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Non-winter / boating season water level on Lake Hopatcong

The CAC is concerned with balancing two issues related to the water level on Lake Hopatcong during the non-winter / boating season: maintaining the minimum lake elevation for navigation and avoiding wake damage due to high water levels.  The minimum lake level necessary for navigation is location specific due to the bottom contours (bathymetry) of the lake.  Members of the CAC suggested elevations ranging from 8.3 feet to 7.5 feet as the minimum required to maintain navigation.  However, even though general navigation may be maintained, some members of the committee stated that 10 percent of slips could be unusable at Lake elevations as high as 8 feet. It was mentioned that most marinas needed about 8 feet.  Members also reported that most boat ramps around the Lake are unusable at an elevation of 7.7 feet.  Some members of the CAC recommend reducing or eliminating outflow from the Lake when some critical low water elevation is reached.  However, the Department cannot damage downstream uses including the ecology of the Musconetcong River for the benefit of Lake Hopatcong.  It is likely that low water levels in the Lake during the boating season will coincide with hot / dry weather patterns.  Under these conditions maintaining passing flow out of the Lake will be critical, since it is likely that other tributaries to the Musconetcong will also be flowing at very low levels.
The CAC also notes that the Water Level Management Plan should seek to avoid shoreline erosion and damage due to high water.  Similarly, to maximize the recreational use of the Lake, the water level management plan should seek to avoid when possible getting to an elevation where a no-wake declaration is necessary.  Historically, a no-wake declaration on the Lake was enforced by the State Police at an elevation of somewhere around 9.66 to 9.75 feet based on the State Police discretion.  In 1985(I have 1990 in my notes) the Boat Regulation Commission established a threshold of 9.5 feet for the no-wake declaration.  At least one member noted that shoreline erosion due to boat wakes is experienced at lake elevations as low as 9 feet and that perhaps the no-wake declaration should be issued at an elevation lower than 9.5 feet.  CAC members point out that the uniform dock construction ordinance adopted by all four towns around the lake requires docks to be at 10 feet.  Damage may be occurring due to a failure to comply with this requirement.
Based on these discussions with the CAC members the Water Level Management Plan must seek to avoid lake elevations below 7.5 feet and over 9.5 feet whenever possible.  However, as the CAC members correctly point out lowering the Lake is more squarely within our control than raising the Lake.  We can always let more water out of the lake to bring the elevation down, but if it does not rain raising the Lake will be beyond our control.  Therefore, the Lake Level Plan should err on the high side of the range.  At the conclusion of the discussion the majority of the CAC members agreed that the goal of the Water Level Management Plan should be to maintain a water surface elevation of 9 feet whenever possible.
Annual drawdown water level:
The CAC members discussed the proper elevation for the annual winter draw down.  Some members of the CAC thought that a drawdown of less than 26 inches might be sufficient to prevent ice damage and would give the lake a head start toward refilling in the spring.  This would help ensure that the target lake level of 9 feet could be achieved by the time the weather turns warm in the spring and boaters want to be on the lake.  Other members believed that a draw down of 26 inches might not be enough to prevent ice creep due to the increasing urbanization of the Lake’s watershed and the increased rate of response in Lake elevation to precipitation that results from more impervious surface in the watershed.  These members suggested that a 30 inch drawdown would provide an added buffer against relatively large rainfall events (an inch or more) that are followed by a hard freeze. This is an issue especially with cantilevered docks. These conditions occurred during the winter of 2009-10 and resulted in the lake elevation being higher than the target 82 inches (6.8 feet) for most of the winter.  These members also argue that a drawdown of 30 inches would allow better access to perform routine repairs to waterfront structures that would benefit home owners.  
The members were split on the winter lake level issue with four recommending 30 inches, three recommending 26 inches and two recommending 24 inches.  Based on the split recommendation of the CAC, the winter draw down will be maintained at 26 inches.  It was noted that the lake almost always recovers from the 26 inch drawdown.
Committee asked whether the Department can provide the following: 1) A better estimate of lake elevation response to precipitation. 2) A watershed specific model to predict low flow characteristics if Lake Hopatcong didn’t exist. 3) An estimate of the increase in impervious surface in the Lake Hopatcong watershed from 1990 to present.
Five year drawdown water level:
Some CAC members suggested that the five-year drawdown should be increased from 5 feet to 7 feet to afford better access to the foundations of structures, such as bulkheads and boat houses for inspection and repair.  Not all members agree that a 5 foot drawdown is even necessary, but the group believes that popular opinion around the Lake is that a five foot drawdown is necessary.  Much concern was expressed over the ability of the Lake to recover from a 7 foot drawdown, particularly in light of the difficulty in 2008-09 recovering from a five foot draw down.  The majority of the CAC membership agreed that a five year, 5 foot drawdown was acceptable but noted that the draw down should be postponed if precipitation is significantly below average.
How water level adjustments are made:

The State Park reported that making adjustments to the water control structure twice a day can be done.  Generally staff will check the flow and lake level in the morning upon arrival and in the evening just before departure.  This can be accomplished seven days a week.  As a matter of normal business, the Park does not have sufficient staff to commit to more frequent adjustments, except under emergency conditions.  Several members of the CAC suggested that better calculations were needed for operating the gates, and that all the issues related to releases needed to be identified.
Determining when to begin to refill the Lake:
The State Park reported that since it will be the entity that is sued over ice damage resulting from refilling the Lake, the final determination as to whether to begin refilling the Lake would have to remain with the Park.  However, the State Park would consider a recommendation from the Lake Hopatcong Commission concerning ice conditions around the lake.  Typical ice condition monitoring locations should be identified in the plan.  The CAC indicated that the boating season was getting earlier and extending later.
Schedule for lowering the Lake:
The CAC expressed concern over how fast the water level drops at certain times during the draw down.  The current water level management plan calls for a gradual reduction in lake elevation of .75 inches per day.  At times the water level seems to be dropping at more than twice that rate stranding boats in the Lake.  Typically this happens in response to rainfall.  When it rains, runoff into the Lake will raise the water level in the lake.  The State Park then releases more water to “catch up” to where they should be based on the drawdown schedule. Several of the CAC members mentioned that if boats were tied to docks and there was a quick lowering of the lake level damage could occur.  It was suggested that the Department could include lake elevation targets in the plan tied to dates.  This would then alert homeowners at what elevation we will try to have the lake on any given date, allowing them to better plan to have their boats hauled out of the lake and winterized.  The CAC also recommended that the start of a drawdown should be tied to the elevation of the Lake.  Thus if it has been a dry summer or fall and the Lake is already several inches below 9 feet, the initiation of the drawdown could be delayed proportionally.  A schedule with elevation targets as suggested would allow such an adjustment to the schedule.

The CAC began a discussion of whether it would be better to hold the water level up longer and then drop it faster or to have a longer more gradual lowering of the water level.  The confining factor in dropping the water level fast is the need to avoid flooding downstream.  One member noted that in addition to the building in Netcong that straddles the Musconetcong River (reportedly in bad shape and abandoned), there is a cemetery in Hackettstown that floods.  Upon further discussion, Hackettstown is about 10 miles downstream and at that point the outflow from Lake Hopatcong would likely be a very small percentage of the overall flow causing the flooding.  
The CAC asked the Department to find out the basis for the flood elevation of 4 feet established by the USGS.  The CAC also recommends a stream flow gage be installed immediately downstream of the Lake Musconetcong Dam.
