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The Grand River Dam Authority entered a new era on January 23, 2015. On that date, ground was officially broken 
for the construction of the new GRDA Unit 3, a 495 megawatt (MW) combined cycle generation facility. 

The moment marked the first time in over 30 years that the Authority began a project to construct new generation. 
The last time that took place was in 1978, when ground was broken on the first of two coal fired units that would 
eventually become the GRDA Coal Fired Complex (CFC).

Today, the CFC is known as the Grand River Energy Center (GREC) and, just as it was 30 years ago, it is the site 
of much activity as work gets underway on this new state-of-the-art generation facility.

In the pages of this issue of the Currents, you will read more about the facility and the historic groundbreaking cer-
emony. You can read what customers, employees and others have to say about this special project and what it means 
for our organization and the state of Oklahoma going forward.

On another front, GRDA has taken steps in recent months to bring a new level of commitment to the Grand River 
Watershed. The watershed is a complex region stretching across multiple states, but ultimately all those waters create 
Grand Lake and Lake Hudson. Through new multi-year agreements with the University of Oklahoma, Oklahoma 

State University and the Grand Lake Watershed Alliance Foundation, GRDA’s goal is to educate the public on the importance of the watershed 
and things that can be done to protect and conserve those waters. Some of the deliverables from the agreements will be comprehensive watershed 
data and enhanced public access to that data. Together, information and education will go a long way in helping protect this valuable resource that 
sustains thousands of people on a daily basis.

Together, the construction of this new generation unit, and the new commitment to the watershed are key ways GRDA is continuing to meet its 
important mission for Oklahoma.

Thank you for taking the time to read about our efforts.

GRDA Currents, Vol. 28, No. 1. GRDA Currents is produced by the Grand River Dam Authority for employees, retirees, families and friends. If you have any suggestions, news or story ideas, contact GRDA 
Corporate Communications, PO Box 409, Vinita, OK 74301-0409, 918-256-5545, or via interoffice mail or email. Editorial: Justin Alberty, Melanie Earl, Karen Olinger, Shannon Randolph. This publication is issued 
as authorized by 82 O.S. 1981, Sec. 861 et seq. 600 copies have been printed at a cost of $1,561.30. Copies have been deposited with the Publications Clearinghouse of the Oklahoma Department of Libraries.

Daniel S. Sullivan
 GRDA Chief Executive Officer

Entering a new era 

Front cover: Representatives from GRDA 
municipal customer communities participate in 
the groundbreaking for GRDA’s new Unit 3.

Dan Sullivan
GRDA Chief  Executive Officer
Director of  Investments
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“A great day for the Grand River Dam Authority...”

GRDA breaks ground on Unit 3 
combined cycle generation
Approximately 300 guests were on hand  January 23, as the Grand River 
Dam Authority held the official groundbreaking ceremony for its new 
Unit 3 combined-cycle generation plant. The new unit will be constructed 
adjacent to GRDA’s existing coal fired units at the Grand River Energy 
Center (GREC, east of Chouteau) and 
serve to provide abundant and reliable 
electricity to GRDA customers for many 
years to come.

“This is a great day for the Grand River 
Dam Authority and it’s a great day for 
Oklahoma,” GRDA Chief Executive Officer Dan Sullivan told the guests 
during the ceremony. He noted that the new construction would not have 
been possible without the support of customers that have signed long 
term agreements with GRDA in recent years.

“Our municipal customers all have a contract with us through 2042; that 
is a long-term commitment to GRDA and we’re returning that long-term 
commitment by building this facility that will serve us for the next 30 
years,” said Sullivan. “We’re making sure we have the power we need to 
meet those obligations.”

At a total construction cost of approximately $400 million, Unit 3 will 
add 495 megawatts (MW) of electric generation capability to GRDA’s 
portfolio of assets and represents one of the largest capital investment 
projects in state history. Once completed, Unit 3 will further diversify 

GRDA’s already- ben-
eficial mixture of gen-
eration assets including 
coal, gas, hydro and 
wind resources. 

The actual combined 
cycle unit will be supplied by Mitsubishi Hitachi Power Systems Ameri-
cas (MHPSA) and will be the first of its type in the western hemisphere, 
with major components manufactured in Savannah, Georgia. Other 
major contractors/suppliers in the project will include Black & Veatch 
(owner’s engineer), Hitachi HVB (electrical equipment), Nooter/Eriksen 
(heat recover steam generator) TIC/Kiewit (construction) and Enable 
Midstream (natural gas pipeline).  

According to Oklahoma Secretary of Energy and Environment Michael 
Teague, the project is a large one that will take time to complete, but 
when it’s operational, it will further Oklahoma’s reputation for low-cost, 
reliable power.

“This is a great day for GRDA, and 
it’s a great day for Oklahoma.”



5

Miss Grand Lake Gretchen Neftzger sang 
God Bless America during the event. 

Right: Oklahoma Secretary of Energy and 
Environment Michael Teague (left), GRDA 
Chief Executive Officer(fourth from left) and 
Board members (past and present) partici-
pate in the groundbreaking activities.

Opposite page: A crowd of approximately 
300 guests were on hand for the Unit 3 
groundbreaking event.

Reliability, affordability and sustainability are 
the three key components of successful power 
generation in the United States, said Teague, 
and GRDA’s new Unit 3 will be an example of 
how those components can come together.

“Those are not three easy pieces to balance. If you’re going to balance 
something like that it takes a long term vision, it takes leadership and it 
takes a team.” 

Adding that Unit 3 would be a great example of that vision, Teague also told 
the crowd that GRDA’s work at the GREC is an example of why Oklahoma 
currently has the fifth cheapest electricity in the United States. 

In his comments, GRDA Director Steve Spears, who also serves as Cushing 
City Manager and represents GRDA’s municipal customers on the board of 
directors, explained how the idea to build a new combined cycle gas plant 
finally became a reality. As chairman of a special ad hoc committee -- put 

in place to study future generation plans -- Spears said many options were 
explored before GRDA settled on Unit 3.

“Our committee reviewed numerous options and let me assure you that 
every option was considered and fully vetted. This new facility will burn 
Oklahoma natural gas and allow us to further diversify our resources,” 
Spears told the crowd. “I consider it a win-win for our customers and the 
state of Oklahoma.”

GRDA Chairman Tom Kimball echoed Spears’ comments and said the 
organization was very proud to provide the state of Oklahoma with clean 
water and clean energy, and also recognized GRDA customers and part-
ners as key reasons for historic successes and future potential.

“Our customers understand where GRDA needs to go in Northeast 
Oklahoma and they understand where Oklahoma is going,” said Kimball. 
“There could not be a better partnership.”

In addressing the coming contributions of Unit 3, he also told the crowd 

that while the facility’s success story is yet to be written, there is no ques-
tion it will play a key role for decades to come. 

“We don’t know what part this power plant will play in history but we do 
know it will be significant,” said Kimball.

Unit 3 will produce electricity in two ways: Natural gas will be used to 
fuel a combustion turbine-generator, and then heat from that process 
will be recaptured and used to produce steam to turn another steam 
turbine-generator. Because of this heat recovery process, it is expected to 
be a very efficient generation source. In fact, it has the potential to be the 
most efficient combined cycle facility in the United States when it begins 
operations in the spring of 2017.
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Editor’s note: Longtime GRDA employee Chuck Peeples spoke on behalf of all his coworkers dur-
ing the Unit 3 groundbreaking event. It seemed fitting to share his comments here.
With the completion of the Pensacola Dam in 1940, GRDA began a commitment to the 
state, and the people of Northeast Oklahoma. That commitment was to provide flood con-
trol, a lake for public recreation and low cost hydro generation of electricity. Just as impor-
tant, were the jobs that were brought to this area and the employees that would be hired to 
take care of and manage the facilities of the Authority.

I imagine that very few of the first employees hired had any experience in the field of power 
generation, but I’m sure they were hardworking, dedicated and eager to prove that they were 
up to the job of doing whatever was necessary to make GRDA succeed in their commitment.

GRDA did succeed, and over the next few decades, they would add more hydro generation 
and more employees to manage this growing enterprise.

When I joined the workforce here in 1984, the Grand River Dam Authority was a little 
known state agency and had only recently joined the ranks of major power suppliers here in 
the state. The second coal-fired plant was still under construction and many new employees 
were being hired to operate and maintain these facilities. 

We were a lot like the first employees hired in 1940. We were young, hardworking and eager to 
prove ourselves in our jobs, though most of us had little experience in a power plant. 

The people here have always committed themselves to making sure that every challenge is met and every opportunity is available for the 
company’s success.

The face of GRDA has changed dramatically since 1940; it has changed a lot since 1984. We are no longer a “little known” state agency 
and today, we are a major player among power companies in this region. The faces among GRDA employees have changed also. People 
that were working here when I began, now have sons and daughters employed here.

The employees have always been the lifeblood of this company. We perform our jobs whenever called upon, no matter the day, the time 
or the conditions. We too, are hardworking and dedicated but we are also smart, better trained and better equipped than ever before. We 
want to succeed and we want our company to succeed. Many of us have committed a lifetime to GRDA and we want to leave it better 
than we found it, for those that will come after us.

The employees are excited for the construction of the new Unit 3 here at the Grand River Energy Center. We’re anxious to showcase this 
world-class, state-of-the-art combined cycle plant and look forward to its completion. But we’re also grateful that you have once again 
made a commitment to the people of Oklahoma and your employees that GRDA is here to stay.

On behalf of the over 500 employees of the Grand River Dam Authority, I want to thank Mr. Sullivan, his staff and the board of direc-
tors, for having the vision and the willingness to build Unit 3 here at the Energy Center. This commitment will insure not only reliable, 
low-cost power for the people, but also a secure future for its employees now and in the years to come. 

As employees, WE ARE GRDA.

“We are GRDA”

Chuck Peeples, Senior Powerstation Techni-
cian at the Grand River Energy Center, and 
GRDA employee since 1984. 
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“This decision to build this new efficient plant was a customer-cen-
tered process and had unanimous agreement to go forward … This 
asset will be paid for by our customers, so it’s important that they 
were a party to this process, which they have been all the way.” 

                   - GRDA Board of Director Steve Spears

“This is a great day for the Grand River Dam Authority 
and it’s a great day for Oklahoma … This is about the 
future of this organization and serving our communi-
ties all over the state. … Electricity, as we all know, is a 
vital thing and we are very happy to be in the business 
of providing that product to our customers.” 
                                                     
            - GRDA Chief  Executive Officer Dan Sullivan

“Oklahoma is the fifth cheapest electricity in our country right now, because of the 
work that goes on, as a great example, right here at the Grand River Energy Center.” 

                            - Oklahoma Secretary of Energy and Environment Michael Teague

“We’re very proud to work with the state of Oklahoma in pro-
viding clean water, clean energy. GRDA is a premier generating 
facility, we are a premier transmission facility and we are a pre-
mier recreation facility … and I’m proud to say our relationship 
with our customers has never been better.”
                               
                                            - GRDA Chairman Tom Kimball

GRDA CEO Dan Sullivan.

GRDA Board Director Steve Spears.

Oklahoma Secretary of Energy and Environment Michael Teague.

GRDA Board Chairman Tom Kimball.
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In my March/April 2014 commentary, I wrote about the contract signing between Mit-
subishi Hitachi Power Systems and the Grand River Dam Authority (GRDA), Oklahoma's 
state-owned electric utility, with headquarters in Vinita. On March 21, 2014, GRDA 
became the first electricity generator in the western hemisphere to purchase a Mitsubishi 
Hitachi 501 J series combined-cycle gas turbine. I wrote that the 495-MW plant was being 
built near my home, and that I would share the progress with you.

On January 23, I attended the groundbreaking with nearly 300 others. Some attendees, 
including David Walsh, Mitsubishi Hitachi Power Systems Americas' president and CEO, 
represented the project's major suppliers. Other companies represented were Black & Veatch 
(owner's engineer), Hitachi HVB (electrical equipment), Nooter/Eriksen (heat recovery 
steam generator), TIC/Kiewit (construction) and Enable Midstream (natural gas pipeline). 
GRDA board members, state lawmakers, representatives from the Oklahoma governor's of-
fice, mayors and city council members from towns and communities that purchase electricity 
from GRDA, as well as GRDA employees, attended. 

The local high school band played "The Star-Spangled Banner" and Oklahoma's state song, 
to which we all clapped and sang. The reigning Miss Grand Lake, whose grandfather was a 
GRDA executive for many years, sang "God Bless America."

I'm fairly certain that many people at the groundbreaking were unaware of the significance of 
any utility, much less a fairly small public power utility, being the first in North America to 
break ground on this particular power plant. What could be even more significant is that this 
power plant is being built with no taxpayer dollars. Steve Spears, GRDA's director/municipal representative, said that GRDA's customers (municipalities, 
electric cooperatives and industrial customers) will pay for the new power plant.

"Our customers are our partners and have signed long-term supply contracts that run through 2042," Spears said.

GRDA Board Chairman Tom Kimball said it was a great day for Oklahoma and GRDA. He talked about how GRDA's and its customers' foresight, com-
mitment and teamwork made the project possible.

Power plant groundbreaking 
shows big things happening 
in small places
Editor’s note: Teresa Hansen is the editor-in-chief for Electric Light & Power magazine. She wrote the following commentary for the Janu-
ary/February 2015 issue of her publication after attending the groundbreaking for GRDA’s Unit 3. She gave the Currents permission to 
reprint it here.

Teresa and her husband,Claremore City Council Member Will 
DeMier (right) are pictured with Dan Sullivan, CEO and Director of 
Investments of the Grand River Dam Authority, during the 495-MW 
power plant groundbreaking in rural Oklahoma (courtesy of Electric 

Light & Power).
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"We showed the rating agencies the strength of our customers; the people who had enough foresight to stand up and sign a 30-year contract with GRDA 
going forward," Kimball said. "That is the kind of commitment it takes to make something like this happen."

During my years as an editor in this industry, I've heard and interviewed many high-ranking industry leaders from around the world. I'm honored to have 
had those opportunities. I also consider this groundbreaking among those great opportunities-not because I was surrounded by nationally known industry 
leaders, but because I was surrounded by smart, hardworking visionaries from Small Town, U.S.A. These people represent the best of the best in our indus-
try and our nation. They often go unnoticed except within their local communities. But as this project shows, they are as capable and resourceful as Wall 
Street bankers and Fortune 500 company board members.

I grew up in a small town and relocated to another small town. I've sometimes felt that my life might be more enriched if I moved to a more urban area. Events 
like this power plant groundbreaking, however, illustrate that big things don't just happen in big places; big things are happening in small places, too.

I'm really glad I could attend this event. Kimball was right, it was a great day.

You can learn more about the project in the online-only article "GRDA Breaks Ground on Western Hemisphere's First 501 J Series Gas Turbine," which 
includes comments from my interviews with Walsh and GRDA CEO and Director of Investments Dan Sullivan.

History Repeating Itself … The January 23, 2015 groundbreaking was historic for 
GRDA, but it was not the first time a large group gathered to watch the symbolic turning of earth at the site. 
Back in June 1978, the future home of the GRDA Coal Fired Complex (above left) was a large, vacant 1,244 
acre plot of land, located just west of the Grand River, on the southern edge of the MidAmerica Industrial Park, 
when GRDA officials like (photo at left, from left) former GRDA General Counsel Bob Sullivan and then-
GRDA Directors Charles Sheffield and Francis Heydt helped start the dirt work. It would all eventually lead to 
GRDA Units 1 and 2 (above right). Unit 1 began operations in 1981, and Unit 2 would follow in 1985.
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First place essay ...

Electricity in the home
By Roni Fowler
11th grade
Pawnee High School

The study of electricity dates back to before Christ, when ancient Egyptians discovered a shock from an electric fish. These Egyptians then described these 
mysterious electric fish as the protectors of other fish. Nearly a thousand years later, these fish were again discovered by ancient Greek, Roman and Arabic 
naturalists and physicians. Then in 1600, electricity and magnetism were studied by English scientist William Gilbert. After many more years of testing 
and theories, the light bulb was invented by Thomas Edison, Joseph Swan and Hiram Maxim.

It is because of these incredible scientists that people today all over the world 
can enjoy the luxuries of cellphones, televisions, computers and even the lights 
in their homes. Today, most objects and factors are controlled by electricity. 
Electricity is important to my family and me because without it we would not 
have a heater in the winter to keep us warm or an air conditioner in summer to 
keep us cool.  We also would not be able to communicate with our friends and 
other family members. It is because of electricity that I am able to write this 
essay and complete my school work. 

Communities all over the nation use electricity for their everyday lives and 
needs. Banks need electricity to light the building, open safes, tend to their 
customers and run the drive thru. Restaurants need electricity to power the 
building, serve the customers, cook the food and run their computers. Grocery 
stores need it to run their registers, power the building and to fulfill their 
duties. Communities are full of families that need electricity to power their 
homes and care for their children. 

Electricity is everywhere, without it, the world would have to perform tasks 
with energy that is less efficient and takes longer. Without the curious minds 
of Gilbert, Edison, Swan, Maxim and many others, electricity would not ex-
ist. Curiousity is not always a bad thing, for instance, the ancient Egyptians, 
Romans, Greeks and Arabics who found the electric fish, we would not have 
Edison’s light bulbs. Electricity is an important factor in our everyday lives. 

Without it, we would not have the luxuries we do today. 

As the Grand River Dam Authority prepared to break ground on its new combined cycle electric generation unit, we asked GRDA munici-
pal customer community high school juniors and seniors to submit essays sharing how electricity is important to them, their families and 
their community. The first, second and third place winners received a monetary award during the Unit 3 groundbreaking event earlier this 
year. We would like to say thank you to all 115 students for their submissions. 

Featured below is first place winner Roni Fowler’s essay. 

First place essay winner Roni Fowler and GRDA Director Steve Spears.
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It is official: Northeast Oklahoma will once again host the biggest event 
in competitive fishing. At a special press conference in Tulsa on March 9, 
officials with B.A.S.S. announced that the 2016 Bassmaster Classic would 
be held on the Grand River Dam Authority’s Grand Lake. 

It will mark the second time in four years that the event, often known as 
the “Super Bowl of bass fishing” has visited the lake. The last time was 
February 2013.  

“This is great news for the entire region,” said Grand River Dam Authority 
Chief Executive Officer Dan Sullivan. “We continue to see the benefits of 
the investments and cooperative spirit on the part of so many organiza-
tions that have worked so hard to make this possible. We look forward to 
once again showcasing beautiful Grand Lake to a worldwide audience and 
seeing the economic benefits that will result.”

As it did in 2013, the next Classic on Grand should once again pump mil-
lions of dollars into the economy as it attracts thousands of spectators to 
the Grand Lake area and Tulsa. Competitors will again launch from the 
Wolf Creek Tournament Complex in Grove and weigh-ins and the related 
Bassmaster Outdoor Expo will again be held in downtown Tulsa during 
the event, March 4-6, 2016. The Cox Business Center will host the Expo, 
and the BOK Center will be the site for the weigh-ins, which will take place each day after the anglers finish up on the waters of Grand Lake.

The 2013 event pumped an estimated $26 million into the local economy and, according to the Grand Lake Association, provided as much as $11 million 
in free advertising for the lake area. It also served to raise the profile of the lake as a prime anglers’ destination. The Classic’s return will help solidify that 
status.

Already, the Wolf Creek Complex is considered to be one of the very best fishing tournament facilities in the country.  It was built just prior to the 2013 
Classic (the second most-attended in the event’s 45-year history) and, by the time the 2016 event arrives, the facility will have hosted hundreds of fishing 
tournaments, thousands of anglers and spectators, as well as several other events. In 2012, Grand Lake hosted 110 tournaments, with a total of 7,516 boats. 
By 2014 – a year after the Classic served to raise the lake’s profile and popularity – that number jumped to 152 tournaments and 12,700 total boats. 

“After the Classic visited in 2013, we saw an increase in the number of tournaments and the number of boats per tournament,” said GRDA Tournament 
Director/Fisheries Coordinator Brent Davis. “Grand Lake’s popularity has grown and we’re proud of the role we’ve been able to play in protecting, pro-
moting and enhancing this fishery here to help make these kinds of tournaments possible.”

Over 50 of the top bass anglers in the country will compete in the Classic, which will offer a total prize purse of $1 million, with $300,000 going to the 
event’s winner.  

Bassmaster Classic set to return to 
Grand Lake in 2016

Professional fisherman Mike McClellan competing in the 2013 Bassmaster Classic on Grand Lake. 
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These days, when the word “drone” is used, it typically refers to an un-
manned aerial vehicle (UAV) of some sort. And lately, the word is being 
used more and more. 

That is because drone use has been growing rapidly in the United States 
in recent years as both the technology and the applications continue to 
advance and expand. Most often drone use is associated with the military 
but lately civil, commercial, research and development applications have 
also boosted their popularity to the point that, according to the Wash-
ington Times, we could see as many as 30,000 UAVs in use by 2020.  

“Much of the worldwide attention drones are getting today is due to the 
fact they are much easier to operate and more people are flying them,” 
said GRDA’s James Sandusky. “Being readily available, relatively afford-
able, and plastered throughout the media, has caused a surge in popular-
ity, with people flying them all over the place.” 

A member of the GRDA Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition 
(SCADA) Department, Sandusky is a drone enthusiast and has even built 
his own from scratch. That past experience has helped him to introduce 
the technology to his workplace, where he also serves as the GRDA drone 
“pilot”.  

Though guidelines for drone use are still being structured on national 
(Federal Aviation Administration), state and local levels (a bill related 
to drone use was introduced in the latest Oklahoma legislative session), 
GRDA is like many other electric utilities that are exploring the tech-
nology. For multiple uses, like asset inspection and mapping, they are 
proving to be a good fit in the industry. Models like the four-rotor “quad 
copter” have the ability to get up close and personal along high voltage 
transmission lines, where they can hover while collecting video and/or 
still images.  

A new perspective on the electric system ...

Drone is new tool for gathering 
information, documenting work 
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Sandusky grew up flying remote (RC) control airplanes and helicopters 
and said piloting a modern drone is similar, although new technology 
can take the crafts from a weekend hobby to a workday tool. “The biggest 
difference being the advancements in technology that makes them able to 
do more,” he said. 

That “more” includes being equipped with a video camera (like a GoPro 
or even an iPhone) and, via video downlinks, giving the “pilot” the ability 
to fly with an on-board viewpoint. Computer-driven stabilization also 
makes flying easier and smoother for the operator.

Still, he stressed that even though piloting is easier, it still takes plenty of 
hours of practice to get comfortable with the craft, especially when you 
know you will be guiding it close to high voltage equipment. 

“Fortunately for GRDA, I learned most of the ‘do’s’ and more important-
ly the ‘don’ts’ on my personal RC aircraft,” said Sandusky.

Obviously, operating the drone is far less expensive than operating 
GRDA’s full-sized helicopter 
and it can safely get much 
closer to the equipment to 
collect very detailed pictures. 
However, for long range 
line inspections, the GRDA 
helicopter, with a pilot and 
“inspector” on board, is still 
the tool of choice. Still, the 
drone’s ability to quickly and 
safely collect aerial images  
may make a drone just as 
common around the utility 
as a bucket truck. Sandusky 
even said he can complete 
aerial shoots over most 
GRDA substations in a mere 
10 minutes from takeoff to 
landing. In recent months, he 
has collected hundreds of im-
ages to enhance the Author-
ity’s database with the kind 
of images needed for system 
planning, inventory and work 
related record-keeping and 
repairs following natural disasters. In other words, the “before” pictures.

However, as stated before, the FAA and other governing bodies will have 

a lot to say about how ev-
eryone, including electric 
utilities, can use drones 
in the future. In fact, in 
mid-March, GRDA Chief 
Engineer Jeff Tullis took 
part in a special telecon-
ference, hosted by the 
American Public Power 
Association (APPA) and 
focused on drone rules and 
regulations. APPA staff 
provided a briefing on the 
current federal laws re-
lated to their use and also 
briefed participants on the 
FAA’s proposed civil use 
rules. The meeting was also 
a chance for member utili-
ties, like GRDA, to share 

their needs and concerns 
with the rules and how 
new rules might be drafted 
to best meet future utility 
needs and concerns.  

Until that is all settled, 
GRDA will continue to 
explore other ways to take 
advantage of this emerging 
technology.

Drone’s eye view of a GRDA substation. 
Top: “Pilot” James Sandusky.
Opposite page: Floodgates at the Robert S. Kerr Dam.
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Over the last several months, the Grand River Dam Authority has 
established a new commitment to caring for the Grand River Water-
shed and promoting its importance all across the region.

In December 2014, GRDA Directors gave their approval to a five-
year interagency agreement with the University of Oklahoma that 
will take a comprehensive approach to watershed conservation, lake 
management and GRDA’s plan for relicensing its hydroelectric facili-
ties with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC). One 
month later, the board approved an agreement with the Grand Lake 
Watershed Alliance Foundation (GLWAF) for the development of a 
watershed educational campaign. In March, the board also approved 
an interagency agreement with Oklahoma State University to com-
plete a study on the economic value of water-based recreation associ-
ated with the watershed. 

Together, these initiatives represent a new level of commitment to 
this important natural resource that lies within the boundaries of 
Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas and Oklahoma.

According to GRDA Assistant General Manager of Ecosystems/
Lake Management Dr. Darrell Townsend, the 1935 legislation that 
established GRDA as a conservation and reclamation district for the 
Grand River was also comprehensive in its approach. It addressed not 
only the waters, but also the entire watershed area in regards to ir-
rigation, forestation and the “distribution of the waters of the Grand 
River and its tributaries … for other useful purposes.”

Ever since it constructed Pensacola Dam on the Grand River in 
1940, GRDA has helped to further develop those “useful purposes.” 
Whether the realm is recreation, industry, real estate, municipal uses, 
hydroelectric production or even economic development, the waters 
of the Grand River are vital to a large and diverse region. And that 
region grew exponentially when dams like Pensacola, and later the 
Fort Gibson Dam (1953) and Robert S. Kerr Dam (1964) also became 
fixtures in the watershed.

It is a large and diverse watershed, covering roughly 10,000 square 
miles and stretching across those four states, while also straddling 
two separate Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regions. From 

Joplin, Missouri to Fairland, Oklahoma and from Burlington, Kansas 
to Sulphur Springs, Arkansas, the watershed both impacts and is 
impacted by a large and diverse population area.

In his December 2014 presentation to the board, Townsend said the 
comprehensive agreement with the University of Oklahoma had 
several objectives, beginning with the establishment of a multidisci-
plinary team. 

“This group will compile and assess watershed data” said Townsend. 
“They will also work to enhance public access to that data, target 
priority areas of watershed management and support GRDA’s FERC 
relicensing process for Pensacola Dam.”

Townsend also said the team will focus on parameters such as sedi-
mentation, bacteria, dissolved oxygen, blue green algae and nutrients, 
as it works to develop and maintain a healthy watershed; another 
primary objective of the interagency agreement. In recent years, 
Grand Lake has faced many of the same issues that other lakes in the 
country have faced, such as blue green algae and E.Coli. Not only do 

A comprehensive approach ...

Grand Lake watershed plan

Oklahoma Conservation Commission map of the Grand Lake watershed.
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When water samples near the Grand Lake State Park (Bernice) swim beach 
revealed high levels of E.coli and Enterococci in the summer of 2014, the 
beach was closed to the public for much of the summer.  

On a regular basis, through the summer months, the GRDA Ecosystems 
Management Department took samples of the waters and consulted with 
other resource agencies on the situation. While the beach remained closed 
throughout the season, the ongoing dialogue between GRDA, the Okla-
homa Water Resources Board (OWRB), the Oklahoma Department of 
Health (ODH), the Oklahoma Department of Environmental Quality 
(ODEQ ), Oklahoma Conservation Commission, United States Army 
Corps of Engineers (USACE) and the Oklahoma Tourism and Recreation 
Department (OTRD) has continued.

In the fall of 2014, and again in February 2015, representatives met at the 
OWRB offices in Oklahoma City to take a closer look at the issue, make 
preparations for the upcoming summer season and discuss a new bacteria 
management plan being developed by GRDA Ecosystems. The ultimate ob-
jective of that plan is to provide additional guidelines for body contact in the 
designated swimming areas and parks in cases where bacteria sources can be 
ascertained, to further protect and assess risk to health and public safety.

Addressing bacteria issues in 
public swimming areas 

those issues impact water quality but they also impact area econo-
mies. Townsend pointed out that, as recently as August 2014, the city 
of Toledo, Ohio, spent close to $200 thousand for bottled water, dur-
ing an algae-related water emergency that affected the city’s primary 
water supplies. A comprehensive healthy watershed effort will address 
those issues going forward.

As for the agreement itself, Townsend added that GRDA already has 
a beneficial working history with OU. That partnership has led to sci-
entific collaboration, new equipment for the GRDA Water Lab, and 
internship opportunities in the lab for university students. 

“The OU partnership taps into a broad scientific knowledge base 
spanning multiple disciplines, said Townsend, “and that expertise be-
comes a valuable asset when working with a watershed of this size.”

As for the OSU economic analyses, the expected outcomes include a 
valuation of lake recreation and valuation of water quality improve-
ments. That information will help support a constructive dialogue 
among watershed stakeholder groups in the future. 

Educating the public across such a large area is the primary goal of 
the GLWAF, and its agreement with GRDA will help both organiza-
tions raise awareness of the watershed and share the important ways 
the public can help care for this valuable natural resource. 

GRDA’s Richard Zamor (left) speaks with representatives from other Oklahoma resource agencies 
during a February meeting to discuss bacteria management.

Ongoing testing in GRDA’s state-of-the-art water quality laboratory.
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The “Big Meat Run” 4x4 event has been visiting the 
rocks below the Pensacola Dam spillway since 2000. 
People come from all over the country to participate 
in the event and spend all weekend in the lake area. 
Prior to this year’s BMR, GRDA and other organiza-
tions recognized event founder, John Sumner, for the 
overall economic and tourism impacts the BMR has 
made to the area.


