In the article below, you will see the struggle between the political and the administrative approaches to distributing public monies.  As you read, think how Plunkitt would react to the discretionary fund system.  What are its merits?  What are the benefits of the alternatives?
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Miami-Dade Commission's discretionary funds keep on growing

BY MATTHEW HAGGMAN AND JACK DOLAN

Miami-Dade commissioners have created a veritable reelection piggy bank on the public dime, dispensing nearly $9.5 million a year -- evenly divided among the 13 members -- with few restrictions and scant oversight. 

Yet as budget cuts threaten to savage other county programs, commissioners show no signs of curbing the amount of their discretionary funds. Several want the kitty to grow, saying the money aids small businesses and civic groups while enriching the districts they represent. 

Critics say it's political pork that helps keep commissioners in office by allowing them to engender such goodwill no one can oust them. 

Rather than allocating money through a normal budget process, commissioners give themselves funds to hand out as they see fit -- from giveaways to Boy Scout troops to the Dorrin D. Rolle Annual Easter Egg Bash. 

Filipe Campante, assistant professor of public policy at Harvard's Kennedy School of Government, said he's not aware of any parallel in the United States. 

''That is an amazing institution,'' Campante said. ``This is not trivial in the context of a commissioner. You can make a lot of people happy with that kind of money.'' 

Each commissioner has $727,500 to spend annually. Coupled with the incumbents' natural fundraising edge, the cash pile amounts to a hill political challengers find impossible to surmount. 

In the past 15 years, no sitting county commissioner has been unseated at the polls. 

''It's outrageous,'' said Miami Lakes Mayor Michael Pizzi, a vocal critic of county government. 'It is not `their' money to give, it's taxpayers money. Especially at a time like now, it should go through a competitive process.'' 

Members of Congress don't give themselves such taxpayer money to personally dispense, though they can steer earmarks to constituents. Neither state legislators nor Broward County commissioners have discretionary funds to tap into. 

A year ago Palm Beach County commissioners, citing budget concerns and uneasiness with the practice, stopped funding their discretionary accounts. Improper use of the spending factored into the indictment and prison term of one former Palm Beach County commissioner. 

Miami-Dade Budget Director Jennifer Glazer-Moon strongly supports providing tax dollars to grass-roots organizations because, she said, the money reaches needy people who government agencies inevitably miss. But Glazer-Moon acknowledges that allowing commissioners to dole out the funds is highly unusual. 

''We've looked at other governments and I have not seen another one that does this to the level that we're doing it,'' Glazer-Moon said. 

The funds come from several pots with different guidelines, but all operate under the almost complete, personal discretion of the commissioners, who hand out the dollars at the end of meetings. 

It is virtually unheard of for the rest of the board to challenge a commissioner's decision. 

''Who better than a commissioner knows what's best for their district?'' asked County Commissioner Audrey Edmonson, whose funding has ranged from the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority to Dodge City Amusements. 

THE FINANCIAL POOLS 

Each year commissioners direct $127,500 each to small businesses through a Mom and Pop grant program. They annually give away another $500,000 each in federal and county funds to nonprofit groups. In 2007, they added another $100,000 to hand out with few restrictions, including paying for ads and public events. 

Overall, $200,000 of the funding comes from Federal Community Development Block Grants. For this share, commissioners must choose recipients from a list of nonprofit groups that meet federal guidelines. 

For the rest -- $527,500 for each commissioner that comes directly from county taxpayers -- commissioners, or people picked by them, screen and select recipients. 

The bounty comes on top of annual office budgets of nearly $1 million for each commissioner, money that goes to salaries, office supplies and other expenses. 

At Tuesday's board meeting, for instance, Commissioner Jose ''Pepe'' Diaz allocated $10,850 from his office funds to pay a caterer and DJ for ``Pepe's Summer Blast.'' 

Last year the combined discretionary programs allowed commissioners to personally grant money to more than 800 nonprofit groups and 663 small businesses, county records show. 

Those contacted by The Miami Herald said they were grateful for the cash, especially in these economic times. 

Dean Richardson owns the Tropical Treescapes nursery in Commission Chairman Dennis Moss's district. In business since 1982, Richardson said he had nine full-time employees before the recession hit. That dropped to one. 

Last fall, he got a $2,500 grant under the Mom and Pop program to try growing organic vegetables for high-end restaurants. Asked if he was aware that the money came from Moss, Richardson said he was ``totally conscious, his name was on the front page of the application.'' 

This year commissioners are going even further to make sure they get the credit: Each application downloaded from the county website will bear a color photo of the commissioner on the cover. 

TOUGH TO COMPETE 

Challengers have no such financial resources. 

When former Aventura City Commissioner Jay Beskin took on Commissioner Sally Heyman three years ago, he got a quick case study in the power of incumbency at County Hall. Beskin said he reached out to local organizations to drum up support, only to be told they had gotten funding from Heyman and felt obliged to support her. 

''What can you do at that point?'' asked Beskin. 

Philip Brutus, a former state legislator now running for Congress, also lost against an incumbent, Rolle, in 2006. 

'People would say, `I don't really like him, but he helped my friend's store,' '' Brutus said. ``If a local nonprofit agency is seeking financial support or trying to organize a trip to Washington, or a school band wants to buy uniforms . . . everyone you help is suddenly your ally.'' 

Neither Heyman nor Rolle responded to interview requests. 

Beyond inspiring support, the grants boost a commissioners' profile in what amounts to public advertising. 

''Even by the most restrictive definition you are talking about something equal to $200,000 in advertising right there before an incumbent raises a dime,'' said Keith Donner, executive vice president of 50 Blue Political Advertising. 

In 2006, county auditor Cathy Jackson recommended trimming back one piece of the financial pool, saying commissioners should stop divvying up and individually distributing federal community development grants. The reason: to ``avoid the appearance of bias and maintain objectivity.'' 

Commissioners didn't budge. Instead, in 2007 they added an extra $100,000 to reach the current level. 

Commissioner Carlos Gimenez said discretionary funds allow commissioners to quickly address an issue in their district, and that the money is just a sliver of the overall budget commissioners approve. He's given to the likes of 5JJJJJ Delicatessen, Dade Jewish Journal and the Latin Chamber of Commerce. 

''I have had pretty good success with it, I am not going to criticize it,'' he said. 

Program advocates say recipients are worthy organizations. Critics say that's not the point; that the process has evolved into a political networking system bankrolled by the public. 

One commissioner, Katy Sorenson, said she's ready to scrap the system and have all funding go through a regular budget process in which the commission collectively allocates funding. 

''It would save us a great deal of time and also make sure each group receiving money was scrutinized,'' Sorenson said. 

Her comments come at a time County Manager George Burgess is instructing department heads to ''stop such discretionary purchases as bottled water,'' according to a recent memo. County officials are still assessing the depths of the funding shortfall, but Burgess wrote that the upcoming budget will be ``extremely challenging to prepare.'' 

''To put it succinctly, stop ALL nonessential purchases,'' he wrote earlier this month. 

County Mayor Carlos Alvarez, who receives a $300,000 discretionary fund, is examining the way all county money is being spent as he prepares to release his proposed budget next month. ''Everything is being looked at and scrutinized,'' said spokeswoman Victoria Mallette. 

Commission Chairman Moss agrees all budget trims should be explored -- but not the discretionary funds. 

''At times like this, we need more of it, not less,'' Moss said.

