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By Hannah Gaskill

Maryland legislators and audit officials
pointed to staffing shortages and a lack
of proper accounting at Tuesday’s meet-
ing of the General Assembly’s Joint Audit 
and Evaluation Committee as the cause 
for the Maryland Department of Health’s
money woes.

“This is something that’s clearly been
going on for a very long time, and we
know the previous administration did not
fill or choose to invest in staff. You can’t
divorce that from any of these conversa-
tions,” said Del. Jared Solomon, a Demo-
crat and the co-chair of the Joint Audit 
and Evaluation Committee. “If you don’t 
have the people, if you don’t pay them
appropriately, if you don’t value them
appropriately, we don’t fill the positions.”

Last month, a report from the Office of 
Legislative Audits — a unit of the Mary-
land General Assembly’s Department of
Legislative Services — revealed shock-
ing weaknesses within the health depart-
ment’s accounting practices and how it
recovers federal money its due, which
could leave the state on the hook for $1.4
billion.

As of Nov. 6, the Department of 
Health’s unreconciled balance stood at 
$243.7 million, $13.7 million of which is 
federal funds it hasn’t received.

The audit covers agency practices from 
February 2019 to June 2022, when Dennis 
Schrader took control of the department 
after Robert Neall’s retirement during the
coronavirus pandemic. During that time,
the state health department also strug-
gled with procurement snafus as it tried 
to abate the effects of COVID-19 on the 
state and suffered a cyberattack, which
disrupted the agency.

To receive federal funding, the Mary-
land Department of Health is supposed
to record its payments to service provid-
ers in the state’s Medicaid Manage-

Md. health
agency 
under 
scrutiny
Lawmakers blame staffing, 
accounting for financial woes

By Christine Condon

Baltimore’s spending board voted 
Wednesday to approve paying a $3.3 million 
penalty to the state — a historic fine for 
pollution that flowed from the city’s poorly 
maintained wastewater treatment plants 
and into the Patapsco and Back rivers.

Along with the payment comes a big 
to-do list for the city, in the form of a 
court-monitored consent decree, which 
the city’s Board of Estimates also approved 
Wednesday.

The board’s unanimous vote affirms the 
consent decree, which already was signed 
by the city’s Department of Public Works, 
and sends it to a Baltimore City Circuit 
Court judge for final approval.

Upon approval, the consent decree 
would settle two lawsuits filed against the 
city as a result of the pollution: one by the 
Maryland Department of the Environment 
and the other by a local nonprofit watch-
dog called Blue Water Baltimore. All three 
parties were involved in the consent decree 
negotiations.

Per the consent decree, the city’s full 
penalty is $4.75 million, but the remain-
ing $1.4 million will only be paid if the city 
violates its agreement in the next two years.

Under the consent decree, the city agreed 
to a timeline for particular repairs at each 
of the two problematic plants, to produce 
new plans for adequately staffing the facil-
ities and to allow a third-party engineer-
ing company to supervise its progress and 

produce reports.
The city also will install signs and warn-

ing lights at the discharge pipes where each 
of the plants dump treated wastewater into 
the rivers. If the plants malfunction, and 
any part of the treatment process must 
be bypassed — meaning the water could 
contain higher-than-acceptable levels of 
pollution — the light will flash for 24 hours.

The city will produce quarterly updates 
and hold annual meetings about its prog-
ress at the two plants.

The violations covered by the consent 
decree technically began as early as 2017, 
but the bulk of the problems occurred in 
2021 and 2022, when high quantities of 

City has long to-do list 
for wastewater plants
Spending board approves consent decree and $3.3M fine for river pollution

The 466-acre Back River Wastewater Treatment Plant site is seen along Eastern Avenue in Dundalk. JERRY JACKSON/BALTIMORE SUN

Ravens quarterback Lamar Jackson, left, shares a laugh with backup Tyler Huntley before 
practice on Tuesday. KEVIN RICHARDSON/BALTIMORE SUN

By Brian Wacker

Ravens quarterback Lamar Jackson 
called the all-black uniforms Baltimore 
will wear for its “Thursday Night Foot-
ball” showdown against the division rival
Cincinnati Bengals at M&T Bank Stadium
“sexy.” Linebacker Roquan Smith said the
motif brings to mind a “death row” defense.
Wide receiver Odell Beckham Jr. told The
Baltimore Sun, “My daddy always said
when the lights is on, it’s time to perform.”

Whatever hyperbole or emotions come
to the fore, the Ravens’ prime-time show-
down against the AFC North foe has all the
trappings of a huge game, from uniform

selection, to being under the lights as 
the NFL’s stand-alone contest, to a battle 
between superstar quarterbacks Jackson
and Joe Burrow leading a pair of teams
with Super Bowl aspirations.

“They’ll be excited to play,” Ravens
coach John Harbaugh said of his players.
“It’s a big deal.”

Added Bengals offensive coordinator
Brian Callahan: “This feels like a playoff
game in November.”

November game brings
playoff-like atmosphere
Ravens step into prime time
as rival Bengals come to town

WEEK 11
Bengals at Ravens
Today, 8:15 p.m.
TV/Stream: ABC/Prime 

Video Radio: 97.9 FM, 101.5 FM, 1090 AM

By Aamer Madhani, Colleen Long 
and Didi Tang
Associated Press

WOODSIDE, Calif. — U.S. President
Joe Biden and China’s Xi Jinping emerged 
Wednesday from their first face-to-face
meeting in a year vowing to stabilize
their fraught relationship and showcas-
ing modest agreements to combat illegal 
fentanyl and re-establish military commu-
nications. But there were still deep differ-
ences on economic competition and global 
security threats.

The two leaders spent four hours
together — in meetings, a working lunch 
and a garden stroll — intent on showing the 
world that while they are global economic 
competitors they’re not locked in a winner-
take-all faceoff.

“Planet Earth is big enough for the two
countries to succeed,” Xi told Biden.

The U.S. president told Xi: “I think it’s
paramount that you and I understand
each other clearly, leader to leader, with 
no misconceptions or miscommunications.
We have to ensure competition does not
veer into conflict.”

Their meeting, on the sidelines of the
annual Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
conference, has far-reaching implications 
for a world grappling with economic cross 

currents, conflicts in the Middle East and
Europe, tensions in Taiwan and more.

They reached expected agreements
to curb illicit fentanyl production and to 
reopen military ties, a senior U.S. official 
said after the meeting ended. Many of the 
chemicals used to make synthetic fentanyl 
come from China to cartels that traffic the 
powerful narcotic into the U.S., which is
facing an overdose crisis.

Top military leaders will resume talks,
increasingly important as unsafe or unpro-
fessional incidents between the two na-
tions’ ships and aircraft have spiked, said

Biden and Xi seek to ease 
tensions at Calif. summit
The 2 leaders showcase their 
modest accord on several issues

President Joe Biden and China’s Xi Jinping
shake hands Wednesday in Woodside, Calif. 
DOUG MILLS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Israel searches Gaza
hospital for Hamas
Israeli troops on Wednesday storm into 
Gaza’s largest hospital, searching for 
traces of Hamas inside and beneath the
facility. Page 5

Judge sets January trial 
date for Marilyn Mosby
Former Baltimore State’s Attorney
Marilyn Mosby will stand trial Jan. 18 on
mortgage fraud charges. Jury selection 
for the trial will begin Jan. 16. Page 3
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ment Information System. The agency then 
submits weekly requests for reimbursement 
from the federal government based on the 
system’s records, and is supposed to perform 
quarterly reconciliations to ensure that the 
reimbursement requests were submitted.

Quarterly reconciliations are fundamen-
tal accounting processes that ensure the 
actual money received or spent in a quarter 
matches the money that entered or left the 
account.

The department did not know quarterly 
reconciliations were not being performed 
until the Office of Legislative Audits 
mentioned it, and failed to recover hundreds 
of millions of dollars from the federal 
government because of the oversight.

Greg Hook of the Office of Legislative 
Audits said that the state health depart-
ment went three years without performing 
quarterly reconciliations. The employee 
responsible for the reviews left the agency 
and wasn’t replaced, and his responsibilities 

were not reassigned.
According to Maryland Health Secre-

tary Dr. Laura Herrera Scott, there was a 
15% vacancy rate departmentwide when 
she took her position earlier this year. The 
current vacancy rate is 11.3%.

Vacancies aside, Hook said that knowl-
edge isn’t being shared between employees 
in Maryland’s state agencies: When someone 
leaves their position, there aren’t instruc-
tions for the person who takes their place.

The report also found that the department 
did not have a procedure to track whether 
federal funds were being allocated to the 
correct accounts, leaving auditors unable to 
determine if all requested funds were recov-
ered.

“A failure to properly allocate federal 
revenue resulted in the lack of assurance 
that any of the account balances are accu-
rate, and MDH cannot determine whether 
all federal funds were ultimately recovered,” 
said Hook.

Last month’s report also left the agency 
unable to document whether it received $1.4 
billion in federal funds. If the state health 
department cannot recover that money, it will 

have to come out of the state’s general fund.
Brian Tanen of the Office of Legislative 

Audits told lawmakers that the department 
likely is suffering a financial deficit and will 
have to tap the state’s general fund for help.

“The amount of the deficit? I don’t feel 
comfortable saying anything,” he said. “But 
what I can tell you is based on the lack of 
documentation they were able to provide 
us during and subsequent to our audit, they 
cannot come to this table and tell me defini-
tively there is not.”

Asked how legislators could determine 
the size of the deficit, Tanen said it will take 
“time.” He explained that the department 
would need to make sure it’s keeping records 
regarding spending, requests and funds 
received going forward, which would allow 
them to identify what hasn’t been accounted 
for.

“At the time we did our audit, that detail 
and that level of accuracy was not available,” 
said Tanen after being asked.

But Herrera Scott assured lawmakers that 
she does not anticipate needing to lean on the 
state’s general fund. According to Herrera 
Scott, $230 million has been received in the 

department’s clearing account and will be 
allocated fully and reconciled by the budget 
closeout for fiscal year 2024.

Herrera Scott said that the audit gave 
her pause and highlighted the need for a 
“comprehensive look at the department’s 
fiscal procedures and compliance.”

“Our annual budget with federal funds 
included is nearly $20 billion, and we need 
to ensure that we have the correct tools, 
procedure and staffing models to ensure 
fiscal stewardship moving forward,” she said 
Tuesday morning.

The secretary also assured lawmakers 
that the agency is working with an exter-
nal accounting firm to implement standard 
operating procedures. This would allow for 
a smooth transition when one employee 
leaves and another takes their place.

“Though the period covered in the audit is 
prior to the current administration and prior 
to me joining the department as secretary, I 
commit to you that the work to address these 
findings and rebuild trust in the department 
is well underway,” Herrera Scott said.

A follow-up audit will be performed in the 
spring or summer of 2024.

Accounting
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pollutants were dumped into the rivers 
because of inadequate treatment. After Blue 
Water Baltimore expressed concerns, MDE 
inspected both facilities in 2021 and discov-
ered the extent of the problems.

The state sent the Maryland Environ-
mental Service to “take charge” of the Back 
River plant. Following negotiations with 
the city, the environmental service mainly 
assisted with repairs and did not take over 
management of the facility. The service’s 
team produced a detailed report describ-
ing the problems at the facility, arguing that 
the lack of urgency to fix the plants went all 
the way to the top of the city’s public works 
department.

With the plant in disrepair, high bacte-
ria levels in the Back River, which separates 
Dundalk and Essex, prompted warnings to 
residents to avoid contact with the water 
in the spring and summer of 2022. The 
episode frustrated residents of the water-
front community, who were forced to avoid 
water recreation, sowing mistrust in the 
city’s ability to effectively run the plants.

Nearly $2 million of the city’s $3.3 million 
payment will go toward environmental 
projects in the Back River and Patapsco 
watersheds. The Chesapeake Bay Trust 
will administer competitive grants for the 
funding.

At Wednesday’s Board of Estimates meet-
ing, Baltimore Mayor Brandon Scott, who 
is one of the board’s five members, empha-
sized “significant progress” made at both 
wastewater plants, which were discharging 
water that was compliant with state stan-
dards as of the most recent reporting from 
the city.

“This really is an important turning point 
for the Department of Public Works,” Scott 
said. “We’re talking about much longer 
disinvestment at Back River and Patap-
sco than 2017 that got us to this point. And 
we’ve been working alongside our partners 
at MDE to get to this point.”

In his comments before the board, 
Darnell Ingram, DPW’s general counsel, 
highlighted improvements such as the 

hiring of environmental compliance and 
safety managers and the removal of thou-
sands of tons of sludge that had clogged the 
two treatment facilities.

As part of the consent decree, the city is 
committing to a host of other improvements, 
Ingram said, including the rehabilitation of 
the large egg-shaped digesters at the Back 
River plant, which he said will cost about 
$88 million.

DPW recommended the city board 
approve the consent decree “based on the 
numerous violations alleged and the poten-
tial risks associated if this matter were to be 
the subject of protracted litigation.”

During the meeting, Baltimore City Coun-
cil President Nick Mosby spoke about the 

potential that Baltimore’s water system 
could transition to a regional water author-
ity, where surrounding counties, which are 
served by the city’s water and wastewater 
system, would get a say in how the assets 
are operated, unlike in the current system, 
where the city has full control and Baltimore 
County merely contributes a portion of the 
funding.

“As we continue to see these really large 
dollar amounts go into a system that we are 
maybe on the cusp of losing full autonomy 
and control over — that’s what I would like 
to talk about,” said Mosby, who voiced his 
opposition to the regional authority idea.

A 13-member task force, created by an 
act of the state legislature, has been meet-

ing for the past few months, and will make 
a recommendation on the future of Balti-
more’s water system in January.

Baltimore Comptroller Bill Henry, who 
chairs the task force, has stated that the 
group will make no recommendation that 
the city lose ownership of its treatment 
plants and other infrastructure. But who 
operates the facilities could change.

“This is not just about retaining the asset,” 
Scott said Wednesday. “But also, us finally 
getting to a point where, quite frankly, our 
partners around the region ... they’re putting 
in the same weight that we’re putting in — 
that the city’s not pulling all the weight 
consistently and being the ones that are 
bearing the bad news.”

Decree
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The Patapsco Wastewater Treatment Plant is a secondary treatment facility located on the Patapsco River at Wagner’s Point. Baltimore Mayor 
Brandon Scott says “significant progress” has been made at both plants. JERRY JACKSON/BALTIMORE SUN

the official who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity to discuss the agreements ahead of 
Biden’s remarks.

The U.S. official described a significant 
back-and-forth between the two leaders 
over Taiwan, with Biden chiding China 
over its massive military buildup around 
Taiwan and Xi telling Biden he had no plans 
to invade the island.

Biden, the official said, asserted the U.S. 
was committed to continuing to help Tai-
wan defend itself and maintain deterrence 
against a potential Chinese attack, and also 
called on China to avoid meddling in the is-
land’s elections next year. The official de-
scribed the Taiwan portion of the talks as 
“clear-headed” and “not heated.”

Biden also called on Xi to use his influence 
with Iran to make clear that Tehran and its 
proxies should not take steps that would lead 
to an expansion of the Israel-​Hamas war.

During the exchange on Iran, Biden did 
most of the talking and Xi mostly listened, 
according to the U.S. official. According to 
a statement released by China Central Tele-
vision, the state broadcaster, Xi was most 
focused on Taiwan and the U.S. sanctions 
and restrictions against Chinese products 
and businesses.

Xi urged the U.S. to support China’s peace-
ful unification with the self-governed island, 
calling Taiwan “the most important and 
most sensitive issue” in the bilateral rela-
tions. He also raised Beijing’s concerns over 
export controls, investment screenings and 
sanctions imposed by the U.S., which he said 

“have severely harmed China’s legitimate 
interests.”

“We hope the U.S. side can seriously 
treat China’s concerns and take actions to 
remove unilateral sanctions and provide a 
fair, just, non-discriminatory environment 
for Chinese businesses.”

Xi said he and Biden also agreed to estab-
lish dialogues on artificial intelligence and 
stressed the urgency for the two countries to 
cope with the climate crisis, the state broad-
caster reported.

Both leaders acknowledged the impor-
tance of their relationship and the need for 

better coordination. But their differences 
shone through: Xi indicated he wants better 
cooperation — but on China’s terms. And he 
sought to project strength to his domestic 
audience in the face of U.S. policies restrict-
ing imports from China and limiting tech-
nology transfers to Beijing.

For Biden, Wednesday’s meeting was 
a chance for the president to do what he 
believes he does best: in-person diplomacy.

“As always, there’s no substitute for face-
to-face discussions,” he told Xi. With his 
characteristic optimism, Biden sketched 
a vision of leaders who manage competi-

tion “responsibly,” adding, “that’s what the 
United States wants and what we intend to 
do.”

Xi, for his part, was gloomy about the state 
of the post-pandemic global economy. Chi-
na’s economy remains in the doldrums, with 
prices falling due to slack demand from con-
sumers and businesses.

“The global economy is recovering, but 
its momentum remains sluggish,” Xi said. 
“Industrial and supply chains are still under 
the threat of interruption and protectionism 
is rising. All these are grave problems.”

The China-U.S. relationship has never 
been smooth, he said. Still, it has kept moving 
forward. “For two large countries like China 
and the United States, turning their back on 
each other is not an option,” he said.

More pointedly, Xi also suggested it was 
not up to the U.S. to dictate how the Chinese 
manage their affairs, saying, “It is unreal-
istic for one side to remodel the other, and 
conflict and confrontation has unbearable 
consequences for both sides.”

Robert Moritz, global chairman for the 
consulting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
said business leaders are hoping for signs of 
more cooperation and a firmer commitment 
to free trade between the world’s two larg-
est economies following the Biden-Xi talks.

“What we are looking for is a de-esca-
lation and a bringing of the temperature 
down,” Mortiz said during a CEO summit 
being held in conjunction with the annual 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum 
that has brought together leaders from 21 
member economies.

“Discussion isn’t good enough, it’s the 
execution on getting things done” that will 
matter, he said.

Meeting
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President Joe Biden and President Xi Jinping of China walk through the garden at the end of 
their meetings at the Filoli estate, in Woodside, California, on Wednesday during the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation summit. DOUG MILLS/THE NEW YORK TIMES
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