’s the view from Mi-
chael DiBiase, CEO of 
the Rhode Island Pub-
lic Expenditure Council 
(RIPEC): “The evidence 
suggests that the state 
can afford the bonds be-
ing presented to them 
during this special elec-
tion. Bbonds for higher 
education building, pub-
lic recreation facilities, 
transportation, and the 
Davisville Port represent 
long-term public infra-
structure investments. 
Housing and child-
care facilities bonds are 
needed and worthwhile 
investments, however, 
state leaders must ensure 
that they are part of a 
larger strategy for invest-
ment and improvement.”

Ian Donnis is the politi-
cal reporter for The Public’s 
Radio. He can be reached at 
idonnis@ripr.org. For more 
of his coverage, visit the-
publicsradio.org and follow 
him on Twitter (@IanDon).
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Johnston Senior Center 
offers services

If you need any help 
with heating, housing etc. 
during this cold winter or 
any other time, contact the 
Johnston Senior Center So-
cial Services Department 
by calling 944-3343. Made-
line or Amy will be happy 
to help.

Johnston Community 
Library Book Club

Kids ages 8 to 10 can 
meet online, by invitation, 
Thursdays at 3 p.m. to 
hear readings and discuss 
books with library trustee 
and volunteer Denese Car-
penter.

Interested in other times 
or want to suggest a book 
for discussion? Let them 
know.

Parents can learn more 
about sign-up procedures 
by contacting Library 
Director Jon Anderson. 
Email info@mohrlibrary.
org or call 401-231-4980, 
ext. 7.

News from the Mohr 
Memorial Library

The fine free period for 
all Rhode Island public li-
braries has been extended 
to March 1, 2021. How-
ever, if you have overdue 
books, please bring them 
back, so other patrons can 
enjoy them.

Mohr Library is current-
ly accessible to the public 
during reduced hours but 
continue to offer curbside 
pickup and other services, 
including reference help 
by phone, email or in per-
son; recommendation lists 
and one-on-one help to 

explore interests in read-
ing, viewing, and listen-
ing; printing from home or 
your device; use of com-
puters and copier; and free 
notary public, evenings 
and Saturdays by appoint-
ment.

 
NAMI-RI  

Family-to-Family course
 
The local chapter of the 

National Alliance on Men-
tal Illness is now accepting 
registration for its virtual 
Family-to-Family course, 
which begins Feb. 24.

This is a free, eight-ses-
sion educational program 
for family members, sig-
nificant others and friends 
of people with mental 
health conditions. It is a 
designated evidenced-
based program, which 
means that research shows 
the program significantly 
improves the coping and 
problem-solving abili-
ties of the people closest 
to a person with a mental 
health condition.

NAMI Rhode Island’s 
Family-to-Family course 
is taught by trained family 
members who have lived 
experience, and includes 
presentations, discussions 
and interactive exercises.

For more information 
on the Family-to-Family 
curriculum and registra-
tion requirements, visit 
namirhodeisland.org or 
call 331-3060.

  
Artist Applications  
now open for the  

Wickford Art Festival

There are new changes 
to the festival set to bring 
artists back to Wickford af-
ter last year’s cancellation 
due to COVID.

Artist applications are 
now open for the annual 

Wickford Art Festival, 
which is slated for July 10 
and 11, 2021. Produced by 
the Wickford Art Associa-
tion since 1962, this year’s 
festival will aim to feature 
top artists from the state, 
region and nationally but 
will have a new look and 
feel due to changes since 
COVID-19 rocked the art 
and event industry. This 
year, Wilson Park, located 
within Wickford Village, 
will be the base for the 
festival in order to safely 
spread-out artists, patrons 
and adapt to any neces-
sary state guidelines in 
place come July. 

For the first time artists 
will be able to apply to this 
year’s festival through a 
new online application. 
Accepted artists will also 
be featured on a new vir-
tual festival platform that 
will be heavily promoted 
throughout the entire 
summer through the end 
of September.  

The Wickford Art Festi-
val is a juried fine art show. 
Work will be juried on 
originality, workmanship 
and professional presenta-
tion. Jurors also consider 
total show composition 
and for the first time will 
be accepting a limited 
number of talented artists 
that create fine functional 
art pieces – including ce-
ramics, decorative fiber, 
furniture and jewelry – 
will be able to apply to the 
festival. Applications will 
be open through April 15. 

For more information 
visit the Wickford Art 
Association website for 
details on the festival, ap-
plication instructions and 
jury information or con-
tact the festival director, 
Ainslie Daly, at wickford-
artfestival@gmail.com. 

For more information 

on individual exhibits or 
programs, please contact 
us, or visit wickfordart.
org.  All programming is 
subject to change; all ju-
ried and judged exhibits 
will be featured through 
online virtual galleries as 
well as in-gallery hours 
(Wednesday through Sat-
urday, noon to 4 p.m., and 
Sunday, noon to 3 p.m.) at 
WAA’s beach-front North 
Kingstown home.

 
Medical education  

scholarships

The Chartercare Foun-
dation is now accepting 
applications for under-
graduate and graduate 
medical education schol-
arships for the 2021 aca-
demic year.

The scholarships will 
support studies in nurs-
ing, pharmacy, dental 
hygienists, physician as-
sistants, public health, oc-
cupational and physical 
therapy, dieticians, etc. 
The scholarship is open 
to Rhode Island residents 
only, and the application 
deadline is March 31, 2021.

Please visit chartercare-
foundation.org and click 
on “scholarships.”

‘Meet the Artists’  
at Warwick CFA

Join Warwick Center for 
the Arts for its “Meet the 
Artists” opening recep-
tion, to be held Monday, 
Feb. 15, from 6 to 7:30 p.m. 
via Zoom. See the mul-
timedia exhibit of over 
75 original works of art 
available for purchase or 
online. The entire exhibit 
in person runs through 
March 13. For more infor-
mation, visit warwickcfa.
org/exhibits-events/on-
view or email exhibits@

warwickcfa.org.
 

Craft and Arts kits now 
available for pick up

The Mohr Library now 
has winter craft and art 
kits available for children, 
which may be picked up. 
Email Ms. Meri at Meri@
mohrlibrary.org to reserve 
one.

 
ARTS Scholarships  

available
 
Applications are now 

available at ppacri.org/
artsscholarships for the 
2021 ARTS Scholarships 
Program. This year marks 
the program’s 25th an-
niversary! Since 1996, the 
program has awarded 700 
arts scholarships.

The ARTS Scholarships 
2021 program, sponsored 
by The Textron Charitable 
Trust and the PPAC An-
nual Fund Donors with 
support from WPRI 12, 
awards up to $500 in fi-
nancial assistance to each 
of the 30 talented Rhode 
Island students selected as 
recipients. Qualified stu-
dents must be age 11-14 
by June 1, 2021, and reside 
in and attend school in 
Rhode Island.

These scholarships offer 
young artists an opportu-
nity to participate in local 
summer arts education 
programs that will broad-
en each student’s experi-
ence in their chosen area of 
study.

Support the Johnston 
Historical Society

 
The Johnston Historical 

Society has T-shirts avail-
able for sale in sizes small 
through extra large in slate 
blue, sand and a few in 
light green.

The JHS is an all-volun-
teer organization. Its mu-
seum is not staffed, but 
they are happy to open up 
by appointment for a tour 
of the museum, the house, 
and to purchase T-shirts 
and copies of books.

Call 231-3380 and leave 
a message with the color 
and size you would like.

 
Need help with your 

mortgage?
 
RI Housing’s Hardest 

Hit Fund Rhode Island 
(HHFRI) program is of-
fering zero-interest, for-
givable loans to eligible 
Rhode Island homeowners 
who became unemployed 
or underemployed due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
and are struggling to make 
their mortgage payments. 
Loan proceeds may pro-
vide eligible homeowners 
with up to six months of 
mortgage payment assis-
tance and a mortgage will 
be recorded on the home-
owner’s property.

Learn more about the 
loan program and eligibili-
ty at rihousing.com/hhfri.

 
 

Zoom-ba is here

MS Dream Center offers 
a virtual Chair ZOOM-ba 
Program sponsored by Ma-
guire Disability Law with 
the class being instructed 
by Michelle Calise.

Classes will be offered 
nationally on Monday’s 
at 1 p.m. and Saturday’s 
at 11 a.m. for people with 
MS and their loved ones. 
There is no fee to partici-
pate and classes can ac-
commodate up to 100 on a 
first come first serve basis.

Please contact Anne at 
anne@msdreamcenter.org 
to register for the classes 
and to complete a signed 
liability waiver, which 
is required of all partici-
pants.

The MS Dream Center 
provides a dedicated re-
source and support facil-
ity in which people living 
with Multiple Sclerosis, 
and their care partners, 
may engage in a wide va-
riety of interactive social 
and educational activities, 
workshops and therapies. 
The MS Dream Center 
goal is to bring awareness 
to the disease and reach 
out to those living with 
it, empowering them and 
offering important respite 
opportunities for care 
partners.

 
Teen virtual  

programming 
 
The Mohr Library is cur-

rently offering virtual ver-
sions of some of its teen 
programs as well as drop-
in chats. They are all invite-
only programs, so please 
contact the teen librarian 
at marissa@mohrlibrary.
org to register or if you 
have any questions.

Art Club meets every 
Tuesday at 3 p.m. His-
tory Club meets monthly 
on the first Wednesday at 
3 p.m. Drop-in chat days 
differ weekly, so please ask 
when registering.

 
Help make a  
house a home

 
The Furniture Bank of 

RI, a nonprofit corpora-
tion, needs bureaus, com-
plete twin or double beds, 
kitchen sets, mattresses, 
and other household fur-
niture that you no lon-
ger need. To help a less 
fortunate family through 
your charitable donation 
of good used furniture, 
call 831-5511 to arrange 
for pick up. All donated 
articles must be in good 
condition.

 
Did you know?

 
In 1895, George Hud-

son, an entomologist from 
New Zealand, came up 
with the modern concept 
of daylight-saving time. 
He proposed a two-hour 
time shift so he›d have 
more after-work hours of 
sunshine to go bug hunt-
ing in the summer. This 
year we will change our 
clocks ahead on March 14. 
(Source: Daylight Savings 
Fun Facts)

SunriseScoops@aol.com. 
Photos in jpg format are ac-
cepted and news can include 
community events, promo-
tions, academic news and 
nonprofit events. Email to-
day and see your news in 
our column in the Johnston 
Sun Rise. Please include a 
daytime telephone number in 
case we require any further 
information.
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Learning lessons 
from a pandemic

Throughout the past year, there have been 
very few reasons to be optimistic regard-
ing the state of affairs – whether locally or 

nationally or from a worldwide lens. 2020 was, 
after all, a year of prolonged suffering for millions 
of people, and the hope and promise brought on 
by 2021 has not yet mitigated the harsh realities 
that started close to one year ago from this mo-
ment (though we’re getting closer to it).

Therefore, there is no real way to put a “happy 
spin” on a global pandemic that has killed over 
500,000 Americans and millions more throughout 
the rest of the world – the objective reality is one 
of pain and loss and emotional distress that con-
tinues to challenge us in difficult ways every day.

Through overcoming these challenges, however, 
we hope that there will emerge some lingering ef-

fects that posi-
tively impact 
our society 
– locally and 
abroad – in-
definitely go-
ing forward, 

whether those effects are felt in governance, educa-
tion or simply the way we function as a community.

Responding to the threat of a communicable dis-
ease has made us get creative in figuring out ways 
to perform basic, day-to-day functions such as go 
to work, go to school and conduct public govern-
mental meetings. Crowds at the office are no lon-
ger safe or allowable, so we have been forced to 
re-think what business needs to be done in-person. 
Schools can’t host 30 children and adults in the 
same room, so we must refocus efforts on creating 
a quality remote learning program and expanding 
access to technology. City Hall is closed, but any-
one with an internet connection can join a virtual 
meeting, et cetera, et cetera.

The positive effects of these efforts – such as 
more flexibility for work to be done remotely, 
more technological resources being made avail-
able to students and more accessibility for resi-
dents to keep an eye on what’s happening at their 
local town and city halls – can hopefully contrib-
ute to the creation of a society that is less obsessed 
with the physical act of attendance and more con-
cerned with the expansion of access to as many 
people as possible.

In terms of governance itself, the pandemic 
should dispel the notion that a strong federal gov-
ernment is not important. In fact, the lack of a uni-
fied and compassionate federal government dur-
ing the most crucial moments of this crisis clearly 
exacerbated its effects and extended the timeline of 
our recovery greatly. Although it is hard to be opti-
mistic about the harsh polarization of this nation’s 
political environment getting any better with the 
simple passage of time, hopefully seeing the very 
real damage caused by governmental inefficiency 
when responding to a real crisis will stick in peo-
ples’ minds and cause them to demand more from 
those who represent their interests.

More abstractly, but just as importantly, we 
hope that the pandemic will serve as an ongoing 
reminder that we cannot simply wish to isolate 
ourselves from the rest of the world. This virus 
started thousands of miles away in one spot, and 
within a few short weeks it had crept into every 
corner of the globe. It started small in our com-
munities and rapidly became a force that crippled 
our health care system and national economy.

Understanding the inherent connectivity of the 
world is only a part of this, however. The pan-
demic must serve as a reminder to all that we are 
responsible for one another’s safety, health and 
well being – just as we are responsible for our 
own. We cannot function without the contribu-
tions of our neighbors, and vice versa.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic has forced 
us to adapt the ways in which we had become 
quite comfortable living, we can also hope that 
the lessons it has taught us will meaningfully and 
positively shape the way in which we will live go-
ing forward.

• WHERE TO WRITE:
 1944 Warwick Avenue
 Warwick, RI 02889
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Proceeding with caution on  
major Johnston development

By EDWARD T.  
CARDILLO JR.

As the new representa-
tive in House District 42, 
I wanted to take this op-
portunity to address the 
proposal for a major land 
development on Hartford 
Avenue.

Many constituents have 
reached out to me with 
their concerns regarding 
this development, and I 
wanted to assure them 
that I will do everything 
in my power to address it 
and make certain that it is 
a good fit for the people of 
Johnston.

It has been reported 
that negotiations are un-
der way that may result in 
the purchase of 100 acres 
near the intersection of 

Routes 6 and 295, along 
with the building of a 1 
million-square-foot ware-
house. While economic 
growth is a positive that 
benefits all, and it’s for-
tuitous that Johnston has 
been chosen for this de-
velopment, there are cer-
tain issues that have been 
brought up that I want to 
make sure get addressed 
by all parties involved.

First, I would like to see 
a plan for traffic flow. A 
project of this magnitude 
cannot be undertaken 
without having a major 
impact on the congestion 
and traffic patterns of the 
town. Specifically, I would 
like to know the number 
of vehicles expected, the 
number of heavy trucks, 
and an assessment of the 

toll these heavy trucks 
will take on our roads, 
along with any expected 
noise or other potential 
disruptions.

Second, I would like to 
see the tax relief plan for 
the town of Johnston. It is 
the desire and goal of ev-
ery municipality to broad-
en and diversify its tax 
base, and a capital invest-
ment of this size may very 
well have a large effect 
on the town’s finances. I 
would like to know what 
exactly that effect will be 
and how it will manifest 
itself over the long term.

Last, I want to make 
sure that whatever busi-
ness occupies this major 
land development will 
pay a living wage to its 
employees. Again, every-

body benefits from eco-
nomic development, and 
Johnston has a talented, 
educated and diverse 
workforce to offer any in-
dustry. For our part, we 
want to make sure any 
new jobs come with a liv-
ing wage.

This proposal is still in 
the early stages of plan-
ning, but before it ad-
vances further, I plan to 
work with Commerce RI 
and the Department of 
Transportation to see that 
everyone’s interests are 
represented as we move 
forward with this project.

Edward T. Cardillo Jr., a 
Democrat, represents Dis-
trict 42 (Johnston, Cran-
ston) in the Rhode Island 
House of Representatives.

Attack on Capitol was 
third rate

To the Editor:
In response to Mr. 

Morgan’s letter of Feb. 
18, I would like to quote 
the late Senator Patrick 
Moynihan: “Everyone is 
entitled to his own opin-
ion but not his own facts.”

“Massive election fraud” 
has not been documented 
and I challenge anyone to 
PROVE otherwise. It may 
be your opinion Mr. Mor-
gan but there are no sub-
stantiating facts as dozens 
of unsuccessful lawsuits 

have shown. Many stal-
wart Republican officials 
in states such as Georgia 
and Arizona have agreed 
the election was fair.

Your conclusion that 
we are a “third rate, third 
class, third world ‘banana 
republic’” is so far off the 
mark that it’s laughable. 
The only thing that was 
third rate was the attack 
on the Capitol.

Ron Winde
Warwick
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According to Judy (not 
her real name), she was 
told she would not be is-
sued a check and to call 
the State Police. She went 
on the State Police web-
site and filled out a stolen 
identity form on unem-
ployment fraud. That was 
last April. She thought she 
was good until about two 
weeks ago, when she re-
ceived another notice she 
had been approved for 
unemployment compen-
sation. She repeated the 
process.

Others receiving ap-
proval notices saw no 
reason to notify the DLT 
since they were working 
and hadn’t applied. Now, 
many of these people 
are receiving the 1099-G 

forms.
In some cases the forms 

reflect payments of less 
than $500.

Alfred speculated the 
amount reflects a single 
week payment and that 
the perpetrator either 
didn’t file for successive 
weeks or was detected 
as a false claimant when 
they refilled.

He said payments are 
usually direct deposits to 
accounts that have been 
set up by the scammers. 
He wouldn’t elaborate 
on the schemes used by 
scammers to get the mon-
ey or how they obtained 
the identities in the first 
place, as this is an ongoing 
investigation with the FBI. 
He said banks have been 
cooperative in flagging 
accounts with suspicious 
activity and speculated 
personal information was 

more likely obtained from 
a number of major cyber 
security breaches and 
“bought” by unscrupu-
lous people.

“It’s very widespread,” 
he said.

According to DLT 
spokeswoman Margaux 
Fontaine, the DLT has 
paid out $2.7 billion total 
in unemployment ben-
efits in state and federal 
funds since the beginning 
of the pandemic (March 
9).

“We have identified ap-
proximately $30 million 
in fraudulent payments, 
which is 1 percent of what 
we’ve paid out in total,” 
she said in an email. She 
said $3.5 million has been 
recovered thanks to the 
department’s efforts, but 
that she would not be 
able to provide specifics 
on the number of fraud-

ulent claims “because 
they’re considered part 
of our pending investiga-
tions at this time.”

The extent of unem-
ployment compensation 
fraud reaches even great-
er proportions in larger 
states. According to a 
report in the Wall Street 
Journal, California Labor 
Secretary Julie Su report-
ed that out of the $120 
billion paid in unemploy-
ment claims, $11.4 billion 
went into the pockets of 
foreign cyber criminals, 
prison inmates and other 
scammers.

What’s being done to 
stop the fraud?

“DLT has numerous 
measures in place to pre-
vent, detect, and stop un-
employment insurance 
fraud,” Fontaine writes.

 “Last spring, we began 
working with a cyberse-
curity vendor to develop 
advanced artificial intel-
ligence models to recog-
nize and stop fraudulent 
claims. All UI (unemploy-
ment insurance) claims 
go through a screening 
process, and our models 
are continuously updated 
to incorporate new data. 
We’ve worked hard to 
fulfill DLT’s dual mission: 
to ensure our anti-fraud 
measures are as effective 
as possible, while making 
sure legitimate claimants 
can get the benefits they 
need during this econom-
ic crisis as quickly as pos-
sible,” she said.

Alfred advised these 
people to go on the State 
Police website and fill out 
the form.

“No one will have to 
pay a cent in taxes on 
unemployment benefits 
that they didn’t file for 
or receive. We have set 
up a form on our web-
site for people to report 
receiving a fraud-related 
1099-G to streamline the 
process of getting a cor-
rected version to reflect 
that they did not receive 
unemployment benefits 
in 2020,” Fontaine said.

The form can be found 
at dlt.ri.gov/1099/re-
portfraud.

According to a release 
issued in January by the 
IRS, “Taxpayers who re-
ceive an incorrect Form 
1099-G for unemploy-
ment benefits they did 
not receive should contact 
the issuing state agency 
to request a revised Form 
1099-G showing they did 
not receive these benefits. 
Taxpayers who are un-
able to obtain a timely, 
corrected form from states 
should still file an accurate 
tax return, reporting only 
the income they received. 
A corrected Form 1099-G 
showing zero unemploy-
ment benefits in cases of 
identity theft will help 
taxpayers avoid being hit 
with an unexpected fed-
eral tax bill for unreported 
income.”

Last week, the Rhode 
Island Division of Taxa-

tion suggested steps to 
take if you have been a 
victim of identity theft. 
In a release, Rhode Island 
Tax Administrator Neena 
Savage described identity 
theft in general as when 
someone uses your Social 
Security number or other 
personal information 
without your knowledge 
to open new accounts, 
make purchases, or get a 
tax refund.

“Identity theft can 
also involve your taxes: 
Tax-related identity theft 
happens when someone 
steals your personal in-
formation to commit tax 
fraud. Your taxes can be 
affected if your Social Se-
curity number is used to 
file a fraudulent return or 
to claim a refund or cred-
it,” Savage said. 

Savage recommend-
ed taking the following 
steps: Contact your lo-
cal police department to 
file a police report; fill 
out the Internal Revenue 
Service’s “Identity Theft 
Affidavit” (Form 14039), 
available at irs.gov/pub/
irs-pdf/f14039.pdf;  Let 
the Division of Taxation 
know, in writing, that 
you are a victim of identi-
ty theft, and attach a copy 
of the completed federal 
Form 14039 mentioned 
above. Send the letter to: 
Rhode Island Division 
of Taxation, Personal In-
come Tax – Identity Theft, 
One Capitol Hill, Provi-
dence, R.I. 02908.
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Obituaries
In your time of need, the Johnston Sun Rise will 
print your loved one’s full obituary for a small 
charge. The paper also places the obituary on our 
Web site, johnstonsunrise.net.

Should you desire our services, kindly inform 
your funeral director, or call Sue Howarth at 
(401) 732-3100 or email sueh@rhodybeat.com 
for additional information. Obituary prices start 
at $50. You may place the obituary in any of our 
other newspapers for half price.                            Thank you.

■ Taxes
(Continued from page 1)

past year.
“They haven’t been out in 

a while, so they were getting 
to talk to their friends and 
neighbors that were there, so 
it became sort of social, even 
though we had social distanc-
ing and they all wore masks,” 
Polisena said. “It became kind 
of a social event, and I’m not 
saying that’s what it should 
be, but they’ve been locked 
up since last March. It’s going 
to be a year soon, so I think 
the local pods play a very im-
portant role.”

Polisena said Town Hall re-
ceived upwards of 100 phone 
calls on Monday morning af-
ter the state sign-up website 
crashed. He added that of the 
250 vaccination appointments 
scheduled for last Wednes-
day, the town was responsible 
for setting up about 75 per-
cent of them.

There are no tweaks 
planned for the pod this 
week, the mayor said, and 
there were no adverse reac-
tions and only a couple of 
people experienced some 
slight dizziness.

“We had a couple people 
have a couple of issues, but it 
wasn’t because of the shot,” 
Polisena said. “They hadn’t 
been out in a long time and 
they walked from the out-
side to the inside so they 
maybe got a little dizzy, but 
there was nothing according 
to Dr. Stoukides that had to 
do with anything that if they 
felt a little weak or felt a little 
dizzy. We had the Police Ex-
plorers there, they were able 
to help the people in and out 
on wheelchairs, who needed 
wheelchair access.”

The mayor praised Police 
Chief Joseph Razza, Johnston 
Police, Johnston Fire, the De-

partment of Public Works, 
town workers and the rec-
reation department for the 
all-hands-on-deck effort. The 
community bond wasn’t lost 
on McKee, either.

“He saw the way ours 
worked,” Polisena said. “I 
walked him around and he 
was observing the way peo-
ple were coming in and out 
and they were coming up to 
him saying, ‘This was great.’ 
And a lot of people were very 
happy, and there was no hic-
cups, and as I said, local pods 
give it that local flavor, so to 
speak, especially when you’re 
dealing with the elderly … If 
they say to us, do you want 
to be a regional pod for a few 
communities, we would look 
into that.”

He added: “We just want to 
get rid of this enemy, the CO-
VID, so I want to protect the 
people in Johnston of course, 
first and foremost, but I have 
no problem helping out the 
other communities because 
we’re all in this together.”

Polisena reiterated his de-
sire to vaccinate residents at 
congregate settings like Cher-
ry Hill Apartments and Sim-
mons Village, among others, 
saying again that he would go 
in with some firefighters and 
administer shots himself.

“We’ll go right on their 
scene, into their premises 
to get that done,” Polisena 
said. “We’re going to be look-
ing for help from the people 
who manage these facilities 
to get these people regis-
tered because they need to 
do that. We’re looking at that 
next, but they’ve got to give 
us the vaccine. … We don’t 
have enough product in, for 
whatever reason that is, if 
it’s logistics, if it’s the federal 
government, we don’t know 
what it is, but we should be 
getting a lot more than we 
have.”

■ Pods
(Continued from page 1)

REVVING UP A DERBY: While the pinewood derby track wasn’t open for viewing at St. Robert Bellarmine 
Church for the Pack 20 races Saturday, the parking lot had some really cool vehicles and goodie bags for the 
kids thanks to Northeast Auto Body, Auto Zone, This Guy’s Pizza and Coca-Cola. Here, David Slinko, charter 
representative to the pack, shows pack members around. (Sun Rise photos by John Howell)

LIKE A BIRD: Erenia Reyes appropriately named 
her racer “Birdie.” Of course, there was a small 
plastic bird mounted on the hood.

WHERE ARE THE CROWDS? Races that usually 
are accompanied by plenty of cheering and excite-
ment were eerily quiet.
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By ARDEN BASTIA 

“Anything is possible through Zoom,” Rhode Island 
Academic Decathlon director Frank Lenox said.

Because of COVID restrictions, the annual competition 
will be held virtually this year – a task that is not without its 
challenges.

Among the changes to this year’s competition is a new 
coach for Bishop Hendricken High School, ending over 
25 years of coaching from Sister Carol Anne Murray and 
potentially Hendricken’s 10-year winning streak.

According to Lenox, Rhode Island Academic Decathlon, 
or RIAD, has a large focus on socialization. “We really try 
to make it a social event,” he explained. “In a typical year, 
we’d gather at CCRI. Students would be testing in rooms 
with students from other schools, so it was very much a social 
environment. Unfortunately, this year we’re losing that.”

The events will be held virtually on Sunday, March 7.
Lenox explained that two events, speech and interview, 

will be taking place via Zoom. “Through using breakout 
rooms in Zoom, judges will be assigned, and as students 
join the Zoom meeting, they will be moved into the breakout 
rooms for a time window. For that window, they will present 
their prepared speech and do an impromptu speech, and then 
judges will score using a Google Form.”

The other subject tests will be taking place through an 
online platform developed by the United State Academic 
Decathlon organization, explained Lenox. The software used 
during the competition is also used for practice tests, so it’s 
familiar and reliable for students.

“Being an academic competition, people tend to think it’s 
for smart or brainy kind of kids, but we distinguish between 
different divisions. We have three divisions based on GPA 
[grade point average], so students are competing against 
other students of similar abilities,” Lenox said.

The 10 subject areas of the competition, all revolving around 
a central theme, are math, science, language and literature, 
social sciences, art, music, economics, written essay, speech 
and interview.

Cold War theme

The theme of this year’s Academic Decathlon competition 
is the Cold War, a topic Toll Gate High School coach Steve 
Belanger says is “apropos” for the present day.

“This is something the students are studying right now, so 
it shouldn’t be new to them,” he said, sharing that students 
have expressed more interest and enthusiasm in this year’s 
topic as compared to previous years. “During that time, even 
if you were not a political person, you couldn’t ignore the 
political reality, even if you weren’t inclined to think that way. 
That’s where people fi nd themselves today.”

Approximately 100 students from 10 schools across the 
state will be participating, including Bishop Hendricken, 
Classical High School, East Greenwich High School, Johnston 
High School, La Salle Academy, North Providence High 
School, South Kingstown High School, Toll Gate High School, 
the Wheeler School and Westerly High School, plus nine 
additional students making up nine alternate teams. Fifty 
volunteers are needed for the event, and Lenox says while 
organizers are not there yet, they will hit the goal by the event.

The number of competing schools is about half of what it 
has been over the past decade. And with fewer schools, there’s 
not the same demand for volunteers. Many volunteers are 
longtime volunteers from the community. “Once they judge 
a speech and/or interview event, they keep coming back year 
after year,” Lenox said.

Overcoming challenges

Steve Belanger has been an Academic Decathlon coach for 
19 years, and hasn’t seen a competition quite like this.

“It’s a bit of a surreal coaching experience, and I’m happy 
with the ones who are on the team and they’re trying their 
best. During the COVID times, that’s all you can ask for,” he 
said in an interview.

One of the hardest parts about this year, Belanger says, is 
the scheduling. 

“This year is very different and more challenging, because 
kids used to come to meetings after school or to advisory 
periods. And now, it’s more challenging to corral these kids, 
but things change all the time and you just have to roll with 
it,” he said.

The virtual essay portion took place on Tuesday, Feb. 23, 

where students were tasked with writing about a historical 
event from the Cold War or the signifi cance of Kurt Vonnegut’s 
book “Cat’s Cradle.”

Belanger is coaching a team of six students at Toll Gate 
High School this year. In years past, he coached two or three 
Decathlon teams at a time, and “normally I’d have nine, 18, or 
up to 33 kids,” he explained. “I think I was the fi rst coach in 
the state to do three teams in a year at Warwick Vets when it 
was still a high school.”

While this year may not have the number of participants 
that Belanger has seen in the past, he is confi dent in their 
quality. “We had lots of medal winners last year, and many of 
them are coming back this year,” he said. “These guys know 
what to do. Since they’ve won medals before, they know what 
to do to win again.”

New coach for Hendricken

Last year, Bishop Hendricken High School won the 
Decathlon and represented Rhode Island at the national 
competition, where they placed second in their division. This 
was Hendricken’s 10th consecutive state title.

However, this year, the Hendricken Academic Decathlon 
team has a new coach. Leeanne Soprano, who teaches Spanish 
at the high school, succeeds Sister Carol Anne Murray who 
led the team for over 25 years.

“I didn’t expect to be doing this, but I just dove right in,” 
Soprano said during an interview last week. “It sounds like I 
went in blind, which is half true, the other half is you have to 
live it to understand what everything is about.”

Soprano has big shoes to fi ll.
“The expectation is that we can do it, although we are 

losing the GOAT (greatest of all time) of Academic Decathlon 
coaches,” she said of replacing Sister Carol Anne. “It’s the 
boys who take the tests and give the speeches, and my goal 
is to really showcase that it’s them who are talented and 
deserve our applause and admiration. I want to prove that 
it’s them; it’s been them the whole time.”

This is Soprano’s fi rst time as a Decathlon coach, and says 
the experience has already taught her “so much.”

“As much as I’m the coach to the boys, they’ve been my 
coaches as well, which has been wonderful,” she said of 
Hendricken’s team, which has nine members this year. “I am 
so, so impressed by what it takes to be on the team and all the 
moving parts that make for a successful Academic Decathlon 
team. On the surface, it’s already a huge undertaking; the 
content alone requires hours and hours of studying. My job 
is to make sure the guys are doing those hours and hours of 
studying.”

BATTLE OF THE BRAINS GOES VIRTUAL BATTLE OF THE BRAINS GOES VIRTUAL BATTLE OF THE BRAINS GOES VIRTUAL 

10
high school teams 

to vie for
RI Academic 

Decathlon title
CHEERING TEAM: The 2020 Johnston Decathlon team fi lls a section of the CCRI 
Bobby Hackett Auditorium as members wait their turn to compete in the Super Quiz. 
(Beacon Communications photos)

SUPER QUIZ: The Super Quiz that closes out the day-
long competition won’t be a part of this year’s virtual 
decathlon. These Johnston students are pictured from 
the 2020 event held at CCRI. 

DECATHLON - PAGE 16�
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Sports
Playoff ready

By ALEX SPONSELLER

The Johnston boys basketball 
team continued to cruise to close 
out its regular season, winning its 

final three games on the schedule 
and taking a 6-3 record into the 
postseason.

The Panthers topped Wheeler 
73-57 and had four players score 

double figures. Hunter Remington 
finished with 21 points while Tom 

Panthers stay hot heading into postseason

HITTING THEIR STRIDE: Thomas Zednik (0) celebrates with teammates. (Photos by Alex Sponseller)

PANTHERS - PAGE 13

STRONG FINISH: Sarah Bandoma against Coven-
try last week. (Photos by Alex Sponseller)

Lady Panthers      
turn things around
FROM STAFF REPORTS

After tough sledding 
for much of the regu-
lar season, the Johnston 
girls finally got into the 
win column with three 
straight victories to close 
things out.

The Lady Panthers 
earned their first vic-
tory in a 43-30 decision 
over Moses Brown. Tori 
Viau led the way with 
16 points scored while 
Sarah Bandoma added 
10 and Emily Iannuccilli 
eight. They then beat vis-
iting Coventry 62-51 the 

following day and were 
led by Bandoma with 15 
points while Viau scored 
14. Iannuccilli and Abby 
Clesas each added 11 
while Ava Waterman 
scored nine.

The Lady Panthers 
wrapped up the regular 
season on Tuesday when 
they topped Chariho 59-
50. Clesas had a big game 
scoring 19 points while 
Bandoma added 18 Wa-
terman 10 and Viau nine. 

For more photos of the 
action, check out page 
14.
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Zednik scored 19, Derek Salvatore 17 
and CJ Ragosta 12. 

Johnston then topped Lincoln 60-49 in 
a state championship rematch on Satur-
day. The Lions beat Johnston last year in 
overtime of the Division III title game, 
however, the Panthers would get the bet-
ter of the matchup this time around.

Johnston took a big lead into halftime 
and maintained it the rest of the second 
to secure the win.

“Anytime you go ahead early it helps, 
but we knew they had Octavio (Brito). 
But this was a game that these kids 
wanted, they have been looking forward 
to this game all season long. Last year 
Thomas fouled out in the state champi-
onship last year with six minutes left, so 
we wanted him in this game,”� said John-
ston coach Mark Livingston.

Zednik led the way with 20 points 
while Remington added 16 and Salva-
tore 14.

“We are definitely hitting our stride. 
Our defense has been playing pretty 
good. My confidence has grown higher, 
earlier in the season I wasn’t that confi-
dent, I wasn’t scoring much. Derek has 
also taken some weight off of me, then 
with Thomas, no one can stop him, he’s 
the biggest player in the state which has 
also made it easy for us,” said Reming-

ton after the win. “It’s a good feeling, we 
lost a lot of seniors last year so for us to 
be stepping up is great. It’s been great to 
take on that leadership role.”� The Pan-
thers wrapped up their regular season on 
Monday with a 76-52 win over Hope.

Zednik led the Panthers with 26 points 
while Ragosta chipped in 15 and Salva-
tore 14.

Livingston has been pleased with the 
team’s development and feels that it is 
playing its best basketball at the right 
time.

“I think there was a lack of practice at 
the beginning, but things are starting to 
click now. These kids are really starting 
to (improve), they have been playing to-
gether for a number of years, so we have 
good chemistry. We are moving the ball 
offensively, everyone is unselfish. Thom-
as is one of the best big men in the state, 
he doesn’t complain about not getting 
the ball, if he’s getting double teamed 
he’ll just pass it,”�said Livingston.

In their first year in Division II, the 
Panthers are looking forward to the 
chance to establish themselves as a top 
club moving forward.

“This team cares, they really care and 
they want to leave an impression by win-
ning a championship,”� Livingston said. 
“They want to prove that they belong in 
Division II and that is something that we 
spoke about before the season even start-
ed. We just need to make sure that we are 
making smart decisions at the end of the 
game, playing with our foot on the gas.”

■ Panthers
(Continued from page 12)

BIG GAME: Johnston’s Hunter Remington.

TOUGH DEFENSE: Johnston’s Derek Salvatore defends a Lincoln player.
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IN THE WIN COLUMN: Johnston’s Emily Iannuccilli (left) and Ava Waterman compete against Coventry last week to win their second of three games.
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Soprano says despite the challenges of 
meeting virtually, the camaraderie between 
team members has been “inspirational.”

“Meeting virtually isn’t the worse thing in 
the world. There have been some really great 
moments when the seniors were teaching 
younger students. This is definitely harder to 
accomplish virtually; it’s now become a lot of 
independent work.”

State title for Johnston?

Debbie Smyth, Johnston High School 
co-coach, believes this might be the year 
Johnston beats Hendricken. Johnston came 
in third place in last year’s competition, with 
several students winning individual awards. 
Smyth, a business teacher at the high school, 
coaches alongside Kerri Murphy, who 
teaches art.

“I don’t know how, but Hendricken hand 
picks their kids,” said Smyth in an interview 

last week. “Carol Ann used to only pick kids 
who aren’t involved in any other activity so 
they can just focus on Academic Decathlon. 
We can’t do that in public school. Hendricken 
always won, and it’s just expected. But this 
year we have a great chance. We may not 
have a big team, but I think we have some 
really, really good kids.”

There are 11 students on Johnston’s team 
this year, but Smyth says two years ago 
they had over 20 students. “We weren’t 
able to really promote Academic Decathlon 
this year, and usually we do classroom 
presentations and meet with students.”

What sets Johnston High School apart is 
Smyth and Murphy’s immersive approach to 
Decathlon training. The coaches usually plan 
a trip that coincides with the competition’s 
theme. For example, Smyth and Murphy 
took students to the John F. Kennedy 
Museum in Boston for hands-on learning 
about the 1960s. When the theme was Africa, 
Smyth and Murphy brought in a community 
member who emigrated from the Congo to 
work with students and serve as a primary 
resource. With the COVID restrictions, 
Smyth says they’ve found it difficult to give 

students that extra level of coaching.
Even team bonding traditions aren’t quite 

the same. Smyth explained one tradition 
the team has takes place on Friday before 
the competition. “The students are excused 
from class, so we spend all day in the library, 
all the members and us, practicing and 
quizzing. Everybody collaborates and works 
together. We get pizza and bring snacks, and 
it’s honestly a team bonding thing.”

While Smyth doesn’t think the bonding 
events will happen in the same ways this 
year, she is confident in the chemistry 
and strengths of the team. “That’s the 
misconception, it has to be all A students. 
It’s not about that. You don’t have to be an A 
student, you can be a B or C student. You can 
focus more on the areas you’re better at and 
get a medal in those areas.”

One key part of the RIAD is the awards 
ceremony, during which medals are given 
to the students who place highest in each 
category. While Lenox doesn’t have an exact 
plan for the ceremony yet, he said it would 
most likely be a prerecorded video. “The 
hope is to have board members of RIAD and 
distinguished members of the community 

presenting the awards,” he said. The medals 
will be distributed to each school’s coach, 
and then given to the students.

Lenox explained that seniors who win 
gold medals are considered for a $500 
scholarship award, and the winning team 
will be invited to compete at nationals. 
Typically, RIAD would cover the cost of 
travel for the winning team; however, the 
national Decathlon competition will also be 
held virtually this year.

“Last year we were very fortunate,” Lenox 
said. “We conducted our competition on the 
8th of March, and a week later the state was 
in lockdown. Had we been a week later, we 
would have lost the opportunity.”

Lenox is thankful to be able to put 
on a competition this year, despite the 
circumstances. “We’ve had time to plan, and 
schools and students expressed interest in 
competing. In this year, when many student’s 
extracurricular have been either curtailed in 
some manner or eliminated all together, I’m 
very pleased that the board members and the 
communities have come together to provide 
students with this opportunity.” 

■ Decathlon
(Continued from page 9)
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