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Richmond Times-Dispatch

Weed issue at Lake Gaston

Hydrilla is considered the most challenging
aquatic plant in the United States

OCTOBER 27, 2003
TIMES-DISPATCH STAFF WRITER

LITTLETON, N.C. - Skip Wiegersma threw a rake into the wa-
ter, and what he pulled out from a 2-foot-square area, he
says, would catch the attention of any marine biologist.
There's Euriasian, watermilfoil, coontail, Brazilian elodea,
brittle naiad and, of course, hydrilla - invasive weeds all, and
the bane of residents and officials in the five Virginia and
North Carolina localities that surround Lake Gaston. "lt's all
there," said Wiegersma, general manager of Aquatic Nui-
sance Plant Control Inc.

Lake residents and local officials have long known that the
20,300-acre lake has issues. Since 1989, when hydrilla was
discovered on the lake, it has become the dominant lake-
related concern for Virginia's Mecklenburg and Brunswick
counties and the North Carolina counties of Halifax, Warren
and Northampton.

Formally known as Hydrilla verticillata, hydrilla is considered
the most challenging aquatic plant in the United States be-
cause it grows quickly and forms dense mats that choke
propellers, disrupt recreational uses and destroy fish and
wildlife habitat.

Through the Lake Gaston Weed Control Council, officials are
struggling to control hydrilla. The lake is major economic
center for the area, a leading recreational and aesthetic re-
source. And with a series of plant closings that have stung
the region's economy and an increasing emphasis on tour-
ism, the lake clean-up is seen as more important than ever.

The Weed Control Council used its annual fall pig picking
Thursday [October 2003] to draw attention to Gaston's weed
problem with a tour of the lake for local officials and the me-
dia. Del Tommy Wright, R-Lunenburg, and state Senator

The Lake Gaston Weed Control Council (LGWCC) is an
advisory council to the Commissioners and Supervisors of
the five counties surrounding Lake Gaston. The LGWCC was
set up by these five counties in 1985 to manage, collectively,

all funds made available to them for the removal and control of §
undesirable noxious weeds in Lake Gaston. Aquatic Nuisance §
Plant Control is the company hired by LGWCC to recommend §
control methods and apply chemical treatments .

Frank M. Ruff, R-Mecklenburg, took the boat ride, as did
members of the Brunswick and Mecklenburg boards of su-
pervisors and their counterparts from North Carolina. Wright
said the General Assembly passed a bill to study invasive
species, and he made sure hydrilla was included. "But they
haven't put any money in it yet," he said. "We do realize the
problem is here, and we are here . . . to take a good look at it
and let you know we are concerned about it."

Dr. Elton Brown, chairman of the Weed Control Council, said
the group's efforts seem to be picking up support, with the
gathering drawing more officials. Chemical treatments to
control hydrilla at Lake Gaston have tended to focus on a
few areas at a time, mostly because of a lack of funding. The
weed council raises about $450,000 a year, largely through
contributions from the localities, North Carolina and Virginia
Beach, which uses the lake for drinking water.

Through the years, sterile grass carp have also been
dumped into the lake, with another 5,000 released Friday.
But residents remain leery of the carp because after they
have devoured the hydrilla they continue to eat other things,
including beneficial vegetation. While hydrilla is the biggest
problem right now and draws most of the attention, there
are other invasive weeds in the lake.

The council is trying to devise a comprehensive plan of at-
tack. "If you start getting rid of hydrilla something else is
going to come in, and we want to control what comes in,"
Wiegersma said.

" it #it#H The
group continues to consider a number of ideas, including an
additional fee on all boating registrations and on fishing li-
censes in both states, and a one-fourth cent per gallon tax
on all gasoline sold on the lake in both states.

"We are confident we can rise the matching funds," Brown
said. "It's just a matter of how we raise our funds."
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We recognize that some will have a negative view of this approach for a myriad of reasons and for
a lack of complete understanding of the situation and the proposed solution. We welcome your comments
and questions, and especially your alternative solution as we continue our pursuit for other funding

sources.

%

LGWCC REASONS
to propose a Special Service District:

#1- Provide the necessary additional funds so ALL
noxious weed infested property within the district will
be treated. This will help reduce re-infestation.

#2- Eliminate the need to pay for private treatments
because the entire district will be treated. Everyone in
the district will pay a small fractional share of treat-
ment costs, with a large fraction paid by other funds
(i.e., 50% matching funds grant from NC, and other
funds from Va. Beach.)

#3- The SSTD funds would be under local control and
could only be used for the purpose of noxious aquatic
weed control. These funds would not go into the
County’s general funds. Disbursement and use of
these funds would be carefully monitored and be ac-
countable to the county commissioners that would
establish the district.

#4- By including funds from other sources (general
tax funds from NC, Va. Beach, and others when avail-

able) then other, infrequent users of Lake Gaston
would help pay either directly or indirectly.




WHAT?? ANOTHER

TAX 222

Only through adequate funding can =" the LGWCC effectively treat the whole lake
by using all approved chemical and biological means. Present funding is less than half
of the amount needed.

If implemented, the Special Tax District(s) should provide the additional needed funds,
eliminating the need for private treatment. The goal is to gain effective control of nox-
ious weeds and reduce costs to a maintenance level. The result will be an improved
safety, recreational and fisheries environment.

Even with the special tax funding by all the coun-
ties, the affects of the funding could take from
three to five years.
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WHAT EXACTLY IS THE PROBLEM? | :
= Uncontrollable growth of aquatic weeds I :
* Especially $ : |

= Specifically in Lake Gaston [ ! :

* Speed and Rate of Growth | |
= 1988 - 25 infested acres discovered : |

= 2004 - 3,400 infested acres | |

| |

' |
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WHOSE PROBLEM IS IT?
= The problem belongs to No One. Itis a problem
shared collectively by those who care

WHO CARES ABOUT OUR PROBLEM? [
= Property Owners: Waterfront, Off-water, Investors

Lake Gaston Weed Control Council

Lake Gaston Association

Counties: Elected Officials, Economic Development, Tourism, Commerce

State Governments: Economic Development, Tourism & Commerce

Federal Agencies: Corp. of Engineers, Wildlife, Fisheries, EPA, etc.

Recreational Users (boaters & swimmers)

Sport Fishermen

Local Business Owners

Dominion Resources

Others

— e e e e e ]



WHO CARES - %&"' (%
We, the Property Owners .. care the most. It is

i OUR recreational enjoyment that is ruined when we cannot swim off the dock, and
it OUR lifelong investments that are at risk if the problem is not brought under control.

WHAT’'S THE SOLUTION?
= Short-term: Money, and lots of it.
= Longterm: Money, and not as much.

WHAT FINANCIAL RESOURCES HAVE BEEN OBTAINED?
= Virginia Beach
= North Carolina
= Counties of: Warren

Lake Gaston property represents

Halifax 49.0% of Warren County tax base
Northampton 6.6% of Halifax County tax base
Mecklenburg 17.4% of Northampton County tax base
10.0% of Mecklenburg County tax base
15.0% of Brunswick County tax base

Brunswick

HAVE THOSE FUNDS BEEN ADEQUATE? No
ARE ALL THOSE FUNDS GUARANTEED? No

WHO MADE THOSE FUNDING EFFORTS?
= |ake Gaston Weed Control Council
= |ake Gaston Association
= Local and State politicians

WHO HAS THE AUTHORITYTO ' ! !'* & FUNDING WE DO GET?
= Lake Gaston Weed Control Council.
By authority granted through the County Governments (funding)

and Dominion Resources (lake owner)

WHY ISN'T DOMINION RESPONSIBLE?

=  We must bring to mind WHY this privately owned (publicly traded) business and
consequently the “privately owned” lake is here to begin with - to generate electricity -
for money - for a profit.

= Quite simply, from an operational standpoint the weeds do not pose a problem for them.

=  While Dominion have a responsibility under their license to protect and enhance
Lake Gaston's fish, wildlife, water quality and recreation, the degree of their responsibility is
unclear.

= The LGWCC seems hopeful, however, that Dominion will increase their level of interest and
support, and will see the benefit of making financial contributions to help the community
with this problem.



WHAT' &% +( OF FUNDING HAVE BEEN CONSIDERED?
= Various Grants from Federal and State budgets
= Matching Funds programs from government agencies
=  Watershed or Special Service Tax District formation
= Contributions by Dominion Resources
= Sales tax increase (statewide, local, etc.)
= Gasoline tax increase (area wide)
= Property tax increase (county wide)
= Property tax increase (lake area only)
= Flat or fixed fee for adjacent property owners
= Tax on adjacent land owners based on shoreline or linear footage
= Variable fee/levy/tax for adjacent property owners
= Variable fee/levy/tax for lake access property owners
= Funding through Property & Homeowner Associations
= Levy on boat docks
= Fee for launching boats at public or commercial ramps
= Fee for fishing tournaments and other lake-use events
= Fee for lakeside businesses using the waterfront for profit

HAVE ALL THE SE OPTIONS BEEN EXPLORED?
= Yes

AREN’T THERE OTHER OPTIONS?
= Hopefully., and the search will continue for additional funding (such as the Virginia Tobacco
Indemnification Fund & Golden Leaf Foundation in NC).

DO ANY OF THESE OPTIONS PROVIDE A REALISTIC, REASONABLE SOLUTION?
= Yes. A combination of these options, resulting in the formation and implementation of
Watershed or Special Service Tax Districts (SSTD) of Lake Gaston area property owners.

WHERE DO WE STAND NOW? (July 31, 2004)

Northampton County public hearing was held on 6/21/04 and the new District was approved. The
Commissioners did not, however, approve the actual tax and will only do so if other counties do the
same.

Halifax County Commissioners are in favor, and will be holding a work session to learn more about
the proposal prior to scheduling a public hearing before year end.

Warren County is moving forward with a work session prior to a public hearing before year end.
Brunswick County is uncertain at this point.

Mecklenburg County has publicly indicated a preference to contribute from the General Funds




LAKE GASTON

“Organized to further the long range good and general welfare of the property
owners of Lake Gaston”

ASSOCIATION Aquatic Weeds/Management: Funding

Long past are the days when noxious weeds were an isolated, individual problem. One thing is very, very
clear...aquatic weeds are a lake-wide problem. They have a negative overall impact on our boating and
swimming, our water quality, our fish population and ecosystem, the overall desirability of Lake Gaston,
and therefore, our property values. More importantly, dense submerged matting poses a safety threat for
swimmers and boaters; especially for our youngsters, elders, newcomers and visitors.

The LGWCC funding committee (which included members from LGA weed committee, and other con-
cerned interest & civic groups) has examined and pursued a number of potential funding options including
grants, gasoline tax, boat dock fees, fishing tournament fees, funding from Dominion, etc. The consensus
of the committee was that in order to get the noxious weed problem under control, we must aggressively
pursue some form of self help. While other funding options still need to be  and will be pursued, some
form of self help is the most expedient & doable funding option.

As a result, the LGWCC has moved forward with a SOLUTION that is the most expedient and equi-
table and also has the greatest potential to bring the current Hydrilla problem under control within
the shortest possible timeframe— The establishment of a special use tax for the sole purpose of fund-
ing the elimination of noxious weeds on Lake Gaston.

Obviously, there are negatives that go along with the positives and not everyone will feel the tax is neces-
sary or fair. The idea of a tax is understandably unpleasant because we feel we are losing control of
our hard earned money. It is important, therefore, to understand how a special service tax such as the one
being proposed is used. The funds from the tax (100%) are set aside for an explicit purpose, and in this
case it is strictly for the management of weed control. It is not a general tax that goes to the benefit of all
county residents. It stays in our own back yard!

The LGA Board of Directors, after giving serious consideration to this approach, voted in favor of support-
ing this funding solution. Collectively, we believe there is no other viable source of funding any time in the
foreseeable future (or ever!) that will make enough of a difference to get our problem in control.

If successful, the overall benefits far outweigh the individual cost. Many individuals are already practicing
self help by spending several hundred dollars a year treating just their own waterfront. They have no

control over neighbors who do nothing. With this solution, private treatments should no longer be neces-

sary and those same dollars (redirected) will qualify for matching funds from state and federal budgets.

While the LGA Board supports the Weed Council s self help solution to OUR problem, IT IS YOU, the
taxpayer, who will make it happen.

&

We wish to keep our members informed and educated on this matter, and with
that we bring you this publication and answers to some of your questions.
Please consider the following points.




EDUCATIONAL POINTS, AS WE KNOW THEM...

¢ The Special Service Tax District (SSTD) approach to funding is available in NC and is currently being
used to fund fire protection in those three counties. It shows up as a separate item on your tax bill. It
is based on the ad valorum (assessed) value of your property.

¢ We are working with the two Virginia Counties (Mecklenburg & Brunswick) examining options for
their participation. SSTDs are not a readily available tax option in the State of Virginia.

¢ The LGWCC and the LGA are committed to continue exploring & pursuing other funding options.
Success in any of these areas should mitigate the amount of funding needed via the SSTD. However,
our needs are immediate, and most of the other options require a lengthy governmental process.

+ If this funding option is successful, the LGWCC anticipates having adequate funding each year to
more properly and comprehensively treat the lake (grass carp, approved chemicals, other bio efforts),
thereby having a much greater compounded affect.

¢ Once the additional funding is committed, it is expected that the problem will be brought under man-
ageable control in approximately five years; at which time the current LGWCC budget should be suffi-
cient to maintenance manage Hydrilla. That success diminishes the need for this SSTD.

¢ This special tax assessment revenue would be in addition to the current funding received (Virginia
Beach & North Carolina). The amount of general funds, if any, received annually from the five lake
counties will continue to be determined annually by those counties.

+ Because this tax revenue is considered local funding, all or a portion of this special service tax would
qualify the LGWCC to receive matching funds from other state and federal sources.

¢ The funds generated by this special assessment would only be used for noxious weed management
(and are intended to be used only in the county that contributes the funds).

¢ This funding approach is to solve a lake-wide problem and is intended to eliminate the need for indi-
viduals to spend money on sporadic, uncontrolled private treatments.

¢ This expense is deductible on Federal & State income tax returns whereas private treatments are not
(thereby also having an indirect effect of increasing federal and state contributions to the funds).

LGA MEMBERS: The LGA Board was very aware of the potential negative reaction that some of
our members would have to such a proposed solution,
and to the LGA s support of this proposal. 2
OUR SUPPORT OF THIS FUNDING OPTION BY THE LGWCC WAS NOT MADE ‘
WITHOUT CONSIDERING THE VIEWS AS KNOWN BY THE ‘“VOCAL” MAJORITY
OF OUR MEMBERS ALONG WITH OVERWHELMING EVIDENCE IN OUR 2003
MEMBER SURVEY THAT THE UNCONTROLLED PROBLEM OF HYDRILLA IS SEVERE
AND THERE IS A DESPERATE NEED FOR A SOLUTION.




FAQ'S About SPECIAL SERVICE TAX DISTRICTs (SSTD):

(Lake Gaston, NC: Northampton, Halifax, and Warren counties)

WHAT 1S A WATERSHED OR SPECIAL SERVICE TAX DISTRICT (SSTD)

One of several ways to refer to it, a SSTD is basically a specifically designated geographical area (district)
within a county's jurisdiction or boundary lines, created for a specific purpose. Special service or "use" dis-
tricts are one option available to North Carolina county governments (available but more complicated to
implement in Virginia) for the purpose of collecting funds and directing expenses to benefit a specific area
for a specific need. The revenue in & the expenses out of the SSTD are not to be mixed with the "general"
funds of the county. These particular SSTDs for Lake Gaston property owners in NC are intended, if ap-
proved, for the sole purpose of aquatic weed control in those same counties of Lake Gaston.

WHO IS AFFECTED BY THESE SPECIAL SERVICE TAX DISTRICTS (SSTD)

It is intended for everyone to see a positive affect by the results of this tax funding, if approved. Those who
stand to gain the most would be property owners on and around Lake Gaston. Therefore, this special as-
sessment would only be imposed on Lake Gaston property owners within the SSTD, meaning those who
have direct access to the lake (waterfront property owners) or those having direct access through their
homeowner association s access lot.

HoOwW MUCH WILL THIS COST ME?

The tax would be recalculated annually based on the projected financial need for that county as determined
by the LGWCC and approved by that county. Each county could be different in their methods, but using
Northampton as an example (they are the only county at this time to establish the district and determine
what the tax rate would be for property owners within their district), the rate would be 6 cents per $100 of
the evaluated taxable amount ($60 per $100,000 or $180 for $300,000 of assessed value of property). That
amount would be reduced by some amount for those who itemize on their Federal & State returns.

HOW ARE THESE FUNDS USED AND WHO IS ACCOUNTABLE?

Disbursement and use of these funds would be carefully monitored and be accountable to the Commission-
ers of the Counties that establish the district. Funds generated from these District(s) will be allocated to the
Lake Gaston Weed Control Council. Funds will be used exclusively for noxious weed control in Lake Gas-
ton with funds first being used to treat all waterfront properties in the county supplying the funds. These
funds will also be used as needed to acquire matching fund grants from public or private sources.

The LGWCC is accountable to each county providing the funds. A budget has to be prepared each year that
compares the previous year s results. A proposed budget for the upcoming year must be prepared recom-
mending the funds needed for that year. All sources of funding, such as grants and unused previous years
funds, will be utilized in preparing the budget.

As with any non-profit corporation also operating as a public body, the LGWCC must comply with all rules
for budget submission, yearly audits and other requirements as provided by Statute and/or the Grantor.

DON’T WE ALREADY PAY A “SUBSIDY” THROUGH HIGHER EVALUATION OF OUR PROPERTY?

All citizens of any given county pay the same rate per hundred dollars of assessed value plus any special
assessments. Property values on the water and within waterfront subdivisions typically carry a much higher
fair market value than off-water or other property in the county. This higher evaluation is related to the wa-
ter quality of Lake Gaston. To maintain and increase value of lake property we will need to pay a spe-
cial service tax for treating noxious weeds. This could be called a subsidy ; however, as lake front prop-
erty owners we stand to gain or lose the most from control, or lack thereof, of noxious weeds.




WHY DON’T “OTHER” LAKE USERS HAVE TO PAY?

Others do and have been paying, directly and indirectly. The city of Virginia Beach has been paying
$200,000+ into the control fund each year. The state of North Carolina has been contributing and has also
awarded matching funds grant money (available up to $200K based on funds from the counties). The
Federal government (and State) will pay indirectly through reduced income taxes by those who itemize.

HOW CAN WE VOICE OQUR SUPPORT FOR OR AGAINST THIS TAX?

While the LGA Board supports this option, IT IS YOU, the taxpayer who can make it happen. Each of the
three North Carolina counties are in different stages of consideration and/or implementation, and each has
or will hold a public hearing on the proposed SSTD for their county before it ever gets approved. Your
county commissioners need to know how you feel. So contact your commissioner's directly.

WHERE CAN I GET MORE INFORMATION?

You are invited to send questions & inquiries to the Lake Gaston Weed Control Council members:
Boyd Strain, Secretary bstrain @ncol.net
John Slaton, Treasurer kslaton@lgaston.org

or visit on line. Click LGWCC once in the site: www.lakegastonassoc.com

SAMPLING OF FEEDBACK BY LGA MEMBERS ...

This proposed solution is an effort of the LGWCC, the advisory board to the
County Commissioners/Supervisors. The LGA, while actively participating in
the solution is not the entity requesting this tax, nor are we a proponent of
unilaterally raising anyone's taxes. We DO, however, support this concept
as the only possible and foreseeable solution.

The Lake has a lake-wide problem. The Board researched numerous op-
tions for potential funding (and will continue to do so) before we voted to
support the SSTD. IT IS YOU, the taxpayer, that must make your thoughts
known to your county commissioners.

re #

Yes. In fact, this special-use taxation / funding is NOT automatically extended each year. While
the district/s may remain in tact, before the county will impose the special use tax it will review
the financial need as requested by the LGWCC in their annual budget. At that point, the county
decides how to supply the funding, and can approve, reject or modify the funding OR the
method of any funding (SSTD vs. general funds). In fact, it is expected that the tax will step
down and be drastically reduced and hopefully eliminated once the weeds are under control.
The LGWCC anticipates it may take five years once adequate funding is obtained to reach
“maintenance” level.

$
% &

As it was explained to the LGA by the LGWCC, the special use tax
rate is not fixed. The rate could / would be readjusted each year de-
pending on the financial need by LGWCC for that year from that

# county, and the county’s decision on if and how to fund the request.




( ) This publication is a joint effort to do just that. Additionally,
the LGA and the LGWCC, jointly, will also be hosting a
PUBLIC FORUM on the subject August 28, 2004 in Littleton.
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The ultimate goal is to control (not eradicate) all noxious weeds on the lake. With adequate
funding to treat all of the shoreline, the “high risk vs. cost” decision on areas to treat should
not be necessary. “Equal” treatment could never be guaranteed, especially if it would mean
throwing money “down the drain.” The management plan is to bring the lake-wide problem
under control... and that is accomplished by treating everything possible & probable.

( --s. "

After funding is assured, we are told the problem could be under control in five years.

( $ . ( (
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That is completely understandable. The public certainly has a right to voice discontent
to the LGWCC or their county commissioners or over the way their tax dollars are be-
ing used if they feel they are not seeing a benefit.

+ /

Please let us clarify something... the LGA is not taxing anyone and we are not planning
to use any company. ANPC is the current applicator contracted by the LGWCC and the
LGA has no control over which company is awarded the contract. Itis the LGWCC who
solicits bids for this service each year, and we are told that the treatment budget
(LGWCC'’s annual budget) includes two applications, not one.

( . 0
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The LGA and the LGWCC have been and are still trying to help Dominion Resources appreci-
ate that this is a collective problem and we need a collective solution, mostly in the form of
money. In the past their corporate offices have not been willing to contribute but we think
there may be some sign of a change in attitude or approach to the problem and solution.

& % (

Thank you for your support & confidence in your LGA Board. We have invested heavily in
working all of the potential funding options. Even if this SSTD passes, we are committed to
the pursuit of other options to mitigate the burden on Lake property owners.
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# With the special use tax, you will be able to see (or more
appropriately not see) what you get for your tax dollars.
& 2
#0 3444
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The shoreline footage approach is a very logical one that was also given a lot of
consideration, as well as a flat fee. The ultimate decision, however, on which method
to use will be made by the Counties that approve the tax districts.

1 2 #

The LGA Board is committed to continuing the pursuit of other funding options. After all, we
are all in this together and we are property owners & tax payers as well. Not one of us liked
even talking about a "tax". Most of the other funding options require legislative action in NC
or Virginia. This will take a long determined effort on the part of all Lake Gaston stakeholders.

2 ( % & (

We agree. In addition to NC funds and VA Beach funds already received,
% & revenue from the SSTD assessment will be eligible for both State & Fed-
eral matching funds. This does in a small way help “share the pain.”

) (
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There is a 5 year plan approved by the Corps of '

cratication) of nexious weeds on Lake Gaston. PUBLIC FORUM
e o Gocben Loy v nampawe’ | || SPecial Service Tax District
clude oreating mors accountabilty on behalfof Sponsored By: LGA & LGWCC

the treatment company, ANPC.

The public is invited to attend this forum

( which will present and explain the SSTD
proposal. The panel will answer questions
# from the audience.

: When: Saturday, August 28, 2004
Thank you, you just have! 9:00—11:00
Your county Commissioners would also like to ; : am

Oak Street Ext., Littleton, NC 278

know how each of their lake citizens feel. Where: Littleton Community Center
5‘




HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: Aquatic Weeds in Lake Gaston
y The Lake Gaston Gazeffe . _
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Although much of this information has been previously published, it has been the experience of all organizations involved in
the weed enigma that there can never be too much education on the subject. Because of the somewhat transient nature of
much of our area, i.e. new property owners, part time to full time, etc., many will not have been exposed to this information
previously.

There is also the very high likelihood that those property owners who live on deeper water, say 20 feet or so, are experienc-
ing or are about to experience hydrilla for the first time, as the weed proves it can grow in deeper water. This series will
chronicle the invasion and growth of non-native noxious weeds, the attempts to control them, and will end with plans to con-
trol them in the future. The reader should understand that once established, as they are in Lake Gaston, they cannot be
eradicated, only controlled. Before we review the history of these weeds, however, it is important to have a primer on what
these unwanted plants are.

Hydrilla is the primary problem weed in our lake. It was first discovered in the U.S. in 1960 at two Florida locations. From
then until 1995, it has spread to 40,000 acres of water in 43 percent of Florida public lakes. Since that time, it has been
found in all Gulf Coast states, and Atlantic Coast states as far north as Maryland and Delaware, and in the western states of
California, Washington, and Arizona.

Originating in Europe, the weed grows as far north in Poland and Russia as nearly the 50 degree north latitude, or about
even with the U.S./Canadian border. Although no one is sure how it got here, speculation is that its use as an aquarium
plant may explain its arrival and introduction initially. Since then, it has most likely been spread unknowingly from lake to
lake by boaters and anglers.

While hydrilla may be the most prolific non-native exotic aquatic weed in Lake Gaston, it certainly isn’t the only one. Others
pictured above [pictures omitted], include Brazilian elodea, Eurasian watermilfoil, and brittle naiad. Although hydrilla is the
most immediate problem, these others are taking a firm hold, primarily in the western portions of our lake. As many lake
residents are painfully aware, hydrilla presents several problems to property owners and lake users.

First and foremost, it restricts the use and enjoyment of many areas of the lake. Left untreated, it can sock in boat docks
and swimming areas, making the water it occupies useless for most recreational activities. Secondly, it competes effectively
with fish fry and small species of fish for nutrients in the water that these fish rely on for food. Lastly, unlike many beneficial
native plants, it reduces available oxygen in the water. Although initial research led experts to believe hydrilla would only
grow effectively in up to 10 feet of water, the plant has recently been found to be growing in depths up to 20 feet.

As of the fall 2003 survey, hydrilla infests about 3,500 acres of Lake Gaston shoreline. We will take a look back at the
spread of aquatic weeds over the last several years, and the efforts to control them.

History:

1963 - Lake Gaston, a 20,300 surface acre lake, is constructed by VEPCO (now Dominion Generation) as a source of water
for hydroelectric generation.

1982 - Several property owners in the south eastern part of the lake spot a nuisance weed growing along patches of shore-
line. The weed is identified as Brazilian Elodea.

1983-85 - Following aerial & boat surveys by VEPCO they, with some assistance from Dr. Demont and Dr. Stratford Kay of
NCSU, conduct pilot herbicide treatments to try and contain the rapidly spreading weed.

1985-86 - With VEPCQ’s support, the five Counties bordering the lake form the Lake Gaston Weed Control Council (LGWCC),
which was incorporated under the statutes of North Carolina on August 26, 1985. The purpose of its formation is to promote
research, control and/or eradication of undesirable aquatic weeds in Lake Gaston. The Council is provided “Full Control &




Authority” in both States to carry out these purposes. The Council consists of 15 directors, three appointed by each County.
Recognizing the potential economic, environmental and recreational impact of extensive weed infestation, each County
begins making a yearly contribution to the Council of $3,000 each. Despite continued treatments, Elodea continues to
spread.

1987-88 - Advice from experts around the Country elicit the strong suggestion that Elodea is, because of its shallow root
system, susceptible to freezing temperatures. With assistance from the Army Corps of Engineers, the Council is able to per-
suade VEPCO to draw the lake water level down by nine feet during the winter of 1987/88, and with the aid of several hard
frosts this effort was successful in controlling the elodea, which had by then infested nearly 500 acres, mainly in Myrick,
Hamlin and Sledge creeks.

1989 - In a report to LGWCC, Dr. Stratford Kay, NCSU, identifies approximately 25 acres of hydrilla in Lake Gaston, in
small areas along the shores in the northwestern end of the lake. Kay’s research indicates that this weed is much worse
than Elodea, in that it is not affected by frost. He also reports that it can grow in water up to at least 10 feet deep, and esti-
mates that the lake has at least 3,800 acres with that depth.

1990-91 - Numerous complaints are received from property owners about hydrilla. The weed is estimated to be now in-
festing about 100 acres of shoreline. The Weed Control Council hired a licensed applicator from South Carolina (at that
time none were available in N.C.) to treat most of the Hydrilla. Control was effective, but new infestations covered almost
560 acres.

1991 - The Lake Gaston Task Force was created by N.C. Division of Water Resources (DWR) and NCSU, to provide techni-
cal expertise and guidance to the Weed Council in weed control methods.

The first meeting of the Task Force took place in South Hill, Va. on April 17, 1991. Those present were Dr. Elton
Brown, President of the Weed Council, and experts from USCOE, VEPCO, N.C. & Va. Inland Fisheries Depts., N.C. Division of
Environmental Health and NCSU. These experts had already been in touch with their counterparts in other States, (who
had been fighting hydrilla for several years), to ascertain what was considered effective and environmentally acceptable to
both State and Federal authorities.

1992 - The Task Force was expanded to include Jack Berry (then President of the LGA). Jack got together with Chet
Rogowicz and a group of volunteers to form the LGA Weed Monitors to be available to help the Weed Council with part-time
assistance. Jack and Chet divided the lake into 20 areas (routes) and proceeded (with assistance of wives in the LG Ladies
Club) to enroll a monitor for each route, plus a back-up. Of the 560 acres found in the fall survey in 1991, 200 were
treated with contact herbicides.

1993 - Two licensed applicators, one from South Carolina, and another from Florida treated 425 acres. The fall survey
showed 1,425 infested acres still remained. The Task Force had been recommending the addition of Triploid (sterile)
Grass Carp to assist in trying to get control of the hydrilla. The State of N.C. was by now budgeting $100,000 toward Lake
Gaston Weed Control.

1994 - The Weed Control Council, Va. Dept. of Game & Inland Fisheries and NC Division of Water Resources entered a
three-way agreement to share hydrilla costs on Lake Gaston. Some one-time federal funds were obtained through the
Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) and funneled through DWR. 809 acres were treated. According to the fall surveys by
VA/NC Power, the infestation had grown to 2,535 acres. The 5 counties increased funding to $28,000 each per annum.

1995 - 647 acres were treated with herbicides, and 20,000 triploid grass carp were purchased and stocked in the lake.
The fall survey showed 3,100 infested acres. Two public information “question & answer” meetings were held — one in
Littleton N.C. in May, and the second in South Hill, VA in Aug.

1996 - The Weed Council signed a five year contract with Aquatic Nuisance Plant Control (ANPC), a multi-state licensed
applicator with local facilities. The City of Virginia Beach, Va. contributed $100,000 toward the purchase of herbicides.
690 acres were treated. The fall survey showed a total of 1,315 infested acres. The reduction from the previous year is
credited to a combination of treatment, grass carp and, to a large extent, the results of severe weather and poor growth
conditions.

1997 - Again, an inclement growing season, poor weather, etc. 860 acres treated with herbicides and the grass carp
were increasingly active. There were 1,000 acres of infestation showing as a result of the fall survey.

1998 -The opposite growing conditions - drought! - 60-plus days above 88 degrees and clear water - ideal growing condi-
tions! 775 acres were treated, but the fall survey showed a major increase to 3,260 acres. Hydrilla was found topped out
in 18 ft. depth, and Dr. Kay of UNC estimated that there are at least 5,000 acres of shoreline in the Lake with that depth!




1999 - Based on the increased acreage in 1998 over 1997, the Weed Council was able to obtain a permit from Va. Inland
Fisheries (via VEPCO), to purchase 5,000 additional triploid grass carp. These were input to the lake in July. The fall survey
showed 3,000 acres of hydrilla after another strong growth summer. Mike Stewart & Kurt Getsinger from the ACOE Water-

ways Experimental Branch in Vicksburg Miss., made several visits to Lake Gaston to assist with surveys, and made recom-

mendations to the Council, and to ANPC.

2000 - Although the fall surveys showed a small reduction in total acreage to 2,850, and most areas showed good control,
hydrilla continued to infest new coves and main lake shorelines. Many complaints were received (mainly from recently in-
fested north shore residents) at a public forum held by the Weed Council at Bracey, Va. on December 27, 2000. Another
forum was scheduled in Lacrosse, Va. in May 2001.

2001 -The fall surveys showed a further reduction of total hydrilla acreage to 2,450. There were still more complaints at the
May forum. The LGA President together with the members of the Weed Committee, met later with Dr. Elton Brown to see
what they could do to be of more assistance. As a result of an LGA newsletter survey, members were asked to submit fund
raising ideas, which were passed to the Weed Council, and discussed at their meeting on December 6, where “weed fees”
were debated.

2002 - Drought conditions (started in 1998) continued. Heat and sunshine plus low water levels equaled rampant Hydrilla
growth! Budgeting problems forced two of the N.C. counties to reduce their contributions to Council Funding. The available
funds were concentrated using systemic herbicide Fluridone, and homeowners were requested to foot the bill for treatments
to their own areas. A total of 1,000 acres were treated with Fluridone, plus an excess of 700 acres were treated with contact
herbicides privately. The fall surveys, despite these treatments, showed an estimated 4,000 acres of Hydrilla, plus increas-
ing acreage of Elodea and Millfoil. The increased Hydrilla should result in additional triploid Grass Carp being permitted!

2003 - Early in the year, as a result of meetings with the Lake Gaston Association (LGA), Dr. Brown met with officials of Do-
minion Generation to request their assistance by increasing treatment funding, and/or providing a vehicle to assess and
collect a fee from all Lake property owners. The Lake Gaston Association (LGA) also separately petitioned each county
around the Lake for financial and/or other assistance to eradicate the weed, based on the very real negative impact contin-
ued weed growth would have upon lake property values, recreation, and especially tourism.

The treatment plan approved by the Weed Control Council for 2003 targeted 1,175.4 acres for fluridone applica-
tions in the following areas [omitted]:

In May of 2003, Dr. Elton Brown, President of the Weed Council, announced that he had reached an agreement with
both North Carolina and Virginia Wildlife organizations to re-introduce grass carp in the lake at a rate of eight fish per acre,
the total number to be based upon the fall 2003 survey. No new grass carp had been introduced into the lake since 1998.
[correction: 1999]

Aquatic Nuisance Plant Control (ANPC) developed their treatment plan based upon this information, and concentrated their
fluridone treatment in the upper ends of coves and creeks with a goal of forcing the grass carp to concentrate more in the
mouths of creeks and on the main lake.

In October of 2003, the Weed Control Council, ANPC, Dominion Generation, and the LGA jointly sponsored a Pig Picking and
invited local and state-level politicians from both North Carolina and Virginia. During the event, these dignitaries were pro-
vided with boat rides to the western end of Lake Gaston to view first hand the extent of the aquatic weed problem and to
highlight the need for additional funding.

Between October 24 and November 6, 2003, there were 25,392 grass carp put in the lake; the number based upon a sur-
vey conducted by Dominion Generation that showed 3,162 infested acres.

In November of 2003, during a Weed Council Meeting, ANPC presented satellite imagery that demonstrated the effective-
ness of the 2003 fluridone treatments. Because of strategic placement of the fluridone and currents, ANPC’s targeted treat-
ment of 1,175 acres actually produced an effective control area of over 2,500 acres, according to their manager.

Determining Treatment Areas:
In April 2004, ANPC completes a comprehensive survey to determine noxious weed growth in the lake. They then make rec-
ommendations to the Weed Control Council based on the following criteria:

(1) Where herbicide will be most effective.

(2) Where it will be most beneficial to the lake.

(3) Where herbicide will be most cost effective.

(4) How an area fits into the long term management plan.




Secondary factors are also taken into consideration such as how they can use treatment areas to benefit the most home-
owners, control where grass carp populate (areas where herbicides are not effective), as well as minimizing the spread of
invasive weeds to other areas. The treatment plan is developed and presented to the Weed Control Council who then
makes the final decision based upon available funds.

Funding:
During the same meeting, ANPC asked for $799,800 in 2004 to carry out public fluridone treatment of about 1,200 acres

of hydrilla. The increase, according to ANPC, was due to the skyrocketing cost of fluridone. Weed Council Treasurer John
Slaton told attendees that the total budget requirement for 2004 would probably reach $887,000 with the inclusion of
$79,350 for grass carp, $2,000 for administrative expenses, and about $5,000 for reserve. A joint committee between
the Weed Council and the LGA was established to suggest plans to raise an approximate $356,000 shortfall [7/27/04
Update: Actual 2004 Operating Funds = $677,787.]

2004 - Using the impetus provided by the October 2003 Pig Picking, the Weed Council and the LGA pushed Virginia legisla-
tors to include $200,000 for weed treatment in the state’s 2004/2005 budget. Property owners were asked to join in the
push. As a result, both the State Senate and the House of Representatives submitted budget amendments to include the
funding. Unfortunately, that money did not survive the budget process. Simultaneously, the Weed Council requested in-
creased funding to $40,000 from each of the five counties surrounding the lake. Those requests are currently being con-
sidered in the 2004/2005 budget process.

Additionally, it was decided to begin a process to establish Watershed Improvement Districts in each county, beginning
with Northampton County. These districts would have the authority to tax waterfront property owners to raise money for
hydrilla treatment. That process is ongoing as well.

The Weed Control Council and the LGA will continue to examine other long term funding solutions as the cost of treatment
increases. A projected need of approximately [$]1.7 million per year over the next five to seven years is thought to be suffi-
cient to bring the noxious weeds under control, after which the Weed Control Council seems to think they can keep the

weeds in check with approximately $500,000 per year. The battle continues.
[Spring 2004]
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