
BY ANTHONY IZAGUIRRE
ASSOCIATED PRESS

TALLAHASSEE, Fla. — Florida Gov. Ron 
DeSantis signed a bill on Friday to dissolve 
the private government Walt 
Disney World controls on its 
property in the state, punish-
ing the entertainment giant 
for opposing a new law that 
critics call “Don’t Say Gay.”

The move is expected to 
have huge tax implications for 
Disney and further sour the 
relationship between the Republican-led gov-
ernment and a major political player whose 
theme parks have transformed Orlando into 
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KARAM
U.S. attorney 

nominee for 

Middle District

Biden nominates Dickson City resident to serve Middle District of Pennsylvania
BY BORYS KRAWCZENIUK

STAFF WRITER

President Joe Biden 
wants longtime Scranton 
criminal defense attorney 
Gerard M. Karam to serve 
as the new U.S. attorney for 
the Middle District of  Penn-
sylvania.

T h e  W h i t e  H o u s e 
announced Friday that 

Biden will nominate Karam, 
60, a Dickson City resident, 
for the job, which temporary 
appointees have filled since 
former President Donald 
Trump left office in January 
2021.

If  confirmed by the Sen-
ate, Karam will replace 
interim U.S. Attorney John 
Gurganus, who assumed the 

role in November. Karam 
had been rumored the likely 
nominee since last summer. 
It is unclear why the nomi-
nation took so long.

In a statement, Karam 
described himself  as 
“extremely honored” and 
thanked Biden and Sens. 
Bob Casey and Pat Toomey 
for their confidence in him.

“I look forward to the 
nomination process,” 
Karam said.

He declined to comment 
further.

Karam applied for U.S. 
attorney in 2009, but then-
President Barack Obama 
chose Wilkes-Barre native 

About the nominee
1987-1995: Had his own law practice
1991-1993: Assistant public defender for 
Lackawanna County
1993-2003: Chief public defender for Lacka-
wanna County
1995-present: Partner at Scranton law firm 
Mazzoni, Karam, Petorak and Valvano
1997-2001: Member of the Criminal Justice 
Act Panel for the United States District Court 
for the Middle District of Pennsylvania
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BY JEFF HORVATH
STAFF WRITER

State funding will defray the cost of  reno-
vating three historic buildings on Lackawan-
na Avenue in Scranton, the construction of  a 
new educational facility at Keystone College 
and other projects.

A total of  seven projects in 
Lackawanna County will 
receive a share of  $9.15 mil-
lion in Redevelopment Assis-
tance Capital Program grants, 
state Sen. Marty Flynn, D-22, 
Scranton, announced Friday. 

Slocum Hollow Properties 
LLC, owned by Frank Dubas, 
received another $1 million in 
RACP funding to support the 
renovation of  historic build-
ings at 514, 516 and 518 Lacka-
wanna Ave. It’s the second 
such grant awarded for the 
renovation effort, following $1 
million in RACP funding announced in late 
2020.

Calling it the 517 Bogart Project — named 
for the court behind the properties featuring 
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S
CRANTON — At the top 
of  a hill, near some ten-
nis courts, Jeanie Bantell 

climbed the 49 steps she and 
her sister used to summit dur-
ing their walks through 
McDade Park.

After the climb, Taylor resi-
dent Joann Conroy McGurrin 

would turn to 
B a n t e l l  a n d 
remark, “They 
need a bench 
here.”

On Friday, the 
10th anniversary 
of  McGurrin’s 
death at 63, Ban-
tell sat on the 
newly erected 
metal bench and 
took in the view 
of  the Downval-
ley and the ski 
slopes of  Mon-
tage Mountain. 
She’d planned on 
honoring her sis-
ter this way, but a 
chance meeting 

several weeks ago in Florida 
with some strangers from 
Luzerne County — who oper-
ate a business aimed at con-
necting people through stories, 
notebooks and benches — left 
her wondering if  a “higher 
power greater than me (is) 
making this happen,” Bantell, 
of  Hughestown, said.

Beginning on her Shaver-
town farm with 20 benches to 
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Rita Skechus of Duryea writes a message in a book Friday after a dedication ceremony for a bench installed at 
McDade Park in Scranton in honor of the late Joann Conroy McGurrin.

If she  
saw a  

stranger 
sitting on  
a bench,  

she would  
sit down  

next to  
them.”

Jeanie Bantell
On her late sister, 

Joann Conroy 
McGurrin

Hughestown woman honors her late sister with a 
bench supplied by a Luzerne County-based project.
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The Bench Project founder Beth Romanowski of Shavertown speaks Friday 
during a dedication ceremony for a bench installed at McDade Park in 
Scranton in honor of the late Joann Conroy McGurrin.

What is The Bench Project?
The Bench Project was founded by Beth Romanowski on her Shavertown farm with 
20 benches celebrating 20 years of marriage with her husband, Len. Through the 
project, Romanowski hopes to foster human connection with a notebook tucked 
away in a weatherproof bag hooked to a bench. Anyone who encounters a Bench 
Project bench can leave their thoughts behind to be read by others.

Karam tapped for U.S. attorney

‘THEY NEED  

A BENCH HERE’

‘‘ DeSantis signs 
bill dissolving 
Disney district
Private government nixed amid 
governor’s feud with company 
over the “Don’t Say Gay” bill.
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Area projects 
will receive 
$9M in state 
RACP funding
Slocum Hollow Properties and 
Keystone College among the 
recipients, state Sen. Flynn says.
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A peril in a pear tree
Callery pears — a species brought to the 
U.S. a century ago — have since spawned 
invaders and threatened native plants. How 
is it being dealt with in country, state? B7

Russia commits to east
Ukraine’s industrial heartland known as the 
Donbas is the subject of relentless Russian 
attacks as forces look to cut the rest of the 
country off from the crucial region. A6
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celebrate 20 years of  mar-
riage, Beth Romanowski 
founded The Bench Project 
as more than a way to rest 
during a walk. The project 
also hopes to foster human 
connection with a notebook 
tucked away in a weather-
proof  bag hooked to the 
bench. Anyone who encoun-
ters a Bench Project bench 
can leave their thoughts 
behind to be read by others.

Within the last two years, 
Romanowski’s project gained 
momentum and its website 
began selling benches to cre-
ate new spots for people to 
share. Benches come with 
QR codes, so sitters can leave 
a digital journal entry 
behind, too. 

The website now lists 38 
benches or codes in 11 states. 

Len Romanowski, her hus-
band, said one is planned for 
Ireland.

“People need connection 
and it’s hard to come by 
s o m e t i m e s , ”  B e t h 
Romanowski said.

Bantell learned about The 
Bench Project earlier this 
year while visiting Clearwa-
ter Beach, Florida, at the 
same time the Romanowskis 
did.

Bantell’s husband, Tony 
Bantell, wore a Ryan’s Run 
shirt, which caught Beth and 
Len Romanowski’s eyes. The 
local connection sparked a 
conversation and the couples 
exchanged phone numbers. 
Beth Romanowski handed 
Bantell a business card for 
The Bench Project.

“She said, ‘This is divine 
intervention, ’  ”  Beth 
Romanowski recalled Jeanie 

Bantell saying.
Bantell selected a bench 

from the project’s catalog 
and worked to have it 
installed at the location 
McGurrin quipped should 
have one. With assistance 
from the city of  Scranton 
and the Lackawanna County 
Department of  Parks and 
Recreation, concrete was 
poured and “The Sisters’ 
Bench” was installed, Ban-
tell said.

McGurrin, who never hes-
itated to communicate her 
love for others, would be 
pleased, she said.

“If  she saw a stranger sit-
ting on a bench, she would sit 
down next to them,” Bantell 
said.

Contact the writer:  
jkohut@timesshamrock.com, 
570-348-9100, x5187;  
@jkohutTT on Twitter.
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Peter J. Smith, whose office 
prosecuted many local cor-
ruption cases, including for-
mer Lackawanna County 
Commissioners Robert Cor-
daro and A.J. Munchak. 
Biden also nominated Jac-
queline C. Romero as U.S. 
attorney for the Eastern Dis-
trict of  Pennsylvania, which 
includes Philadelphia and 
surrounding southeastern 
counties. She is the first 
woman of  color nominated 
to that post.

Biden nominated Cindy K. 
Chung as U.S. attorney for 
the state’s Western District 
on Oct. 27. The Senate con-
firmed her Nov. 19. 

In Northeast Pennsylva-
nia, the Middle District 
includes Lackawanna, 
Luzerne, Monroe, Pike, 
Susquehanna, Wayne and 
Wyoming counties. The dis-
trict’s other 26 counties are 
Adams, Bradford, Cameron, 
Carbon, Centre, Clinton, 
Columbia, Cumberland, Dau-
phin, Franklin, Fulton, 
Huntingdon, Juniata, Leba-
non, Lycoming, Mifflin, Mon-
tour, Northumberland, Perry, 

Potter, Schuylkill, Snyder, 
Sullivan, Tioga, Union and 
York, according to a U.S. 
Attorney’s Office Court web-
page. 

Scranton defense attor-
ney Paul  Walker  said 
Karam deserves the job and 
is well-qualified and level-
headed.

“He’s earned it and it’s a 
long time coming,” Walker 
said.

Nominating a criminal 
defense lawyer as U.S. attor-
ney will add diversity to their 
ranks, he said.

“That’s not to say he’ll give 
away the store,” Walker said. 
“It’s just that he’ll be compas-
sionate, that’s all.”

Criminal defense attor-
ney Ernie Preate Jr., a for-
mer state attorney general 
and former Lackawanna 

County district attorney, 
called Karam “well-ground-
ed in the law” and someone 
with “a great tempera-
ment.”

“He’s an excellent litigator 
and he’s a practical man,” 
Preate said. “He knows how 
to solve problems and he’ll be 
a good administrator over 
there.”

In a joint statement, Casey 
and Toomey, who by tradi-
tion had to sign off  on the 
nominations, praised Karam 
and Romero. Casey said both 
are highly qualified, inde-
pendent leaders committed 
“to the safety of  our commu-
nities and equal justice for 
all.” Toomey cited Karam’s 
experience and commitment 
to the law and Romero’s “aca-
demic and legal back-
ground.”

Karam is a longtime part-
ner at the Scranton law firm 
of  Mazzoni, Karam, Petorak 
and Valvano, where he has 
practiced since 1995. His 
practice focuses on complex 
civil and criminal litigation. 
The law firm includes attor-
ney Paul Mazzoni, a former 
Lackawanna County district 
attorney. 

From 1997 to 2001, Karam 
served as a member of  the 
Criminal Justice Act Panel 
for the United States District 
Court for the Middle District 
of  Pennsylvania. Karam 
served as Lackawanna Coun-
ty chief  public defender 
from 1993 to 2003, and as an 
assistant public defender in 
the same office from 1991 to 
1993. From 1987 to 1995, 
Karam had his own law prac-
tice. 

Karam received his law 
degree from Loyola Universi-
ty School of  Law in 1987, and 
his bachelor’s degree from 
Saint Joseph’s University in 
1984. 

Contact the writer:  
bkrawczeniuk 
@timesshamrock.com;  
570-348-9147;  
@BorysBlogTT on Twitter.

KARAM: Praised by Sens. Casey, Toomey
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small shops and businesses 
— Dubas plans to turn the 
buildings into a “vibrant 
hub of  activity” by renovat-
ing 30,000 square feet of  
space across the three struc-
tures, with about half  that 
space intended for commer-
cial use.

He’s exploring the poten-
tial for first-floor restaurants, 
residential apartments, a 
possible rooftop venue and 
other amenities at the prop-
erties he purchased in late 
2017 and early 2018.

“It goes back to history,” 
Dubas said. “Those buildings 
are 150 years old. I love the 
buildings. I think Lackawan-
na Avenue and that section 
of  Lackawanna Avenue ... 
offers a look into the past 
with the future in mind. I’m 
about the future. I would say 

I want this to reflect well on 
the potential of  Scranton.”

The total project cost 
remains to be seen, but 
Dubas said his personal 
investment will be signifi-
cant. He hopes to begin the 
renovations later this year.

Keystone

Keystone College will use 
its $1 million RACP award to 
support construction of  a 
new 25,000-square-foot facili-
ty, the Living Learning Edu-
cational Complex, to house 
the school’s education 
department.

It would also incorporate 
the college’s Oppenheim 
Children’s Center, an early 
childhood education provid-
er, and house the private 
dePaul School.

The facility will include a 
lecture hall, curriculum labs 
and a virtual educational 

training lab, according to the 
project description. It and 
two other development proj-
ects on and near Keystone’s 
campus could come to frui-
tion in the next two to five 
years, college officials said 
earlier this year.

In a statement, college 
President Tracy L. Brund-
age, Ph.D., noted the college’s 
gratitude to local legislators 
and Gov. Tom Wolf  for their 
support.

“When completed, the new 
Keystone College Living 
Learning Educational Com-
plex will provide enormous 
benefits to our students and 
to the entire Northeastern 
Pennsylvania community,” 
Brundage said. “We will con-
tinue with our ongoing 
efforts to secure the addition-
al funding necessary to help 
this important project 
become a reality.”

Other projects to receive 
RACP funding include: SLH-
DA Pre-K Center Phase Two 
(Scranton), $500,000; Triboro 
Industrial Park Development 
(Olyphant), $3 million; Aim 
Higher Program at Scranton 
Preparatory School, $750,000; 
Glenmontage Commercial 
Development (Moosic), $2 
million; and Maternal and 
Family Health Services Cir-
cle of  Care Expansion 
(Scranton), $900,000.

For information on the 
RACP or to access a spread-
sheet with funding awards 
and project descriptions, vis-
it budget.pa.gov/programs/
racp.

Contact the writer:  
jhorvath@timesshamrock.com; 
570-348-9141;  
@jhorvathTT on Twitter.
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one of  the world’s most popu-
lar tourist destinations.

For DeSantis, the attack on 
Disney is the latest front in a 
culture war waged over poli-
cies involving race, gender 
and the coronavirus, battles 
he has harnessed to make 
himself  one of  the most pop-
ular Republicans in the coun-
try and a likely 2024 presi-
dential candidate.

The law would eliminate 
the Reedy Creek Improve-
ment District, as the 55-year-
old Disney government is 
known, as well as a handful 
of  other similar districts by 
June 2023. The measure does 
allow for the districts to be 
reestablished, leaving an ave-
nue to renegotiate the future 
of  the deal that allows the 
company to provide services 
such as zoning, fire protec-

tion, utilities and infrastruc-
ture.

DeSantis said Friday that 
the company would end up 
paying more taxes than it 
currently does and that the 
law isn’t expected to cause 
tax increases for residents 
around Disney. He gave no 
additional details.

The dispute began with 
Disney’s criticism of  a new 
law barring instruction on 
sexual orientation and gen-
der identity in kindergarten 
through third grade as well 
as instruction that is not 
“age appropriate or develop-
mentally appropriate.” 
DeSantis and his fellow 
Republicans have defended 
the law as reasonable, saying 
that parents, not teachers, 
should be discussing such 
topics with children.

Under mounting pressure, 
Disney eventually said it 

would suspend political 
donations in the state and 
that it would support organi-
zations working to oppose 
the new law.

“You’re a corporation 
based in Burbank, Califor-
nia, and you’re gonna mar-
shal your economic might to 
attack the parents of  my 
state,” DeSantis said Friday 
before signing the bill into 
law at a ceremony in Hialeah 
Gardens. “We view that as a 
provocation, and we’re going 
to fight back against that.”

The governor has ham-
mered Disney for coming out 
against the bill, portraying 
the company as a purveyor 
of  “woke” ideology that 
injects inappropriate sub-
jects into children’s enter-
tainment. In a fundraising 
pitch sent out this week, 
DeSantis told supporters, “It 
took a look under the hood to 

see what Disney has become 
to truly understand their 
inappropriate influence.”

Republican Rep. Randy 
Fine, sponsor of  the bill to 
eliminate the Disney district, 
has said Disney is a guest in 
the state and that Floridians 
are not interested in the com-
pany’s California values.

“You kick the hornet’s 
nest, things come up,” Fine 
told lawmakers in the GOP-
controlled statehouse this 
week.

Democrats have slammed 
the Disney measure as petty 
retaliation, warning that 
homeowners could face tax 
bills if  they have to absorb 
costs from the company, 
though details are far from 
clear.

“The devil is in the details 
and we don’t yet today have 
the details,” said Orange 
County Mayor Jerry Dem-

ings, whose county is partial-
ly home to Disney World. He 
added it would be “cata-
strophic for our budget” if  
the county had to assume the 
costs for public safety at the 
theme park resort.

Disney is one of  Florida’s 
biggest private employers, 
last year saying it had more 
than 60,000 workers in the 
state. It is not immediately 
clear how the company or 
local governments around its 
properties would be affected 
if  the district was dissolved.

The creation of  the Reedy 
Creek Improvement District, 
and the control it gave Dis-
ney over 27,000 acres in Flori-
da, was a crucial element in 
the company’s plans to build 
near Orlando in the 1960s. 
Company officials said they 
needed autonomy to plan a 
futuristic city along with the 
theme park. The city never 

materialized, however; 
instead, it morphed into the 
Epcot theme park.

The company is a major 
political player in Florida, as 
well as the rest of  the coun-
try. The Walt Disney Co. and 
its affiliates made more than 
$20 million in political contri-
butions to both Republicans 
and Democrats in the 2020 
campaign cycle, the most 
recent year for which figures 
are available, according to 
the Center for Responsive 
Politics, which tracks such 
spending.

That same year, Disney-
related entities funneled 
$10.5 million to the America 
First Action committee, 
which supports Republican 
former President Donald 
Trump. Disney also contrib-
uted $1.2 million to support 
Democratic President Joe 
Biden’s campaign.

DISNEY: Will pay more taxes than it currently does, governor said
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‘He’s an excellent litigator and he’s  

a practical man. He knows how  

to solve problems and he’ll be a  

good administrator over there.’

Ernie Preate Jr.

Criminal defense attorney

NOON–2PM
1 SIMPLEX DRIVE, SCRANTON

Get the DreamHome youwant with Cornerstone!

Plant tours at
12:15, 12:45, 1:15

Register for your tour at
simplexhomes.com/cornerstone

HIC#: PA036264

· Visit Our Open House to Learn
All Your Options

· Get Ideas From Our On-Site,
Professionally Decorated
Model Homes

Cornerstone is among the region’s most
experienced and established builders.

570.983.0340 | cornerstonebuildingsolutions.com
1 Simplex Drive, Scranton
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LB
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LB

ITALIAN
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