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board, abstentions would leave only two voting members, and in rare cases one or zero members. Two 

members who disagree on an item would cause a deadlock, with no clear means of resolution. Such 

deadlocks could delay or stop important contracts, negatively impacting City services. The proposed 

legislation does not provide any guidance for how to resolve such conflicts, or – if two of the three BOE 

members abstain due to conflicts of interest – whether a one-person vote would even be legal. These 

scenarios could drastically impede the work of City agencies, especially given the current requirement for 

contracts awards of $50,000 or more to go through the BOE formal process, which is low compared to 

surrounding jurisdictions.  

 

Importance of Solicitor and DPW Membership 

In addition, inclusion of the City Solicitor and the Director of Public Works is advantageous to the BOE. 

The City Solicitor can provide legal guidance to the BOE members while protests are being presented at 

BOE meetings. Many of the protests center on facts of law that the Solicitor can address. The Board has 

benefitted significantly from the formal involvement of the City Solicitor and the Law Department in its 

important weekly activity. The Director of Public Works can provide timely input and feedback regarding 

construction contracts and change orders. The dollar volume of contracts and change orders from DPW 

is the largest of all City agencies and having timely input allows for minimal deferrals of important 

infrastructure projects. 

 

Benchmarking 

We often hear the argument that the City should move to a three-member BOE to mirror the State of 

Maryland’s Board of Public Works (BPW). However, there are four key differences that make this 

comparison irrelevant. First, the BPW is chaired by the Governor, the Chief Executive. Second, the BPW 

does not review the Governor’s budget proposal to the General Assembly. Third, the BPW only approves 

contracts over $200,000, which is much higher than the current BOE approval thresholds. Fourth, the BPW 

does not have authority over position classification and compensation. Finally, one of the members of the 

BPW, the State Treasurer, is elected by the General Assembly, rather than directly by the electorate, which 

makes that individual less beholden to the whims of the voters.  

 

Conclusion 

The Finance Department feels strongly that the fiscal governance structure established in the City 
Charter has served the City well financially over many decades.  It is a strong executive model which 
allows the Mayor to propose, execute, and be accountable for a plan for providing services to citizens.  It 
also provides powers to the City Council and Comptroller to influence the outcome of the budget.  This 
structure is the main reason why Baltimore enjoys a AA bond rating, which is higher than would 
expected for a City with our economic and demographic profile.  It is also why the City has remained 
stable financially even despite serious economic challenges. 
 
We understand that recent Mayoral scandals have raised valid questions about how our government is 
structured and how to make these structures more democratic and transparent.  We believe that these 
conversations are important, and we value the opportunity to engage in these discussions with City 
Council.  But it is our opinion that City Council Bill 20-0849 goes way beyond these ethical issues by 
undoing the very mechanism, the Board of Estimates, that allows the Mayor to propose and execute 
their plan.   
 
 






