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ACA ENROLLMENT:  As deadline looms, premiums set to spike in Maine / B1

By MORGAN WOMACK  

Staff Writer

Oicers for the Maine 
Capitol Police are worried 
about being pushed out of 
their jobs ater state oi-
cials told them this week 
that the agency will be 
taken over by the Maine 
State Police, according to 
the head of the union rep-
resenting Capitol Police 
oicers. 

The law enforcement 
agency, which oversees se-
curity at the Maine State 
House in Augusta, includes 
about a dozen oicers who 
protect state lawmakers 
and visitors. 

Department of Pub-
lic Safety Commissioner
Michael Sauschuck an-
nounced the change in an 
email to staf Wednesday, 
as irst reported by the 
Bangor Daily News. 

According to a copy of 
the email obtained by the 
Press Herald, Sauschuck 
told oicers that the “com-
plete transition” may take 
years as state troopers be-
gin to ill vacant Capitol 
Police positions. 

“This change will im-
prove resource allocation, 
operational eiciency and 
crisis response. It will also 
serve to strengthen the 
bond and joint security
mission shared by the Ex-
ecutive Protection Unit,” 
Sauschuck wrote. 

The Executive Protec-
tion Unit is a state police 
unit that provides security 
for Maine’s governor and 
their family. 

Sauschuck and Maine 
State Police Lt. Greg Roy, 
who will be overseeing 
the Capitol Police starting 
next week, did not respond 
to requests for interviews 
Friday. 

Shannon Moss, a spokes-
person for the Department
of Public Safety, said in an 
email Friday that there will 
be no layofs as part of the
change. She declined to 
answer further questions 
about the transition period.

The Maine State Police 

will absorb the agency

that oversees security

at the State House in 

Augusta and includes 

about a dozen oicers.

Capitol
Police 
fear job 
loss from 
takeover,
union says

A group of women walk down Main Street in Ogunquit on Thursday, passing stores that are decorated for the 39th annual 
Christmas by the Sea festival, which draws tourists each holiday season.   (PHOTOS BY GREGORY REC/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

By MEGAN GRAY
Staff Writer

OGUNQUIT — As Beth D’Angelo and Bobby
Morton strolled down Main Street in search 
of brunch, they paused to admire the decora-
tive greenery outside of On the Main and the 
festive pillows in the window display stitched 
with the words “Naughty” and “Nice.” 

The couple live in Colorado, but Morton is a 
lifelong Patriots fan and brought D’Angelo to

For a Hallmark Christmas, 
tourists seek out Maine

Businesses and towns in the state are working to deliver 

‘postcard vibes’ for both loyal visitors and newcomers.

I
f you’ve ever been on a 
boat in Casco Bay com-
ing into Portland Har-
bor, you might remem-
ber serenely scanning 

the skyline when, whomp, 
a beige behemoth of a 
condo complex severed 
your view of Munjoy Hill. 

Or maybe you’ve talked 
to someone visiting town 
who said they were stay-
ing at the Holiday Inn By 
the Bay on Spring Street 
and wondered if it was 
worth dissing their deci-
sion by letting them know
that’s not the city’s most 
attractive stretch. 

Perhaps you’re having 
a hard time caring about 
the debate over where to 
relocate the train station, 
knowing it all could have 
been avoided by not tear-
ing down the old one in 
the irst place. 

Add Franklin Arterial

30-story tower will be Portland’s next architectural regret

At 380 feet, the Old Port Square tower on Union Street in Portland would be Maine’s tallest building.   (COURTESY OF SAFDIE ARCHITECTS)

By RACHEL OHM  

Staff Writer

A Portland company that 
provides health care ser-
vices for people with dis-
abilities is denying a former 
employee’s allegations of 
falsiied records and said 
Friday that recent scrutiny 
around its billing practices 

has been ampliied by na-
tional attacks targeting the 
Somali community. 

Gateway Community Ser-
vices also said it is working 
to address recent state audit 
indings related to overbill-
ing. Nothing in the audits in-
dicated intentional wrong-
doing or that the company 

had billed for services it did 

not provide, it said. 

The allegations from a for-

mer employee, Chris Ber-

nardini, were irst reported 
by conservative media in 
Maine six months ago, but 
resurfaced this week in na-
tional news outlets, includ-
ing Fox News and NewsNa-
tion, which also referenced 
a series of fraud schemes in-
volving Somali immigrants

Gateway Community Services, which serves those with disabilities, disputes a former worker’s claim that 

it falsiied records. Gateway says the targeting of Somalis has ampliied scrutiny of its billing practices.

Health provider: National attacks on 
Somalis stoked false fraud allegations

Gateway Community Services’ Portland oice 
on Friday. Read Gateway’s statement on the 
allegations at pressherald.com.   (BRIANNA

SOUKUP/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

LESLIE 
BRIDGERS

Mark Reeth, manager at On the Main in Ogunquit, rings up a customer Thursday. Reeth anticipates a busy weekend.
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in Minnesota. 
Those cases have been 

highlighted by President 
Donald Trump as part of 
his crackdown on immi-
gration. Gateway also has 
ties to the Somali com-
munity, and was founded 
by Abdullahi Ali, a Somali 
American who last year 
ran for oice in Jubaland, a 
state in his home country. 

In a lengthy statement 
released Friday by its law-
yer, Pawel Binczyk, Gate-
way said recent reporting 
on the allegations and au-
dit indings has been mis-
leading, has led to threats 
against its employees and 
has resulted in misinfor-
mation being spread about 
Gateway Community Ser-
vices Maine, a sister non-
proit. 

“Gateway Community 
Services maintains strict 
billing, documentation and 
complianceprotocols, and 
has cooperated with state 
oversight agencies span-
ning both the (Republican 
Paul) LePage and (Dem-
ocrat Janet) Mills admin-
istrations,” the statement 
said. 

“These reckless narra-
tives have real impacts on 
the thousands of Mainers, 
a majority of whom are 
not immigrants, that rely 
on Gateway for services, as 
well as the many employ-
ees, again many of whom 
are not immigrants, that 
work to assist those Main-
ers,” it continues. 

FORMER EMPLOYEE ALLEGES 
RECORDS FALSIFICATION 

Gateway Community 
Services is a limited liabil-
ity company that provides 

support and services to 
people with disabilities. 
It was founded by Ali in 
2015, along with Gate-
way Community Services 
Maine, a nonproit that 
provides similar services 
for people who are unin-
sured and community pro-
grams for young people. 
Ali told the Press Herald 
last year that the two agen-
cies employ more than 250 
people combined. 

Ali declined a request 
for an interview through 
Binczyk this week, with his 
attorney saying he wanted 
to keep a low proile due to 
ongoing threats. 

The Robinson Report, a 
Substack newsletter from 
the editor of the conserva-
tive online publication the 
Maine Wire, irst reported 
in May on the allegations 
by Bernardini. The former 
billing and payroll special-
ist at Gateway said he ob-
served falsiication of re-
cords while working there 
from 2018 to 2025. 

Bernardini said he be-
lieved the false records 
were designed to inlate 
the company’s payments 
from MaineCare. An anon-
ymous former employee 
also made similar allega-
tions. 

Bernardini, who is re-
ported to now live in Flor-
ida, did not respond to a 
Facebook message from 
a Press Herald reporter 
seeking an interview this 
week, and other attempts 
to reach him were unsuc-
cessful. 

But he reiterated his 
claims in interviews with 
national conservative 
news outlets this week, 
including NewsNation 
and Fox News, who drew 
similarities between Ber-
nardini’s allegations and 
the Minnesota cases. Con-

cerns in Minnesota have 
largely centered around a 
$250 million fraud scheme 
involving a federally fund-
ed child nutrition program. 

Dozens of people have 
been convicted to date in 
connection with the case, 
ABC News reported this 
week. 

In September, the U.S. 
Justice Department an-
nounced separate charges 
related to the defrauding 
of housing stabilization 
and autism programs also 
involving people with ties 
to the Somali community 
in Minnesota. 

“I saw a lot of fraud on 
the back end with the bill-
ing claims that were just 
not accurate and not add-
ing up,” Bernardini said 
in an interview on Fox’s 
Will Cain Show, calling it 
similar to the cases in Min-
nesota. He estimated the 
amount of fraud in Maine 
“could be in the millions.” 

Bernardini told the Maine 
Wire he reported his alle-
gations to the Maine Of-
ice of the State Auditor. 
Auditor Matt Dunlap told 
the Press Herald this week 
that he could not comment 
on whether his oice had 
received a complaint. 

A spokesperson for the 
Oice of the Maine At-
torney General also said 
they could not comment 
on whether they had been 
made aware of or if they 
were investigating any 
complaints. 

Spokespeople for Gov. 
Janet Mills did not respond 
Friday to emails asking if 
the state is looking into 
the allegations or plans 
to, though at least one 
Republican lawmaker has 
called for an investigation 
of Gateway based on Ber-
nardini’s claims and state 
audit indings. 

“The Mills administra-
tion has neglected obvious 
and credible reports of So-
mali-linked systemic fraud 
in the MaineCare system,” 
Assistant Senate Minority 
Leader Matt Harrington, 
R-Sanford, said in a state-
ment. “This is an outra-
geous betrayal of Maine 
taxpayers. I’m alarmed that 
Gov. Mills doesn’t seem 
even remotely concerned 
that this organization is 
potentially defrauding the 
Maine taxpayers who are 
struggling to get by.” 

Gateway, meanwhile, is 
denying Bernardini’s alle-
gations, saying in its state-
ment Friday that he never 
raised concerns about bill-
ing, fraud or impropriety 
while working at the com-
pany for seven years. Af-
ter he was laid of in April 
2025, he began approach-
ing news outlets with al-
legations, and he and his 
wife harassed employees 
they felt were responsible 
for the layof, Gateway 
said. 

“These allegations are 
an attempt at revenge by 
a disgruntled employee 
whose wife promised that 
‘bad things’ would hap-
pen,” the company said in 
its statement. 

DHHS PREVIOUSLY IDENTIFIED 
OVERPAYMENTS 

The allegations come af-
ter the Maine Department 
of Health and Human 
Services, which oversees 
the MaineCare program, 
previously identiied 
$662,608 in overpay-
ments made to Gateway 
between 2015 and 2018. 
That was discovered ater 
the state conducted mul-
tiyear audits of the orga-
nization in 2018 and 2024, 
both in response to com-

plaints, DHHS spokesper-
son Lindsay Hammes said 
in an email. 

The audits resulted in the 
department issuing formal 
notices of violation and “i-
nal informal review deci-
sions” imposing sanctions. 
The department is still in 
the process of recouping 
the overpayments and an 
appeal of the 2024 ind-
ings is ongoing, Hammes 
said. 

The department does 
not track the percentage 
of audits that result in no-
tices of violation, though 
Hammes said recoupments 
exceeding $100,000 from 
a single review “are gener-
ally considered higher than 
normal.” 

She said the department 
typically reports any “is-
sues of concern, including 
suspicion of fraud” to the 
attorney general for inves-
tigation. Hammes said the 
department could not con-
irm whether any speciic 
matter regarding Gateway 
has been referred to the at-
torney general’s oice. 

Gateway said none of the 
audit indings have indi-
cated it billed for services 
it did not provide. Ater 
presenting the department 
with more information in 
response to the indings, 
it said it paid less than was 
initially assessed — having 
paid $125,058 in 2018 and 
$34,095 in 2024. 

Gateway said it is also 
working through another 
audit with the state cur-
rently, but could not dis-
cuss the details in depth. 

“It is normal — expected, 
even — for (state) audits 
to identify issues,” the or-
ganization said. “In fact, it 
would be more concerning 
if an agency emerged with 
no indings at all. Noth-
ing identiied in these au-

dits indicates intentional 
wrongdoing by Gateway 
Community Services.” 

GATEWAY SAYS RHETORIC HAS 
AMPLIFIED CLAIMS 

The allegations against 
Gateway come as Trump 
has recently targeted So-
mali immigrants, partic-
ularly in Minnesota, with 
inlammatory and racist 
rhetoric. At a White House 
meeting this month, he 
called Somalis “garbage” 
that he doesn’t want in the 
country. 

The president is also re-
ported to have recently 
launched an immigration 
enforcement operation 
targeting undocumented 
Somali immigrants in the 
Minneapolis-St. Paul area. 

In its statement Friday, 
Gateway said the nation-
al rhetoric around Somali 
Americans has fed into 
the way the company and 
its founder, Ali, have been 
portrayed. 

The company said claims 
that Ali “was ‘running to 
be the Warlord of Jubal-
and’ and ‘bankrolled mi-
litias’ are distorted and 
tinged with animus against 
him on account of his eth-
nic background.” 

Those claims are based 
on “heavily edited” clips 
from an interview and 
have not included proper 
context, Gateway said. 

“Mr. Ali has been in-
volved in politics in So-
malia and has run for lo-
cal oice there, as he has 
remained as committed 
to serving the communi-
ty that he came out of as 
he has been to serving the 
community here that took 
him in,” the company said. 

Rachel Ohm — 207-791-6388 

rohm@pressherald.com

GATEWAY
Continued from Page A1

New England this weekend 
for the football game. She 
loved Maine when they 
visited in warmer weather, 
so he added two nights in 
Ogunquit to their itiner-
ary. 

In the past, they’ve 
stayed on the water. This 
time, he booked a room 
at the Old Village Inn so 
they could be in the middle 
of downtown, where the 
streetlamps are wrapped 
in garland and the busi-
nesses adorn their doors 
with wreaths. 

“I wanted to see what 
New England, especially 
Maine, was like in the win-
ter,” D’Angelo said. “It’s 
like being in a Hallmark 
movie right now.” 

There are at least eight 
Hallmark Christmas mov-
ies set in the state, so she’s 
onto something. (We can-
not say, however, how 
many of our visitors are 
burnt-out marketing exec-
utives from the big city.) 

December isn’t the bus-
iest month of the year on 
the Maine Turnpike and 
deinitely not on the state’s 
sandy beaches. But tour-
ists are still seeking out 
small towns in Maine for 
holiday experiences. Some 
towns and businesses have 
leaned heavily into the sea-
son, in part to give busi-
nesses a boost before the 
quieter winter months. 

“We have so many com-
munities, whether it’s in-
land or coastal, that can 
deliver on those kind of 
postcard vibes,” said Tony 
Cameron, chief execu-
tive oicer of the Maine 
Tourism Association, a pri-
vate trade group that rep-
resents the industry. 

The state tourism oice 
reported more than 3 mil-
lion out-of-state visitors 
between last December 
and April. That number 
was a decrease from 2024, 
although people still spent 
more money in the state 
than the previous year. A 
sign of loyal visitors and 
long traditions, nearly half 
had previously traveled to 
Maine more than 10 times. 

‘A WARM HUG’ 
Travel writers have been 

stoking the Yule log. 
Travel + Leisure published 

a story last month with a 
headline to conjure images 
of sugarplums: “This State 
Was Just Named the Best 
Winter Travel Spot in the 
U.S. — and It Has 19 Ski 
Resorts, Snowy Forests 
and 26 Holiday Markets.” 

(You guessed it! The an-
swer was Maine.) 

Alice Pearce, executive 
director of the Ogunquit 
Chamber of Commerce, 
said the magazine has also 
ranked Ogunquit as one 
of the “25 Best Christmas 
Towns” three years run-
ning. This year, the list 
also included Nantucket, 
Massachusetts, and Ports-
mouth, New Hampshire. 
The town takes that hon-
oriic seriously. 

“Everybody here goes 
the extra mile because we 
know it’s important to the 
guests that are coming 
here and also to the overall 
town feel,” said Scott Vo-
gel, whose businesses in-
clude the Front Porch and 
the Trident Inn. 

This weekend is the 
town’s annual Christmas 
by the Sea festival, and 
over the years, locals said 

more seasonal businesses 
have pushed their clos-
ing date or added pop-up 
weekends in order to reap 
the beneits of that event 
and Prelude in nearby Ken-
nebunkport. The Ogunquit 
Chamber of Commerce 
keeps updating a lengthy 
list of “Who’s Open” on its 
website. 

“A lot of businesses stay 
open a lot longer now,” 
Pearce said. “It makes 
sense to do so. We want 
people to think about en-
joying the town when it’s 
not so crazy like July and 
August.” 

The Grasshopper Inn 
usually closes for the win-
ter, but Manager Mark 
Schmidt suggested the 
business open for the 
irst two weekends of De-
cember this year because 
guests had been asking for 
those dates. Last weekend, 

irst-time guests booked 
return trips in the summer 
before they checked out 
on Sunday. This weekend, 
most of the seven rooms 
were full with only limit-
ed availability as of earlier 
this week. 

Schmidt loves the feel-
ing of community for both 
locals and visitors during 
Christmas by the Sea. 

“It’s like a warm hug,” 
Schmidt said. 

It’s also a boon. Mark 
Reeth, manager of On the 
Main, said the Saturday of 
Christmas by the Sea is al-
ways the biggest day of the 
year — with lots of repeat 
customers. 

“Many who have been 
here before love it so much 
they put this on their cal-
endar annually,” he said. 

SIMPLE TRADITIONS 
Nancy White, managing 

director of the Clif House 
in Cape Neddick, said 
she’s seeing many more 
multigenerational families 
booking visits during the 
holiday season, starting 
with Thanksgiving. 

“From great-grand-
mothers to newborns,” she 
said. 

She’s seeing guests trav-
eling to Maine by car from 
states such as New York, 
New Jersey and Pennsylva-
nia, and being surprised to 
ind the trip isn’t quite as 
far as they thought. They 
come to curl up with a 
book or relax at the spa. 

“That’s what people 
think of Maine,” White 
said. “You’re disconnected. 
It’s simple and holistic and 
natural.” 

Last winter, a quarter of 
visitors wanted to relax 
and unwind. One in ive 
came for snow activities. 

At Sugarloaf, spokesper-
son Jessica Sechler said 
many of those guests in 
December are repeat vis-
itors or own property in 
the area. 

“To create a new tradi-
tion or carve out that time, 
we do ind that unless you 
already have that tradi-
tion, it sometimes can be a 
tougher sell,” she said. 

But early snow means a 
strong start to the season, 
and the resort has a robust 
program of events from 
ice skating to an ice cream 
social for kids to a 21-plus 
party on New Year’s Eve. 

“We’re trying to hit all 
the feels,” she said. 

Ellie Oczkowski runs the 
Christmas Vacation Shop 
in Bar Harbor, where she 
sells ornaments with de-
signs inspired by Acadia 
National Park or personal-
ized with special messages. 
Even for ornaments, the 
summer and fall are the 
busiest seasons for her 
business. She doesn’t open 
every day in the winter, 
but she tries to ofer occa-
sional hours in December 
when the weather is good. 

She would love to see 
every lamppost wrapped 
with lights and every 
storefront playing Christ-
mas songs at this time of 
year. But she doesn’t con-
sider her neighbors who 
close for the season to be 
Grinches. 

“There’s a lot of folks 
that work all summer long, 
and at the end of the sea-
son, they’re pretty spent,” 
she said. 

Megan Gray — 207-791-6327 

mgray@pressherald.com

VISITORS
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Sarah 
Johnson 
decorates a 
tree at the 
Ogunquit 
Museum of 
American Art 
on Tuesday.   
(GREGORY 

REC/STAFF 

PHOTOGRAPHER)

By MEGAN GRAY  

Staff Writer

Most travel writers rec-
ommend that visitors stop 
in Portland for a meal at 
a buzzy restaurant or a 
stroll through the shops 
of the Old Port. 

National Geographic, 
however, wants tourists 
to consider destinations 
farther aield. 

“You haven’t been to 
Maine until you’ve visited 
these small towns,” the 
publication declared this 
week. 

“The state’s true char-
acter can be found down 
dirt roads without traic 
lights and inside warmly 

lit farmhouse inns,” the 
magazine wrote. 

The list includes Bar 
Harbor and Camden — 
two towns oten pictured 
on postcards. Ten miles of 
the mainland, Monhegan 
Island is well known to 
painters and naturalists. 
Skiers know Rangeley, 
of course. But the list in-
cludes some destinations 
Mainers might know and 
out-of-towners might not, 
such as Brooklin, Bruns-
wick and Greenville. 

The publication rec-
ommended the Haystack 
Mountain School of 
Crats, a storied spot for 
writers and boat builders 

and artists on Deer Isle. 
The tips in Brunswick in-
cluded sampling oysters 
from local farmers, in-
cluding Mere Point Oys-
ter Company, and taking 
in a show at the Maine 
State Music Theatre. In 
Greenville, outdoor activ-
ities are on the itinerary, 
from a cruise on Mooseh-
ead Lake to a moose tour. 

“Anyone lining up in 
traic to get into the most 
northeasterly state is nev-
er just passing through. 
People come here inten-
tionally, and if you make 
it past southern Maine’s 
border towns and thriv-
ing Portland, you’ll get 

to know another side of 
Maine: The lobstermen 
hauling traps along the 
rocky coast and the blue-
berry pickers raking the 
last low-bush barrens,” 
the story said. “You’ll ca-
noe rivers through the 
country’s densest forests 
like the Wabanaki did 
before anyone, and ferry 
to your choice of islands 
(there are more here than 
in Alaska).” 

Will the traic extend 
further north of Portland 
as a result? We’ll bait our 
lines and wait. 

Megan Gray — 207-791-6327 

mgray@pressherald.com

The 7 towns National Geographic recommends in Maine
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By JOE LAWLOR
Staff Writer

Maine’s abortion provid-
ers plan to ask the state for 
additional money during 
next year’s legislative ses-
sion, in part to ofset short-
falls in federal funding. 

Planned Parenthood of 
Northern New England 
and Maine Family Plan-
ning are drating a bill 
with state Rep. Amy Kuhn, 
D-Falmouth, who will 
sponsor it. 

The exact funding re-
quest has not been inal-
ized, but Nicole Clegg, 
CEO of Planned Parent-
hood of Northern New
England, said the amount 
would be similar to the $6 
million in one-time fund-
ing that state legislators 
approved during the 2025 
session. 

The state money would 
support the primary and 
reproductive health care 
that the clinics ofer to pa-
tients. It would not fund 
abortions, Clegg said. 

Kuhn said in a statement 
Tuesday that Maine Fam-
ily Planning and Planned 
Parenthood are a “crit-
ical safety net for tens

The request seeks

to ofset cuts by the 

Trump administration.

Abortion 
providers to
ask state for 
more funding

By RACHEL OHM  

Staff Writer

AUGUSTA — Maine Re-
publicans called for ac-
countability Tuesday in the 
case of Gateway Commu-
nity Services, a Portland 
health care provider that 
had its state MaineCare 
payments suspended last 
week on suspicion of fraud 
ater it was accused of fal-
sifying billing records. 

“We want answers, and 
as we’re going into another 
supplemental budget, we 
want this fraud addressed 
and we want some iscal 
responsibility,” House Mi-
nority Leader Rep. Billy 
Bob Faulkingham, R-Win-
ter Harbor, said during a 
State House news confer-
ence. 

Republican leaders 
called for state oicials to 
investigate the allegations 
against Gateway, which 
provides services for 
people with disabilities, 
and ensure that taxpayer 
funds are spent appropri-
ately. 

The Maine Department 
of Health and Human Ser-
vices said last week that it 
referred the case to the Of-
ice of the Maine Attorney 
General for investigation 
ater it identiied a “cred-
ible allegation of fraud” 
related to billing for ser-
vices that were either not 
rendered or not eligible for 

coverage. 
The suspension of pay-

ments and referral came 
ater a former employee 
accused Gateway of fal-
sifying billing records in 
order to boost MaineCare 
payments and as DHHS 
said it found more than 
$1.6 million in MaineCare 
overpayments to Gateway 
via state audits dating to 
2015. 

A spokesperson for the 
attorney general’s oice 
said Tuesday that she 
could not comment on 
whether an investigation 
on the fraud allegation is 
underway, and if so what 
the timeline is. 

The Gateway case comes 
amid similar allegations of 
social services fraud in-
volving people with ties to 
the Somali American com-
munity in Minnesota. Doz-
ens of people were con-
victed recently in  a $250 
million fraud scheme  in-
volving a child nutrition 
program. 

Federal oicials said this 
week they are also looking 
into allegations focused on 
child care centers in Min-
nesota ater a YouTube 
content creator claimed in 
a viral video that he had 
found widespread fraud at 
Somali-run child care cen-
ters. 

GOP lawmakers call 
for accountability ater 
fraud accusation against 
MaineCare provider

By DREW JOHNSON and DANIEL KOOL  

Staff Writers

PORTLAND— The Renys in down-
town permanently closed Tuesday 
aternoon, about 24 hours ahead of 
schedule. 

The Maine department store chain 
cited illness and staing shortages for
the early closure. 

“It is with a heavy heart that we an-
nounce the Portland Renys will be 
permanently closing sooner than ex-
pected,” the retailer wrote in a state-
ment on social media Tuesday. “We 

are incredibly grateful for your under-
standing and support over the past 15 
years, and we truly couldn’t have done 
it without you!” 

The decision to close early appears 
to have come in the inal hour: Renys 
posted on Facebook Monday morn-
ing that the location would be closed 
that day due to inclement weather, but 
would be open again on Tuesday from 
9 a.m. to 6 p.m. Then, Tuesday ater-
noon, the company announced the ear-
ly closure — about 45 minutes before it 
took efect at 3 p.m. 

In the minutes ater 3 p.m., a steady
trickle of would-be shoppers ap-
proached the store’s Congress Street 
entrance. Most read the sign and 
turned away. 

The Congress Street location,

slated to close on New Year’s Eve, 

permanently shut its doors at 3

p.m. Tuesday, citing illness and

staing shortages.

The Renys location on Congress Street in Portland on Tuesday. The Maine 
retail chain had planned to close the store on Wednesday, but said illness 
and staing shortages forced it to close a day sooner.   (DANIEL KOOL/STAFF 

WRITER)

Portland Renys closes a day early

A man and a dog walk along Gooches Beach in Kennebunk into a cold, biting wind on Tuesday. Temperatures are forecast to stay below freezing for 
the rest of this week.   (GREGORY REC/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

A BRISK WALK ON THE BEACH

By GILLIAN GRAHAM
Staff Writer

Maine native and NASA astronaut Jes-
sica Meir will serve as commander of the 
SpaceX Crew-12 mission to the Interna-
tional Space Station. 

Meir will be joined by NASA astronaut 
Jack Hathaway, who will serve as pilot, 
as well as European Space Agency as-
tronaut Sophie Adenot and Roscosmos 
cosmonaut Andrey Fedyaev, according to 
NASA. 

The Crew-12 mission will launch no ear-
lier than Feb. 15 for the long-duration sci-

ence expedition. 
The light is the 12th crew rotation with 

SpaceX to the orbiting laboratory. The 
crew will conduct scientiic demonstra-
tions to help prepare humans for future 
exploration missions to the moon and 
Mars. 

Meir, who grew up in Caribou, has been 
an astronaut since 2013 and was the irst 
Maine woman to travel to space. Her irst 
mission to the space station started in 
2019 and ended 205 days — and 3,280 
Earth orbits — later on April 16, 2020. 

During her time on the space station, 
Meir traveled 86.9 million miles and 
made history when she participated in

Astronaut Jessica Meir, who grew 

up in Caribou, spent 205 days in 

space during her irst spacelight.

Astronaut 
Jessica Meir 
trains inside the 
Space Vehicle 
Mockup Facility 
at NASA’s 
Johnson Space 
Center in April 
2019. Meir 
will serve as 
commander 
of the SpaceX 
Crew-12 
mission to the 
International 
Space Station.
(ALLISON BILLS/

NASA)

Mainer to lead mission to the International Space Station
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LOCAL & STATE

IN MEMORIAM 
In Loving Memory of

Edward Stanhope Jr.

On His Birthday Dec. 31

Sadly missed by your sister, 

your son, and friends

MATTHEWS,  MARIE ALMA VEN-
ICE (PHILIPPON) - 84, of Topsh-
am, Dec. 22. Visitation, 10:30 a.m.
- 12 p.m. , Jan. 5, Brackett Funeral 
Home, Brunswick. Funeral service 
to follow at 12 p.m.  

SIDEBOTTOM, ROSE MARIE - 92, of 
Westbrook, Dec. 27.

STAFFIERI, DR. JOHN ROBERT - of 
St. Albans. Arrangements bySho-
rey-Nichols Funeral Home and 
Cremation Services, Pittsield.

MEGA, LAURA P. - 81, of Kittery, 
in Saco, Dec. 22.Burial at a later 
date. Arrangements Cote Funeral 
Home, Saco.

BROWN, DEBORAH A. - 77, of Bid-
deford, in Scarborough, Dec. 26. 
Private burial. Arrangements Cote 
Funeral Home, Saco.

BERTHIAUME, NICHOLAS J. - 39, 
of Dayton, in Kennebunk, Dec. 
24. Visitation, 10:30 a.m. to 1 p.m.,
Jan. 2, Cote Funeral Home Chap-
el, Saco. Services are private. 
Arrangements by Cote Funeral 
Home

KING, LORRAINE M. - 65, of Saco, 
in Saco, Dec. 23. Burial, Rose Hill 
Burial Park, Oklahoma City, Okla.
Arrangements Cote Funeral 
Home, Saco.

ROPER, ALICE FAUX - 83, of West-
brook, Dec. 29.

WEIMER, BARBARA M. - 85, of 
South Portland, in Portland, Dec.
23. Visitation, Jan 4, 1 - 3 p.m.,
Hobbs Funeral Home, 230 Cot-
tage Road, South Portland. Funer-
al Service to follow at 3 p.m.

Donna S. Smith
1938 - 2025

Service 

Announcement

SOUTH PORTLAND -  
Donna S. Smith, 87, of 
South Portland, passed 
away in Portland on Dec. 
18, 2025. Visiting Hours 
will be held on Jan. 5 from 4 
p.m. - 7 p.m. at Hobbs Fu-

neral Home, 230 Cottage 
Road, South Portland. A Ser-
vice will be held on Jan. 6 at 
10 a.m. at Hobbs followed 
by a burial at Forest City 
Cemetery. 

Full obituary and online 
condolences may be viewed 
and expressed at www.
hobbsfuneralhome.com. 

Edward “Ned” 
Stevens Allen

1954 - 2025

Death 

Announcement

BRIDGTON - Edward 
“Ned” Stevens Allen, 71, 
passed away on Monday, 
Dec. 22, 2025, at home 
with his loving wife by his 
side. He was born on Oct. 
1, 1954, in Portland, the 
fourth child of the late Neal 
and Alice (Gamage) Allen, 
Jr.

Following Ned’s wishes, all 
services are at the conveni-
ence of the family, Arrange-
ments are under the care of 
the Chandler Funeral Home 
and Cremation Services 8 
Elm St Bridgton. To see the 
full obituary or make an on-
line condolence please visit 
www.chandlerfunerals.com.

In lieu of lowers, those 
wishing may make a donation 

in Ned’s memory to:
the Bridgton Historical 

Society

Shirley M. Brown
1927 - 2025

Service 

Announcement

SCARBOROUGH - Shirley 
M. Brown, 98, of Scarbor-
ough, passed away on Dec. 
28, 2025. A service to cele-
brate Shirley’s life will be 
held at 10:00 a.m. on Satur-
day, Jan. 3, 2026, at the First 
Congregational Church, 
167 Black Point Road, Scar-
borough with a reception to 
follow. Shirley will be laid to 
rest at Black Point Cemetery 
in the spring. 

Full obituary and online 
condolences may be viewed 
and expressed at www.
hobbsfuneralhome.com.

REMEMBRANCES

DEATHS and 
SERVICES
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the irst all-female space-
walk with fellow NASA 
astronaut Christina Koch. 
During the spacewalk, 
Meir was outside the 
space station for 21 hours 
and 44 minutes. 

During her six-month 
mission to the space sta-
tion, Meir was joined for 
a short time by another 

Mainer, Chris Cassidy, 
who grew up in York. 

Since that mission, Meir 
has served in various roles 
at NASA, including assis-
tant to the chief astronaut 
for commercial crew, dep-
uty for the Flight Integra-
tion Division, and assistant 
to the chief astronaut for 
the human landing system. 

Meir has said in inter-
views with the Press Her-
ald that her dream of going 
to space began as a young 
child in Aroostook Coun-

ty. She said she irst start-
ed talking about becoming 
an astronaut at age 5 and 
wrote in her senior year-
book that her goal was to 
go for a spacewalk. 

Ater graduating as vale-
dictorian from Caribou 
High School, Meir studied 
biology at Brown Univer-
sity. She earned a master’s 
degree from the Interna-
tional Space University in 
France and a doctorate 
in marine biology from 
Scripps Institution of 

Oceanography in San Di-
ego. 

Ater her irst spacewalk 
in 2019, Meir relected 
on her experience in a 
call with President Don-
ald Trump in the White 
House. 

“It’s a pretty incredible 
feeling, I’m sure you can 
all imagine, and is one I 
will never forget,” she said. 

Gillian Graham — 207-791-6315 

ggraham@pressherald.com

MEIR
Continued from Page B1

Meg Brann, 35, stood 
in the doorway just ater
3:20 p.m., speaking on the 
phone to an employee still 
inside the store, asking if 
there was any way they
could come to the front 
and meet her. No luck. 

The Pittsield resident 
had trekked down to Port-
land to get one last stamp 
in her Renys passport — a 
promotional booklet en-

couraging shoppers to vis-
it each of the company’s 
20 — now 19 —locations. 
She had been working on 
the booklet since October. 

“It’s literally the last day I 
could ever get it,” she said, 
laughing and checking the 
time. “And I missed it by 
20 minutes.” 

Around her, others tried 
the handles and rattled the 
doors. One woman, who 
declined to give her name, 
carried a receipt and a 
small box she had hoped 
to return. 

By 3:30 p.m., the store-

front had gone dark. 
The company  an-

nounced its plans  to per-
manently close the store 
over the summer, saying 
sales never fully recovered 
ater the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

The location opened in 
2011, according to the 
company’s website. Renys 
operates 19 other stores 
throughout Maine. In Oc-
tober, it opened a new lo-
cation in Augusta. 

City oicials have strug-
gled to address a slew of 
vacancies in downtown 

Portland in  recent years. 
In September, the City
Council  instituted a com-
mercial vacancy ordi-
nance  that will eventually 
ine property owners who 
fail to ill empty store-
fronts in a timely fashion. 

A spokesperson for the 
business could not im-
mediately be reached on 
Tuesday aternoon. 

Drew Johnson — 207-241-

9206 

djohnson@metln.org 

Daniel Kool — 207-791-6363 

dkool@pressherald.com

RENYS
Continued from Page B1

Waterville police Chief 
William Bonney is out of 
his oice until Monday
and unavailable for com-
ment on whether Water-
ville oicers would have 
complained to Clinton of-
icers. 

But Waterville police 
Maj. Jason Longley, that 
department’s public infor-
mation oicer, said Tues-
day that he couldn’t speak 
to the matter as he is not 
familiar with it. 

“We would help them 
with anything they ever
needed,” Longley said. 
“Our relationship with 
Clinton is great, we work 
very well with them and 
do, regularly, and that’s 
never going to change.” 

Messages also let Tues-

day for Winslow police 
Chief Leonard Macdaid, 
Fairield Chief Tom Gould 
and Pittsield Chief Vinny
Morris were not immedi-
ately returned. 

The oicial Clinton Po-
lice Department Facebook 
page will now have a small-
er focus on humor, but 
Connors will host another 
page, M. Connors, CPD, 
that will continue the pop-
ular humorous posts. 

Past messages on the of-
icial page have included a 
wide range of posts, from 
comedic banter between 
the Clinton department 
and the Jerome Police 
Department in Idaho, to 
jokes about using a drug 
takeback box for a Croc 
(shoes) takeback depos-
itory. There are more 
serious posts as well, in-
cluding one about Clinton 
police packing and deliv-
ering Christmas meals to 

area residents and another
about the department’s 
sharing of resources for 
helping people deal with 
seasonal depression. 

A post from earlier Tues-
day on the Clinton page 
says: “I would anticipate 
that Haverhill Police De-
partment will not have 
any problems staing their
Police Department. You 
know the old cliché with 
Cops and DONUTS.” 

The post refers to a new
Dunkin’ factory in Massa-
chusetts that is drawing 
complaints from neigh-
bors because of the dough-
nut scent wating through 
the area. Kevin J. Leclair, 
referring to the fact that 
Clinton is the dairy capital 
of New England, respond-
ed to the Facebook post 
by writing: “I think they
should come to Clinton on 
a hot day ater they fertil-
ize a ield and see if they

would rather smell that 
over the doughnuts. I al-
ways said it was the smell 
of money.” 

Some messages relect 
disdain for certain humor-
ous posts on the site, while 
others, such as one from 
Jaime Geofroy, express 
support and appreciation 
for the page: 

“I have to say these last 
few months have been 
pretty rough months 
for me with the holidays 
and this month being six 
months that my husband 
passed away,” her message 
says. “Your posts bring a 
smile and laugh to me and 
honestly I check through-
out the day to keep me in 
a diferent mindset. Thank 
you for your service and 
laughs and happy holi-
days.” 

Amy Calder — 207-861-9247 

acalder@centralmaine.com

CLINTON
Continued from Page B2

of thousands of patients every year. 
It is essential that these providers 
have the resources they need so that 
Maine people can get the care they 
rely on.” 

State Rep. Amy Arata, R-New
Gloucester, said in a statement 
Tuesday that Planned Parenthood 
“expects a return on its ‘invest-
ment’” for donating to Democratic 
campaigns, and that she opposes 
the abortion services performed at 
their clinics. 

“Hard-earned tax dollars should be 
spent on true healthcare, not politi-
cal scams,” Arata said. 

Clegg, in an interview with the 
Press Herald on Monday, said the 
need is ongoing, as the Trump ad-
ministration’s federal funding cut-
backs to abortion providers contin-
ue. While the one-time infusion of 
$6 million in state tax dollars helped 
keep services going this year, Clegg 
said the goal of the bill for the 2026 
session would be to create a perma-
nent funding stream from the state. 

Ben Goodman, a spokesperson for 
Gov. Janet Mills, said the admin-
istration would consider “what i-
nancial resources are available” and 
“what potential steps” can be taken 
regarding state funding for abortion 

providers. 
Mills, in her two terms in oice, 

has supported abortion rights ef-
forts and Democrats, who generally 
support abortion rights, hold major-
ities in the Maine House and Senate. 

Nick Adolphsen, executive direc-
tor of the Christian Civic League of 
Maine, which opposes abortion, said 
in a statement Tuesday that “if fed-
eral dollars stop lowing to Planned 
Parenthood and (Maine) Family
Planning because of its abortion 
practices, the answer isn’t to force 
Maine taxpayers to bail them out.” 

The federal Republican budget bill 
approved in January ended Medic-
aid funding to abortion providers. 
The Trump administration is also 
attempting to strip federal Title X 
funding from abortion providers, 
although a lawsuit challenging the 
federal government’s withholding 
of funds is pending in U.S. District 
Court in Washington, D.C. 

About $5.5 million in federal fund-
ing for Planned Parenthood’s Maine 
operations and Maine Family Plan-
ning is already cut or under threat. 

“We are seeing every pathway of 
federal funding being shut of for
us,” Clegg said. “It’s about maintain-
ing a system that serves the com-
munity. We need consistent, reliable 
funding.” 

Clegg said, in addition to federal 
funding cuts, increasing demand 
for services and escalating costs are 

also reasons they need more fund-
ing to maintain services. 

Clegg said Planned Parenthood 
doesn’t turn anyone away, so the 
group will continue to serve Med-
icaid patients even if not getting 
reimbursed for providing the care. 
Clegg said they will have to consider
cutting services if they can’t bring 
in suicient revenue to cover their
costs. The group is also ramping up 
eforts to increase revenue from do-
nations. 

Olivia Pennington, director of ad-
vocacy and community engagement 
for Maine Family Planning, said in 
an interview Monday that, despite 
the $6 million in state money ap-
proved in 2025, inancial problems 
caused the organization to shutter 
primary care services at three of its 
clinics in Ellsworth, Houlton and 
Presque Isle. 

“We know the federal funding is 
increasingly unreliable as time goes 
by,” Pennington said. “We need sta-
ble, consistent, ongoing funding. 
That will certainly help keep the 
doors open.” 

Maine’s Planned Parenthood lo-
cations are in Portland, Biddeford, 
Sanford and Topsham. Maine Fam-
ily Planning has clinics in 18 loca-
tions across the state. 

Joe Lawlor — 207-791-6376 

jlawlor@pressherald.com

PROVIDERS
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Abdullahi Ali, one of the 
founders and the CEO of 
Gateway Community Ser-
vices, is a Somali American 
who ran for oice in Jub-
aland, a state in his home 
country, last year. The or-
ganization employs and 
serves immigrants as well 
as non-immigrants. 

Republican leaders in 
Maine on Tuesday drew 
parallels with the cases in 
Minnesota. Asked by a re-
porter whether the Gate-
way case is an example of 
“one or two bad actors” or 
if it is more broadly indic-
ative of actions by Somali 
Americans in the United 
States, Senate Minority 
Leader Trey Stewart, R-Pr-
esque Isle, said he believes 
“more and more systemic 
fraud” is likely to come to 
light. 

“It has nothing to do with 
certain populations, unless 
and until it does,” Stewart 
said. “I think that’s what 
we’re seeing play out in 

Minnesota, is that there’s a 
strong (correlation) there. 
We should be looking to 
see if there’s a strong cor-
relation here in Maine as 
well.” 

Gateway has previously 
denied the allegations that 
it falsiied billing records 
and has said it is seeking 
more information from the 
state on its fraud claim. In 
a statement Tuesday, the 
agency accused Republi-
cans of weaponizing the al-
legations for political gain. 

“Today’s press confer-
ence provides vivid proof 
that the conclusory alle-
gations referenced against 
Gateway are being used 
as a wedge issue in a high-
stakes election year,” the 
provider said. “Gateway 
stands by its responses to 
these allegations and will 
continue to cooperate with 
oversight agencies, as it has 
done.” 

Republicans on Tues-
day also said they will 
ask House Speaker Ryan 
Fecteau, D-Biddeford, to 
remove Dhalac from the 
Legislature’s budget com-
mittee ater Dhalac was 

named in a letter from a 
top Republican in the U.S. 
House seeking information 
pertinent to an investiga-
tion of fraud in Minnesota. 

Dhalac, who is originally 
from Somalia, previously 
worked as assistant ex-
ecutive director at Gate-
way Community Services 
Maine, a nonproit that is a 
sister organization to Gate-
way Community Services, 
the limited liability compa-
ny that is the target of the 
fraud allegations. 

A spokesperson for the 
LLC said on Tuesday that 
the nonproit is not in-
volved in the LLC’s Main-
eCare billing and that he 
could think of “no reason” 
why the nonproit would 
be investigated. 

In a statement Tuesday, 
Dhalac said she worked 
for the nonproit for less 
than one year and was not 
involved in Gateway billing 
practices. 

“Any accusations that I 
participated in illegal ac-
tivities aren’t just unequiv-
ocally false — they are also 
reckless and harmful,” 
Dhalac said. “I take serious-

ly the state’s responsibility 
to serve as a good steward 
of taxpayer dollars, and I 
support the investigation 
to hold accountable any in-
dividuals who misuse pub-
lic funds.” 

In a joint statement, Fec-
teau and Senate President 
Mattie Daughtry, D-Bruns-
wick, said any allegations 
of abuse of public funds 
should be taken seriously 
and monitored by the Leg-
islature. 

“At the same time, we are 
mindful of the broader na-
tional climate and the im-
pact of dangerous rhetoric 
about immigrant and Mus-
lim communities — includ-
ing Somali Americans,” the 
Democratic leaders said. 
“That context underscores 
why investigations must 
be grounded in evidence, 
clear standards, and due 
process, not politics or as-
sumptions. The Legislature 
will take any indings se-
riously and consider what 
steps may be needed to 
strengthen accountability.” 

Rachel Ohm — 207-791-6388 

rohm@pressherald.com

GOP
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WEATHER:
Snow showers

 High 35 °
Details, B8

$5.00

Sunday, 
January 18, 2026

By RILEY BOARD 
and PENELOPE OVERTON

Staff Writers

S
EBAGO — When students show
up for lunch at Sebago Elemen-
tary School, they start at a sal-
ad bar stocked with cucumbers, 
bell peppers, cherry tomatoes, 

carrots, peaches and bananas. The 
students serve themselves, ideally 
taking only what they plan to eat. 

“We give them the choice of say-
ing no and taking what they want,” 
explained Morgan  Therriault, the 
school’s food service director, who 
has made waste reduction central 
to cafeteria operations. If they just 
served every student a helping of 
green beans, she said, a lot more of 
them would get thrown away. 

Maine’s K-12 students  discard an 
estimated 8.4 million pounds of food 
annually, according to Susanne Lee, 
a faculty fellow at the University of 
Maine’s Mitchell Center for Sus-
tainability Solutions. While that rep-
resents just 1% of the state’s annual 
food waste, Lee said it creates a “tri-
ple bottom line” of economic, envi-
ronmental and social damage. 

“Food is the single largest compo-
nent of school solid waste, ending up 
in landills where it generates harmful 
greenhouse gases,” she said at a No-
vember conference on green school 
policies. 

 A pilot program from 
UMaine’s Mitchell Center
generates big reductions
in what cafeterias throw 

away. A toolkit being rolled
out this fall will help schools 
meet a critical 2030 target.

Maine schools save money, time and the environment

TAKING A BITE OUT OF FOOD WASTE

ABOVE: Kindergartners get up to dispose of their food 
waste after lunch in the cafeteria at Sebago Elementary 
School, which was part of a pilot program operated by 
the University of Maine’s Mitchell Center for Sustainability 
Solutions to reduce what schools are throwing away. 
Maine’s K-12 students discard an estimated 8.4 million 
pounds of food annually, according to Susanne Lee, a 
faculty fellow at the Mitchell Center.

AT LEFT: Morgan Therriault, the director of school nutrition 
at Sebago Elementary, adds ranch dressing to a pupil’s tray. 
Therriault says her school had already implemented some
sustainability initiatives even before it joined the pilot program
in 2022.    (PHOTOS BY BRIANNA SOUKUP/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)
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By RACHEL OHM  

Staff Writer

Maine Republican lawmakers began 
the 2026 legislative session with a sig-
nature issue in mind: Cracking down on 
Medicaid fraud. 

Earlier this month, conservative mem-
bers from a key legislative committee 
asked the state’s government watchdog 
to investigate fraud by Maine vendors. 
Oicial audits of MaineCare, the state’s 
Medicaid program, may not be catch-
ing enough wrongdoing, the lawmakers 
contended. 

The call came weeks ater state oicials 

halted payments to Gateway Community 
Services, a Portland-based health care pro-
vider led by a Somali American. The state’s 
health agency referred the matter to the 
attorney general for alleged fraud. Compa-
ny oicials have denied wrongdoing. 

The Gateway controversy comes amid 
a series of fraud investigations involv-
ing Somali immigrants in Minnesota 
that have been highlighted by President 
Donald Trump. The national narrative 
about immigrant crime, pervasive in con-
servative media, has Republicans asking

HOW PREVALENT IS 
MAINECARE FRAUD?
The Portland Press Herald/Maine Sunday Telegram reviewed data on the 

state’s fraud investigations from the past 10 years. Here’s what we learned.

By MIKE MANDELL  

Staff Writer

In a historically heralded class
of freshmen basketball players, 
Olivia Breen is one of the crown 
jewels. Spectators can forgive the
Oceanside standout, then, if her
reaction ater a 28-point game in
a comfortable victory wasn’t ju-
bilation.

The expectations are sky-high
for Breen, who already had Divi-
sion I ofers before she even be-
gan eighth grade. So, a half-hour
ater the Oceanside girls basket-

ball team’s 68-48 win at Nokomis
last Tuesday, Matt Breen, her 
father and coach, had a hunch
about why she was still in the
locker room. 

“It’s one of those games where 
she probably doesn’t want to talk 
to Dad,” Matt Breen joked. “We 
have a lot of long car rides home,
even ater some good nights for
her. Even though she’s young, I
forget that sometimes.”

This 2029 class features a mul-
titude of players with unprece-
dented talent and skills that make 
it easy to forget their youth. It’s a
class that had those on the Maine 
high school basketball scene rav-
ing before it even reached high 
school, and thus far, its success 
has deined the 2025-26 season. 

Between stints at Windham and
now South Portland, Kevin Mill-
ington has been a head boys bas-
ketball coach for almost 30 years.

For years now, coaches have been enthusiastically praising the class of 2029
and, thus far, this group of young athletes is delivering on the hype.

Elite freshman class making its mark in high school basketball

Oceanside freshman Olivia Breen looks toward 
the basket while Lawrence’s Ashley Shores 
defends during a Dec. 9 game in Fairield.    

(RICH ABRAHAMSON/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)
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Cony’s Carter Brathwaite, left, takes on Gardiner
defender Levi Simmons during the Capital City
Hoop Classic on Dec. 27 at the Augusta Civic
Center.   (RICH ABRAHAMSON/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

VARSITY MAINE

HOUSTON TEXANS @ NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS

The AFC divisional round game’s at 3 p.m. Sunday on ESPN/ABC – Sports, C1
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MaineCare fraud investigations resulting in convictions or settlements
Maine's Medicaid Fraud Control Unit investigates and prosecutes MaineCare 
provider fraud as well as abuse or neglect of residents in healthcarhealth care fe facilities.acilities.
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questions about one of the 
state’s largest social services 
programs. 

“I believe what we’ve uncov-
ered is only scratching the sur-
face of fraud here in Maine,” 
Assistant Senate Minority Lead-
er Matt Harrington, R-Sanford, 
said at a news conference last 
month. 

In order to better understand 
how prevalent Medicaid fraud 
in Maine is, the Portland Press 
Herald/Maine Sunday Telegram 
reviewed data on the state’s 
fraud investigations from the 
past 10 years. We asked top oi-
cials about the process the state 
uses to build these cases, and 
whether they believe criminal 
activity is going undetected. 

Neither the Maine Oice of 
the Attorney General nor the 
Department of Health and Hu-
man Services agreed to make 
staf available for interviews. 
A spokesperson for DHHS did 
not answer questions this week 
about how much MaineCare 
fraud is typically found across 
the department — or about what 
the state might be missing. 

Our review found that state of-
icials typically look into dozens 
of complaints similar to those 
surrounding Gateway each year. 
Prosecutors, alongside federal 
authorities, recover millions of 
dollars annually through crim-
inal convictions or civil settle-
ments. 

In the last 10 years, the state’s 
Medicaid Fraud Control Unit 
has investigated an average of 
76 cases per year and recovered 
about $5.2 million annually, ac-
cording to the most recent fed-
eral data. 

MaineCare currently has a 
budget of $5.4 billion, of which 
$1.5 billion comes from state 
general funds. 

The state’s investigations cov-
er numerous types of fraud, 
including overbilling — as is al-
leged in the Gateway case — and 
allegations of abuse and neglect 
in health care facilities. The larg-
est inancial recoveries in recent 
years have come from civil cases 
related to pharmaceutical com-
panies. 

Republicans say there’s more 
to ind. They have highlighted an 
ongoing tax fraud case in which 
two people are facing charges of 
iling false claims for counseling 
and interpreter services in con-
nection with a Lewiston-based 
behavioral health agency. 

Democrats, who have the ma-
jority in both the state House 
and Senate, have said they sup-
port investigating the Gateway 
case and allegations of fraud 
generally. But Republicans have 
made fraud their top concern. 

“They’ll either ind something 
or ind nothing, but if you don’t 
ask, you don’t know,” said Sen. 
Jef Timberlake, R-Turner, a 
member of the committee call-
ing for the state to do more. “It’s 
important to ask, in my opin-
ion.” 

DHHS PROCESSES IN PLACE 
Investigators with the Maine-

Care Program Integrity Unit in 
DHHS are among the state’s irst 
line of defense against fraud. 

Bill Logan, who oversees the 
unit — the same one that recent-
ly audited Gateway and found 
evidence of overpayments — 
said overbilling is a common 
type of fraud. DHHS has said it 
has found $1.7 million in over-

payments to Gateway as the re-
sult of three diferent audits. 

“A vast majority of our recoup-
ments are related to what we 
would call overpayments,” Lo-
gan said during a brieing before 
lawmakers Thursday. 

The Program Integrity Unit 
refers cases to the attorney gen-
eral’s oice if it suspects fraud 
or other criminal activity. Logan 
said they typically make three to 
ive such referrals per year. 

DHHS’ Division of Audit also 
reviews programs that receive 
MaineCare funding, and can 
make referrals to the AG’s oice 
or other authorities if fraud is 
suspected. 

Asked if his unit has seen an 
increase or decrease in fraud re-
cently, Logan said Thursday that 
referrals have been constant. 

“Overpayment amounts, both 
collected and identiied, can 
vary,” he told lawmakers. “It re-
ally depends.” 

Also present at Thursday’s 
hearing was DHHS Commis-

sioner Sara Gagné-Holmes. She 
declined a request for an in-
terview as she was leaving the 
meeting, saying she was late for 
another engagement. 

In a statement later that day, 
a spokesperson said the depart-
ment takes all allegations of 
fraud seriously. 

“The Department’s work is 
governed by a clear legal frame-
work of audit, review, and com-
pliance monitoring,” the state-
ment said. 

MAINECARE FRAUD UNIT 
The AG’s Medicaid Fraud Con-

trol Unit investigates and prose-
cutes fraud by Medicaid provid-
ers, as well as abuse or neglect of 
residents in health care facilities. 
Similar units are also in place in 
other states. 

The Maine unit employed 10 
people as of 2024, according to 
the most recent federal data. It 
investigated 58 cases that is-
cal year, most of which were 
fraud-related. Those investiga-

tions resulted in eight indict-
ments and seven convictions, 
including one fraud conviction 
and six abuse and neglect con-
victions. There were also four 
civil settlements. 

Authorities recovered just 
over $236,000 that year, a drop 
in the bucket of Maine’s multi-
billion dollar Medicaid program. 

Nationally, Medicaid fraud 
control units investigated more 
than 16,600 total cases in iscal 
2024, resulting in $1.4 billion in 
recovered funds. There were 817 
fraud convictions. 

In the last 10 years, cases 
in Maine have been brought 
against both individuals and 
companies, with the most mon-
ey being recovered in civil cas-
es centered on pharmaceutical 
companies and laboratory or 
medical equipment, data from 
the attorney general’s oice 
shows. 

In 2016, the state recovered 
$7.7 million in a national set-
tlement with the drugmaker 

Wyeth and its parent company, 
Pizer, over allegations that the 
company overcharged Maine 
and other states for drugs used 
to treat gastric acid. 

And in 2020, Maine clawed 
back $5 million as part of a set-
tlement with the pharmaceuti-
cal distributor Reckitt Benck-
iser Group ater the company 
allegedly improperly marketed 
and promoted the drug Subox-
one, costing the state Medicaid 
dollars. 

LEWISTON INTERPRETER SCHEME 
The fate of the Gateway case 

may rest with the attorney gen-
eral’s oice. DHHS said in De-
cember that it had referred the 
case there. However, the AG’s 
oice has not conirmed wheth-
er it is looking into it. The oice 
does not typically comment on 
active complaints. 

The recent separate case in-
volving the alleged false claims 
for counseling and interpreter 
services in Lewiston is being 
prosecuted as a tax fraud mat-
ter. The AG’s oice declined to 
say if it is also looking into that 
case as a health care crime. 

The provider at the center of 
that case, Bright Future Healthi-
er You, was the state’s largest bill-
er of MaineCare for interpreting 
services in the last 10 years, the 
Bangor Daily News    reported 
earlier this month. 

An attorney for Bright Future 
Healthier You did not respond 
to a phone message seeking an 
interview this week. An attorney 
for one of the defendants, Raki-
ya Mohamed, declined to speak 
about the case while an attorney 
for another, Abdiitah Abdi, did 
not respond to a phone message 
or email. 

A similar case unfolded in 
Maine in 2018, when two Lew-
iston men who came to the city 
as Somali refugees were indict-
ed in federal court for their roles 
as interpreters in a health care 
fraud scheme that bilked Maine-
Care out of more than $1.8 mil-
lion. The interpreters claimed to 
serve agencies that ofered men-
tal health and substance abuse 
counseling. 

Abdirashid Ahmed and Ga-
rat Osman pleaded guilty to 
charges against them in 2019. In 
2021, they were ordered to pay 
a collective $2.5 million in res-
titution. The cases are the most 
recent convictions for Maine-
Care fraud involving interpreter 
services, according to the AG’s 
oice. 

During their sentencing, a 
judge considered the fact that 
both men were born in Somalia 
and sufered severe trauma be-
fore coming to the U.S., accord-
ing to a Lewiston Sun Journal 
article. 

But the judge also told the men 
they performed a disservice to 
members of the Somali commu-
nity with their actions. He said 
many Somali people here suf-
fered similar trauma, but failed 
to get the treatments they need-
ed because of the fraud scheme. 

“Health care fraud depletes 
funds intended to provide care 
for our most vulnerable citi-
zens,” said Phillip Coyne, a spe-
cial agent in charge at the U.S. 
HHS’ Oice of the Inspector 
General, at the time. “Today’s 
sentencing is a strong reminder 
that we will spare no resources 
to bring to justice those that un-
dermine the integrity of our fed-
eral health care system.” 

Rachel Ohm — 207-791-6388 

rohm@pressherald.com
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*Recoveries reflect the amount of money defendants are required to pay as the result of a settlement or judgement, but may not reflect actual collections.

Medicaid Fraud Control Unit financial recoveries
Here's how much money is recovered each year as the result of investigations 
by Maine's Medicaid Fraud Control Unit.

Senate Minority Leader Sen. Harold “Trey” Stewart, R-Presque Isle, center, speaks during a news 
conference late last month at the State House Welcome Center in Augusta. Stewart is flanked by 
House Minority Leader Rep. Billy Bob Faulkingham, R-Winter Harbor, left, and House Assistant 
Minority Leader Rep. Katrina J. Smith, R-Palermo. Republican legislative leaders spoke about 
alleged MaineCare fraud at Gateway Community Services.   (JOE PHELAN/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

They’ll either find something or find nothing, but if you don’t ask, you 

don’t know. ... It’s important to ask, in my opinion.

SEN. JEFF TIMBERLAKE, R-Turner“ ”
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By MORGAN WOMACK, EMILY
ALLEN and DYLAN TUSINSKI 

Staff Writers

Dozens of federal detainees in 
U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement custody have been 
removed from the Cumberland 
County Jail in apparent retalia-

tion for the sherif’s comments 
on the agency’s tactics. 

Sherif Kevin Joyce said ICE 
oicials called his oice Thurs-
day to say they were moving 
all of their detainees out of 
the Portland facility. Joyce said 
about 50 detainees were re-
moved, though he did not have 
an exact total. 

The transfers came just hours 
ater Joyce criticized the federal 
agency’s practices, calling them 
“bush league” for using so many
agents to detain one person, a 
corrections oicer, and leaving 
his running vehicle on the side 
of the road. 

ICE Deputy Assistant Direc-

tor Patricia Hyde reprimanded 
Joyce for his remarks, saying in 
a written statement Friday night 
that he “chose to turn on his 
law enforcement brethren and 
smear the brave men and wom-
en of ICE” instead of “owning 
up to his own department’s fail-
ures.” 

“While Sherif Kevin Joyce 
was busy grandstanding and at-
tacking ICE, our oicers were 
risking their lives to keep Cum-
berland County safe, arresting 
dangerous criminals and up-
holding the law,” Hyde said, lat-
er adding: “Sherif Joyce should

Hours after sherif’s criticism, ICE 
detainees moved from county jail
Despite several court orders 

that certain detainees 

remain in Maine, multiple 

people were moved to

facilities outside the state,

which the US Attorney’s 

Oice acknowledged was a

violation of judicial orders.

Cumberland County Sherif 
Kevin Joyce speaks at a 
news conference Thursday. 
Asked Friday if ICE’s decision 
to move the detainees felt 
retaliatory, Joyce replied, “I’ll 
leave it up to the public to 
determine whether or not 
that is the case. It seems 
like an immediate response, 
right?”   (DEREK DAVIS/STAFF 

PHOTOGRAPHER)

By RACHEL OHM 
Staff Writer

A federal audit has found that 
Maine made at least $45.6 million 
in improper Medicaid payments for 
support services provided to chil-
dren with autism in 2023. 

The U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services Oice of In-
spector General, which conducted 
the audit, said the state didn’t prop-
erly document the services, and 
failed to conduct “post-payment 
reviews” that could have caught 
issues. 

“The integrity of Medicaid pro-
grams is non-negotiable,” the in-
spector general, T. March Bell, said 
in a written statement. “Improper 
payments undermine public trust 
and divert resources from those 

who need them most.” 
The audit indings come amid 

scrutiny of social services pro-
grams in Maine — particularly 
those associated with immigrant 
communities. The Trump adminis-
tration has used claims of Medic-
aid fraud as a pretext for sweeping 
immigration enforcement missions 

in Maine and Minnesota in recent 
weeks. 

A state oicial, meanwhile, down-
played the new report on Friday as 
part of a routine exercise the fed-
eral government is conducting in 
multiple states. 

“The report does not include ind-
ings or allegations of fraud; the au-
dit identiied potential documenta-
tion and compliance issues, which 
the state is now reviewing,” Lind-
say Hammes, a spokesperson for 
the Maine Department of Health 
and Human Services, said in an 
email. “The report does not ques-
tion the appropriateness or neces-
sity of services, nor does it allege 
intentional wrongdoing by provid-
ers or the state.” 

The inspector general’s oice also 
noted on Friday that the Maine 
audit is part of an ongoing series 
of reviews across states to look

ICE watchers 
in Maine say
they were 
threatened
by agents
Community members have

been monitoring enforcement 

eforts in Greater Portland.

Liz Eisele McLellan, of
Westbrook, keeps an eye out 
for federal immigration agents
in Westbrook on Thursday. 
McLellan is a volunteer with a
local rapid response team. “Our
goal is to make Westbrook as
unwelcome to ICE as possible,”
she said.   (DARYN SLOVER/STAFF 

PHOTOGRAPHER)

‘NO HATE, NO FEAR,  

IMMIGRANTS ARE WELCOME HERE’

People ill Monument Square in Portland on Friday during a protest against the recent surge of ICE arrests in Maine. 
The hour-and-a-half rally — which remained peaceful — was the second of the day as lawyers and advocates
marched through the city’s Bayside neighborhood earlier.  STORY, B1    (GREGORY REC/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)
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Portland’s warming shelter in Riverside Industrial Park 
costs $7,700 a night to operate.   (BRIANNA SOUKUP/STAFF 

PHOTOGRAPHER)

By ANDREW RICE 
and GILLIAN GRAHAM 

Staff Writers

Nearing the halfway point 
of the winter, Portland of-
icials say they will soon 
reassess the threshold for
opening the city’s emergen-
cy warming shelter while 
they continue to defend this 
year’s plan as the best of 
several bad options. 

With perhaps the coldest 
weather of the year expect-
ed to arrive this weekend, 
the shelter in Riverside In-
dustrial Park will be open 

through Sunday night, 
which will put the total 
number of nights the shelter
has opened this winter at 17. 
The city has enough fund-
ing to open it 50 nights. 

The shelter  only opens 
when the nighttime low 
is 15 degrees or below, or 
when snow accumulation is 
forecast to exceed 10 inch-
es. Last week, oicials were 
briefed on how altering the 
threshold would impact 
funding. 

Will Portland alter its system 
for opening warming shelter?

The audit found that 

services were provided 

to children who 

either did not receive 

required comprehensive 

assessments, or whose 

assessments did not 

include the requisite 

signatures from parents 

or staf.

A state oicial said Friday 

that the audit should not be 

interpreted as evidence of fraud.

W YORK COUNTY CORRECTIONS oicer arrested by
ICE outside immigration appointment / A6

W MAINE LAW ENFORCEMENT grappling with leaked 
ICE memo asserting authority to forcibly enter homes
with administrative warrant / B1

THERE’S 
MORE 
INSIDE

Share your observations 
of ICE in Maine here:

pressherald.com/iceinmainepressherald.com/iceinmaine  

By SALOMÉ CLOTEAUX 
and DANA RICHIE 

Staff Writers

WESTBROOK — As she drove 
around town on Thursday morn-
ing, Liz Eisele McLellan’s head 
was on a swivel, scanning the 

streets for any 
sign of U.S. Im-
migration and 
Customs En-
forcement. 

Every Con-
necticut and 
New Hamp-
shire license 
plate, every 
car with tinted 
windows — es-
pecially gray
Ford Explorers 
— and every 
driver wearing 
a mask made 
her suspicious. 

Her phone 
buzzed with 
messages from 
a group chat 
of 50 to 100 
other commu-
nity members 
who McLellan 
said have taken 

it upon themselves to follow and 
document immigration enforce-
ment. 

It was a quiet morning com-
pared to Wednesday, when it was 

“Our goal 

is to bear 

witness to 

ICE activity 

in our 

community. 

To document 

what we see 

and ensure 

transparency 

and 

accountability 

— not to 

interfere 

with law 

enforcement.”

ERIN CAVALLARO
Volunteer
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Federal audit finds Maine made $45.6M  
in improper payments for autism services



into “unallowable services 
and questionable billing 
patterns” in autism care. 
Similar analyses have al-
ready been conducted in 
Indiana and Wisconsin, 
resulting in federal author-
ities inding at least $56 
million in improper pay-
ments in Indiana, and at 
least $18.5 million in Wis-
consin. 

In Augusta on Friday, 
Maine Republicans high-
lighted the indings as ev-
idence that fraud, waste 
and abuse are widespread 
in the MaineCare pro-
gram, the state’s version 
of Medicaid. The indings 
further support the need 
for a state watchdog agen-
cy to investigate Maine-
Care, they said. 

“We’re getting new infor-
mation out everyday,” Sen. 
Jef Timberlake, R-Turner, 
said during a meeting of 
the Government Oversight 
Committee. “We got new 
information today about 
another $46 million. … I 
think it’s very important 
for us to ind out (what) is 
happening.” 

AUDIT REVIEWED  
AUTISM SERVICES 

The audit looked specii-
cally at MaineCare spend-
ing on rehabilitative and 
community support ser-
vices provided to children 
diagnosed with autism 
during the 2023 calendar 
year. 

It reviewed a random 
sampling of records for 
individual MaineCare en-
rollees that comprised 100 
months of care, inding 
that dozens of those sam-
ples did not comply with 
state and federal require-
ments. 

The audit found that 
services were provided to 
children who either did 
not receive required com-
prehensive assessments, 
or whose assessments did 
not include the requisite 
signatures from parents or 
staf. It also identiied is-
sues with supporting doc-
uments, including session 
notes that did not contain 
a full description of the 
care provided. 

The audit does not men-
tion fraud as a reason for 
the overpayments. But it 
said Maine did not sui-
ciently ensure that pro-
viders were documenting 
services. It also states that 

Maine has not done regu-
lar “post-payment reviews” 
that could have caught the 
issues sooner. 

As a result of its indings, 
the oice estimated that 
Maine paid at least $45.6 
million for services that 
did not meet requirements, 
and identiied another 
$22.4 million in “potential-
ly improper” payments. 

The state had a total 
MaineCare budget of 
around $4.3 billion in is-
cal year 2023, according 
to federal data, meaning 
the improper payments 
account for about 1% of 
MaineCare spending. 

Maine has agreed to re-
imburse the federal gov-
ernment nearly $29 mil-
lion in improper spending 
if, ater conducting its own 
review, it is also able to 
identify overpayments. 

Any potential credible 
fraud allegations will be re-
ferred to the Oice of the 
Maine Attorney General, 
Hammes said. 

STATE RESPONDS TO FINDINGS 
The inspector general’s 

oice noted that Maine’s 
spending on services for 
children with developmen-
tal disabilities, including 
autism, rose signiicantly 
from $52.2 million in 2019 

to $80.6 million in 2023. 
That could be the result 

of various factors, includ-
ing an increase in the eligi-
ble population; state eforts 
to increase the availability 
of behavioral health ser-
vices; reimbursement rate 
increases and increased 
utilization of services, the 
state said in a letter to the 
federal government. 

Michelle Probert, direc-
tor of the Oice of Main-
eCare Services, who wrote 
the letter, blamed many of 
the issues in the audit on 
inadequate documentation 
from service providers. 

Probert also wrote that 
the state is in the process 
of updating its rules re-
garding the services in 
question, and that it would 
be sending new guidance 
to providers. And she said 
the state will conduct 
post-payment reviews for 
a sampling of providers for 
the next few years to catch 
and address record-keep-
ing issues. 

The state has also taken 
issue with some of the fed-
eral government’s meth-
odology, saying on Friday 
that their review failed to 
account for diferences in 
documentation require-
ments for diferent types 
of services. 

LAWMAKERS LOOKING  
AT FRAUD ISSUE 

The audit released by the 
federal government this 
week comes as Repub-
lican lawmakers on the 
Legislature’s Government 
Oversight Committee have 
asked a state watchdog 
agency to review Maine 
DHHS’ MaineCare spend-
ing. That request was 
made following allegations 
of fraud by Gateway Com-
munity Services, a Port-
land-based provider for 
people with disabilities. 

A former employee has 
publicly accused Gateway 
of overbilling MaineCare, 
and the Maine DHHS 
said last month that it 
forwarded a “credible al-
legation of fraud” to the 
attorney general’s oice 
for investigation. DHHS 
has also suspended Main-
eCare payments to Gate-
way, a step it takes when 
fraud is suspected. 

Gateway has denied al-
legations of wrongdoing 
and said it is working with 
the state to address over-
payments found in state 
audits. 

The lawmakers’ request 
for a review of MaineCare 
spending was taken up 
during Friday’s meeting, 

in which some Republi-
cans pointed to the new 
report. 

“We have some infor-
mation of additional con-
cerns, speciically with the 
autism piece that dropped 
and $46 million,” said Sen. 
Brad Farrin, R-Norridge-
wock. “This is an ongoing 
concern.” 

The committee, which 
has the power to autho-
rize investigations of gov-
ernment programs by an 
independent oice, did 
not take that step Friday, 
but decided it will ask 
state oicials to present 
to them on the issue of 
MaineCare fraud at an up-
coming meeting. 

Democrats on the com-
mittee also pointed out 
that the state is already 
taking steps in response to 
the Gateway allegations. 

“I need to hear what is 
actually happening in the 
state right now and where 
they’re at,” said Rep. 
Anne-Marie Mastraccio, 
D-Sanford, co-chair of 
the committee. “I’m not 
willing to vote to start an-
other investigation until I 
know exactly what we’re 
looking for.” 

Rachel Ohm — 207-791-6388 

rohm@pressherald.com
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Maggie McLoughlin, the 
city’s health and human 
services director, said 
that based on the past ive 
years, warming shelters 
have typically used  50% 
of budgeted nights by the 
irst week of February. She 
told  city councilors this 
month that staf will look 
at whether the threshold 
needs to be adjusted, but 
acknowledged “it’s not an 
exact science.” 

Even with the cold snap 
this weekend, it appears 
unlikely that the shelter 
will reach 25 nights by the 
early February benchmark 
unless frigid temperatures 
stick around. 

Portland was awarded 
$400,000 from Maine-
Housing for its 60-bed 
warming shelter, among 
the largest shares of fund-
ing allocated this winter. 
Only the Augusta Emer-
gency Overnight Warming 
Center, which has 50 beds 
and is open every night, re-
ceived more. 

In past years, Portland 
partnered with local non-
proits to operate a warm-
ing shelter on the peninsu-
la. But ahead of this winter, 
no community partners 
were able to take on op-
erations. Ater receiving 
the MaineHousing grant, 
the City Council approved 
a plan to run the shelter 
in the Riverton neighbor-
hood, in a building that 
also serves as a shelter for 
asylum seekers. 

Before the plan was ap-
proved this past fall, the 
city was criticized for the 
shelter location, which 
leaves  people dependent 
on shuttle buses. Staing 
diiculties also let the city 
unable to open the shelter 
during  a single-digit night 
in late December. 

Portland’s warming cen-
ter is the only one that 
received a grant and is not 
open every night. At least 
two centers — the Mid-
Maine Homeless Shelter 
in Waterville and New Be-
ginnings in Lewiston — are 
open 24/7. 

However, Portland also 
is the only shelter directly 
operated by a municipality, 
and the city already oper-
ates three additional shel-
ters, including the 258-bed 
Homeless Services Center 
on Riverside Street that 
provides staing for the 

warming shelter. 
Mayor Mark Dion has 

said much of the criticism 
is unfair,  responding to 
a Press Herald editorial by 
pointing out that “Port-
land is the only municipal 
government providing 
year-round emergency 
shelter services in the state 
of Maine.” 

Mary Frances Kenion, 
chief equity oicer for the 
National Alliance to End 
Homelessness, told the 
Press Herald that munic-
ipalities like Portland are 
caught between a critical 
need to protect people 
from extreme tempera-
tures and a lack of re-
sources. 

“There is not a single 
state with a response sys-
tem that has the resources 
they need to keep every-
one safe from extreme 
temperatures,” she said. 

‘AT THE MERCY  
OF MOTHER NATURE’ 

The warming  shelter 
costs $7,700 per night, 
with the majority of those 
costs devoted to staing. 
If the threshold was in-
creased to 17 degrees, the 
shelter would be activat-
ed an additional 5-10 times, 
resulting in a cost increase 
of between $33,730 and 
$77,460. Upping it to 20 
degrees would result in 14-
21 more activations. 

Staf said if the city went 
with the temperature 
threshold when hypo-
thermia can occur, at 40 
degrees, it would result in 
an estimated 131-160 acti-
vations with a cost of more 
than $1 million. 

Aaron Geyer, director of 
social services, said staf 
based this year’s  budget 
on the 35 nights planned 
for the previous year’s 
shelter, and added 15 more 
“to account for a potential-
ly colder winter or greater 
precipitation.” 

“As you operate a warm-
ing shelter, you quickly 
understand you’re at the 
mercy of Mother Nature,” 
he said. 

McLoughlin has said that 
in order to activate more 
nights, the city would need 
to hire more full-time staf. 
When asked how over-
time costs are impacting 
the funding used so far, 
city spokesperson Jessica 
Grondin said they “don’t 
run the budget daily,” and 
will “reanalyze resources” 
as part of the midpoint as-
sessment. 

Councilor Anna Bullett, 

who chairs the Health and 
Human Services Commit-
tee, said that without “sig-
niicant further funding 
for staf” that are equipped 
to serve the population in 
need, “I don’t see how we 
can expand thresholds this 
year.” 

Councilor Sarah Mich-
niewicz said “it’s been hard 
on people” when the shel-
ter can’t open as scheduled 
due to staf, but that was 
true for nonproits in past 
years. 

“The city is getting a little 
heat for that, but my point 
is that it’s not exclusive to 
the city,” she said. “Every-
body’s working their hard-
est to get it open.” 

During the same meet-
ing, Councilor Wes Pelleti-
er questioned whether the 
city has tracked data on 
potential deaths on nights 
when the shelter isn’t 
open. Staf said they have 
been unable to ind reliable 
data. 

‘SOME SUCCESSES’ 
City staf do collect data 

on who is accessing the 
warming shelter in order 
to connect people with 
other resources, includ-
ing the Homeless Services 
Center. 

Over the irst 12 nights 
of operation, the shelter 
served 208 individuals. 

Only half of those people 
had accessed the Homeless 
Services Center within the 
last year, and 42 had never 
been there. 

McLoughlin said those 
numbers show staf that 
people  are  inding out 
when the shelter is open, 
and staf has  had “some 
successes” in getting peo-
ple to access the Homeless 
Services Center. The shel-
ter, however, has never hit 
the 60-bed capacity, aver-
aging 40 individuals per 
night. 

Grondin said the Home-
less Services Center typi-
cally has anywhere from 
ive to 15 beds available 
depending on the day. 

During the winter of 
2024-25, the nonproit 
Commonspace operated 
a warming shelter at First 
Parish Unitarian Univer-
salist at 425 Congress St. 
In January 2025, the aver-
age number of guests per 
night was 80. 

The city’s current proto-
col is to notify the warm-
ing shelter operators and 
outreach partners at least 
48 hours in advance of 
when the shelter will be 
open. Announcements are 
posted on the city’s web-
site and social media plat-
forms and can be accessed 
by calling 2-1-1. City em-
ployees who regularly 

engage with unsheltered 
individuals are also con-
sidered a key piece of the 
city’s outreach. 

As extreme weather in-
creases, it has become 
more critical for commu-
nities across the country 
to be able to quickly bring 
people inside, said Kenion 
with the National Alliance 
to End Homelessness. But 
it can be diicult to ac-
complish that because of 
limited resources, she said. 

Expanding shelter bed 
availability during harsh 
winters or summers is a 
“matter of life or death,” 
Kenion said, but that need 
is also a symptom of scar-
city. 

“When you have to lex 
up emergency shelter for a 
weather event, that means 
your system doesn’t have 
enough of what it needs to 

begin with,” she said. 
Emergency weather shel-

ters look diferent across 
the country, Kenion said. 
In some places, faith-based 
partners step in to open 
their doors. In others, 
counties or municipalities 
may use public buildings 
to provide extra space for 
warming or cooling shel-
ters. 

There is no one correct 
way to create and operate 
those shelters, but Kenion 
said communities develop-
ing a cold weather strategy 
should talk to people who 
are living outdoors about 
what they need and what 
services can be provided. 

Andrew Rice — 207-689-2890 

arice@metln.org 

Gillian Graham — 207-791-6315 

ggraham@pressherald.com

SHELTER
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Luis Viell waits outside St. Vincent de Paul for the warming shelter shuttle in Portland on Dec. 4. In past 
years, the city partnered with local nonprofits to operate a warming center on the peninsula but ahead of 
this winter, no partners were able to take on operations.   (BRIANNA SOUKUP/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

WORLD/CONTINUED FROM A1

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The U.S. 
military said Friday that it has 
carried out a deadly strike on 
a vessel accused of traicking 
drugs in the eastern Paciic 
Ocean, the irst known attack 
since the raid that captured 
Venezuelan President Nicolás 
Maduro earlier this month.

U.S. Southern Command said 
on social media that the boat 
was “engaged in narco-traick-
ing operations” and that the 
strike killed two people and 

let one survivor. It said it noti-
ied the Coast Guard to launch 
search and rescue operations 
for that person.

A video accompanying the 
post announcing the latest 
strike shows a boat moving 
through the water before ex-
ploding in lames. The U.S. 
military has focused lately on 
seizing sanctioned oil tankers 
with connections to Venezuela 
since the Trump administration 
launched an audacious raid to 
capture Maduro and bring him 

to New York to face drug traf-
icking charges.

With the latest military ac-
tion, there have been 36 known 
strikes against alleged drug 
smuggling boats in South Amer-
ican waters since early Sep-
tember that killed at least 117 
people, according to announce-
ments from the U.S. military 
and Trump. The majority of 
those of strikes have occurred 
in the Caribbean Sea.

The last reported boat strikes 
occurred in late December, when 

the military said it struck ive al-
leged drug-smuggling boats over 
two days, killing a total of eight 
people while others jumped 
overboard. Days later, the Coast 
Guard suspended its search.

The U.S. conducted a large-
scale operation in Caracas, the 
capital of Venezuela, on Jan. 3 
that led to the capture of Mad-
uro and his wife, who were then 
lown to New York to face fed-
eral drug traicking charges.

Maduro, before his capture, 
said the U.S. military operations 

were a thinly veiled efort to 
oust him from power.

President Donald Trump has 
repeatedly said that the U.S. 
strikes targeting alleged smug-
glers are having an enormous 
impact on slowing drug traick-
ing routes in the Caribbean and 
eastern Paciic.

“We’ve stopped — virtual-
ly stopped almost 100% of all 
drugs coming in by water,” 
Trump said in remarks on 
Thursday at the World Econom-
ic Forum at Davos.

US carries out first known strike on alleged drug boat since Maduro’s capture
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