
Dam Relicensing –  
the Sky is Not Falling
…at least not over Green River Reservoir

B Y  ER I C  NUSE  A ND MIKE  WICKENDEN 

In spite of dire headlines in the News and 
Citizen (local newspaper), the threat of 
Green River Reservoir being decommis-

sioned and drained is not going to happen 
in the foreseeable future. 

Here is why:

•	 In the recent environmental court ruling, 
Morrisville Water and Light (MWL) 
got almost all that they asked for to 
maximize generation of power from the 
Cady’s Falls and Morrisville facilities.

•	 MWL is limited to a 1.5 foot drawdown 
in the winter. The Judge noted that 
because MWL didn’t offer any economic 
arguments that the reduced drawdown 
would hurt the existing use of the Green 
River Reservoir for hydro generation he 
had to rely on the Agency of Natural 
Resources’ recommendations. He also 
noted that there was compelling evidence 
that the reduced drawdown would im-
prove the health of the reservoir for fish, 
wildlife and recreation.

•	 MWL has 4 years to comply with the 
Judge’s ruling, so for now, generation of 
power can continue as it has in the past.

• Any of the parties in the case have until 
October 30th to file a Motion to Re-
consider or an Appeal to the Vermont 
Supreme Court. Either action would stop 
the clock on the compliance date.

•	 If MWL should decide that they cannot 
afford to keep the Green River facility 
open, they would have to apply to the 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 

and be granted permission to decom-
mission. In doing so, they would have 
to make a compelling and detailed 
financial case to support this position, 
as well as provide a detailed analysis of 
how the dam, reservoir, and associated 
recreational features will be disposed. 
This regulatory proceeding usually takes 
several years to run its course and is very 
expensive with no return on the invest-
ment. Lastly, if all the above were accom-
plished, MWL would be required to take 
the dam structure down and return the 
underlying land to its original state at an 
unknown but undoubtedly high price.

Another factor to consider is that in 
the run of the river up to this trial, all the 
parties, including MWL, told the Friends 
of Green River Reservoir (Friends) that they 
did not want the reservoir and the State Park 
to go away. This season 14,000 campers and 
day users visited the park and spent money 
in Lamoille County. All agree the reservoir is 
a recreational jewel and economic force for 
Lamoille County.

The Friends stand ready and able to assist 
in any way we can to facilitate the transition 
to a healthier and financially viable reservoir. 
For more detail on the ruling and updates 
please visit our website (www.fgrrvt.org). 
As always, we welcome your comments and 
questions on our Facebook page. In the 
meantime, we will continue to champion 
the preservation of the highest quality nat-
ural habitat, consistent with the continued 
operation of the Green River Reservoir State 
Park and hydro generation. 
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Summary of the Vermont Enviromental Court Ruling on 
the MWL Appeal on the Dam Relicencing.

Report on the dam relicensing 
issue from the FGRR Board, 
 written by Board Member 
Michael Wickenden

On September 18, 2018, 
Vermont Environmental 
Court Judge Thomas Walsh 

issued a Judgment Order in Morrisville 
Water and Light’s (MWL) appeal of a 
water quality certification issued by the 
Agency of Natural Resources (ANR). 
In that Order, the Judge affirmed a 
proposed winter 18-inch winter draw-
down limitation on the Green River 
Reservoir, and affirmed that Green 
River hydrogeneration and white-wa-
ter boating are “existing uses” of the 
Green River Reservoir and Green 

River respectively. “Existing uses” en-
joy protected status under existing law 
and it is required that their continued 
status is supported. The Order also 
noted that at the Green River hydro-
generation facility “MWL does not 
argue that it cannot operate or operate 
practically without the six-foot draw-
down it proposed.” The Judge went 
on to conclude, “Therefore, there is 
no need to balance the existing uses...” 
Clearly, if MWL had chosen to present 
the economic evidence substantiating 
its assertion made by Craig Myotte, 
general manager of the MWL, that 
“The limited drawdown really makes 
it uneconomic for us to operate it,” the 
Judge could have had considered addi-
tional options.

Appeals to the Vermont Environ-
mental Court are considered to be “de 
novo” appeals. “De novo” is used to 
refer to a trial which starts over, which 
wipes the slate clean and begins all 
over again, as if any previous partial or 
complete hearing had not occurred. 
Consequently, only evidence entered 
into the court record by the parties to 
the appeal is eligible for consideration. 
MWL failed to present financial anal-
ysis regarding their public assertions 
that the lack of the ability to maintain 
their practice of 6-foot winter water 
level drawdowns of the Green River 
Reservoir would render the Green 
River hydrofacility financial insolvent. 
Consequently, Judge Walsh was unable 
to consider balancing the financial 
consequences caused by the reduc-
tion of Green River hydrogeneration 
against the potential reduction in high 
quality aquatic habitat.

The economic analysis of the viabil-
ity of Green River Reservoir hydrogen-
eration is not straightforward. Many 
benefit and cost variables are estimated 

over the 30-year lifetime of the FERC 
permit. However, the Order did pro-
vide MWL with what appears to be an 
unexpected financial bonus in its deci-
sion regarding whitewater paddling on 
the Green River. The Order requires 
that annually there be three weekend, 
daytime, pre-scheduled releases of 
the Green River Reservoir, of 6-hour 
duration each, and of flows sufficient 
for whitewater boating on the Green 
River. These three whitewater releases 
mimic MWL past practice and are not 
subject to other drawdown limitations. 
Given that the Green River empties 
into the Lamoille River upstream of 
Morrisville’s two other hydrogenera-
tion units, these three annual sched-
uled releases provide power at all three 
operating units. The economic impact 
of these required releases has not been 
reported by MWL. 

What does this all mean for the 
future of our park? For starters, the 
appeal participants have until October 
30th to file a Motion for Reconsider-
ation with the Environmental Court, 
or an Appeal to Vermont’s Supreme 
Court. Either action would stop the 
clock on the Order’s implementation. 
Until those are resolved, it is business 
as usual. Secondly, the Order allots 
MWL a total phase-in period of four 
years after which MWL must comply 
with all aspects of the amended water 
quality certificate. During the interim 
years, MWL is permitted to follow 
current drawdown practices. Conse-
quently, for the next four years, we ex-
pect that this Order will have minimal 
impact upon the day to day operation 
of the GRR State Park. Board mem-
bers will continue to review Court 
filings and Orders and meet as neces-
sary with our legal counsel, Anthony 
Iarrapino. 
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Check out the new kiosk when you are at the Park!

Update October 23, 2018 –  
Appeals have been filed

The Vermont Natural Resources 
Council (VNRC) with Vermont Trout 
Unlimited, and the Vermont Agency 
of Natural Resources have complied 
with the 30 day statutory deadline to 
file Notices of Appeal to the Vermont 
Supreme Court of the Environmen-
tal Court’s recent Judgment Order 
concerning Morrisville’s Hydroelectric 
Project Water Quality Certification. 
Their notices mention all three of the 
Morrisville Water and Light facilities. 
The contents of the notices do not ex-
plain, and are not required to explain, 
the issues VNRC et al. will seek to 
appeal. Additional filings will follow 
in the coming months that will detail 
the issues that are the subject of their 
appeals. 

We will publish updates on our website 
(www.fgrrvt.org ). As always, we wel-
come your comments and questions. The 
Friends remain dedicated to protecting 
the wilderness-like character and wildlife 
habitat of Green River Reservoir State 
Park while preserving its heritage and 
historical uses for future generations. 
Consequently, in these legal issues, we 
will continue to advocate for the pres-
ervation of the highest quality natural 
habitat consistent with the continued 
operation of the Green River Reservoir 
State Park.

 

New Kiosk Display at Green River State Park
Photo essay of new kiosk by Terri Gregory

All the animal tracks in the  
display are life sized.

Milford Cushman and Tom Kastner 
working on the installation of the 
animal tracks exhibit.

http://www.fgrrvt.org
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GRRSP 2018 Season 
B Y  R O SS  BRYA NT, PA RK  MA NAGER

Green River Reservoir is a 
wonderful place to spend a 
summer “working.” This was 

my sixth season in the park and my 
third as Park Manager. It has been 
another great season.

We have checked and cleaned over 
1,100 campsites this summer on the 
reservoir. The four campsites in Zack 
Woods and the two day-use areas there 
have been checked every day. Sites 
are checked for trash, fire pits cleaned 
and the red worm toilets checked 
and cleaned each time visitors check 
out from a site. Staff took advantage 
of the low water level at the end of 
August to check all 19 miles of shore 
line for trash. We are lucky that almost 
all of our visitors are aware of the 
“ Carry-in…Carry-out” policy and 
practice “Leave No Trace” camping so 
we find almost no trash in the park.

Projects worked on this summer 
included spreading three yards of stay-
mat on the ADA Trail, replacement 
of damaged planks on the boardwalk, 
many smaller projects around the 
park and in Zack Woods. The staff 

also cleaned trash from the town road 
between the park and Zack Woods 
multiple times throughout the season. 
A new park entrance sign was installed 
and the foundation and pads for our 
new wood shed and storage area was 
completed. We are hopeful that the 
building will be completed and ready 
to use by the start of the 2019 season

GRRSP hosted approximately 
14,000 campers and day users during 
the season which was above last year’s 
totals. Many of our guests come year 
after year and it has been a pleasure for 
us to get to know them, their families 
and their dogs. The majority of our 
guests are from Vermont, but we also 
have regular visitors from all over New 
England and other states including 
VA, PA, NY, MD, and NC and also 
Canada.

There is a large variety of wild-
life to be seen in the park. This year 
staff and guests have reported otters, 
moose, bears, coyotes, beavers, snap-
ping turtles, various hawks, eagles, one 
reporting sighting of what appeared 
to be a mountain lion and, of course, 

everyone’s favorite the ever-present and 
entertaining loons. The questions we 
are asked the most concern the loons, 
their habits and where can they be 
found.

The staff and I consider it a privi-
lege to be able to work in this magical 
place. We are proud to be able to help 
our guests have an exceptional experi-
ence which in turn allows us to have 
an exceptional experience.

Our hope for the future is that 
GRRSP can continue to allow guests 
and their families to have an excep-
tional remote camping or paddling 
experience and to assist future genera-
tions to enjoy the same.

In closing, we would like to thank 
the Friends of Green River and the 
Vermont State Parks Staff for their 
support during the season.

Ross Bryant, Park Manager
Eric Zawadski, Assistant Park Manager

Gwen Marsha Ethan Page
Liam Paus Shannon Blake
Mike McAtee

Membership Renewals
Memberships run for a year from the month that you join. Volunteers (Board members, and this year, Sheila Goss) 
send electronic reminders followed by a snail mail a few months before your renewal is due (and again and again,  

if members don’t respond to the first notice). Renewing immediately saves time, energy and stamps – we thank those 
that renew on the first notice!

Gift Membership Offer
For the next year – October 2018 through September 2019 – the Friends of Green River Reservoir Board is offering 
renewing members the opportunity to give a free gift membership, and will include that notice in each membership 
renewal. If you choose to enter someone as a member, the gift membership will run for one year and will be up to 
that person to renew. We hope to increase our membership this way and have more support for all the work ahead!
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The Prehistoric Snapper
BY  RON KEL L EY

With jagged points 
on the rear of their 
shell and spikes 

along the ridge of the tail, 
reminding one of a small dino-
saur tail, snapping turtles are 
anything but beautiful. That’s 
because they are primitive 
turtles that were around before 
the dinosaurs 200 million years 
ago. Yet, they are one of the four most 
frequently reported species on the 
“Biodiversity of Green River Reservoir 
State Park” iNaturalist site. 

Snapping turtles emerge from their 
water sources in May and June to lay 
eggs and that is when you are most 
likely to encounter them crossing the 
roads. This past spring, I spent about 
ten minutes watching a large pair of 
snappers attempting to mate. It could 
best be described as “ugly sex.” The 
female lays 20-30 eggs in a hole in the 
ground and the young hatch around 
August to September in the absence of 
any adult. They take four to ten years 
to mature and can live for 40 years 
or more, reaching a shell length of 18 
inches and weighing up to 75 pounds. 

They can live in fresh, brackish or 
even salt water but muddy- bottomed 
ponds are preferred.

Snappers get their name from the 
powerful bony but toothless jaws that 
are needed for protection. Because 
their bottom shell is too small, they 
cannot retreat into their shell for pro-
tection, as do the more modern turtles 
like the common painted turtle often 
seen in the park. They are most active 
at night and spend most of their time 
underwater. Up to a third of their diet 
is usually aquatic vegetation but they 
also eat insects, fish, amphibians, small 
mammals and birds. They hibernate 
over the winter by burrowing into 
mud and debris in shallow water.

Snappers are sometimes 
harvested for soups and stews. 
Grasping them by the base 
of the tail and keeping them 
away from your legs is a safe 
way to handle them but if not 
done carefully, can injure their 
vertebral column. They are 
said to be non-aggressive and 
even quite timid when in the 

water. This is echoed by board member 
and retired Fish and Game warden 
Eric Nuse. who says he has never heard 
of an incident of a person being bitten. 
In fact when he was young, his boy 
scout troop was camping by a pond 
during a drought.  They were wading 
around bare-footed in the mud look-
ing for bugs, when he stepped on what 
felt like a round stone. He reached 
down, felt something sticking out of 
the “rock” and pulled up a snapper by 
the tail. The hunt was on, and after 
a few hours they had collected 27 
turtles. No one was bitten in spite of 
close contact with hands and feet and 
all the turtles were afterwards released. 
After the snappers are out of the water, 
look out! but in muddy water, they did 
not bite.
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Loon Report for 2018

For the four nesting pairs of loons 
in the park, this was an average 
year for loon reproduction. The 

Access Bay pair nested during the last 
week of May and eggs hatched around 
June 25, producing two chicks that 
survived into September. They have 
been the most successful nesting pair 
in recent years. The Southern loon 
pair began nesting in the southwest 
cove during the first week of June but 
abandoned that nest and re-nested 
June 8, with only one egg the second 
time around. That chick hatched about 
July 23 and also survived. The Mer-
ganser Inlet pair nested in very early 
July on the tiny island just north of 
the Big Island but abandoned the nest 
in mid-July for unknown reasons. The 

Northern loons began nesting on Loon 
Island in mid-June. One chick was 
seen on July 26 but was gone by the 
next day. The northern area appears to 
be high risk for chick survival, as they 
lost their chicks in 2016 as well. This 
year, their second egg was found to be 
cracked. The Zack Woods loon pair 
hatched one chick that survived, for 
a total of four surviving chicks in the 
park.

Board members Sally Laughlin, 
Sheila Goss, Terri Gregory, Tom 
Kastner and Ron Kelley covered 
Green River Reservoir for the annual 
Statewide Loon Watch Survey run by 
 Vermont Fish and Wildlife and the 
Vermont Center for Ecology on July 
21. We counted 14 adults (two of 

which were sitting on nests – Loon 
Island and Southeast) and two chicks 
(Access Bay pair), as the southern 
chick had not yet hatched. This was 
two more adults than counted in 
2017.

Statewide, the preliminary report 
from Eric Hanson is that that nest 
numbers were down a bit, but may be 
because there are now so many loons 
that competition is high. Several pairs 
using marginal nest site ponds did 
not nest. Preliminary figures were 91 
nesting pairs (down from an all time 
high of 97 in 2017); 74 chicks (92 in 
2017 – all time high). Loonwatch day 
high count was 356 (up from 308).
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New Firewood & Storage Shed for the Park
B Y  MIL F ORD CUSHMA N

At the October FGRR Board 
Meeting the Board voted to 
contribute $5,000 towards 

the cost of construction of the new 
Firewood & Storage Shed at GRRSP. 
The Department of Forest, Parks & 
Recreation Commissioner Michael 
Snyder and staff Craig Whipple, Frank 
Spalding, Susan Bulmer and John 
Medose, have committed the funds for 
the remainder of the cost of the project 
in support.

All visitors are strongly discouraged 
from bringing their own firewood into 
the GRRSP. The issue is huge as inva-
sive species are making their way north 
and the threat to the forests in and 
around the GRRSP is significant. 

The State will be offering locally, 
sustainably harvested firewood for sale 
at the Park for the 2019 operating 
season. 

The Firewood & Storage Shed is 
being constructed by the low bidder, 
Tell Gregory of Gregory Construc-

tion in Morrisville, VT to house and 
protect the firewood, wood shavings 
for the composting and moldering 
toilets, hand tools, a work bench and 
other storage needs. The design and 
programmatic collaboration with 
Susan Bulmer and John Medose, the 
architectural design scope of services, 
the structural engineering and the 
assistance with local and State permit-
ting has been provided at no cost by 
the Cushman Design Group.
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Certificate of Appreciation Presented to  
Ross Bryant, Park Manager

At the FGRR Annual Meeting in July, the Board recognized Ross Bryant for 
his dedication and commitment to Green River Reservoir State Park and for 

his and his calm and steady leadership over the last six years. This is the longest 
time and the steadiest leadership the Park has had. He has brought calm order, 
structure, and a sense of humor to the position of Park Manager. This leadership 
gives FGRR comfort with what is happening at our collective place. We thank 
all the Park Staff for their good work. 

Tom Rogers Lecture Attended by  
Large and Enthusiastic Audience

On October 12, a large and enthusiastic crowd enjoyed our FGRR annual 
nature program at the Green Mountain Technical Center in Hyde Park. 

Tom Rogers, wildlife biologist, photographer, and Outreach Specialist for Ver-
mont Fish and Game captivated us with wonderful photographs, entertaining 
and informative videos, and critical information about the effects of climate 
change on our wildlife. The fragmentation of existing habitat for many animals 
threatens their survival, making the preservation of undeveloped and wild spaces 
such as the Green River Reservoir essential. Should we not address and curtail 
some of the human impacts on climate change, in less than 50 years Vermont 
will be marked by climatic conditions similar to what exists today in the Smoky 
Mountains. The effects on our northern wildlife would obviously be very detri-
mental.

The Friends is grateful to Tom for sharing his passion for Vermont’s natural 
environment, especially Green River Reservoir, and helping us understand that 
our mission continues to be vitally important for the people and animals that 
call this area home. 

Loaner Fishing Poles a Hit
BY  ER IC  NUSE

This summer the Friends initiated a free loaner fishing pole program at the 
park. A generous grant from the Lamoille Valley Fish and Game Club fund-

ed the program, and park staff administered it. Eight lightweight 10-foot cane 
poles were made ready to fish with non-lead jigs, rubber grubs and bobbers and 
were made available for campers and day use families to borrow. Over the sum-
mer, 44 folks signed the poles out for one or more days. The focus was on having 
kids try fishing. Many reported catching fish and all had a great time trying. 
There were lots of stories about the big ones they caught and some that got away. 
Eric Zadwaski, assistant park manager, maintained the gear and reported some 
of the tackle boxes were returned with more hooks and lures than they went out 
with. He and the staff are excited about offering this program again next year.

F G R R  N E W S
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