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The Southern Poverty Law Center in downtown Montgomery has $52 million in reserves, an $8,000 wall scuipture In its lobby
and three exscutives who each make more than $1.00,000 annualiy.

Critics question $52 million reserve,
tactics of wealthiest civil rights group

By Dan Morse and Greg Jaffe
LOVERTISEZR STAFF WRITERS

The Southern Poverty Law Center had
more than 510 million in the mid-1980s
when the letier and doaation arrived.

The writer needed & new overcoat. But
she'd rather give the
money to the Law
Center.

Some stalfers were
uneasy. Thev all knew

satars/ 14A ‘how littte’ poverty
FHigivights-of th there was at the Mont-
StuthemPaverty ™} gomery-based  South-
Law Cenier/15 ern Poverty Law Cen-

iCenterrefuses: ter. the mnation's
acress tokey wealthiest civil rights

records/ABA charity.

“There were ali
these millions of dollars there.” said for-
mer legal director Dennis Baiske. "' People
sheuldn’t be giving up their overcoats to
an organization that has that kind of
monev.”

But at least one person was touched by
what he read — Morns Dees. a mil-

lionaire who co-founded the Luw Center
in 1971 and remains its driving force.

Mr. Dees’ fund-raising skilis have given
the Law Center the momnev needed 1o
attack poverty and racism. He saw 1he
woman's letter as a touching exampie of

Bookkeeping methods differ

The Advertiser used the same practices as
the National Charities information Buraau in
examinirgy how the Law Center used its
$13.6 millior: in total revenue for the 1933

devollen 1o a4 good cause, and circulated it
in the office along with a memorandum
complimenting her devotion. said three
former statfers.

Please rurn 1o CRITICS, 14A

budget year. Those mathods differ from the
center's, which shitt a portion of fund-raising
expenses to pregram costs, The center says
its fund-raising letters are public education.
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Mr. Dees then incorporated the
woman’s comments into 2 fund-
raising ietter.

=1 thought this was very. very
touching that someone would
make that sacrifice.” Mr. Dees
said in an interview with the
Montgomery Advertiser,

Today. donations have never
been better. An average of
$31.348 poured in every day for a
total of more than 311 miliion in
the past.budget year. according to
federal tax forms that nonprofit
organizations such as the Law
Center must make public.

The Law Center has reserve
funds of $52 million. And only
three charities- in the country
could fund their programs longer
without raising enother cent,
according to an examination of
300 charities by the American
institute of Philanthropy, a char-
ity oversight organization. The
institute of Philanthropy com-
pared each charity's reserves with
its annual spending levels.

Just what the Law Center does
with ait that money — and why it
continues to raise so much of it
— is a source of concern among
some former staffers. colleagues
in the liberal commusity and
charity watchdog groups.

Some question the value of the
center's recent programs. in par-
ticular its focus on suing the Ku
Klux Klan, a group the Rev.
Jesse Jackson terms “a phantom
of the past.” Critics say it's silly
to give to the Law Center while
other charities — groups that, for
example, feed the hungry or run
programs in inner-city ghettos -
desperately need contributions.

Supporters of the Law Center
say it has been a powerful weap-
on for racial justice for 23 years.
In the 1970s. the center sued for
voting and employment rights. In
the 1980s. it turned its attention
to suing the Ku Klux Klan and
other hate groups. Now the Law
Center is taking its message 1o the
ctassroom by supplying schools
throughout the nation with free
videotapes designed to promote
racial and cultural tolerance.

Aclose look

For more than two vyears, the
Montgomery Advertiser has taken
a close look at the Southern Pov-
erty Law Center, What emerges is
a complex portrait of a wealthy
civil rights organization essential-
ly controlied by one man: Morris
Dees.

He is seen as a hero by many of
the more than 300,000 people
who respond to his appeals for
money. But critics say he ignores
unpopular civil rights issues, fo-
cusing instead on issues that will
raise vast sums of money. They
also accuse Mr. Dees of being
petty and ruthless, an egotistical
man—who carefully grooms his
image to appeal to generous do-
nors. - . )

An important part of the Law

Center’s story will not be wld in
1his series.

The Law Center adamanily re-
fused to provide the Adveriiser
with detailed financial records
that would show how the nation's
wealthiest civil rights charity
spends its money. The center also
refused to furnish reports -— or
minutes — of board meetings.

Here is what the Adverriser did
find:

W Since Aug. . 1984, the Law
Center has taken in about 362
million in contributions and spent
about $21 miilion on actual pro-
grams. according o federal tax
records.

8 During the same period, the
center’s total income from its
investments ($22.1 million) ex-
ceeded the amount it spent on its
actual programs {$20.8 miilion}.
Sull, the center continues 1o
apgressively solicit funds from
donors, In more than 15 different
fund-raising letters obtained by
the Adveriiser, it has exaggerated
its need for money.

B During the same period. the
center never spent more than 31
petcent of its revenue on pro-
grams and has spent as littie as 18
percem.

M A random sampling of
dotiors — people who receive a
steady stream of fund-raising let-
ters and newsletters - showed
they had no idea the organization
was so wealthy.

® Three nationwide organiza-
tions that monitor charities have
criticized the Law Center for mis-
leading donors and spending 100
little on programs. .

A The Law Center, which has
crusaded for the rights of blacks
for 23 years, is controlled by
whites. It has hired only wwo
black staff attorneys in its history.
both of whom left unhappy.

M| Tweive black former em-
ployees of the Law Center said
they either experienced or ob-
served problems with the way
blacks were treated inside the
Law Cener — problems ranging
from a paternalistic attitude to ra-
cial siurs,

® There are no blacks on the
eight-member staff of the
Teaching Toelerance project,
which supplies videotapes and
magazines on racial - issues to
schools at no charge.

W In a series of fund-raising
letters, the Law Center implied i
forced the United Klans of Amer-
ica to pay $7 million to the moth-
er of lynching victim Michael
Donald in 1987, Beulah Mae
Donald actually received only
$51,874.70 from the itnpoverished
Klansmen, Meanwhile, the Law
Center collected millions as the
result of fund-raising letters about
the case. '

M The Law Center has not
filed a Jlawsuit against a hate
group in more than four years. It
continues to solicit donations —
aggressively and effectively — for
thése types of lawsuits,

B The. govesning board s
made up of friends and former
Law Center colleagues of Mr.
Dess. Mr, Dyts currently holds
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three high-ranking titles at the
Law Center.

Many accomplishments

Mr. Dees and his supporiers
are guick to note the lLaw Cen-
ter's accomplishments, In Ala-
barna. the civil rights charity has
changed the way things are done.

For example. the Law Center's
suit to integrate the Alabama
state troopers has made the
force's large black contingent the
envy of other siates. said Flovd
Mann. a former commander of
the Alabama staie Lroopers.

Other Law Center lawsuits
forced cotton mills to improve
conditions for workers suffering
from brown lung disease and
brought fair taxation to poor
counties in Kentucky. And the
Law Center developed new strate-
sies for defending suspects on
death row.

In Montgomery alone. the Law
Center has given blacks a voice in
gcovernment and on juries. And its
Civil Rights Memorial attracts
nundreds of visitors daily. center
officials report.

Fighting the Klan

~ The Law Center reached many
of its legal accomplishments in
the 1970s and early 1980s.

Since then. Mr. Dees has fo-
cused the Law Center’s atlention
on the Ku Klux Klan and other
hate groups.

The center has held three Klan
factions as well as the California-
hased While Arvan Resistance fi-
nanciallv liable for the actions of
their members.

But other than random acts of
violence — no matter how grue-
some —— the Klan and other white
supremacists are more bark than
bite. some former staffers say.

Mr, Dees chose to focus on the
& lan 1o raise more money for the
Law Center. said three lormer
staff attorneys: Mr. Balske, Deb-
arah Ellis and Dennis Sweel. now
a Mississippi legislator.

Going after the Klan has
brought in tens of mitiions of dol-
lars from throughout the nation.

“The market is still wide open
for the product. which is black
pain and white guilt.” said Gloria
Browne. one of only two black
staff attorneys to ever work at the
[.aw Center.

Throughout the 1980s, Mr.
Dees referred to an embattled
$outhern Poverty Law Center un-
der attack by the Ku Klux Kian.
In a fund-raising letter sent in the
mid-1980s. he described the South
as a region plagued by “armed
Klan paramilitary forces {ihat)
{reelv roam our wooded hills
from Texas to North Carolina
practicing with military-like
weapons to “kill niggers and Jews’
in a race war they are plan-
nng.”

The images captivated Hilde-
garde Hannum. a New England
voman who has given to the Law
Center since 1985,

Of Mr. Dees. she said, 1 just
have so much admiration for
somebody who really puts his life
on the line every day.”
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*
RESERVES 1987-88 $1.6 million
71982-83 §9.4 million 198889 $2.0 milion
1983.84 Unavailable 1989.90 52.5 million
1884.86 $12.2 miliion 1990-91 $3.1 million
1985-86 $14.3 million 199182 $3.4 million
1986-87 S15.7 million 1892.93 $4.2 million
1987-88 $20.5 million
198889 _$24.3 million TOTAL REVENUE
: oo Contributions in parentheses
1989-90 $33.5 million L S
= 1982.83 $3.7 million ($2.5 million)
1990-91 $38.6 miltion o —
e iEB3-84 $5.1 million (33.9 milfien} .
1991.92 544.2 million e
— 1984-85 55.8 miifion (54.2 mitlion}
1992-93 347.3 million — ot
jan. 1994 562 millian w&ﬂi 1
1686-87 7.4 milion {$4.9 million} .
PROGRAM SPENDING 1987-88_ $7.6 milliop (85.5 million) .-

1982-83 31 million

TO88.85 511 milion {36.6 million}

1983.84 Notavailahle

1984-88 $1.2 million

1985.86 §1.3 millien

1989.90 510 million {$7.2 million}
1996-9%  §10.4 million (57.8 miltion]
1991.92 $12.7 million ($3.1 million) -

1986-87 $1.7 million

Source: Augitad financial statements and Form 890 filed with Internal Revenue Service

1982.93 513.6 milion (511.4 million)

OF the Law Cenier. she said. ']
think of it as being kind of a
bare-bones place that isn't going
1o have luxurious appaointments
—- that thevre on the frogal side
in the way they furnish the
place.”

She didn't know the Law Cen-
ter had an opulent building. an
$8.000 wall sculpture in its lobby.
$52 million in reserves and three
executives who each make more
than $100.000 annually.

Financial mystery

Although much of the Law
Center's finances are a mystery,
center officials have said how
much they plan to spend on their
new Teaching Tolerance project.

Already, the Law Center has
mailed more than 46.000 copies
of the videotape. A Time For
Justice. America’s Civil Right's
Movement,” to schools through-
out the nation — free of charge.

The Law Censer plans to dis-
tribute five more instaliments of
videotapes. The next one will doc-
ument the historv of hate crimes
in the United States.

The Teaching Tolerance project
will cost more than $10 million
over the next five vears. according
1o the Law Center. For an expen-
sive project like this. Mr. Dees
said he'd like 10 boost invesl-
ments to $100 million before the
charity stops fund raising.

“That ought 1o run the center.
That's our goal.” he said.

It's not the first time the Law
Center has made such a
statement,

In the January February 1978
issue of its newsletter. the lLaw
Center said it would stop fund
raising when its  investments
reached $5 miliion.

“Jt's funny how that sort of
changes.” said Mr. Balske, the
former legal director. “The pot
keeps going up.”

Misplaced priorities?

That the Law Center continues
to warehouse millions of doliars
is a concern for charity waichdog
groups and some former staffers.
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~People are out here swarving
and homeless,” said Rep. Sweet.
the center's other black former
staff attorney. “You've got {other
charities facing) all kinds of real
serious problems that people need
money to fund.”

Rep. Sweet. who worked at the
Law Center from 1984 to 1986
recaiis an example of what he saw
as Mr. Dees’ misplaced priorities.

Rep. Sweet went 10 the burned
home of an Amoiy. Miss., family
at Mr. Dees’ instruction to inves-
tigate a report of possible Klan
Ackivity.

“When | got there ... they said
they didn't think it was Klan-re-
lated.” Rep Sweet said. “But then
they (spoke) about all these hous-
ing violations and housing prob-
lems. and they thought that was
the problem.”

While Rep. Sweet was there, he
was 1old the local NAACP chap-
ter had sent money it normally
would have used for a scholarship
10 the Law Center after reading
about its anti-Klan work. )

Rep. Sweet returned to the cen- -
ter, told Mr. Dees what he had
found and asked if the Law Cen-
ter would pursue a housing dis-
crimination lawsuit. Mr, Dees
told him no. .

Last week, Mr. Dees said he
did so because there was no sign
that an individual had been dis-
criminated against. And he told
Rep. Sweet the case could be bet-
ter handled by the center’s law-
yer-comntacts in Misstssippi. who
would have more luck with juries -
than out-of-state lawyvers.

But being considered outsiders:
hasn't stopped center officials .
from taking cases in other states.
including Florida. Georgia, Ore-
gon, Texas. Kentucky and Louisi-
ana.

Rep. Sweet has & differemt rec-
ollection of why Mr. Dees didn’t -
want the center to pursue the
Amorv. Miss., case. o

He said Mr. Dees told him.
* 'No. Our attention is on the.
Klan. Let some other lawyers —
some do-good lawyers — come
through and file a suit.” ~




Comparmg SPLC to others

. Reserves . $44.2 million* -
- Jotal revenue foryear = . - . - $12.7 million .
Pubtic contributions $9.1 million
- Total expenses ... - © $6.8 million .,
- Program and some fund- ralsmg expenses T %44 mllhon
i, % revenue to programs and somg fund-raising expenses  35% :
: $156, 433

. 'Net assets af end of Fiscal Yea L §320million
Reserves ' ' $40,000 o
S . $8.9 million .-

& Total revenue for year.
“ Public contributi $8.8 million
Total expenses T . $8.9 million
- Program and some fund-raising expenses $6 9 million

% revenue 10 programs an( -raising expenses

; Acw FOUNDATION | RSN T
* Net assets at end of Fiscal Year 1992 R $1‘1 1 miilion
. Reserves ‘ ‘ $949,000

- Total revenue tor year. | "1 Lo : $12.3 million
*. Public contrabutaons $9.9 million . §
otal Bxpenses i 0 812 million. ¢
Program and seme fund -raising expenses $9.8 mllllon :
LB fevenué to pmgrams and soma kind-ralsing expenses ' 80%

" Program and some fund-ra ng ex ée's A '57 8 miltion
% revenue to programs and same fund-raising expenses 87% %
Hnghest salary 12 0

fof e sa

Source: Advertiser research, Form 990 filed with Internal Revenue Service STAFF




