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Back
River
deemed
unsafe

PICTURING MARYLAND

Environmental officials tell
people to keep out amid
wastewater plant problems
By Scott Dance

A JUGGLING ACT

KEVIN RICHARDSON/BALTIMORE SUN

Comedian and juggler Michael Rosman performs Friday at the Inner Harbor Amphitheater, where it was announced
that a brand-new waterfront music and maker festival series, “Baltimore by Baltimore,” will feature the city’s best local
talent, artists, makers and food trucks every first Saturday from May through October. See story on Page 3

Group’s study
says residents
want to keep
police funding

“Losing her was like losing my backbone. Anytime I needed
her, she was ... always a phone call away, no matter what.”
— Samantha Holston, whose childhood friend was killed last week in a shooting

Respondents also want to
spend on systemic solutions
like education, report says

Turn to River, Page 4

By Lea Skene
While protests erupted across America following the death of George Floyd
and “Defund the police” became a
familiar rallying cry of the racial justice
movement, Baltimore activist Ray Kelly
noticed a key perspective missing from
the national debate.
He wanted to hear from the people
whose lives were at stake: those living in
communities most impacted by violent
crime, police misconduct, growing
poverty and persistent disinvestment
— communities like Sandtown-Winchester, the West Baltimore neighborhood where Freddie Gray died from
injuries suffered in police custody five
years before the wave of protests that
gripped the nation in summer 2020.
“There were thousands of people
protesting, but most weren’t from these
impacted communities,” Kelly said.
“As we saw ‘defund’ and ‘refund’ and
all these taglines coming into play, we
wanted to focus on listening and elevating their voices.”
His relatively new West Baltimore-based organization, the Citizens
Policing Project, designed a study that
involved interviewing community
members about public safety, asking
open-ended questions about their
personal experiences, attitudes toward
the police and proposed solutions. Kelly
established the organization in 2018 to
advocate for increased civilian oversight
of the police department.
When asked whether they supported
Turn to Police, Page 2

30%
When asked whether they supported
calls to defund police, only about 30%
of more than 1,000 people the group
interviewed said yes, according to a
recent report that Baltimore activist
Ray Kelly authored based on findings
from his organization’s study.

TODAY’S
WEATHER

The Back River in Baltimore County
is unsafe for drinking, swimming or any
human contact, Maryland environmental officials declared Friday amid ongoing concerns about failing systems at the
Back River Wastewater Treatment Plant
in Dundalk.
Anyone who touches the water is
advised to wash with soap and water
as soon as possible and to seek medical
advice if water comes in contact with any
open wounds.
The declaration comes after environmental groups have raised concern for
months that unsafe bacteria levels are
present in the river frequently and that
the public should be notified of the risks
when boating or recreating on the river.
The Back River plant, which is owned
by Baltimore City and processes sewage
and wastewater from across the city and
much of Baltimore County, has not been
properly maintained, state inspectors
and environmental groups say. It is failing to properly filter bacteria and pollution before releasing water into the river,
they say.
The Maryland Department of the
Environment ordered a state takeover
of the Back River plant last month as
inspections showed water treatment
problems were getting worse. But
department officials had said that what
observers have said recently appeared to
be untreated sewage floating in the river
were actually floating mats of algae.
Regardless of that question, analysis
of water samples taken Tuesday show
unsafe levels of fecal bacteria in multiple
locations on the river, the department
said Friday.
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A piece of police tape is left near a shooting scene in the 800 block of Gretna Court
where a man and woman were killed. LEA SKENE/BALTIMORE SUN

Friends, family search for
answers in Brooklyn slaying
Victim was mother of two,
bartender at Limoncello
By Lea Skene
In the hours after Samantha Holston
lost her childhood best friend to gun
violence in Baltimore last week, snapshots of their shared memories kept
popping into her head.
There they were, an inseparable pair
through the years: little girls playing
pranks on their neighbors in suburban
Anne Arundel County, teenagers listening to music and fixing their makeup
before school, young women celebrating baby showers, new jobs and 30th
birthdays.
Last Friday morning, Holston awoke
to devastating news.
Brittany Keyser died around 6:15 a.m.
April 15 after gunfire erupted outside a
Brooklyn housing complex, according
to Baltimore Police. She was pronounced
dead in the 800 block of Gretna Court
while a second victim was hospitalized
with serious injuries.
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Audit finds
Md. school
funding was
misallocated
Investigation shows $23.4M
incorrectly divvied up due
to enrollment discrepancies
By Lillian Reed

The shooting added to the ongoing increase in the violence plaguing
the South Baltimore neighborhood in
recent months. It also began a bloody
weekend during which three people
were killed and 16 injured by gunfire
throughout the city.
On Monday, Baltimore police recorded
the city’s 100th homicide of 2022 — a
grim milestone that comes less than four
months into the year and keeps Baltimore
on the grim track to exceed 300 homicides
for the eighth year in a row.
Keyser, 30, left behind two young children. Holston described Keyser as a
devoted mother who cherished her son
and daughter.
“Brittany loved being with her family …
and she was an excellent cook,” her family
wrote in her obituary. “She enjoyed the
outdoors — especially camping, going to
the beach, family events, and hosting real
tea parties with her daughter.”
A longtime bartender, she had been
working most recently at Limoncello, an
upscale Italian restaurant in Locust Point.

An investigation into enrollment and
attendance discrepancies in Maryland
public schools has found nearly $23.4
million in state and local funding was
misallocated over a five-year period.
The Office of the Inspector General
for Education released findings Tuesday
of separate investigative audits into the
Maryland State Department of Education and four school systems including
Baltimore City.
Investigators discovered nearly 3,000
instances between 2016 and 2021 across
the state of students who were improperly counted as eligible for state and
local aid distributed to school systems.
The audit recommend Maryland education officials evaluate whether the funds
should be recovered from school systems.
The investigative report notes the
discrepancies represent a tiny percentage of overall enrollment counts for
Maryland public schools, which counted
881,000 students in September and
receive billions in local and state funding annually.
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Gracie Mae Haga
Retired telephone components assembler and avid boater
‘welcomed friends and family with her entertaining ways’
By Jacques Kelly

She was never racially prejudiced and she
worked and partied with a diverse group of
Gracie Mae Haga, a retired Western Elec- Western Electric friends,” her son said.
tric telephone components assembler who
After establishing themselves in eastern
grew up on a Virginia farm, died of COPD Baltimore County, she and her husband took
and old age complications April 12 at Spir- their family on vacations from New Jersey
iTrust Lutheran, the Village at Shrewsbury, to Florida and other East Coast locations
Pennsylvania. She was 96 and lived in Mays throughout the marriage.
Chapel and Dundalk.
“She and my father loved boating and
Born in Chilhowie, Virginia, she was the owned four different boats over the years,”
second of five children born to Martin Hart, her son said. “They eventually purchased a
who was a lumberjack, and Bessie Blanken- shore home on Lynch Cove on Bear Creak.”
beckler Hart, a farming homemaker.
He said she came into her own during the
“Her parents owned a working farm that summer months and celebrated holidays and
provided them with all their needs,” said her weekends.
son, Gregory S. Haga. “ Martin Hart was of
“They traveled throughout the ChesaEnglish descent and Bessie Blankenbeck- peake by boat,” he said. “They made numerler of German descent. They had a hard life ous overnight trips. In 1974, they sailed
working on that farm seven days a week. through the Chesapeake and Delaware
Their day went from morning until dusk.”
Canal and arrived at Ocean City.”
He said his mother also
Mrs. Haga often threw
worked the farm when she
a party for the coworkers
was not in school.
she met at Western Elec“My mother and her
tric. In 1980, she and her
siblings did various
husband retired and she
chores, gardening, plantfulfilled a dream.
ing, harvesting, feeding
“My parents purchased
livestock and food prepaa home in Daytona Beach,
ration, canning just about
Florida, two blocks from
anything they produced
the beach. Mae loved the
for the winter months that
beach more than anything,
was stored away,” he said.
visiting the beach any day
“Like many people from
it was not raining. She
the Depression era, she left
enjoyed laying in the sun
her formal education in the Gracie Mae Haga traveled
and was always talking to
10th grade to make money. throughout the Chesapeake by
friends.”
She worked at a number of boat with her husband.
Another son, Edwin
jobs, including a World War
Lee Haga, and his wife
II production plant in Kentucky.”
Linda also moved to Daytona.
After the end of World War II she met her
“She welcomed friends and family with
her future husband, James E. Haga, while her entertaining ways,” her son James
she was a waitress in a Chilhowie restaurant. said. “She insisted on taking everyone to
“She said that was the best job she ever the beach and gathering at the good local
had. She liked interacting with the custom- Daytona Beach restaurant spots. She never
ers,” her son said.
forgot anyone’s birthday with a card and
Her husband was a World War II Marine a gift.”
Corps veteran who had served in the South
In 2013, she and her husband returned to
Pacific. They married May 29, 1948. She and Maryland due to health issues. They lived in
her husband found jobs at a local hosiery Mays Chapel.
mill.
“My mom had to give up the beach and
“These mills were located throughout the her grandchildren, but she looked forward
South, now all but gone,” her son said.
to her daily phone calls with her sister and
The couple recognized that they needed sister-in-law,” her son said.
to relocate for better employment. In 1956,
Survivors include her son Gregory S. Haga
they moved to Dundalk, where they secured of Parkton; a sister, Ruth Epperson of Glengood blue-collar jobs. He became a mill- nville, Georgia; a brother, Charles Hart of
wright at Bethlehem Steel Sparrows Point Chilhowie, Virginia; four grandchildren;
and she joined the Western Electric Co.’s many great-grandchildren; and a great-great
Point Breeze Works in Southeast Baltimore. grandson. Her son, Edwin Lee Haga, died
She became skilled with soldering iron in 2008. Her husband of 73 years died Dec.
and made hand-assembled boards used to 3, 2021.
manufacture telephone equipment.
Services were held Thursday at the
“She had a great group of co-workers. Lemmon Funeral Home.

NOTABLE DEATHS ELSEWHERE

Mwai Kibaki, 90
Former Kenyan president

— Associated Press
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Mwai Kibaki, the former Kenyan leader
whose distinguished political career was
tarnished when he won a second presidential term that was followed by deadly
post-election violence, has died at the age
of 90.
Kibaki’s death was announced Friday by
President Uhuru Kenyatta, who said his
passing was a sad day for the country and
praised his predecessor as a great Kenyan
and a statesman.
The cause of death was not given, but
Kibaki was in and out of hospitals in recent
years as his health failed.
Kibaki served two terms as president of
the East African country, ruling from 2002
to 2013.
But his reelection to a second term in
2007 put a dent in his reputation as his
victory was disputed by his opponent, Raila
Odinga.
Odinga asserted that the election result
had been rigged and that he had really won
the poll.
Hundreds of people were killed in weeks
of ethnic violence that followed.
Amid the stalemate, Kenya exploded into

fighting along tribal lines that forced more
than 600,000 people from their homes. The
violence shattered Kenya’s standing as a
beacon of stability in East Africa.
The international community led by
former U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan
eventually brokered a fragile power-sharing deal between Kibaki and Odinga, who
settled for a new role as Kenya’s prime
minister.
But the International Criminal Court
brought charges of crimes against humanity
against Kenyatta, who had backed Kibaki,
as well as William Ruto, the current deputy
president.
The ICC later dropped criminal charges
against Ruto and Kenyatta, who had been
charged for their alleged roles in the
violence. They denied any wrongdoing.
In the wake of the violence, Kibaki oversaw a new constitution for Kenya that was
aimed at decentralizing powers and reducing persistent ethnic tensions that continue
to flare up during electoral seasons. The
new constitution was praised as having
some of the most progressive human rights
provisions in the world.
Kibaki stepped down in 2013 at the end
of his second term.
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A water-quality sign posted at Cox Point along Back River states that water-related activities
could cause health risks. JERRY JACKSON / BALTIMORE SUN

River

from Page 1

“The health advisory is a necessary and
protective step in our broader effort to
stabilize the situation and dramatically
improve the operation and maintenance of
Baltimore’s world-class wastewater asset,”
Maryland Environment Secretary Ben
Grumbles said in a statement.
Blue Water Baltimore, a water-quality
monitoring and advocacy group that has
been raising concerns about the Back River
plant, praised the state for issuing the advisory. The group routinely tests for bacteria and pollutants at 49 sites in waterways
around the Baltimore area, and its monitoring first showed signs of problems at
both the Back River plant and the Patapsco
Wastewater Treatment Plant in Baltimore’s
Wagners Point last August.
“This is why water-quality monitoring is
so important — thanks to the data we know
the Back River is often unsafe for human
contact,” said Alice Volpitta, the organization’s Baltimore Harbor waterkeeper. “We
are relieved that the state issued an advisory
to protect the many people who recreate in
the Back River.”
The 9-mile Back River drains Northeast
Baltimore via Herring Run and part of eastern Baltimore County via Northeast Creek,

Audit

from Page 1

Investigators say some students were
ineligible for the aid because they did not
meet attendance or enrollment requirements. About a thousand students had
no documented attendance at any point
during the year, the report states. Officials
also found 29 instances where a student was
counted twice, the report states.
Each year, the state education department collects a snapshot of local school
systems’ student enrollment data on Sept.
30. Maryland’s 24 school systems typically
submit this information to the state along
with codes denoting each student’s eligibility for state aid, per state regulations.
Students must be present in school for at
least one day in September — and have not
withdrawn on or before Sept. 30 — to qualify for that funding, according to the report.
The improper headcount awarded school
systems an additional $12.9 million in state
and $10.5 million in local funds, which typically are used for things like transportation
for disabled students or services for English
language learners, the report states.
Investigators found local school systems
self-reported 92% of the discrepancies to
the Maryland State Department of Education. However, the office faulted the state
education department for not detecting
the discrepancies, not acting on the ones
that were reported by school systems and
not identifying the errors later through an
internal auditing process.
The department’s audit office reviews
each school system’s state aid programs
every two years using methodology that
relies on random samples, officials said in
the report. Recent education department
audits for Montgomery County, Baltimore
City, Prince George’s County and Dorchester County public schools did not uncover
funding discrepancies related to attendance
or enrollment.
The inspector general for education’s
office also said school systems received
conflicting information from the state on
student withdrawal requirements.
In an April 18 letter to the inspector general
for education, State Superintendent Mohammed Choudhury denied that funding was
misallocated to local school systems and said
the education department was required by
law to use data collected annually on Sept. 30.
The superintendent said student data
were correct when submitted on Dec. 1 to
the Department of Budget and Management
and the Department of Legislative Services.
And the law, he said, does not require the
education department to update or reconcile the enrollment count for state aid-eligible
students after the data is submitted.
That process “aligns with state practices
across the nation,” education department
officials said in a statement Wednesday.
“MSDE and the local school systems verify
enrollment data through rigorous analysis
that has resulted in a significantly low error
rate,” education officials said in the statement. “In fact, data presented in the Office
of Inspector General for Education report
confirms that 99.9% or more of the student
population in Maryland was correctly identified as eligible over five years, a result that
can be attributed to procedures and processes
in place to ensure the accuracy of the data
collected.”

which means it also handles a lot of storm
runoff. Hart Miller Island, a popular recreation spot and boating destination, lies just
off its mouth in the Chesapeake Bay.
Signs posted at Cox’s Point Park in
Essex, a public park across the river from
the wastewater treatment plant, warned
visitors Friday to minimize contact with
waters, especially when waters are cloudy,
saying the pollution is linked to “recent
heavy rains, storms or other conditions.”
Such signs are often posted around
waterways because heavy rain washes
surges of wastewater from overflowing
sewer systems into streams and rivers.
But in the Back River’s case that signage
may give people the impression the water
is safe if it looks clear or if it hasn’t rained
recently, said Angela Haren, senior attorney at Chesapeake Legal Alliance, which
is representing Blue Water Baltimore in a
lawsuit against Baltimore over the wastewater plant failures.
She said the signs should make clear, in
multiple languages, that the health threat is
more persistent and severe than that.
“This is 100% of the time right now, not
just in heavy rain,” Haren said.
She added that such signs and public
notifications also are needed around the
Baltimore harbor, where boating and other
recreation are common, and so are unsafe
bacteria levels.

The education department ultimately
concurred with five of the inspector general
for education’s six corrective recommendations.
However, state education leaders did not
agree that it was necessary to make changes
to the Maryland Student Records Systems
Manual, which defines requirements for
dating a student’s withdrawal.
In addition to the statewide enrollment
review, the office of the inspector general
for education also audited state aid enrollment counts for four local school systems
— Baltimore City and Dorchester, Prince
George’s and Talbot counties. The systems
were chosen to represent both large and small
jurisdictions.
The investigative report for Baltimore City
schools, which serves an estimated 77,000
young people, found more than 900 instances
over a five-year period of students who were
deemed eligible for state aid funding but had
not met attendance or enrollment requirements. More than 500 students did not have
any recorded attendance during the year.
The errors were caused by attendance not
being properly recorded, and school staff
not identifying and withdrawing chronically
absent students in the short timeframe available to school systems, the report states. The
improper figures resulted in a misallocation
of $9.8 million in state and local funding to the
city school system from 2016 to 2021.
Baltimore City school officials identified
problems with recording no-shows in 2015
and created a process to improve student
enrollment record keeping for funding eligibility purposes. Those changes, investigators
said, resulted in a decrease of errors — until
complications brought on by virtual learning
during the 2020-21 school year resulted in a
rise in discrepancies.
A representative from Baltimore City
schools on Wednesday pointed to an April
18 letter penned by city schools’ CEO Sonja
Santelises to Inspector General for Education
Richard Henry.
The discrepancies represent “just 0.3% of
City Schools’ total students eligible for state
funding over the OIGE’s five-year review
period,” the letter states. “The discrepancies
were primarily concentrated in the earlier
years of the review period, except for some
entirely understandable challenges presented
by a small number of schools in tracking
students during the COVID-19 pandemic.”
The city school system concurred with all
three of the inspector general’s corrective
recommendations, which are expected to
be implemented by the end of the 2022-23
academic year.
The Inspector General for Education’s
investigation into the funding issues was
prompted by the Maryland Public Policy
Institute, a conservative public policy think
tank. The institute asked the state education
watchdog to investigate potential enrollment
irregularities involving state aid funding for
Baltimore City Public Schools.
The investigations follow a recent enrollment scheme discovered at the Augusta Fells
Savage Institute of Visual Arts. The school’s
former principal and three administrators
were believed to have fabricated courses and
approved students for graduation when they
had failed to legitimately pass classes.
This inspector general’s report on the city
school system lists Augusta Fells Savage as
one of five schools selected by investigators for a risk-based judgmental sampling
of students.

