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By Timothy B. Wheeler

In an unprecedented move, Maryland
 regulators have taken control of Balti-

more’s troubled Back River Wastewater 
Treatment Plant after finding deteriorating 
conditions there that they warned could 
lead to catastrophic failure.

But the takeover, executed on just 48 
hours’ notice in late March, has failed so 
far to turn things around at the plant. Nor 
has it quelled a furor among local residents 
and their elected leaders over what the 
plant’s murky discharge is doing to Back 
River, which for decades has had some of 
the worst water quality in the Chesapeake 
Bay region.

The Back River plant is the largest in 
Maryland, designed to discharge up to 180 
million gallons a day of treated wastewater 
from Baltimore city and Baltimore County.

Ben Grumbles, secretary of the Mary-
land Department of the Environment, 
directed the Maryland Environmental 
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Service to take over the operation of the 
plant after a March inspection found the 
facility beset by severe staffing shortages 
and broken or malfunctioning equipment.

He acted after giving city officials a 
48-hour deadline to bring the plant into 
compliance, warning that “the decline in 
the proper maintenance and operation of 
the Plant” risks a calamitous breakdown 
that could endanger public health and the 
environment.

The city has gone to court challenging 
the legality of the state’s takeover, but the 
Department of Public Works also issued a 
statement saying “we welcome the MDE 
and MES collaboration going forward.”

MDE spokesman Jay Apperson said that 
MES was working to improve operations 
and maintenance, identifying short-term 
remedies and developing a long-term plan 
for repairing and replacing malfunctioning 
systems.

“All pollutant concentrations still appear 
to generally trend upwards,” Apperson said 

in mid-April, “but immediate maintenance 
and operations improvements are expected 
to begin to change the trend.”

MES, a not-for-profit business unit of 
the state that runs dozens of mostly small 
municipal, county and privately owned 
wastewater facilities, assigned 11 operators 
and a supervisor to help run the Back River 
plant.

MDE went to court in January seeking 
to force the city to fix problems at Back 
River, as well as at its Patapsco treatment 
plant, Maryland’s second largest sewage 
facility, which discharges up to 63 million 
gallons of treated wastewater daily into the 
Patapsco River. The lawsuit alleges multiple 
ongoing discharge violations at both plants. 
The case is pending in Baltimore City 
Circuit Court.

The controversy began a year ago when 
routine water quality monitoring by the 
nonprofit Blue Water Baltimore found 
elevated bacteria levels and floating fats, oil 
and grease near the outfall for the Patapsco 

Solids are built up in an inactive settling tank at 
Baltimore’s Back River Wastewater Treatment 
Plant during a state inspection of the facility on 
March 22, 2022. (Courtesy of Maryland Department 
of the Environment)
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plant. The watchdog group reported its 
findings to MDE, which during a series of 
inspections through the summer and fall 
of 2021 saw extensive violations of both 
plants’ discharge permits. It also noted 
serious maintenance and staffing problems 
at both facilities.

The problems came to light publicly in 
late August when Blue Water released the 
MDE inspection reports for the plants 
along with an MDE letter to the city 
demanding immediate action. The city had 
given a plan to MDE last fall for coming 
into compliance, but the timeline indicated 
it could take years to fix all of the problems.

Blue Water Baltimore filed a lawsuit of its 
own in the U.S. District Court in Decem-
ber alleging ongoing violations at the two 
sewage plants. The group agreed early this 
year to put the case on hold while it worked 
with state and city officials to negotiate a 
consent agreement to address the problems. 
But since the takeover, Blue Water has 
asked the federal court to reactivate its case, 
something the city has opposed. A decision 
is pending.

Since the takeover, Blue Water and the 
Back River Restoration Committee, a 
local watershed group, have skirmished 
in press statements with state and city 

officials about conditions in the river. Alice 
Volpitta, the Harbor Waterkeeper, helped 
the committee test the river, and the results 
showed elevated bacteria levels — the  
highest nearly 200 times the threshold 
considered safe for recreational contact  
with the water.

MDE and the city issued statements de-
nying that the plant is the cause of the high 
bacteria readings and insisting that brown 
clumps seen floating in the river were not 
raw sewage. Residents weren’t mollified.

“There’s just such a hyperfocus on ‘this 
bacteria is not coming from the plant, the 
plant’s fine, the plant’s fine,’” said Desiree 
Greaver, project manager for the Back Riv-
er Restoration Committee. “But according 
to our bacteria readings, there’s something 
happening in the river somewhere.”

On April 19, the activists and MDE 
jointly sampled the river, revealing lower 
bacteria levels than found previously but 
still above the safety threshold in three out 
of four places. The highest reading was at 
the end of the wastewater outfall pipe.

MDE issued a statement April 20 acknow-
ledging that the presence of particles at 
high concentrations in the plant discharge 
could indicate that sewage is not being 
completely treated. Solids in the wastewater 

could hinder disinfection by the plant’s 
chlorination process.

The Back River community group, in its 
own statement, said that whether the high 
bacteria levels are coming from plant dis-
charges or a source farther upriver, people 
need to exercise caution when coming into 
contact with the water because there is an 
increased risk of becoming ill from it.

Volpitta said that since the state takeover, 
MDE’s public statements about the plant 
have become more defensive.

“Obviously, it’s going to take a little bit 
of time to bring this facility into compli-
ance,” she said, but added, “putting out 
confusing messaging about public health is 
not the answer.”

MDE declared in late April that it would 
begin weekly sampling of the river for 
bacteria. On April 22, it issued an advisory 
with the state Department of Health tell-
ing the public to avoid contact with Back 
River water. A warning sign is to be posted 
at Cox’s Point Park in Baltimore County 
across the river from the plant. 

Baltimore County Executive John A. 
Olszewski Jr. welcomed the additional test-
ing but noted that while the Back  
River plant is run by the city, it’s located 
in the county and the county pays half the 

cost of operating it.
Its problems, he added, threaten the 

ability of county residents to recreate on the 
river without concerns that water contact 
is a threat to their health. It’s time, he said, 
that the county has a role in plant oversight. 

“I do believe that residents should have 
some confidence that we’re at the table,” 
Olszewski said.

Meanwhile, MDE’s April 6 inspection of 
the Patapsco plant found continuing and 
even worsening discharge violations, with 
treated wastewater that was “an opaque 
dark gray color” with high concentrations 
of particles in it. The plant was having 
trouble removing solids from the incoming 
wastewater flow, and untreated sludge was 
accumulating in an ad hoc storage area 
where bacteria and disease-causing patho-
gens could be draining into the Patapsco 
River.

Volpitta, the Harbor Waterkeeper, said 
those inspection results show that the 
Patapsco plant needs the same kind of state 
oversight that Back River is getting.

“We are in discussions with the city and 
MES about immediate fixes to the unac-
ceptable conditions at Patapsco,” MDE’s 
Grumbles said in a statement released  
April 13.<




