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Four Transformative and Equity-Centered Ways 
to Expend American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA)  

State Fiscal Recovery Funds (SFRF) 

INTRODUCTION 

As policymakers negotiate a final budget for FY2023 and institute a plan for spending the 
entirety of Rhode Island’s American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) State Fiscal Recovery Funds (SFRF), 
we find ourselves at a critical juncture. If nothing changes, we are likely to spend the state’s 
ARPA SFRF in a scattershot manner, funding lots of small projects, but spreading the money too 
thinly and failing to usher in transformative or equity-centered change.  

With budget negotiations already underway, it appears increasingly unlikely that all ARPA 
spending will be reconsidered in the context of equity and transformation, two principles 
guiding the Rhode Island Foundation’s Make it Happen Steering Committee and its October 
2021 report (https://rifoundation.org/community-investments/make-it-happen-investing-in-
rhode-islands-future). Therefore, we think that a good outcome could be achieved by shifting 
some ARPA SFRF to items that both embrace transformation and center equity. The funds for 
these projects could be made available by finding alternative funding for some ARPA budget 
proposals not advancing these dual goals. 

GOVERNOR’S PROPOSED BUDGET 

With 8 areas of focus and over 50 proposals, many further subdivided, the Governor’s overall 
plan for spending $1.2 billion of ARPA SFRF between FY2022 and FY2026 risks spreading the 
federal aid too thinly to spark transformative change and meet our greatest challenges. One 
expects the budget negotiations among House and Senate leadership and the Office of the 
Governor to lead to a number of changes to the Governor’s proposals, and we hope those 
discussions will lead to refocusing the spending to address three or four major challenges in a 
transformative way and center on increasing equity by reducing racial, ethnic, and gender 
disparities. 

Among the Governor’s budget proposals to be funded by ARPA State Fiscal Recovery Funds, we 
have identified close to $300 million in spending on projects which are not focused on equity 
and/or transformation. We can repurpose these ARPA funds towards paying for the 
transformational and equity-centered proposals identified below. Here are some of the 
Governor’s proposals which might be funded fully or partially through other means, freeing up 
the ARPA funds: 
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FOUR TRANSFORMATIVE, AND EQUITY-CENTERED ARPA PROPOSALS 

Behavioral Health ($130+ million): The state’s behavioral health system requires a substantial 
investment if we want it to provide comprehensive services to the entire population, and 
Rhode Islanders of color and children of all races and ethnicities have particularly been 
neglected to date. Whereas the Governor proposed spending only $42.4 million on behavioral 
health care, the Make it Happen Steering Committee recommended expenditures totaling $255 
million. Here are a few ways ARPA funds could improve the situation over the current budget 
proposals: 

• Improve physical infrastructure. The Governor proposes directing facility upgrade funds
to certified community behavioral health clinics (CCBHCs), yet there are many other
behavioral healthcare facilities in need of similar facility upgrades.

• Grow and diversify the workforce. Through loan forgiveness and bonuses, recruitment
and retention of behavioral healthcare workers would be improved. Increasing the rates
paid to Medicaid providers for staff salaries would address the immediate behavioral
health crisis and lack of sufficient staff to meet needs to children and adults.

• Invest in preventive services. Creating a strategic plan and improving technology
infrastructure, as well as forming mobile crisis teams could decrease some costs while
serving more people more efficiently.

Climate

Port of Davisville $60,000,000

South Quay Marine Terminal $35,000,000

Economic and Workforce Development

Blue Economy Investments $70,000,000

Bioscience Investments $30,000,000

Galilee Port Rehabilitation $46,000,000

Small Business & Impacted Industry

Aid to the Convention Center $47,035,000

These funds would be for facility improvements and operating 

expenses, nothing clearly related to transformative change or 

equity; recent news reports concerning bonuses awarded to top 

administrators also raise question about the need to use ARPA 

funds for this item.

These items do include some support for offshore wind 

development, but appear to be more business infrastructure 

measures than a climate ones, and also do not include any clear 

equity provisions.

To be clear, though grouped with Worforce Development, these 

investments are for Economic Development, and there is no 

indication that equity concerns would be centered. The blue 

economy, bioscience, and seafood industries would receive 

boosts, and so it is possible these investments would prove 

transformational, though not in any way particularly related to 

pandemic recovery. Also, it is not clear how necessary these 

investments would be in the sense that the private sector itself 

might be able to provide the funding.
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Adult Education ($11 million): After a dozen years with static General Revenue funding kept to 
the minimum required to secure additional federal funding, it is time to increase spending to 
help Rhode Islanders without the necessary language and other skills to learn what they need 
to secure diplomas and qualify for post-secondary education – so they can qualify for skilled 
positions in “in-demand” industries, such as healthcare and hospitality. Representative 
Cortvriend and Senator Seveney have introduced bills to direct $11 million in ARPA funds for 
one-time investments in such programs (with $4.6 million of this appropriated for FY2023).  

Neighborhood Trusts ($50 million): We should embrace the innovative Make it Happen report 
proposal to invest $50 million in local decision-making, allowing people who know the most 
about the needs of their own neighborhoods, to allocate project funds. 

Housing ($250+ million): 

Increase affordable housing development appropriations for FY2023: There were $217 million 
in requests for “shovel ready” projects to the recent Consolidated Application for Housing 
Development program, issued by RI Housing, but only $60 million in funds available. It is well 
known that much of the strain on our housing market is due to a lack of supply; investing in the 
development of new affordable housing units now is the best way to mitigate housing 
insecurity and displacement throughout the state. Due to the pace of development, it is critical 
to allocate funding for development in greater amounts in FY2023 to see units built and people 
housed as quickly as possible.  

Down Payment Assistance: There are many approaches to improving housing access and 
affordability, and one of these is to offer assistance for making down payments on home 
purchases. Whereas the Governor’s plan calls for allocating $50 million to provide $17,500 each 
to 2,800 households in down payment assistance*, the Make it Happen report calls for 
allocating $50 million to provide 1,000 forgivable $50,000 loans to residents of Qualified Census 
Tracts, thereby benefitting mostly BIPOC Rhode Islanders in underserved communities which 
have suffered the worst impact of COVID-19. Housing and other advocates have noted that 
$17,500 is far too low a sum to make a difference to those who most need the help to purchase 
a house. We would need to almost triple the allocation to provide the more substantial amount 
of $50,000 per new home purchaser, and we would need to make explicit who would be 
eligible, so that funds do not go to wealthier first-time home buyers. To assist adequately the 
same 2,800 households as called for in the Governor’s proposal would require another $90 
million on top of the $50 million proposed. 

Permanent Supportive Housing/Homelessness: The pandemic has laid bare the need for 
Permanent Supportive Housing in our housing supports system for residents experiencing 
homelessness or those struggling with housing insecurity. In addition to the Governor’s 
proposal of $21.5 million for housing stability services and operating subsidies for extremely 
low-income housing units, an additional $25 million should be allocated to subsidize the  

* Although the Senate Fiscal Office refers to hard hit communities, the Governor’s own budget summary, as well
the summary from the House Fiscal Office mention only “eligible” first-time home buyers.
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development of new Permanent Supportive Housing units. Permanent Supportive Housing 
offers stability to our most vulnerable populations, including low-income seniors, persons with 
disabilities, and residents with substance abuse disorders and behavioral health issues.   

Workforce Housing: The Governor has proposed a $20 million investment in Workforce 
Housing, which would subsidize housing units for residents at or below 120% Area Median 
Income (AMI), which is $83,050 per year for a two-person household. Across the state, essential 
workers and workers who staff small businesses and are paid a little bit above minimum wage 
are earning around $30,000, which is still below 100% AMI when two people are working and 
below 50% AMI for one adult with a child. These workers and their families are at great risk of 
housing insecurity. Any investment in “Workforce Housing” should create units that are truly 
affordable to such workers and families.   
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