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Public input sought at next week’s informational meeting 
about safety improvements planned for Silver Lake Dam
By Justin Bigos
Staff Writer

After a thorough assessment completed last 
year, Silver Lake Dam in Barnard is entering 
the next phase of the state’s planned safety im-
provements, a phase that includes “conceptual 
design alternatives to address known deficien-
cies at the dam,” according to the Compre-
hensive Analysis Report prepared for the Dam 
Safety Program at the Vermont Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC) by Fox-
boro, Mass.-based PARE Corporation.

The first of two informational meetings re-
garding the assessment, as well as DEC’s plans 
for safety improvements to Silver Lake Dam, 
will be held at Barnard Town Hall on Sept. 24 
from 5 to 6:30 p.m. The second meeting will be 
scheduled and advertised to the public once the 
proposed design reaches 90% of its milestone, 
according to DEC.

Silver Lake Dam, which is owned by DEC, 
has been rated in poor condition since 2019, 
according to Andrew Sampsell, dam safety en-
gineer at DEC, who spoke to the Standard ear-
lier this week. “We inspect the dam annually 
in accordance with its hazard classification, and 
since it’s been flagged as poor condition, we 
contracted an outside consultant [PARE Corpo-
ration] to do an engineering study of the dam 
and to get their opinion on what they thought 
were the deficiencies, see if they matched up 
with our own, and then come up with some 
recommendations on what could be done to ad-
dress those deficiencies and help the dam meet 
modern engineering standards,” Sampsell said.

“Our definition aligns with the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers definition. If you’re in re-
ally good condition, you’re considered satisfac-
tory. The step below that is fair. The step below 
that is poor. And then if things are really bad, 

that’s unsatisfactory,” explained Sampsell.
One of the dam deficiencies to be addressed 

by the project to improve safety at the dam in-
cludes an inadequate spillway capacity. “The 
needed spillway capacity is based on the hazard 
potential classification of the dam. That’s the 
risk of what would happen to the downstream 
area if the dam were to suddenly fail in a cata-
strophic manner,” said Sampsell. 

“In this case, [at] Silver Lake, there [are] 
some houses downstream of the dam that are at 
risk if it were to fail. So it’s classified as ‘high 
hazard’ because someone could potentially lose 
their life if it failed in this sudden manner,” said 
Sampsell, who then explained how the spill-
ways would work ideally in this situation. “We 
try to design the spillways such that the dam 
doesn’t have water [spilling] over it, particular-
ly when it’s an earthen embankment structure, 
like Silver Lake is. It could potentially erode. 
So that’s what you try to prevent by designing 
the spillways to be big enough to pass that de-

sign storm.”
Another deficiency of the dam that DEC 

hopes to remedy involves inadequate riprap 
armoring. Sampsell explained, in layperson’s 
terms, what that means. “Silver Lake Dam, like 
I mentioned, is an earthen embankment struc-
ture. But if you look at the downstream slope 
of the dam, it’s covered in these large diameter 
rocks — that’s what we refer to as ‘riprap,’” he 
said.

The state had previously attempted to armor 
the dam, but the assessment last year showed 
the spillways did not have adequate capacity to 
prevent water spilling over the top of the dam 
during a theoretical design flood, said Sampsell. 

The meeting on Sept. 24 will be an opportu-
nity to gather the Barnard community for an up-
date on the official assessment of the dam and 
DEC’s plans moving forward. 

“We have a conceptual idea of how to ad-
dress the safety risks or deficiencies with the 
dam,” said Sampsell. The meeting will provide 

details around DEC’s “preferred alternative for 
making the dam capable of meeting modern en-
gineering standards,” along with a Q&A period, 
he said. “We’re going to be looking to get com-
munity feedback on our preferred conceptual 
alternative and people’s concerns with the proj-
ect, just to get a general sense for things that we 
could have potentially overlooked.”

The preferred concept that will be presented is 
called “overtopping protection,” Sampsell said. 
This solution would allow water to spill over 
the dam, but use armoring superior to riprap, 
“engineered and designed to be stable during 
that design flood,” he said. “That way we’re 
able to preserve a lot of how the dam looks out 
there right now, and mainly make changes that 
would be on the downstream slope.”

The alternatives were not ideal, according to 
Sampsell. “We looked at different options for 
up-sizing the spillways, and we found that in 
order to put in a spillway that was big enough 
to pass the design flood without the water going 
over top of the dam, it would drastically change 
the configuration of the dam and the character-
istics of the downtown area, and it would also 
cost a lot of money.” 

The next phase of the project would include 
paying a consultant to design the overtopping 
protection. Sampsell said the informational 
meeting on Sept. 24 will help his agency gather 
feedback before taking that step.

“In the upcoming budget session, we’re go-
ing to make a request for construction funding 
to actually build the project. Ultimately, this 
process could — between engineering design, 
getting permits in place, and getting the budget 
in place — play out over a number of years,” 
said Sampsell. 

“The goal is to make the dam last for a num-
ber of years moving forward,” he added.

Silver Lake Dam in Barnard has undergone an engineering assessment, and is 
now in the next stage of planned safety improvements by the Vermont Department 
of Environmental Conservation. 				             Courtesy of the DEC

A beautiful day in the 
community

East End Park played host to this year’s Woodstock 
Community Celebration last Sunday afternoon, 
with friends and neighbors coming out to enjoy 
music by The Tricksters, Billings Cheese samples, 
cotton candy, Ottauquechee Yacht Club offerings, 
and more. Far left, Mollie Traver, left, of Woodstock, 
helps daughter Oona, 3, dance to the music.  Left, 
The Tricksters keep the dance music going with a 
rendition of “Pink Pony Club.” Below left, Izzy Skuro, 
12, center, guides Faye Hubbell, 7, left, and Quinn 
Hubbell, 5, right, in making watermelon-flavored 
cotton candy. Below right, Tesha Buss, Woodstock 
Community Trust’s executive director, provides an 
overview of community programs. 
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investigating motor vehicle crashes, according 
to their resumes. They focus on academic and 
workplace investigations, their website notes.

Fraas said it is troubling that Duffy continues 
to attack Swanson and did not wait for the su-
perior court to rule on the manager’s effort to 
demote the chief to patrol officer. The decision 
is expected by the end of the month. 

The CSC probe marks at least the fourth in-
vestigation that the village has sought against 
Swanson since October 2024 and at least the 
second to go to the police academy for review. 
There was no action taken on the first complaint 
by Duffy to the VCJC.  

“We have refused to participate in this discrim-
inatory ongoing unlawful process that is clearly 
designed to further defame Joe,” Fraas said.

“I can tell you that there is no allegation 
against Joe -- or any of the other various police 
and fire responders-- that they were in any way 
responsible or caused Ben Johnsen’s death,” 
she said.

The Johnsen crash report obtained from 
Woodstock Fire and Rescue by the Standard 
showed their personnel also were at the scene 
for just over an hour that night.  They checked 
near and in the demolished car and failed to lo-
cate any passengers.  First responders later ex-

panded their search, they said.
“A preliminary search of the surrounding area 

was conducted using handheld flashlights and a 
thermal imaging camera to locate any possible 
occupants; no individuals were found,” accord-
ing to their written report.      

The signed contract said Swanson was the 
lone person being examined in the post-inci-
dent review by CSC.

The actions of other public safety officials, 
including Fire Chief David Green, who also 
serves as Duffy’s assistant municipal manager, 
apparently were not under review by CSC.

Woodstock Public Safety records show that 
others responded that night to the crash, in-
cluding Craig R. Bowman, a firefighter and ad-
vanced EMT, Jill Thomas, a fire medic, Scott 
Pearce, a firefighter, and Emo Chynoweth, driv-
er on fire engine 2.

Duffy said in May he would not provide the 
Vermont Standard with the names of anybody 
he offered to CSC for its investigation of Swan-
son.

The contract signed by Duffy asks CSC In-
vestigations to determine if Swanson “com-
plied with Woodstock Police Department and 
other police training policies, practices and 
procedures.” 

By coincidence or otherwise, Duffy signed 
the contract one week after a Vermont Superior 
Court judge said earlier efforts by the manager 
and Village Trustees to demote Swanson as po-
lice chief to patrol officer were botched.

A second effort by Duffy and the trustees to 
demote Swanson is currently pending before a 
second state judge, who heard three hours of 
arguments on June 30.  She is expected to rule 
before the end of this month.

Swanson’s employment with Woodstock Po-
lice is unclear.  The Village contends he aban-
doned his job after he was demoted to patrol 
officer.  Swanson’s lawyer said he underwent 
serious back surgery and was placed on leave.  
He was unable to work and never gave up on 
his job, Fraas has said.

Duffy tried for more than a year to demote 
Swanson as village police chief and later said 
he wanted to fire the veteran officer.  The Vil-
lage Trustees ruled Duffy could not change the 
proposed discipline while Swanson’s appeal 
was in progress.

The victim’s father, Bruce Johnsen of Hart-
land, acknowledged to the Vermont Standard in 
two interviews that speed and alcohol were both 
contributing factors in the 11:08 p.m. crash.  He 
told the newspaper he remained concerned that 

an inadequate search was conducted for his son 
after the crash.

The initial press release from Woodstock Po-
lice about the crash never mentioned any search 
for the younger Johnsen, nor that Woodstock 
Fire and Rescue also responded.  The news 
release fueled some negative speculation on 
Facebook about the level of the police inves-
tigation.

There was no blood in or around the damaged 
car, an air bag was deployed and the driver door 
was functional, Swanson wrote in his crash re-
port.  There were extensive skid marks.  After 
the fire department determined the operator was 
not around and the tow truck removed the car, 
the road was reopened, he said.

 After First Responders went home for the 
night, Swanson said he continued to drive up 
and down the road looking for anybody. He 
checked a house and property down the hill 
from the crash with no luck, or by calling out 
for the teen, he said.

Johnsen was found the following day about 
4:16 p.m. by friends on the banks of the Ottau-
quechee River in the area of Old River Road 
and Rolling Ridge Drive more than a quar-
ter-mile away from the crash, police reported.  
They said he had waded across the chilly river.
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