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By Luke Broadwater

Baltimore County cul-de-sac erased from map after flood-weary
homeowners made grave decision many communities now face
By Scott Dance

T

he advertisement wooed buyers to Woodlawn Estates, a new Baltimore County subdivision, where
$10,800 bought a three-bedroom rancher on a large, landscaped suburban lot. The lots, the brief ad in a
1954 edition of The Sun also noted, were “approximately 400 feet above sea level.” If only that could have
protected Lenore Court from the floods that would come half a century later.
What became one of Baltimore’s early beltway communities is now among those confronting a grave decision in the
face of climate change and the increasingly intense storms pounding the region — whether to give up on their homes.
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Standing at the site where her home once stood, Phyllis Vaughn reminisces
about her time living on Lenore Court, shown abandoned at top, in Woodlawn. The former resident was one of six homeowners bought out by Baltimore County after their properties continually flooded.

Preparations for incoming
snowstorm same for virus
Maryland officials develop
plans for possible arrival as
illness spreads across globe
By Meredith Cohn, Liz Bowie
and Alison Knezevich
People in Maryland and across the
country know the drill when a big
snowstorm is coming: Stock up on toilet
paper, nonperishable human and pet food
and needed medications.
As a new coronavirus wallops the rest of
the world and makes inroads in the United
States, officials are pointing to that kind of
preparation.
Canceled events, school and daycare
closures and direction to work from home
“are the kinds of things people should plan
for,” Gov. Larry Hogan said at a news
conference this week.
The outbreak may pass without mass
closures or quarantines, and for now local
and national officials maintain the risk is
low. But as they prepare for more
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Scam
linked
to race
in 2016

Prosecutors: Pugh
pumped book profits
into campaign fund

Gone.
Faced with repeated floods of a
stream that one researcher called a
warning sign for others in urban
watersheds, residents finally asked
the county to buy them out so they
could move on. In early February, the
county finished leveling the six
homes.
“Nothing was going to get any
better,” said Phyllis Vaughn, who
lived on Lenore Court for 21 years.
More than 50 properties across
the state have been acquired and
demolished through a Federal Emergency Management Agency grant
program over the past decade, according to state officials. FEMA has
paid $14 million for those efforts,
including nearly $1 million on
Lenore Court, in hopes of preventing
catastrophic losses in future natural
disasters in Maryland.
A 2018 federal law allows FEMA
to set aside money each year to buy
and demolish properties in harm’s
way, or to lift them up above
potential floodwaters. The amount
of money is 6% of the agency’s
See FLOOD, page 20
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As federal prosecutors laid out what
they described as a “shocking” corruption case against former Baltimore
Mayor Catherine
Pugh, they ticked
off a list of victims.
Buyers who
paid for her selfpublished children’s books that
were
never
printed. SchoolPugh
children who never received copies. The federal government, which
Pugh shorted of thousands of tax dollars.
But there was another, bigger victim
in the background: The voters of Baltimore.
That’s because the “Healthy Holly
scam,” as prosecutors called it, wasn’t
just a yearslong self-enrichment scheme.
It also was a way for Pugh to try to
illegally influence an election and
achieve her dream job as the 50th mayor
of Baltimore, the U.S. attorney’s office
said.
Pugh used the books as promotional
materials during her 2016 mayoral run
and the proceeds from their sale to
pump illegal money into her campaign,
prosecutors said. She was sentenced
Thursday to three years in prison after
pleading guilty to four felony counts of
conspiracy and tax evasion.
In court, Assistant U.S. Attorney
Martin Clarke said Pugh engaged in
“election fraud” in a race she narrowly
won against a crowded primary field.
With her expenditures exceeding
$2.5 million during the campaign, Pugh
easily outspent most of her rivals — but
See PUGH, page 19

Biden rolls in S.C.
Joe Biden scored a convincing victory
in South Carolina’s primary Saturday,
riding a wave of African American
support and ending rival Bernie
Sanders’ winning streak. NEWS PG 5

INTENSIVE
CARE ISN’T
JUST FOR
THE ICU
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Gov. Larry Hogan provides an update on
the threat of COVID-19 virus on Thursday.
Inside: The United States reports first
death from coronavirus. NEWS PG 7

infections, they say individuals should, too.
There are 62 people across the country
infected with the new coronavirus, and
three who are awaiting test results in
Maryland. Two others in Maryland tested
negative.
See VIRUS, page 19
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Parents slam
Serbia bill
in ‘missing
babies’ cases

GOOGLE EARTH

By Jovana Gec

Associated Press
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TOP: A Google Earth image from 2018 shows Lenore Court, a cul-de-sac in Woodlawn. BOTTOM: Yellow patches of straw mark where
six homes once stood. Instead of continuing to pay for repairs after floods, Baltimore County bought the homes from their owners.

FLOOD

From page 1
spending on disaster assistance in the
previous year.
As sea levels rise and rainstorms intensify, the government is preparing for more
such choices in the future.
“There’s no simple answers to this, but in
Maryland, we’re being pushed to come up
with answers a lot sooner than other
communities are,” said Nicholas Redding,
executive director of Preservation Maryland.
Vaughn, 70, said she was drawn to
Lenore Court because it was a tranquil
spot, yet close to everything. She and her
husband would sit outside their back door
occasionally, looking out on the woods and
a bubbling brook.
But the stream wasn’t so calm one
afternoon in July 2004. About 5 inches of
rain fell within two hours across the area,
and as it surged down branches of what is
known as the Dead Run, the waters rose
quickly into the homes. It seemed like it
had only been raining for 10 minutes when
there was suddenly 6 inches of water in
Vaughn’s house, she said.
More recently, floodwaters have become
persistent. The water rose into backyards
during the same storm that devastated
Ellicott City in July 2016. Vaughn remembers another storm threatening her home
in 2017, because it was the same day she
buried her mother.
“Every time it would storm in the
summer, we’d say, ‘Oh God, here we go
again,’ ” Vaughn said.
By May 2018, the residents were ready to
give up. The same storm that wrecked
Ellicott City for the second time in 22
months also deluged Lenore Court. By
then, the neighbors knew what to expect,
and began fleeing their homes and moving
their cars uphill as the waters rose.
Not long after, the neighbors gathered in
Vaughn’s living room for a meeting with
county officials, asking to sell the homes.
They met little resistance. Just a few
months later, the county won a FEMA
grant covering 75% of the fair market value
of the homes on Lenore Court, plus the
demolition costs, said David Fidler, a
spokesman for the county public works
department. FEMA paid $958,500 of a
nearly $1.3 million expense, records show.
The county covered the rest. Councilman Julian Jones, whose district covers the
west side of the county, said that wasn’t a
difficult decision: “The residents all wanted
it.”
It wasn’t the first time the county bought

“Nothing was going
to get any better.”
Phyllis Vaughn, who lived on
Lenore Court for 21 years
out flood-weary residents. It happened as
early as the 1970s, Fidler said, including
after Hurricane Agnes set high-water
marks across the region in 1972. More
recently, the county bought out some
homeowners around Herring Run in
Towson who have faced recurrent flooding
and overloaded stormwater culverts,
though others still are seeking relief.
“In a lot of cases, it’s the only thing you
can do,” Fidler said.
But Lenore Court was especially vulnerable. The stream that made its backyards so
peaceful most of the time also happens to
be one of the most flood-prone in the
region, and by extension, possibly in the
country, according to Andrew Miller, who
has studied the waterway for more than a
decade as a professor of geography and
environmental systems at the University of
Maryland, Baltimore County.
As with many other urban streams, the
drainage area for the network of brooks
known as Dead Run is highly developed,
covered mostly by acres of buildings,
asphalt and concrete. Much if not most of
that landscape predates practices known as
stormwater management that seek to slow
down runoff, redirect it and absorb it into
the land, Miller said.
The watershed for one branch of the
Dead Run, which converges with another
directly behind Lenore Court, is two-thirds
covered by pavement, while other sections
are close to half-covered by impervious
surfaces. Miller called the Dead Run “a
canary in a coal mine” for urban streams
facing increased development and the
threat of stronger storms.
He said deluges on par with the one that
hit Lenore Court in 2004 flow down the
Dead Run every decade or two, according
to a stream gauge in Leakin Park, near
where the stream converges with the
Gwynns Falls, which empties into the
Patapsco River’s Middle Branch between
Wheelabrator’s Baltimore trash incinerator
and Interstate 95. But the tables hydrologists use to compare floods suggest that
5 inches of rain should fall in one spot
within two hours only once every 300 or
400 years.
Research has shown that in the Northeast, the most extreme storms carried 27%
more moisture in recent years than at the
turn of the 20th century. And other studies
suggest extreme precipitation will become

more frequent as temperatures rise across
the planet, because warmer air is capable of
holding more moisture.
As local researchers seek to better
understand the frequency and severity of
flooding in Dead Run, Miller said he and
colleagues haven’t proved that rainfall
intensity has surged in that watershed. But
because pavement cover hasn’t changed
much in decades, there are only so many
variables to explain why the floods are
happening.
“The frequency is much higher than we
would have guessed,” he said. “I look at big
floods as being sort of normal around here.”
Either way, there is no simple solution,
Miller said. It would mean tearing out the
oceans of asphalt around Security Square
mall and the office parks along Lord
Baltimore Drive or that carry motorists
along Interstates 695 and 70, which meet at
a massive interchange less than a mile from
Lenore Court.
Preservation Maryland’s Redding said
decisions to adapt to flooding and sea-level
rise can be difficult and confusing. Demolition might seem simplest in places like
Lenore Court, but in Ellicott City, the
option is fraught.
As many as 10 historic buildings were set
to be razed under a plan Howard County
adopted in the wake of the 2018 flood, but
amid concern over the future of the old mill
town, voters ousted former County Executive Allan Kittleman. Calvin Ball, Kittleman’s successor, now plans to tear down
only four structures, along with plans to
direct stormwater into new retention
ponds and build a massive tunnel under
Main Street.
“It really does come down to what works
best in that particular situation and what
you’re trying to save,” Redding said.
As more federal money becomes available for prevention of losses to flooding and
other disasters, state officials say they are
open to ideas of how to spend it. The
Maryland Emergency Management
Agency, consulting with other state and
local agencies, weighs factors including
cost-effectiveness and community support
when ranking projects, said JaLeesa Tate,
the state hazard mitigation officer at
MEMA. The goal, she said, is to reduce
threats to Marylanders and their property.
Sometimes, that risk is just too much to
bear. For Vaughn, the sound of rain was a
trigger that sent her anxiously looking out
the back windows at the coursing stream.
But she moved away from Lenore Court
in November 2018, to a bigger house on a
corner that’s a six-minute drive from
Lenore Court. Now, she said, she feels
relief.

BELGRADE, SERBIA — For years,
Mirjana Novokmet has tried to find out
what happened to her first child back in
1978.
Novokmet, only 19 at the time, was
told at a Belgrade clinic that her baby boy
was stillborn. She wasn’t allowed to see
him, and she has not been able to
determine with certainty why he died or
where he is buried.
More than 40 years later, Novokmet is
still searching for the truth. For her, the
mystery surrounding her baby’s death
can mean only one thing.
“I am certain that he is alive,” she said
in an interview with The Associated
Press. “I believe someone took him or
sold him, within or outside the country.”
Novokmet is not alone — hundreds of
families in Serbia have voiced similar
suspicions after being unable to collect
their deceased children’s medical records or locate their place of burial.
The chilling scandal made it to the
European Court of Human Rights,
which ruled against Serbia in 2013
demanding that authorities create a
mechanism to provide answers to parents in similar situations.
As a result, Serbian lawmakers are set
to soon pass the long-awaited bill
designed to try to establish the details of
the cases in court proceedings or offer
compensation when the facts cannot be
determined.
Praised by the authorities as the right
way forward, the bill has been criticized
by the parents’ associations and independent experts who argue that it will
serve to pay out the families rather than
establish the truth.
In a last minute effort to address the
criticism, Prime Minister Ana Brnabic
on Friday evening announced changes to
the bill that envisage forming a joint
commission with the parents’ representatives to handle the cases.
“We are in a very unfortunate situation,” Assistant Justice Minister Cedomir Backovic told The Associated
Press. “Whatever we did wouldn’t be
good enough.”
The draft bill dealing with the disappearance of children from Serbian birth
clinics envisages that judges at four
Serbian courts will be in charge of the
procedures in any specific case, while
any investigative work will be carried
out by specially trained police officers.
Where the fate of the missing babies
cannot be determined, families will get
compensation of up to 10,000 euros or
$10,800.
Backovic said the idea is to introduce
some order into the “chaos” that dates as
far back as the 1960s and the era of the
former Yugoslavia — a former Communist-run federation whose breakup created seven new nations.
While criminal action is a likely cause
in some instances, state negligence also
played a part, Backovic said.
“What country has ever had reason to
believe that doctors stole and sold
children?” he asked. “Where did it ever
happen?”
The Strasbourg-based court’s ruling
against Serbia said the state violated
Zorica Jovanovic’s rights when it did not
provide credible information about her
child’s death or burial. The court initially
gave Serbia one year to set up a
mechanism to grant information to
hundreds of other families in similar
situations.
Critics of the proposed bill insist it
won’t establish a strong enough legal
basis to uncover what they believe was
an organized criminal enterprise that for
decades kidnapped babies from hospitals.
At a protest earlier last week outside
the parliament building in Belgrade, a
few dozen parents, angry that the bill
would allow for cases to dropped if they
seem unsolvable, demanded that it be
withdrawn.
“No mother will agree to sell the truth
about her baby for 10,000 euros,” Novokmet said.
Novokmet showed the AP an autopsy
report for her baby that appeared to have
no official stamp, along with a report
from a pathology institute supposedly
listing her baby’s tissue samples as
someone else’s.
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Mirjana Novokmet speaks last week at a
protest in front of the parliament building in Belgrade, Serbia. Hundreds of
families suspect their babies were
stolen at birth.

