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The following meeting schedule for the Lake Hopatcong Water Level Management Plan (WLMP) Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC) was agreed to:
April 19 (1 PM), May 10 (10:30 AM), June 14 (10:30 AM), July 19 (1 PM), August 9 (10:30 AM) and September 13 (10:30 AM).  As an accommodation to the CAC members, we agreed that all meetings of the CAC will be held at Lake Hopatcong State Park.

Need for an annual drawdown:
The CAC discussed if the annual drawdown was necessary to help protect waterfront structures, docks, stairs, bulkheads etc. from ice damage during the winter.  Prior to 1981 the annual drawdown was 30 inches.  After 1981 the annual drawdown was reduced to 26 inches to help the water elevation in the Lake recover in the spring.  The objective was to lower the water in the Lake to keep ice from forming around waterfront structures and then hold the water level constant throughout the winter until the spring thaw, to reduce “ice creep” up the shoreline.  There was some concern that the 26 inch drawdown may not be sufficient for repairs as the base of some bulkheads are still submerged at this level, and the 30 inch drawdown may be required.  Last year seventeen (17) permits were issued for repairs.  It was noted that the draft Greenwood Lake Management Plan calls for a four foot drawdown once every four years with no annual drawdown.  It was indicated that Greenwood Lake has mostly floating docks. Reasons for the drawdown must be included in the plan.
There was much discussion over the rising water levels during the winter of 2009-10.  Water levels in the Lake rose by about 6 inches around December 27 and again around January 26.  Both events were preceded by rainfall, about 1.5 inches and about 2.25 inches respectively.  Once the water level rose, additional ice formed and a quick lowering the water level could rip out docks and waterfront structures.  The CAC recommends that engineering calculations be developed do determine the drawdown needed to offset rainfall.  A rule curve could be developed that equates rainfall with Lake response and the dam releases required to maintain the lake’s water level.  One issue complicating this would be if the drawdown occurred and there was no rainfall, then the lake would be lowered unnecessarily. Another issue is whether this can be accomplished due to differing intensity of rainfall and potential snow melts given the variability of temperatures.  
Need for a five year five foot drawdown:
Depth to bedrock in places around the Lake prevents typical marine construction techniques (such as driving of pilings for docks and sheetpile for bulkheads) from being employed.  If the Lake were not drawn down, a cofferdam would have to be installed around work sites increasing the cost of repairs.  A draw down is also allows an inspection/repair of boat house foundations without hiring divers which can be expensive.  The drawdown also allows clean up of the Lake bed, removing trash and debris and also seems to have the beneficial impact of reducing aquatic weeds in the following season.  While not all members of the CAC agree that a draw down is necessary, the consensus of the group is that the majority of waterfront property owners would want a regularly scheduled five-foot draw down.  The CAC did not issue a final decision on the schedule, but five years was suggested because that is the length of time DEP permits are valid.  The CAC did note that the ability to postpone five-foot drawdown due to dry conditions was needed.
How water level adjustments are made:

Hopatcong State Park personnel are responsible for operation of the Lake Hopatcong Dam water control structure.  Staff is on site seven days a week and is available to make required adjustments.  Generally, staff checks the USGS web site in the morning and in the evening, at shift’s end, to determine whether adjustments are necessary.  Decisions are initially based on the water elevation in the Lake, and the amount of water being passed downstream.  If an adjustment allowing more water downstream is required staff assess whether the “paper factory” (aka Isotek), which straddles the Musconetcong River on the border of Stanhope and Netcong, will be flooded.  While the Hopatcong State Park staff member present at the meeting suggested that adjustments can be made at any time during the day at the direction of the Hopatcong State Park superintendent, a subsequent discussion with the Park Superintendent would be necessary to clarify this statement.  While under emergency conditions the park does have the capability to make adjustments, park staff do have other responsibilities that would make constant or mid-day adjustments on a daily basis impracticable with current staffing levels.  (Note: The Lake Hopatcong Dam control structure is not automated.  There are four manual valves in the gate house one for the fountain and one for each of three gates.  To open the gates requires that a wheel be turned in the gate house.  The USGS continuous monitoring station only takes readings at 15 minute intervals and it takes about an hour for new information to post on their web-site.  Therefore, when adjustments are being made, parks staff must leave the gate house and walk downstream to read the staff gage to determine if further adjustment is needed.  The effect of any adjustment on the water surface elevation in the Lake cannot be immediately known and staff must wait for enough data points to determine a trend line.  Note that the effect on water elevation in the Lake will vary depending upon how much water is flowing into the Lake.  Staff experience is that about 7.5 turns of the wheel corresponds to about 1 inch of water level rise on the staff gage below the dam.).
Determining when to begin to refill the Lake:
The current LHWLMP addresses when the gates shall be closed in a couple of different places:  Page 4 states “During the period March 15 through Labor Day, unless delayed by hard spring ice (able to support 100 pounds), the Lake Hopatcong Dam control gates are kept closed to the minimum stream flow of 7.5 MGD (12 c.f.s.) as measured at Hopatcong Dam.”  Page 7 states, “On March 15th or earlier if the ice has broken away from the shore, the gates are closed, except as may be necessary to maintain 7.5 MGD (12 c.f.s.), and the Lake allowed to fill by spring rains.”  (Pages 9 and 11 contain language similar to the page 7).  Page 11 of the LHWLMP, under the 60 inch drawdown, references allowing the level to rise to the 26 inch drawdown level starting December 1st if rainfall is 20 percent below average for the preceding three months, or otherwise anytime in January if ice conditions permit.
The CAC debated how such determinations are made, and by whom.  The CAC recommends that ice conditions be monitored daily once the spring thaw starts at several set locations around the Lake in order to determine when the Lake should be refilled.  The CAC recommends those points be established at Byram Cove, Woodport, Main Lake, Henderson Cove, Great Cove, Bertrand Island, River Styx and the State Park.  The question was raised whether the State Park personnel could perform this reconnaissance or whether the Park should look to the Lake Hopatcong Commission to provide monitoring.  It was reported that in the past the Lake Hopatcong Regional Planning Board members monitored ice conditions and reported to the State Park their findings and recommendations. It was suggested that a new group of contacts should be developed for this purpose. Some CAC members requested that the locations and who was responsible for doing the checking be identified in the plan. (In fact members of the Committee suggested that the gates could be closed on the date of the meeting, March 8, or shortly thereafter.  Several individuals were observed ice fishing on the Lake on March 8.  Due to a heavy rain event on March 13 and 14 the gates were closed to attenuate downstream flooding.  As of March 17 the Division of Parks and Forestry has received two complaints of ice damage and the threat of a class action lawsuit for damages).
General plan recommendations:
The CAC recommends a final plan that contains both certainties in terms of the regulation of the water level but also flexibility to deal with unusual circumstances.  The CAC wants transparency as to who is responsible for authorizing a deviation from the plan, documenting the procedures for requesting a deviation in the LHWLMP, and documentation of the reasons for any departure, and a means of notification.  The CAC also recommends an annual review of the plan to adjust for problems experienced in the prior year.  It was expressed that the Commission would take the comments on the plan and forward them to the Department.
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