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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court held that an arbitrator could interpret a subcontract provision

requiring the losing party to pay all arbitration expenses as authorizing an award of attorney's fees.

The court further held that the arbitrator had authority to modify and supplement the initial award

because the attorney's-fee issue had not been adjudicated, and that the Superior Court exceeded the

limited scope of judicial review by vacating the awards. The judgment was reversed and the modified

and supplemental arbitration awards were reinstated.
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American Systems Corporation appealed from a Superior Court
judgment vacating an arbitrator's modified and supplemental awards of
attorney's fees and costs. The Supreme Court reviewed whether the
Superior Court exceeded the limited scope of judicial review of

arbitration awards.

Judicial review of arbitration awards is extremely limited. Under R.1I.
Gen. Laws § 10-3-12, an award may be vacated on specified statutory
grounds, and Rhode Island law also permits vacatur when the award is
irrational or the arbitrator manifestly disregarded the law. A mere error
of law, contract misconstruction, or failure to make express factual
findings is insufficient when the award draws its essence from the

contract and rests on a passably plausible interpretation.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the issue of attorney's fees was within the scope of the arbitration submission and the

arbitrator's authority.

2. Whether the common-law functus officio doctrine barred the arbitrator from modifying the initial award
and issuing a supplemental award.

3. Whether the Superior Court properly vacated the modified and supplemental awards for manifest
disregard of law, improper contract interpretation, unresolved factual disputes, or failure to make explicit

findings.

HOLDINGS

1. The arbitrator had authority to decide whether the subcontract's provision requiring the losing party to

pay all expenses of arbitration included attorney's fees.

2. The functus officio doctrine did not bar the arbitrator from modifying the initial award and issuing a
supplemental award because the initial award failed to adjudicate an issue properly submitted and left

doubt about whether the submission had been fully executed.

3. The Superior Court improperly substituted its de novo interpretation of the subcontract for the
arbitrator's interpretation; a mere mistake of law or contract interpretation does not justify vacating an

arbitration award.

4. Conflicting post-award affidavits and the arbitrator's failure to make explicit factual findings did not

provide a sufficient basis to vacate the awards.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“This Court has consistently recognized that the role of the judiciary in the arbitration process is "extremely
limited."” (1114)

“Consequently, the lack of explicit findings cannot form the basis for vacating the arbitrator's award.” (1118)

“The limited scope of judicial review of arbitration awards by the Superior Court is essential to ensure that

parties may benefit from arbitration as an informal, expedient alternative to litigation in the court system.”
(1119)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Purvis and ASC entered into a subcontract relating to a Navy contract, and a dispute arose concerning whether
the subcontract guaranteed ASC a fixed level of effort. The subcontract required arbitration of any controversy



or claim and provided that all expenses of arbitration would be assessed against the losing party. After
arbitration, the arbitrator initially awarded ASC arbitration and arbitrator fees but did not mention attorney's fees;
following correspondence from counsel, the arbitrator modified the award to include reasonable attorney's fees

and costs and issued a supplemental award of $24,288.10.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a contract dispute, Purvis demanded arbitration and ASC filed a counterdemand. The arbitrator initially
awarded ASC the AAA and arbitrator fees, later modified the award to include reasonable attorney's fees and
costs, and issued a supplemental award specifying the amount. The Superior Court vacated the modified and
supplemental awards, finding manifest disregard of applicable law and the subcontract. The Supreme Court

sustained ASC's appeal, reversed the Superior Court judgment, and reinstated the awards.
DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

None stated; the Superior Court judgment was reversed and the arbitrator's modified and supplemental awards

were reinstated.
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