Minutes of the Lake Hopatcong Commission Work Session

October 7, 2009



A work session meeting of the Lake Hopatcong Commission was held on October 7, 2009 at the Mount Arlington Municipal Building, 419 Howard Boulevard, Mount Arlington, New Jersey. At 6:10p.m., Chair Ondish called the meeting to order and stated that the meeting was being held in accordance with "Open Public Meetings Act."

Salute to the Flag:
Chair Ondish and all those in attendance joined in a salute to the flag.

Moment of Silence:
Chair Ondish requested a moment of silence to remember our troops and their families.

Attendance:

Present:
Russell Felter, Tom Foley, Daniel McCarthy, Donna Rendeiro, Edward McCarthy (Morris County), John Risko (Sussex County) and Arthur Ondish

Absent:
Elizabeth Gantert, David Jarvis, Kerry Pflugh, Joel Servoss, Richard Zoschak

The Chair stated the main purpose of tonight’s workshop is to have the LHC foreman, Michael Calderio attend a work session to discuss this year and previous year’s operation since he is unable to attend on Monday evenings. He stated Ron Jobeless, Hopatcong DPW Superintendent, was also present.  Mr. Jobeless worked with Mr. Calderio this year since the harvesters were maintained in Hopatcong with assistance from Hopatcong and the other towns’ DPW staff.  He introduced Curtis Mulch the LHC seasonal employee for four years.  He also thanked Barry Marke, LHC former employee for attending as well.  The Chair asked Mr. Calderio to give an overview of how this season went. 

Ms. Macalle-Holly stated that Mr. Calderio had prepared a report that was requested by Mr. Jarvis. She stated she worked with Mr. Calderio on the report which was distributed to all the Commissioners.  Mr. Calderio stated he also distributed to those in attendance other documents including a list of Commission Owned Equipment, Size of Equipment and Harvesters, notes for operations on the harvesting, and an article from Dr. Stephen Souza on the benefits of weed harvesting.  

The Chair stated the Commission will be making some decisions on how the Commission will move forward and has a Business Plan in draft form.  He stated it is important for everyone to understand from Mr. Calderio’s perspective what the operations’ needs are, to maintain the lake properly and to do the harvesting to keep the lake useable.  He stated there have been occasions when Commissioners came out to see the harvesters, but some have not been able to do so.  

The Chair stated this  is a work session meeting for the Commissioners.  He indicated the meeting is not open to public comment although he was glad the public was in attendance to hear what goes on.

Mr. McCarthy stated that Mr. Calderio was one of the first employees and requested that he give a summary of the way things were in the past and the way they were this year.  Mr. Calderio provided an overview of how he and the other seven full-time and four seasonal field staff employees were trained and the skill set they obtained when they were first hired.  Mr. Calderio stated there was a north team and a south team and each team had two large harvesters, one small harvester, one barge, one dump truck and one conveyor.  The objective was to cut from the middle of the lake and return back to the shoreline areas.  The barges were used to go out to the harvesters so the harvesters could remain cutting and would not have to leave the area it was cutting.  The barges picked up weeds from each harvester.  The conveyor operator would load the weeds into the dump truck, tarp the load and transport to dump.   The dump truck would transport the weeds to dump.  Each employee was responsible for the equipment maintenance such as checking the oil, greasing the fitting, inspecting the cutter bars.  The employees would help each other out as needed to repair equipment.  He stated it went from that type of team, dwindling down every year.
Mr. Calderio stated in 2009 they did not have anywhere near what was needed to get the job accomplished.  He stated he had the equivalent of 2-1/2 harvesters operating at any given time this past year versus having six harvesters and two barges.  It did not pan out this year, but they did the best with what they could.

The Chair directed Mr. Calderio to discuss the equipment since the equipment was moved from Picatinny to the National Guard facility.  Mr. Calderio reported that the equipment was kept out on the tarmac at the National Guard facility and the helm was tarped as good as possible.   When he went back to the facility on June 10, he found dead batteries, cutter bars had to be rebuilt and the hydraulic system had water in it from the condensation or rain.  That had to be drained and addressed before they could even attempt to start the machines.  There were problems with the starters.  He discussed the issue with the runners under the belting.  The edge of the nylon runners under the stainless steel wears out because the tolerance is tight.  The stainless steel belting costs $46 per foot and each machine has 90 feet.  If damaged it becomes expensive to replace.  The nylon runners prevent wear and tear on the stainless steel belting.  The nylon pieces were breaking all over and the rivets were busted and coming off.  The weather elements are affecting the water-proof sealer, but that could not be addressed this year.  
He continued reporting about the problem with runners underneath indicating those repairs were only done on four of the six harvesters.  He stated Mr. Jobeless helped with those repairs which was another big task.  If this problem was not addressed, you could not load the harvester back on the trailer.  Mr. Calderio stated he was unsure why this became a problem this year and they realized the problem when they were trying to load a machine onto a trailer to bring it to Hopatcong. Mr. Calderio responded that if this was not addressed the hull could be compromised and there could be water leakage.

Mr. Calderio discussed the transportation of the equipment and loading the equipment onto the trailers.  Ms. Macalle-Holly stated that when the Commission purchased all this equipment in 2002, Aquarius, the equipment manufacturer, did come on site for several days to train the existing staff at the time.  Aquarius trained the staff on how to load and offload the equipment, how to operate the harvesters and barges.  Aquarius did come on site during the first off-season to train the staff on how to do some of the maintenance in the initial year.  Mr. Calderio stated there were modifications done to the machines since the first year that field staff implemented to increase the equipment’s longevity.  
Mr. Calderio stated that the problem with the runners was not visible last year before the equipment was stored.  He stated he could only image what will happen to the equipment next year because the equipment is being store outside again.  In response to Ms. Renderio’s inquiry, Ms. Macalle-Holly responded that only three harvesters were operational when the equipment was stored at the end of this season.  Repairs were started on a fourth harvester, but were not completed due to a lack of manpower to lift the paddle wheel which requires about four people to lift.  There were no repairs done to the transport barges.  Mr. Calderio referred to the maintenance report and discussed the repairs needed on the transport barges.  
In response to an inquiry from Mr. Edward McCarthy, Ms. Macalle-Holly responded the insurance company has come to inspect the equipment when it was at Picatinny, but it is not done every year.  

Mr. McCarthy asked about how many people are needed to move a harvester and how long it takes to transport.  Mr. Calderio stated there is one person in the dump truck, one person working the controls to move the machine on the trailer, one person in the water to hook the cable, one person in the water to guide the machine onto the runners on the trailer, an operator on the harvester, and someone in the back with a rope to keep it straight.  Without the people to guide the harvester onto the trailer, there have been numerous times when the harvester fell off the trailer.  He stated transport time for one machine from Picatinny to Hopatcong is usually about 40 minutes and approximately one hour from Picatinny to Franklin. After a machine is transported, it is offloaded and setup on blocks if needed.
Mr. Calderio could not provide a monetary amount to do all the needed repairs due to the continuously changing prices of metal and parts.  

At the Chair’s request, Mr. Calderio gave an overview of the staff’s year-round responsibility.  Mr. Calderio reported that the harvesters are usually launched the week before Memorial Day and the work areas at the north and south ends of the lake are set up.  Ms. Macalle-Holly stated in addition to moving the equipment, the staff had to disassemble the shop at Picatinny and move the tools to setup shop at Lee’s Park.  Mr. Calderio stated if a harvester needed repair in season, most of the equipment needed for the repairs was at Lee’s Park.  Mr. Calderio stated harvesting was done beginning around Memorial Day usually until around October 15 depending on the water level.  When the machines were removed from the lake in October, they were steamed clean which took about two weeks for all equipment.  After transporting the equipment, an evaluation of repair work that needed to be done was completed to begin the parts ordering.  

Mr. Calderio stated that the staff would then begin shared services for approximately five to seven weeks.  In the fall typically the staff would do catch basin vacuuming and in the spring catch basin rebuilding with Township employees.  He stated during the sixty-inch drawdown year the staff would conduct a shoreline cleanup.  In January, the staff would return to Picatinny to start to disassemble the equipment and the maintenance would continue through April.  Mr. Calderio stated all the Commission equipment fit including the harvesters, barges, trucks, conveyors was kept inside the one building at Picatinny.  
Mr. Calderio reported that sometime in April the field staff would begin the shared services program again with the towns until May when they would start to move the machines to begin the process again.  In response to Mr. McCarthy’s inquiry about training the staff had to obtain to work with the towns, Mr. Calderio stated the staff attended classes for flagging, trenching, confined space and had more training then not enough.  He stated they also had training in water sampling.  

The Chair and Mr. Calderio provided more detail on the work the staff did during the off-season maintenance period.  Each piece of equipment is broken down, the cutter bars are disassembled, each tooth of which there are approximately 77 teeth is filed, and the bar is repainted and reassembled.  The belting is all removed and the hydraulics and wiring are all inspected.  Mr. Calderio stated there are approximately 67 hydraulic lines on the large harvesters and 11 motors.  The barges have 70 hydraulic lines and there are 140 fittings/ couplings on each machine for the hydraulic lines.  He discussed how all the key ways are critical and all need inspection because they can rust and shear off.  All the key ways have not been inspected for two years and last year five key ways broke during the season.

In response to Ms. Renderio’s questions, Mr. Calderio stated the harvesters were purchased in 2002 and depending on the maintenance conducted that will affect its longevity.  He stated a large harvester costs approximately $185K.  These harvesters were built with hydraulic decks to go under Brady and River Styx Bridges.  Ms. Macalle-Holly indicated when former Field Director Bill Clark put together the staff which was responsible for the maintenance program, he believed he could get 20-25 years life expectancy out of this equipment.  The maintenance program included not only off-season maintenance, but Mr. Clark put together a very rigorous program including daily, weekly, monthly and annual maintenance.  Mr. Edward McCarthy inquired about the equipment warranties and was advised of none of the equipment is currently under warranty.  
Mr. Calderio described how having the staff rebuild the cutter bar, they save an annual expense of $5K for each machine by not needing to purchase a new bar.  He stated some bars are four and five year old.  The Chair stated they had experienced people operating the equipment and not hitting any obstacles which reduced the maintenance.

Mr. Foley stated that 2004 would be a year when the staff was pulling tons of weeds from the lake and asked Mr. Calderio to compare it to this year with a makeshift staff.  Mr. Calderio stated this year he had to train people and he would not allow the harvesters near any docks or boat because they are too big and the wind and waves can cause havoc.  Mr. Calderio agreed with Mr. Foley’s statement that with a non-steady staff it would be almost impossible to get near the docks.  

Mr. McCarthy inquired about the training involved.  Mr. Calderio stated that every person is different and their skill set is different.  Some people pick up on it right away and others just do not get it.  Mr. Calderio described how it takes time to learn how to avoid the obstacles that are not on the lake map.  Once the learning curve is down, there was very minimal damage.  Ms. Macalle-Holly addressed the knowledge exchange between existing field staff to train the seasonal employees. The Commission was at point where the seasonal staff was returning each season which also cut down on training.  Ms. Macalle-Holly stated staff that is experienced on operating harvesting and knowing where to harvest in the lake is needed to train new employees.  

Mr. Risko stated that one of the commission’s biggest losses through this crisis is the loss of a skill set.  It is tough for people to realize how important that is regardless of the business you are in.  The equipment is a public investment and has to be taken care of which requires people with skill sets.

Ms. Macalle-Holly discussed how there is not a maintenance manual to tell you how to repair the equipment and described the work involved in knowing what parts to order and where to order them from.  

Mr. Jobeless stated when his Mayor contacted him, he said he would do whatever it would take to get the boats (harvesters) in the water.  Mr. Jobeless stated if anyone knows him, they know he is all about maintenance.  He stated if someone saw a 2000 and 2007 town trucks, no one would know what year is what due to the maintenance.  He stated the only thing that needs more work that a boat (harvester) is a salt dump truck. He owns boats and wave runners.  He said the boat (harvester) is a large piece of equipment and could hurt people or damage property and a skilled person is needed on it.  It has more moving parts on it then any excavator or any backhoe he has ever seen.  Mr. Jobeless stated you need someone operating it that cares about the equipment and about the job he is doing.  

Mr. Jobeless stated without maintenance, you might as well put all the boats (harvesters) in the parking lot and leave them there.  What he saw was a crime because it was taxpayers’ money and the boats (harvesters) needed repair.  He stated the staff was still determined to get whatever they could in the water and start cutting the lake.  Mr. Jobeless discussed his observation of changes to the boats (harvesters) completed by the operators, not by the manufacturer which the operators learned over a course of time to improve the equipment’s life span.  
The Chair stated Mr. Jobeless operated a lot of equipment over time and asked him about the skill set to operate the harvesting equipment.  Mr. Jobeless stated he made it a point to drive the truck/trailer, launch and pull out the boat (harvester).  Mr. Jobeless stated the Commission had dedicated employees and it is a shame that they cannot maintain and operate the equipment.  In response to the Chair’s inquiry about having volunteers run the harvesting equipment, Mr. Jobeless referred to the Regional Planning Board operation which Hopatcong DPW was involved in the maintenance.  He described the state of disrepair of the Planning Board’s equipment because the equipment was not theirs and repairing it was someone else’s problem.  He stated that you need people that have the skill to fix the boat (harvester) while it is in the water.  He stated an operator can easily get in trouble between docks on the lake.  Mr. Jobeless stated there are great volunteers such as those on the fire department or ambulance squad, but when you ask them to physically do a job to repair a hydraulic leak or fix the conveyor, people would respond that they are just here to drive the boat (harvester) and you do not need that.  Mr. Jobeless stated that it is a job cutting the weeds in the lake and it can get very boring and tedious.  He discussed how people operating equipment should be able to do an inspection to determine if anything is wrong before using the equipment.  Mr. Jobeless stated volunteers only come when they can and contribute just so much.  He stated this is a job people need to get paid for and needs someone qualified to operate the machine.  There is a lot of money invested in the Commission equipment, but it needs the right care and the right people to operate it.  
Mr. Jobeless stated there was a lot of other work that needed to be done that they couldn’t do this year because it was bare bones.  Mr. Jobeless stated he would be unable to determine how much it would cost to do the necessary repairs.  

The Chair asked again about the training.  Mr. Calderio stated although there are exceptions, training typically takes one to two weeks which includes the basics of a grid cut with no obstacles or docks.  Some people cannot get it in two weeks, but for the most part two weeks is sufficient.  That only includes someone operating the equipment and does not include training for repairing the equipment.  Mr. McCarthy stated Mr. Calderio did not discuss training for the transport barges or conveyors.  Mr. Calderio indicated the barges were not used this past year.  The Chair asked Curtis Mulch about his experience training people this year.  He indicated it was tough because you need a skill for it.  Mr. Mulch said the past employees were dedicated staff and cared about what they did.  He stated anyone that thinks it is easy, he offered to take out for a day, if he is allowed to.  Ms. Macalle-Holly stated at this time only employees can operate the equipment.  
Mr. Jobeless stated that each boat (harvester) had a little bit of different damage except for the work that needed to be done underneath.  He stated he put together an itemized list of approximately $1,300 in expenses Hopatcong covered.  He stated that work was done in-house and if you took the boats (harvesters) to Kenvil, that bill would have been a hundred times more.  If you have the skilled employees and the right things to use, you can do just about anything.  

Mr. Edward McCarthy summarized that Mr. Jobeless’s comments indicating he is unsure what the cost to repair is, but it is reasonable compared to costs of purchasing a new machine and he would probably steer away from volunteers.  Mr. Jobeless stated he would steer away from volunteers unless you had one good one. He referred to the use of sub-contractors by the Regional Planning Board.  They were getting paid and they did not have the best interest of the equipment.  
Chair Ondish stated that Mr. Mulch has a shop, has a lot of mechanical background and has operated a lot of equipment.  He asked him if anyone could hop on and operate the equipment.  Mr. Mulch stated there are a lot of parts, there are a lot of things that can go wrong and he is still learning.  Chair Ondish thanked Mr. Mulch for coming back again this year as a seasonal.  
Mr. McCarthy stated that if May or June rolls around assuming there is no funding and no way to fix the equipment over the winter, he inquired how much time it would take to get a reasonable harvesting operation running.  Mr. Calderio stated it took six weeks to get three harvesters ready with ten guys working on it.  Mr. Calderio stated with the proper staff, three to four months is needed to complete the repairs listed on the report.  Mr. Jobeless stated they start repairing the first piece of plowing equipment in Hopatcong on June 1.  He stated they remove the entire body of the cab and chassis; scrap, paint and grind the entire body of the chassis.  Mr. Jobeless stated the Commission has a very short window of time to give the equipment the once over.  
The Chair stated there has been some concern about knowing the weed harvesting plan as far as where and when to harvest.  He stated although the Commission does not have anything formally written, Mr. Calderio has that knowledge of where the weeds grow first and where they are bad based on surveying areas and residents’ calls.  Mr. Calderio described how in the beginning of the season the staff rides around the entire lake to determine what location are bad.  He discussed how the harvesting is coordinated in conjunction with the herbicide applications prior to the application being applied to remove the biomass first.  Mr. Foley stated this year in King Cove he noticed because there was not that much weed harvesting, when the water was sprayed, it was not clear and it was very different than previous years.
Chair Ondish stated you need someone to oversee the operation and you need qualified people to work on the equipment.  There was discussion about what maintenance work could be done now.  In response to Mr. Edward McCarthy’s inquiry about manpower needed to operate all the equipment properly, Mr. Calderio stated that initially there were seven full-time and four seasonal people with every piece of equipment was maintained and operated.  The budget at that time was about $800K, Ms. Macalle-Holly estimated. 

The Chair stated that both Hopatcong and Roxbury have offered to have the harvesters repaired at their shops.  So the shops are available, but the people are needed to do the work. The Chair stated the equipment will have to be moved out of the Franklin building when the restoration work begins sometime in the spring.  Mr. Foley inquired about what it would take to keep the work going.  
Ms. Renderio asked Mr. Calderio about raking.  Mr. Calderio stated his experience with hydro-raking is that it is only good in shallow areas of approximately three to four feet.  He stated someone would come in to do an area the width of the property and 75 feet out, but the weeds are growing out passed the 75 feet so what happens to that area.  Mr. McCarthy asked if Mr. Calderio would like to have a hydro-rake in his arsenal to do the job or if the equipment he has presently is sufficient to do the job. Mr. Calderio stated the latter, but hydro-raking would require more manpower.  He stated the biggest problem with hydro-raking is when it is cut, everything floats to the surface. It is accumulated and everything is brought to the homeowner and the homeowner has to pay to get rid of it.  

Mr. McCarthy asked Mr. Calderio if weed harvesting is the right application for Lake Hopatcong and Mr. Calderio responded he believes it is.   Mr. Calderio stated with the right skill set, staff can go within a foot of something to cut and accumulate the weeds.  Mr. McCarthy discussed the three scenarios proposed in business plan.  He stated the Bill Clark model is missing from the Business Plan which is the skill set and staffing Mr. Calderio described tonight.  Mr. McCarthy asked Mr. Jobeless if it was a hardship sharing his staff in the spring.  Mr. Jobeless stated it was a hardship especially with a layoff in his department.  

Mr. McCarthy discussed how the Commission is much more than a robust weed harvesting operation and elaborated on the Commission shared services work with stormwater management.  Mr. Jobeless stated Hopatcong trained the staff on rebuilding catch basins.  Mr. McCarthy asked if the shared services arrangement enabled Mr. Jobeless to do a better job in cleaning out the catch basins and stormwater management.  Mr. Jobeless stated the town has two machines to clean out the boxes and they do clean them out.  Mr. Calderio stated that he when worked shared services in Jefferson three or four years ago, he cleaned 338 catch basins and never hit the entire area of the lake.  

There was discussion on the amount of weeds removed.  The Chair stated that Mr. Marke was volunteering to continue to do the water sampling and was trained to conduct the sampling.  Mr. Marke discussed the teamwork approach the staff that worked together had and used to get the job done.   The Chair stated the perfect scenario is to do the harvesting as it was done previously, but the funding is the issue.  The Commission received $68K from the State to bring back Mr. Calderio and Mr. Mulch, to pay for insurance, fuel and parts for this year and the towns and county also contributed.  

The Chair stated there are short and long-term goals for the Commission. The short-term goal is to get some kind of operation going and get someone on board to start maintaining the equipment.  The long-term goal is how the Commission will be funded because New Jersey projections are not looking good.  He stated it was very important to understand the Commission operation because they will have to make decisions on what has to be done.  He thanked Commissioners for attending and stated he wished more Commissioners could be there.  Mr. Risko stated he has been on the Commission since he started and this was the best meeting he has ever been at.  The Chair stated it should be done once a year to have Mr. Calderio at the meeting.  Mr. McCarthy thanked Mr. Jobeless for assisting the Commission and providing his insight on the Commission’s operation.  The Chair thanked everyone as well. 
Prepared by:  Donna Macalle-Holly  
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