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I know of few politicians 
who openly admitted they were 
wrong, unless you count the ones 
who were the subject of presen-
tencing reports.

Pardon the generality, but I 
believe it’s true. Rather than 
express regrets, elected officials 
— as well as a certain member of 
the Angelos family of Baltimore 
— are more likely to double down 
and fight, even if the fight seems 
stupid. With hyper partisanship 
in abundance and shameless-
ness in short supply, admitting 
a mistake in public is consid-
ered weakness. A politician who 
reflects on a defeat and says he 
learned something from it? That’s 
rare.

But that’s what Steuart Pitt-
man, the Anne Arundel County 
executive, offered this week, 
after he lost a battle to help the 
nonprofit Chesapeake Conser-
vancy establish an office on 
waterfront land near Annapolis. 
It was an object lesson for any 
county executive: If you want 
something that’s potentially 

controversial, you have to 
lay the groundwork and do 
some serious explaining; 
you should assume that 
the most well-intentioned 
endeavor will offend some-
body; and it’s not a good 
idea to criticize people who 
are probably on your side 
in the long term.

Starting a few years ago, the 
Chesapeake Conservancy worked 
toward establishing a center on 
19 acres of waterfront woodlands 
adjacent to Quiet Waters Park, 
south of Annapolis. The county’s 
$8 million purchase of the land 
in 2019 constituted an expansion 
of the popular park and, impor-
tantly, it kept developers from 
building expensive homes there.

The county agreed to lease five 
acres of the land to the conser-
vancy. The original plan called 
for converting a farmhouse and 
some buildings to the conser-
vancy’s use. But those buildings 
were damaged by fire and harsh 
weather, so the conservancy 
made plans for a new building.

The organization cobbled 
together funds for the project, a 
large piece of it from the family of 
Jim and Sylvia Earl. The center, 
at about 8,200 square feet, would 
be called the Earl Conservation 
Center. Pittman, who as a candi-
date promised a greener, smarter 

development plan for the 
county, supported the 
project.

But opposition grew 
strong over the fall and 
early winter. Several 
neighbors and friends of 
Quiet Waters opposed an 
office building on public 

parkland. Word spread on social 
media; comments about the size 
and location of the proposed 
center heightened opposition.

Pittman and Lisa Rodvien, a 
member of the County Coun-
cil, co-authored an op-ed about 
Quiet Waters that the Capital 
Gazette published on Jan. 15. 
While the article described the 
conservancy’s plans and their 
potential benefit, it was not 
enough to counter the opposition.

Though the county had posted 
notice of the proposal and held at 
least one public meeting, support-
ers of Quiet Waters accused 
county leaders of a lack of trans-
parency. Last Friday, opponents 
of the project gathered for a 
meeting. Pittman dropped in and 
was “booed off the stage,” accord-
ing to a letter he wrote to county 
residents.

That letter went out by email 
on Tuesday because of something 
Pittman tweeted on Monday, 
and what he tweeted on Monday 
was a testy reaction to what had 

happened on Sunday: The board 
of the Chesapeake Conservancy, 
after consulting with the Earl 
family, pulled out of the project, 
citing the opposition.

“I am very disappointed,” Pitt-
man tweeted, “that [the conser-
vancy’s] outstanding work to 
create the Earl Conservation 
Center was met with such vitriol 
by nearby residents, leaving the 
Conservancy no choice but to 
direct its efforts elsewhere … I am 
saddened that … online attacks on 
the organization and its director 
left the board with no appetite to 
continue.”

So Pittman, a progressive 
Democrat, was angry with people 
who wanted to preserve open 
space and keep an office building, 
even one operated by a conserva-
tion organization, off public land. 
The county executive seemed to 
be criticizing his own constitu-
ency: They opposed something 
he wanted, something well-inten-
tioned. How dare they!

Pittman took some heat for his 
comments and his attitude. The 
next day he essentially admitted 
to a bad take.

“My reaction on Monday was 
different from the way I have 
governed,” he wrote in his weekly 
letter to citizens. “I was angry. My 
public statement focused on the 
opponents’ tactics. I wrote a very 

different version of this letter that 
I’ve since deleted, and I ‘went off’ 
at a staff meeting.

“I was slipping,” he added. “I 
could feel myself drifting off the 
path that had served me so well. 
I was seeing the conservation 
center opponents who had booed 
me off the stage as the bad guys, 
the ‘I got mine and don’t want to 
share’ group, rather than as indi-
vidual people who were acting on 
the information in front of them 
with goals not that different from 
mine.”

People in public life, even when 
pressed, seldom share this kind 
of insight or admit they were 
wrong. Judging from comments 
in social media, Pittman’s Tues-
day candor appears to have been 
well received — certainly better 
than the reaction to his Monday 
tweets.

According to Pittman, a man 
who opposed the conservation 
center told him that no one had 
explained the value of it — how it 
would fit into the mission of envi-
ronmental protection. “He noted 
that my statement in support of 
the project hadn’t helped,” Pitt-
man said, essentially admitting 
that he just hadn’t made the case 
for the place. “Lesson learned.”

A politician reflects on a defeat 
and says he learned something 
from it. Imagine that.
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In Anne Arundel, constituents teach Pittman lesson
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Baltimore County will unveil 
its COVID-19 memorial at Lake 
Roland Park this summer and is 
asking the community to submit 
poems and inscriptions that could 
be incorporated into the piece.

In March 2021, County Exec-
utive Johnny Olszewski Jr. said 
he wanted to “commemorate and 
honor the lives lost and all those 
affected by COVID-19 by creating 
a public art memorial,” the coun-
ty’s first.

Olszewski spokeswoman Erica 
Palmisano said in an email that the 
county received 74 proposals from 
across the country from artists 
wishing to design and produce 
the memorial. A panel consisting 
of local artists and members of the 
Baltimore County Commission 
on Arts and Sciences chose James 
Dinh, a Vietnamese-American 
artist who works out of Los Ange-
les, for the project. The County 
Council approved a $100,000 
contract for the project in January 
2022, Palmisano said.

“The main vision is to create 
a gathering place, a community 
gathering space, because I felt that 
the pandemic really separated us,” 
Dinh said in a phone call Tuesday. 
“And so the driving force of the 
design is to create a space where 
we can be together again.”

The memorial was supposed 
to be unveiled last fall. Palmisano 
said there was a delay in receiving 
materials, but the unveiling is now 
anticipated for this summer at Lake 
Roland Park, previously known as 
Robert E. Lee Park.

Dinh, 54, said he often focuses 
on commemorative work. He 
recently designed a memorial for 

the University of St. Thomas in 
St. Paul, Minnesota, dedicated to 
students who died while attending 
school.

The memorial, which Dinh 
said will be set as part of the larger 
landscape of the park, will feature 
a “mending wall” that forms an 
open circle. There is a bench set 
against the wall in design render-
ings. In the center, there will be a 
millstone with a ripple pattern on 
top, which Dinh said represents 

sending out “ripples” — or thoughts 
and prayers — to those affected by 
the pandemic.

Unlike many popular memorials, 
the county project will not include 
a list of names of those who died 
from COVID-19. For one, Dinh 
said, it would be hard to pinpoint 
an exact number or list of victims 
because not all cases are reported.

Furthermore, the pandemic is 
ongoing. Baltimore County Health 
Officer Dr. Gregory Wm. Branch 

said there have been over 150,000 
documented cases of COVID-19 in 
the county and more than 2,500 
deaths. The elderly, people with 
preexisting conditions and people 
of color were the most impacted by 
the pandemic, Branch said.

As of Thursday, the county’s 
risk level is considered “medium,” 
reporting 695 new cases over the 
past week. Additionally, because 
of the season, people also are more 
at risk for contracting respiratory 
syncytial virus, or RSV, and the flu.

Palmisano said the memorial is 
“intended to be inclusive of anyone 
touched by the pandemic,” includ-
ing those who lost loved ones, those 
who were sick, public health work-
ers and small business owners.

To incorporate their voices and 
stories, Baltimore County put out 
a call on social media Monday, 
seeking contributions in the form 
of poems and inscriptions that 
could appear on the mending wall, 
which the county said will “help 

visitors reflect on the impact the 
pandemic has had on our lives and 
each other.”

The county is accepting submis-
sions until Feb. 3 at publicart@
baltimorecountymd.gov.

“This pandemic — I mean, 
we’re already forgetting about it 
as we speak,” Dinh said. “I wanted 
to capture that moment in time 
through these poems.”

The open call received some 
pushback online, with some saying 
the memorial’s funding should be 
spent instead on improving recre-
ation facilities or schools.

“Governments can — and do — 
meet multiple priorities at the same 
time,” Palmisano said. “COVID-
19 has claimed the lives of nearly 
16,000 residents across Mary-
land, and those criticizing a public 
memorial dedicated to those in 
Baltimore County who have lost 
family, friends, and neighbors amid 
this crisis is truly unfortunate and 
misguided.”

County’s 
COVID-19 
memorial 
progressing
Artist will include 
submitted poems  
about the pandemic

Baltimore County will unveil its COVID-19 memorial this summer and is asking the community to submit poems and inscriptions that will be incorporated 
into the piece. JAMES DINH

By Angela Roberts

The number of Marylanders 
who enrolled in health coverage 
for 2023 through the state insur-
ance exchange increased slightly 
from last year, to a record 182,166, 
the Maryland Health Benefit 
Exchange announced in a news 
release Tuesday.

Although total enrollment in 
what is known as Obamacare only 
climbed by about 560 people from 
2022, enrollment continued to 
grow for members of communities 
that are more likely to lack cover-
age, such as Black and Hispanic 
residents.

Enrollment by Hispanic Mary-

landers grew by 9%, from 20,241 
in 2022 to 22,106 in 2023, while 
enrollment by Black residents grew 
by about 3%, from 30,535 in 2022 
to 31,325 in 2023. Enrollment grew 
even more dramatically among 
Hispanic Marylanders between 
the ages of 18 and 34, increasing 
by nearly 13% in one year, from 
5,572 to 6,286. Open enrollment in 
the Maryland Health Connection, 
which is in its 10th year of oper-
ation, started Nov. 1 and ended 
Jan. 15. Coverage for people who 
enrolled this month will start Feb. 1.

“We’re very happy to continue 
to have success in reaching Mary-
landers in need of affordable health 
coverage,” said Michele Eberle, 

executive director of the Maryland 
Health Benefit Exchange, in Tues-
day’s news release.

The exchange runs the state’s 
health insurance marketplace. 
Total enrollment in coverage has 
grown for five straight years, and 
has increased by more than 15% 
since before the pandemic, accord-
ing to the exchange.

Though renewal enrollments 
climbed by 4% between 2022 and 
2023, new enrollments dropped by 
14%, from 39,658 to 34,205.

Enrollments by people ineligible 
for a federal tax credit grew by 13%, 
and enrollments with federal finan-
cial help dropped by 3%.

Open enrollment may have 

closed earlier this month, but 
Marylanders who lack health 
coverage still have opportunities to 
enroll. State residents who check a 
box on their state tax returns will 
be able to enroll in the Easy Enroll-
ment program offered through 
the Maryland Office of the Comp-
troller, which launched four years 
ago. Since then, more than 10,000 
people have gained coverage 
through the program.

Marylanders who lose their jobs 
and file for unemployment insur-
ance also can request help with 
health coverage through the appli-
cation process. More than 3,000 
have done so since the program 
started last summer with help 

from the Maryland Department 
of Labor, the exchange said in the 
news release.

The Maryland Health Benefit 
Exchange and Maryland Depart-
ment of Health also are preparing 
for the federal government to end 
flexible eligibility rules for Medic-
aid coverage that were instituted 
during the coronavirus pandemic. 
The exchange said the two agen-
cies will reach out to each of the 
tens of thousands people affected.

Most will have the option to tran-
sition into low-cost private cover-
age through Maryland Health 
Connection, the exchange said. 
Anyone who is eligible for Medic-
aid can enroll at any time.

Obamacare enrollment increases for ’23 coverage in Md.

“The main vision is to create a gathering place, a 
community gathering space, because I felt that the 
pandemic really separated us. And so the driving 
force of the design is to create a space where we 
can be together again.”

— James Dinh, a Vietnamese-American artist who works 
out of Los Angeles

C The Baltimore Sun  |  Friday, January 27, 2023  3


