
 

Friends of the Lake, Inc.    P.O. Box 403, Bridgewater, CT 06752 
T(860) 210-8064 * F(860) 210-9894 

www.friendsofthelake.org         A Non-Profit Organization 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2012 Annual Summary of Debris on Lake Lillinonah 

 
 
 

1. Introduction 
2. Debris problem description 
3. Debris survey summary 
4. Recommendations 

 
o Attachment 1: Chronological email and written communication with FirstLight 

Power, newspaper articles, Friends of the Lake: Debris Survey Summary, FirstLight 
Power: Debris Management Plan Annual Summary 

o Attachment 2: Selected Photographs 
  
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Friends of the Lake (FotL) is submitting this document in conjunction with the Debris 
Management Plan and Shoreline Management Plan that are part of FirstLight Power Resources 
(FLP) license to operate hydro-electric generation facilities on the Housatonic River. 
 
Friends of the Lake is a volunteer organization that advocates on behalf of Lake Lillinonah.  The 
purpose of this document is to provide interested parties with an annual summary of our studies 
and observations relevant to the ongoing debris problem on Lake Lillinonah. 
 
After a disastrous beginning to the season (see attachments), 2012 was a cleaner-than-average 
year, in our opinion, regarding debris on the lake.  From early July forward, there were fewer days 
where debris presented a safety threat, relative to prior years.  We do not know if this was due to 
the plethora of negative communication received by FLP early in the season, or to the low river 
flow resultant from a lack of rainfall; perhaps a combination of the two.  We are grateful for the 
results, regardless. 
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FLP made genuine efforts to communicate with our organization and with the Lake Lillinonah 
Authority (LLA).  They did respond to specific requests from the lake community.  For instance, 
the debris removal vessel and crew focused on coves heavily laden with debris or large floating 
logs that presented a hazard when specified by emails or phone calls from the community.   We 
wish to state our appreciation to FLP and the crew of the debris harvester for their efforts. 
 
However, FotL believes that the debris problem on Lake Lillinonah is a long way from an 
acceptable solution.  The debris removal effort by FLP is not having enough of an impact on the 
amount of debris present in Lake Lillinonah to prevent debris fields from forming.  The coves are 
still packed with debris, as is much of the shoreline.   
 
More importantly, even though 6,784 cubic yards of debris have been removed since 2006 by 
FLP, massive floating debris fields continue to appear each time the conditions are right.  These 
conditions include calm winds, the presence of boat traffic, and a lake level of 195.5’ NGVD or 
above.  When these conditions are met, the lake becomes unsightly, unsafe, and un-navigable. 
 
FotL maintains its position that FLP must keep the water level below 195.5’ NGVD between mid-
April and mid-October until such time as it has obtained equipment with enough harvesting 
capacity, and has operated that equipment long enough to remove enough debris so that the lake 
can be raised above 195.5’ NGVD without causing debris fields to appear.  This position has 
been repeatedly communicated to FLP.   
 
 
 
 
     
Debris Problem Description 
 
FLP is the operator of the hydroelectric generating facility at the Shepaug dam, which separates 
Lake Lillinonah from Lake Zoar on the Housatonic River.  The Shepaug dam is the first dam on 
the Housatonic River, causing Lake Lillinonah to be the first impoundment.  As a result, debris 
from the forested shoreline of Lake Lillinonah, plus the debris washed down the Housatonic from 
its headwaters in Massachusetts, and the debris coming from the Shepaug River which 
converges with the Housatonic in Lake Lillinonah, becomes trapped. 
 
As a ‘hydro lake,’ the lake level rises and falls due to control provided by FLP as they open the 
dam to generate power or release water, or close the dam to pond the water.  Their license 
allows them to operate within a 4.5’ range, between 193.8’ and 198.3’ NGVD.  It has been our 
observation that when the water rises to 195.5’ NGVD, and the wind is calm, the debris resting 
along the shoreline begins to float.  If there is a katabatic wind, or any waves due to boating 
activity, tens of thousands of pieces of debris are washed into the center of the lake, where it 
becomes a hazardous, massive floating debris field.  There are approximately forty miles of 
shoreline on Lake Lillinonah, with many coves and shallow areas.  Debris is trapped in the coves 
or on the shore when a wind is present, pushing the debris towards the shores, and then the lake 
level drops. 
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Debris Survey Summary 
 
Friends of the Lake realized this year the need for a baseline study to determine how much wood 
was present on the shoreline at a given moment in time.  Although the pile of wood collected by 
FLP each year is visually impressive, there is no way to know if the amount of debris in Lake 
Lillinonah is increasing, staying the same, or decreasing without measuring the amount of 
floatable debris present along the shore.   This survey was funded by FotL and will be performed 
each year as needed to obtain data on how much debris is present.  We can then compare that 
information to how much is collected by FLP which will then indicate the amount of progress 
being made. 
 
Our survey was designed by Connwood Foresters, Inc.  On September 8, 2012, 18 volunteers 
were trained by Mr. David Beers of Connwood, using methods based on USDA Forest Service 
guidelines.  The volunteers split into groups and visited forty sample plots along the shores of 
Lake Lillinonah.  Each plot was mapped using ArcView GIS.  The plots were 100’ long each, 
representing 2% of the total shoreline length.  The following information was obtained for all plots:  
average plot width (water’s edge to high-water line), adjacent land use, dimensions of each piece 
of all woody debris whose large end falls within the plot, dimensions of all woody piles whose 
center falls within plot, and the decay class of each piece / pile.  Pieces required a small-end 
diameter of more than 1” and a minimum 6” length to be recorded.  Please refer to attachment 1 
for more information. 
 
To summarize, Connwood calculates that there were 3,742 cubic yards of material represented 
by 104,750 pieces and 574 piles of woody debris present on September 8.  Please note that this 
date was at the end of the FLP collection season; most, if not all, wood collected by FLP in 2012 
is not included in these results.  FLP reports that they collected 1,376 cubic yards of debris in 
2012 (see attachment 1).  When added to the wood present from our survey, this represents a 
collection of roughly 27% of the wood in Lake Lillinonah.  Based on our observations, this 
percentage appears to be generous.   
 
Friends of the Lake will perform a subsequent survey in 2013, which will help us understand how 
much wood is entering the lake each year. 
 
In the meantime, our survey estimates that over 3,700 cubic yards of material remain, ready to 
float into the lake when the conditions are right. 
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Recommendations 
 
Friends of the Lake recommends that the lake level be kept at or below 195.5’ NGVD between 
mid-April and mid-October.  With over 3,700 cubic yards of debris present on the shoreline, 
raising the lake to a level that allows this much material to float during the peak recreational 
period is an act of willful negligence.  We have cited several examples to FLP of personal injury 
and property damage due to debris-related accidents on Lake Lillinonah.  It is our genuine 
concern that the practice of raising the lake above 195.5’ NGVD will cause a very serious injury or 
fatality on our lake. 
 
FLP should procure additional equipment capable of removing 95% of the remaining and 
incoming wood, and do so, before raising the lake above 195.5’ NGVD during the recreational 
period. 
 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jeffrey Silverman 
Greg Bollard 
George Walker 
Jeff Tinley 
Scott Conant 
 
Friends of the Lake 
 
 
 













































	  

Attachment	  5:	  Selected	  Photographs	  of	  Lake	  Lillinonah	  Debris	  Problem	  during	  2012	  

	  

	  

Photo	  by	  Shannon	  Young;	  debris	  collected	  by	  FLP	  during	  2012;	  approximately	  1,376	  cubic	  yards	  

	  

	  



	  

June	  21,	  2012,	  8AM,	  lake	  level	  196.3’	  NGVD	  

	  



	  

June	  21,	  9AM	  

	  



	  

June	  21,	  9AM	  


