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By Lilly Price

Maryland transportation officials 
have declined a quixotic plan proposed 
by a startup rail company to dig a tunnel 
through downtown Baltimore and 
reroute Amtrak trains through a down-
town hub that would replace the city’s 
Penn Station.

The plan hinged on support from the 
Maryland Department of Transporta-
tion and the Maryland Transit Admin-
istration to halt impending construction 
to replace a portion of Amtrak’s aging 
Baltimore and Potomac Tunnel. Instead, 
Scott Spencer and AmeriStarRail LLC, 
his four-person startup company, urged 
the state agency to use an influx of 
federal infrastructure money to dig a 
four-track, 10-mile tunnel through Balti-

more that links the Northeast Corridor 
to a new station downtown.

The Northeast Corridor is Amtrak’s 
busiest stretch of railroad, which spans 
457 miles and transports 2,100 passen-
ger trains daily through eight states. 
Passenger and freight trains have 
to slow to a crawl through the B&P 
Tunnel at 30 mph. The tunnel’s design 
also constricts from four tracks to two, 
giving Baltimore a reputation as the 
corridor’s worst bottleneck.

AmeriStarRail attracted the railroad 
industry’s attention in 2021 for its ambi-
tious proposal to privatize the North-
east Corridor by leasing a portion of 
the railroad to run 160 mph trains and 
add 30 stations to the route. Amtrak, 
which published a white paper in 2019 
in response to proposals it occasionally 

receives from small private rail opera-
tors, rejected AmeriStarRail’s bid.

Then, the Delaware-based startup 
in February publicly touted a Balti-
more-specific infrastructure plan called 
the “Baltimore Grand Slam.”

The megaproject would involve 
digging a four-track tunnel for 10 miles 
through downtown Baltimore, skirt-
ing the B&P Tunnel and abandon-
ing Amtrak’s Pennsylvania Station to 
establish a new station on the lucrative 
Northeast Corridor downtown. Under 
the proposal, two of the underground 
tracks would service Amtrak trains, a 
third would service MDOT’s MARC 
trains and a fourth track would run a 
newly created metro.

Transportation officials 
reject Grand Slam plan

Startup proposed project to reroute Amtrak trains through new 
tunnel under Baltimore as an alternative to B&P replacement

An Amtrak Acela rounds a bend in East Baltimore as it approaches Penn Station. JERRY JACKSON/BALTIMORE SUN
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‘CODA’ wins best picture 
at Academy Awards 
Heartwarming movie featuring a largely 
deaf cast is first from a streaming service 
to take the Oscars’ top award; Will Smith of 
“King Richard” wins best actor minutes after 
slapping presenter Chris Rock onstage for a 
remark about his wife. News Page 7

North Carolina, Duke  
to meet in semifinal 
The eighth-seeded Tar Heels men’s 
basketball team crushes Cinderella 15th 
seed Saint Peter’s, 69-49, to set up a Final 
Four matchup with Tobacco Road archrival 
Duke and its soon-to-be-retiring coach, 
Mike Krzyzewski. UNC and Duke have never 
met in the NCAA Tournament. SportsTurn to Trains, Page 2

By Yuras Karmanau 
Associated Press

LVIV, Ukraine — Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy accused the West of 
cowardice Sunday as his country fights to 
stave off Russia’s invading troops, making 
an exasperated plea for fighter jets and tanks 
to sustain a defense as the war ground into a 
battle of attrition.

Speaking after U.S. President Joe Biden 
said in a lacerating speech that Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin could not stay in power 
— words the White House immediately 
sought to downplay — Zelenskyy lashed out 
at the West’s “ping-pong about who and how 
should hand over jets” and other weapons 
while Russian missile attacks kill and trap 
civilians.

“I’ve talked to the defenders of Mariupol 
today. I’m in constant contact with them. 
Their determination, heroism and firmness 
are astonishing,” Zelenskyy said in a video 
address, referring to the besieged southern 
city that has suffered some of the war’s great-
est deprivations and horrors. “If only those 
who have been thinking for 31 days on how 

to hand over dozens of jets and tanks had 1% 
of their courage.” 

Ukraine’s ambassador to the U. S., Oksana 
Markarova, said on NBC’s “Meet the Press” 
that her country had heard Biden “loud and 
clear.”

“Now, it’s all up to all of us to stop Putin 
while it’s still local in Ukraine because this 
war is not only about Ukraine,” she said, but 
“an attack on democracy.”

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, now in its 
32nd day, has stalled in many areas. Its aim to 
quickly encircle the capital, Kyiv, and force 
its surrender has faltered against staunch 
Ukrainian resistance — bolstered by weap-
ons from the U.S. and other Western allies.

Zelenskyy signed a law Sunday that bans 
reporting on troop and equipment move-
ments that haven’t been announced or 
approved by the military. Journalists who 
violate the law could face three to eight years 
in prison. The law does not differentiate 
between Ukrainian and foreign reporters. 

Britain’s Defense Ministry said Russia’s 
troops are trying to encircle Ukrainian forces 
facing the two separatist-held areas in the 
country’s east. That would cut the bulk of 
Ukraine’s military off from the rest of the 
country.

WAR IN UKRAINE

Zelenskyy lashes out at Western nations in plea

A journalist walks amid the destruction Sunday after a Russian attack in Byshiv on the outskirts 
of Kyiv, Ukraine. RODRIGO ABD/AP

Ukraine president says leaders 
must step up, provide jets

Turn to Ukraine, Page 2

By Christine Condon

Maryland’s Secretary of the Environ-
ment Ben Grumbles on Sunday directed 
the state to take charge of operations at 
the Baltimore City’s troubled Back River 
Wastewater Treatment plant in Dundalk 
— the largest such facility in the state.

The extraordinary step came after the 
Maryland Department of the Environment 
“determined that the decline in the proper 
maintenance and operation of the Plant 
risks catastrophic failures,” according to 
Grumbles’ directive.

An inspection report released last week 
showed widespread maintenance issues at 
the city-run facility, all preventing it from 
adequately treating the sewage flowing in 
from both the city and Baltimore County. 
Environmental regulators believe that has 
resulted in massive discharges of partially 

State to 
take charge 
of sewage 
facility 
Concerns of possible 
‘catastrophic failures’  
at troubled treatment plant 

Turn to Wastewater, Page 2
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Holly Arnold, the administra-
tor of MDOT, wrote in a two-page 
letter in March that the agency is 
not going to stop Amtrak’s tunnel 
replacement, which is already 
funded and took years to plan. 
Penn Station is also in the midst of a 
multimillion-dollar renovation.

Amtrak is replacing a 4-mile 
section of the Northeast Corri-
dor, including the nearly 150-year-
old, mile-long B&P Tunnel, with 
two tubes that will allow trains to 
travel at 100 mph, rather than 30 
mph. The $4 billion project will 
begin construction next year and 
take a decade to complete. The 
B&P Tunnel will be renamed for 
Frederick Douglass, who escaped 
from slavery on Maryland’s Eastern 
Shore in 1838 by crossing the Ches-
apeake Bay by boat and boarding a 
train in Baltimore that traveled to 
New York.

“Improvements to the Freder-
ick Douglass Tunnel will result in 
improved and more reliable rail 
service, address a long-standing 

bottleneck along the MARC Penn 
Line and Amtrak Northeast Corri-
dor, and allow for more and faster 
trains between Maryland and major 
cities such as Washington D.C., 
Philadelphia, and New York City,” 
Arnold wrote.

But logistical barriers haven’t 
stopped Spencer from his belief that 
AmeriStarRail’s plan can revitalize 
downtown Baltimore and trans-
form the way people travel through 
the city.

“When it’s built people will talk 
about, ‘Can you believe it? They 
almost built a replacement that 
would bypass Baltimore’s future.’ 
And people will be relieved, like, 
‘This is tremendous,’ ” Spencer said 
after receiving Arnold’s rejection 
letter.

The company has also proposed 
a major project to the Port Author-
ity of New York and New Jersey for 
an alternative rail route to LaGuar-
dia Airport. Spencer, who worked 
on the SEPTA Regional Rail, which 
runs through downtown Philadel-
phia, started his company in 2017 
with Neil Glassman, a Wilming-
ton-based bankruptcy attorney. 
The four-person company includes 

Paul Reistrup, a former Amtrak 
president, and J. William Vigrass, a 
former assistant general manager at 
Port Authority Transit Corporation 
Speedline.

The proposed metro route 
would have stretched west from 
the University of Maryland, Balti-
more County eastward through-
out Charles Center and ended at 
Johns Hopkins Bayview Campus 
off Interstate 895.

In her rejection letter, Arnold 
said MDOT published an East-West 
Corridor Study in 2021 proposing 
similar bus and rail routes from 
Bayview through downtown 
Baltimore to Ellicott City that will 
be presented to the public in the 
coming months.

Rerouting the Northeast Corri-
dor, owned and operated by CSX 
and Amtrak, would require the 
companies’ approval. Amtrak has 
not acknowledged AmeriStarRail’s 
proposal to create a crosstown 
tunnel in Baltimore. The company 
did not respond when asked 
whether it reviewed the Baltimore 
Grand Slam plan or would consider 
it.

A spokesman for Mayor Brandon 

Scott said the office has not received 
substantive information about the 
plan and declined to comment. A 
spokeswoman for the Federal Rail-
road Administration said the agency 
was not involved in the proposal.

Even if state and federal trans-
portation officials supported the 
project, AmeriStarRail would face 
other realities, such as securing 
billions of dollars in public funding 
and managing private financing, all 
while trying to avoid overrun costs.

Spencer provided few clear 
details on how the project would 
be financed, beyond saying the 
federal and state government would 
primarily foot the bill. He was also 
vague on specifics regarding the 
project’s price tag, but estimated 
that boring such a wide tunnel for 
10 miles would cost upward of $10 
billion.

Transportation experts said 
it’s hard to judge the quality of a 
proposal without a cost-benefit 
analysis that AmeriStarRail has yet 
to present.

“The notion that [AmeriStar-
Rail] would somehow magically 
generate so much revenue that they 
could take on a massive project like 

this, and handle all the equity and 
debt service payments, and some-
how keep the Northeast Corridor 
going, and the federal government 
wouldn’t have to put in all these 
billions of dollars in subsidies — is 
just insanity,” said Kevin DeGood, 
director of Infrastructure Policy at 
Center for American Progress.

Arnold mentioned the “signifi-
cant capital investment” needed for 
AmeriStarRail’s tunnel as one of the 
reasons for MDOT’s lack of interest 
in the plan.

Spencer said MDOT repre-
sentatives have not discussed the 
proposal with him in person and 
that he hopes to meet with the 
agency to change its decision.

“This was so consequential, this 
decision about the future of Balti-
more and its tunnels, we couldn’t 
sit on the sidelines. We had to step 
in and say, ‘Hey, there is a much 
better plan that will dramatically 
reduce traffic congestion, dramat-
ically improve rail access to the 
heart of Baltimore, dramatically 
improve transit mobility for Balti-
more, East-West,” Spencer said. 
“We couldn’t let Baltimore miss 
this opportunity.”

Trains
from Page 1

Moscow claims its focus is 
on wresting the entire eastern 
Donbas region, which has been 
partially controlled by Russia-
backed separatists since 2014. A 
high-ranking Russian military 
official said Friday that troops 
were being redirected to the east 
from other parts of the country.

The leader of one separat-
ist-controlled area of Donbas said 
Sunday that he wants to hold a 
vote on joining Russia, words that 
may indicate a shift in Russia’s 
position. 

Leonid Pasechnik, head of the 
self-proclaimed Luhansk People’s 
Republic, said it plans to hold a 
referendum on becoming part of 
Russia “in the nearest time.”

Russia has supported the sepa-
ratist rebels in Luhansk and 
neighboring Donetsk since an 
insurgency erupted there shortly 
after Moscow annexed the 
Crimean Peninsula from Ukraine 
in 2014. In talks with Ukraine, 
Moscow has demanded Kyiv 
acknowledge the independence 
of Donetsk and Luhansk.

Kyrylo Budanov, the head of 
Ukrainian military intelligence, 
accused Russia of seeking to split 
Ukraine in two, like North and 
South Korea.

“The occupiers will try to 
pull the occupied territories 
into a single quasi-state struc-
ture and pit it against indepen-
dent Ukraine,” Budanov said in a 
statement released by the Defense 
Ministry. He predicted that guer-
rilla warfare by Ukrainians would 
derail such plans.

A Ukrainian delegate in talks 
with Russia on ending the war, 
Davyd Arakhamia, said in a 
Facebook post the countries 
would meet in Turkey beginning 
Monday. However, the Russians 
then announced the talks would 
start Tuesday. The sides have met 
previously with no deal reached. 

Ukraine says that to defeat 
Russia, the West must provide 
fighter jets and not just missiles 
and other military equipment. 
A proposal to transfer Polish 
planes to Ukraine via the United 
States was scrapped amid NATO 
concerns about being drawn into 
direct fighting.

In his pointed remarks, Zelen-
skyy accused Western govern-
ments of being “afraid to prevent 
this tragedy. Afraid to simply 
make a decision.”

“So, who is in charge of the 
Euro-Atlantic community? Is it 
still Moscow, thanks to its scare 
tactics?” he asked. “Our part-
ners must step up their aid to 
Ukraine.”

His plea was echoed Sunday 
by a priest in the western city of 
Lviv, which was struck by rock-
ets a day earlier. The aerial assault 
illustrated that Moscow, despite 
assertions that it intends to shift 
the war eastward, is willing to 
strike anywhere in Ukraine.

“When diplomacy doesn’t 
work, we need military support,” 
said the Rev. Yuri Vaskiv. 

Referring to Putin, he said: 
“This evil is from him, and we 
must stop it.”

Ukraine
from Page 1

treated sewage into the Back 
River, complete with nutrients 
and dangerous bacteria that harm 
the Chesapeake Bay.

MDE issued an order Thurs-
day demanding the plant come 
into compliance with environ-
mental laws within two days. But 
an inspection of the site Satur-
day revealed it hadn’t made the 
needed improvements.

Now, Grumbles has directed the 
Maryland Environmental Service 
to take over the treatment plant. 
In a statement, Maryland Depart-
ment of the Environment spokes-
man Jay Apperson said the action 
is a tool in state law “reserved for 
extremely rare situations,” adding 
that officials there aren’t aware of 
any prior examples of its use.

Under Grumbles’ directive, 
MES will be responsible for work-
ing with Baltimore to address the 
maintenance problems to ensure 
that the city has adequate staff on 
board to make the corrections and 
to train more workers to tempo-
rarily supplement existing staff if 
needed.

Baltimore would foot the bill 
for all costs incurred by MES as 
it works to bring the plant into 
working order.

The Environmental Service also 
will have to complete a “compre-
hensive evaluation and assess-
ment” of Back River’s operation, 
maintenance, staffing and equip-
ment by June 6.

Neither Baltimore City’s 

Department of Public Works nor 
the mayor’s office responded early 
Sunday evening to a request for 
comment on the situation.

Alice Volpitta, Blue Water Balti-
more’s Baltimore Harbor Water-
keeper, called the MDE move a 
“huge step forward.”

“I personally have been work-
ing on sewage issues in Baltimore 
for the past eight years — ever 
since I’ve been with Blue Water,” 
she said Sunday. “This is the first 
time that I have felt like we’re 
seeing meaningful, tangible prog-
ress towards clean water on this 
specific issue.”

The plant has been facing 
regulatory scrutiny, alongside 
Baltimore’s other wastewa-
ter treatment facility, since last 
summer, after Blue Water Balti-
more detected elevated bacteria 
levels near both Back River and its 
city-based counterpart, Patapsco 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in 
Wagner’s Point.

State inspectors visited the 
facilities and documented signifi-
cant issues that had resulted in the 
release of millions of gallons a day 
of partially treated sewage over a 
period of months.

At the time, the city said it would 
come up with a plan to address the 
plants’ violations.

By late January, both the state 
of Maryland and Blue Water Balti-
more had sued Baltimore over the 
issues at its treatment plants.

But — at least at Back River — 
the follow-up inspection last week 
revealed that the problems were 
only getting worse.

The inspection came after boat-

ers discovered hundreds of dead 
fish floating in the waters of the 
Back River near the plant, along-
side mats of algae that — to some 
— looked worryingly like sewage.

When excessive nutrients — 
such as those in partially treated 
sewage — are released into a body 
of water, they stimulate the growth 
of algae. In large quantities, algae 
blooms can block sunlight from 
marine environments, and as 
they die, they are decomposed by 
bacteria — a process that strips the 
surrounding water of dissolved 
oxygen, essentially suffocating 
fish, crabs and other creatures in 
so-called “dead zones.”

Inside the plant, a state inspec-
tor documented widespread 
maintenance issues. He found 
equipment clogged by sewage 
buildups and covered in vegeta-
tion and algae. Employees told 
him that only two of 11 settlement 
tanks — meant to separate out 
solid waste from liquid — were 
functioning. So, solid waste was 
gumming up the works at vari-
ous points later in the treatment 
process.

Volpitta cautioned Sunday that 
the state’s takeover of the plant is 
a temporary step. The state, along 
with interested groups like Blue 
Water, still needs to come up with 
a long-term plan that would put 
Baltimore’s wastewater treatment 
plants back on track. That could 
come in the form of a legally bind-
ing consent decree.

Baltimore is already under a 
federal consent decree to upgrade 
its aging wastewater system to 
stop sewage overflows by 2030. 

The city and the county are 
spending about $1.6 billion for the 
upgrades.

In the meantime, though, the 
MES takeover could funnel addi-
tional staff and resources to the 
embattled plant, said Angela 
Haren, senior attorney at the 
Chesapeake Legal Alliance, which 
is representing Blue Water Balti-
more in its case.

“One thing that is very clear is 
that there has not been enough 
staff,” Haren said. “So, the more 
qualified people who understand 
how wastewater treatment plants 
operate that we’re able to get on 
site, the better.”

Desiree Greaver, a Rosedale 
resident who is project manager 
with the Back River Restoration 
Committee, a group that works 
to clean up the river, said she was 
“relieved” and “elated” to hear 
MES will be stepping in to manage 
the plant.

“It has long since been plagued 
as gross and the poop river and 
there is so much more potential 
for it,” she said. “With the proper 
agency in there running in it and 
doing proper maintenance and 
doing simple things, the river can 
be so much healthier.”

She called it a “huge step” for 
MES to take control, but she also 
questioned how it got so bad in the 
first place.

“This should have been at the 
top of the priority list,” she said. 
“There should have been more 
audits and inspections.”

Baltimore Sun reporter McKen-
na Oxenden contributed to this 

The Back River Wastewater Treatment Plant in Dundalk, which is the state’s largest such facility, is supposed to discharge up to 180 million gallons a 
day of treated wastewater into Back River. But when problems arise, and sewage is only partially treated, the water flowing into the river is filled with 
dangerous bacteria and nutrients. JERRY JACKSON/BALTIMORE SUN
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