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GMWEA ACTIVITIES HEAT UP  

FOR SUMMER (AND FALL) 
 

With the end of COVID-related restrictions, GMWEA is jumping into summer (and fall) programming with both 
feet!  There’s a range of in-person and online trainings, as well as industry social activities, for everyone. 
 

Lunch & Learn trainings, Tues. August 10 and Sept. 14: These 
accredited online sessions are designed for water quality professionals 
who want to learn and earn credits without leaving their workplaces – 
and without breaking the bank.  On August 10, John Williams of Aquatec 
Environmental will present "WET Testing," providing 1 TCH WW for 
attendees. Registration for these classes is only $15 for GMWEA 
members, $60 for non-members (includes membership for the rest of 
2021). For more details and to register and pay online, go to 
https://gmwea.org/lunch-%26-learn .  We’ll confirm the title of the 
September 14 class soon – be sure to check the website for details. 

 
George Dow Memorial Golf Tournament, Friday, Aug. 20: It's back, live 
and in person -- GMWEA's infamous tournament at Cedar Knoll Country 
Club in Hinesburg. With 100 water quality professionals competing, hole 
prizes, refreshments, and the $10,000 hole-in-one prize, it's a not-to-be-
missed opportunity to catch up with friends and colleagues for a whole 
day of outdoor fun! $110 per individual includes golf, cart, beverages, 
chances to win the prizes, and lunch.  You can sign up as a team, or as an 

individual (to be matched with a 
team later).  For registration and 
sponsorship information, go to 
https://gmwea.org/george-dow-golf . 
 

Fall Tradeshow, Thursday, October 
28: GMWEA's flagship event will 
take place at Burlington's 
DoubleTree Hotel, featuring 95 
exhibitors, 400 attendees, renowned 
guest speakers, six hours of accredited trainings, lunch, and more. 
Vermont's largest and longest-running water quality conference will also 
feature a night-before welcome event, with refreshments, for exhibitors 
and presenters.  
 Have a great idea for a training of value to water quality 
professionals?  GMWEA is seeking presenters!  Write to admin@gmwea.org . 
 Want to sponsor? If your firm missed having venues for visibility in 
2020, this is your chance to catch up -- sponsorship opportunities are 
available! For more information and registration details, go to 
https://gmwea.org/fall-tradeshow . 
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Service Excellence Awards Announced! 
 

The announcement was virtual, but the awards were real.  At GMWEA’s Spring Conference of May 20 -21, Pres. 
Mike Barsotti announced the winners of 9 awards presented to individuals and facilities throughout the state.  
Because the event was online, it took a while to get the award plaques to the winners, but thanks to recently-
retired GMWEA board member Chris Robinson, they’ve now been hand-delivered and personal thanks given. 
 

GMWEA’s awards have been presented annually for the last 24 years, and are given to individuals, facilities, and 
companies demonstrating outstanding expertise and commitment in the drinking water, wastewater, and 
stormwater fields – the best in the business.   
 

If you know of someone who deserves to be honored by one of these awards, please let us know!  GMWEA 
welcomes – relies on -- nominations from all members, throughout the state.  Nominations are solicited starting 
in January each year, but we’d be glad to hear news of outstanding service throughout the year.  
 

Congratulations to the winners for their superb service in 2020!  We’re sorry space 
doesn’t allow publication of photos of everyone, but our thanks is heartfelt. 
 

The Michael J. Garafano Water Operator Excellence Award is given for 
outstanding performance in water system maintenance, protecting public health, 
and service beyond normal expectations.  This year’s winner is Tim Mills (right), 
utility director and chief operator, Town of Bethel, who received multiple nominations. 
 

The Wastewater Operator Excellence is given to individuals who have demon-
strated outstanding performance and commitment – the very definition of this 
year’s winner, Bernie Fleury (left, below), assistant chief operator for the Village of 
Essex Junction, with 42 years on the job! 
 

The Facility Excellence, Wastewater Award is given to the entire staff of outstanding 
facilities which have exceeded system operation requirements.  This year’s winner 
is Richmond Water Resources Department (right, below) – congratulations to all for a job well done. 
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Service Excellence Awards, continued 
 

The Andrew Fish Laboratory Excellence Award is given to individuals outstanding activity in laboratory performance 
at work, community service, and education.  Thanks and congratulations for a job well done are due this year’s 
winner, Mat Cunningham (below, left), lead water quality maintenance specialist at Champlain Water District. 
 

The Bob Wood Young Professional Award is given for notable contributions to the water environment; water, 
wastewater, stormwater operations; or other contributions.  This year’s winner is Annie Costandi (below, center), 
stormwater engineer, Town of Essex, whose work in so many areas made this selection something of a slam-dunk! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The GMWEA Stormwater Award is given to individuals or 
organizations for outstanding performance in stormwater 
management and/or education, or other significant 
contribution to the field.  This year’s award goes to Joe 
Gebo (above, right), stormwater equipment operator, City 
of South Burlington – many thanks, Joe.  Keep up the great 
work! 
 

The Elizabeth Walker Meritorious Service Award is 
given to individuals 
for exceptional 
contributions to the 
water quality field 
and/or  GMWEA.  
This year’s winner, 
Tom DiPietro (right), 
deputy director of 
public works, South 
Burlington, has 
shown exemplary 
devotion to GMWEA 
and to water quality 
in Vermont. 
     
               (Continued on page 4) 
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Service Excellence Awards, continued 
 

GMWEA‘s Corporate Sponsor Award is given to corporate members 
who have shown outstanding support for GMWEA and its members.  
Many thanks are due this year’s winner, Ti-Sales, for sticking with 
GMWEA despite COVID and all the disruptions of 2020.  We’re glad 
we can count on you! 

 

The GMWEA President’s Award is given at the discretion of the association’s 
president for meritorious service to the association and its members.  This year’s 
much-deserving winner is Chris Robinson (right), water quality superintendent, 
Town of Shelburne, past president and devoted champion of GMWEA in so many 
ways!  Thanks again, Chris, for the photos accompanying this article. 
 

    Three cheers for all the winners! 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

  

LUNCH & LEARN! 

August 10, noon to 1 P.M. - WET Testing 
 

Taught online by John Williams of Aquatec Environmental 
1 wastewater TCH - only $15 for GMWEA members!   
To register & pay online, visit www.gmwea.org.   

 
 

 

http://www.gmwea.org/
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Letter from the President 
 

Can “the cloud effect” lead to false positive sampling events?  Yes – and it can cost 
money and time unless understood and mitigated. 
 

We are all aware of the need to collect samples from environmental media to assess 
whether substance and/or microbe levels rise to a level that may affect human or eco-
system health.  In the last decade especially, we are increasingly aware that detection 
methods for environmental laboratory testing are becoming more and more sensitive.   
 
One example is that some substances in drinking water can  

be tested for parts per quadrillion levels today when 10 years ago an analytical 
method for that substance may not have even existed.  One part per quadrillion 
(ppqd) is a picogram per liter.  To place this measurement in context: It is equi- 
valent to one penny in 10 trillion dollars or one second in 32,000,000 years – an 
almost unimaginably small proportion.  
 

Boots-on-the-ground environmentalists who provide our safe drinking water, clean 
processed wastewater, and clean stormwater are aware of this continuing progress 
in scientific measurement.  Trusted analytical tests that can be used for decision 
making are developed by authorized agencies (USEPA) after much investigation into 
laboratory capability and methods of bringing lab quality up to standards. 
 

How is this related to the cloud?   Well, the cloud we’re discussing today is not the online cloud of internet 
storage or computing that we read about, but the cloud that we carry with us.  This cloud is composed of the 
many substances and microbes that hitch a ride with us as we go through daily life, ingesting, inhaling, or 
otherwise making contact with them.  In addition, this cloud extends to containers, sampling equipment, even 
the things we use for prophylaxis, such as gloves!  Common contaminants appearing in minute quantities 
include PFAS, VOCs, gases, and inorganic compounds. 
 

How does this cloud potentially impact our understanding of environmental media?  Simply put, when we 
collect a sample of environmental media such as drinking water, groundwater, stream and lake water, 
wastewater, or stormwater for analysis at a laboratory -- at the parts per trillion or parts per quadrillion 
detection limits -- the cloud may confound results.  Our bodies, lab environments, and lab procedures can 
contribute substances or microbes to the sample that did not exist in the environmental media being sampled.   
 

When this happens and the cloud effect is not considered, resources can be squandered chasing what appears 
to be a substance or microbe in the environmental media but was actually a false positive contributed by the 
cloud effect.  
 

Mitigation has two main components: knowledge and rigorous procedure.  First, operators, supervisors, lab 
techs, and regulators must stay abreast of the latest sampling methods to assure that the cloud effect does not 
compromise results and that expensive time and resources are used efficiently based upon accurate, non-
clouded data.  Procedural guidelines must be strictly observed.  When obtaining and testing samples taken from 
environmental media -- and discussing and assessing results -- today’s Vermont boots-on-the-ground 
environmentalists must keep in mind the extreme sensitivity of modern processes and take action to mitigate 
the cloud effect.  

 

Mike Barsotti 
President, GMWEA 

 

 

This is not the 
online cloud of 

internet storage, 
but the cloud we 
carry with us . . . 
a cloud composed 

of the many 
substances and 
microbes that 

hitch a ride with 
us through daily 

life. 
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Vt. ANR Launches Campaign to Promote W/WW Workers 
 

The Vt. Agency of Natural Resources has launched a new campaign to highlight the work done by water quality 
workers.  Elle O’Casey, director of communications and outreach for the agency, solicited input from various 
entities active in the sector, proposing a set of ambitious goals.  The May 4 kick-off meeting included 
representatives from GMWEA, VRWA, various municipalities, and the Vt. DEC’s water divisions. 
 

Elle says she wants to connect citizens to their water, wastewater, and stormwater operators, raising awareness 
of their work and the infrastructure they operate and maintain.  She hopes to catalyze more support for 
operators and the infrastructure – and, importantly, to celebrate what’s going right by sharing success stories.  
 

Elle stresses the importance of story-telling in persuasive communications -- if people are emotionally moved 
while being factually informed, they are more likely to act.  She hopes the current initiative will boost the 
public’s awareness of the importance of the water quality sector. 

 

The plan calls for participating organizations to publish material on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, websites, and 
blogsites at regular intervals from August 2 through October.  Videos of facilities and workplace activities are 
high priorities.  Topics will range from “tips from the experts” – like “flushables” ain’t flushable! – to 
explanations of the sheer dollar value of the invisible infrastructure of pipes, pumps, and plants.  Liz Royer, of 
Vermont Rural Water Association, plans posts on myths about wastewater that badly need busting; other posts 
will profile sector “heroes” who serve the public every day with little acknowledgement.  
 

Stories from the job are a priority!  If you have compelling, humorous, informative anecdotes about the daily 
life of a drinking water, wastewater, or stormwater worker, let us know.  Photos and videos would be terrific!  
Send to admin@gmwea.org.  GMWEA commends Elle and the ANR for this timely, constructive initiative! 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

mailto:admin@gmwea.org
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        CHECK YOUR KNOWLEDGE 
 
 
 
 

1. What is the most accurate measure of the organisms present in an aerator for treating incoming wastes? 
 a. BOD 
 b. MLSS (mixed liquor suspended solids) 
 c. MLVSS (mixed liquor volatile suspended solids) 
 d. COD      A = c 
 

2. Which treatment process will give the required results for using treated wastewater for agricultural forage crops  
irrigation? 
 a. extended aeration 
 b. two-stage nitrification 
 c. trickling filters 
 d. selective ion exchange     A = c 
 

3. Ammonia nitrogen is removed from wastewater by a process called desorption or stripping.  What chemical is 
added to the wastewater to accomplish this removal? 
 a. soda ash 
 b. lime 
 c. caustic soda 
 d. muriatic acid    A = b 
 

4. Autoclaving will sterilize: 
 a. with steam at 121 degrees Celsius and 15 PSI 
 b. at high temperature near 400 degrees Celsius 
 c. with ultraviolet light 
  d. with ozone and 50PSI     

 

5. In an oxidation ditch, what would cause a dark gray 
color to develop in the mixed liquor? 
 a. the buildup of facultative bacteria 
 b. the buildup of aerobic bacteria 
 c. the buildup of anaerobic bacteria 
 d. the lack of bacteria buildup  

 

6. The advantage to using the oxidant ozone is that it 
 a. is easily generated using relatively little energy 
 b. is easily fed into the treatment process 
 c. is non-corrosive 
 d. has little pH effect  
 
7. Which type of centrifugal pump impeller is used for 
pumping medium-sized solids? 
 a. open 
 b. closed 
 c. semi-open  
 d. radial 

 

 

Sample questions from AWWA Water Operator Certification Study Guide – 5th edition and AWWA Wastewater 
Operator Certification Study Guide – 1st edition.  Black text = wastewater. Blue text = drinking water. 
Answers on page 9. 

 

(Continued on page 8) 
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8: Which type of algae would most likely be found in nutrient-rich waters? 
 a. blue-green algae 
 b. green algae 
 c. diatoms 
 d. brown algae 
 

9: Which is the most important thing to consider in automatic startup after a power surge? 
 a. operator safety 
 b. power surges that could trip a breaker 
 c. importance to process 
 d. importance to water quality  
 

10: High pH favors the formation of 
 a. halocetic acids 
 b. total trihalomethanes 
 c. both halocetic acids and trihalomethanes 
 d. neither halocetic acids nor trihalomethanes 

 

Answers: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Check Your Knowledge, continued 
 

1 = c; 2 = c; 3 = b; 4 = a; 5 = d; 6 = d; 7 = c; 8 = a; 9 = a; 10 = b. 
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Irrepressible: An Interview with Bob Fischer 
 

Bob Fischer, water quality superintendent for the City of South Burlington, is the 
first to admit he’s had a varied career.  He seems to chalk it up to having a 
rambunctious (though his wife and kids might describe it otherwise) personality.  
For example, he was expelled from high school in Buffalo for drag racing outside 
the school: “I had a 1970 Charger R/T with a 440 with a 6-71 supercharger and two 
Holley 600s,” he remembers fondly.  “Turns out drag racing in front of the school 
while everyone is boarding buses is a ‘no no’ . . .”    
 

Still, he apparently has a responsible streak that has allowed him to garner a BA in 
Biology and History from the State University of New York, Buffalo; then work as a 
federal fisheries biologist (in California); and then to become an operator at the 
Tahoe-Truckee Sanitation Agency Facility (TTSA).  Next, moving on to Vermont, he 
worked as operator in Stratton and Middlebury, then as assistant chief and later 
chief operator at Montpelier’s WWTF.  He spent 14 years there and as chief 
operator at Websterville WTF before moving on to his current job in 2015.  Along 
the way, he earned certifications as a Grade 5DM WW operator and a Class 4C 
water operator. 

 

For the record, Bob has verified that he doesn’t have an 
identical twin, even though he seems to be everywhere at all 
times.  Space limitations prevent a full listing of his 
affiliations, but everybody in state government, Vermont’s 
federal Congressional delegations – and in regional water 
quality organizations such as NEWEA, NEWWA, the Operator 
Certification Board, the Citizen’s Advisory Committee for 
Lake Champlain – seems to know Bob.   
 

In May, after 15 years on GMWEA’s board of directors, he 
stepped aside to make room for new board members and to 
focus on his work at New England Water Environment 
Association (he’s now vice-president) and other  commitments.  
At GMWEA, he has served as president, vice-president, and 

treasurer, and long-time chair of the Government Affairs Committee (GAC).  The GAC is in charge of monitoring 
policies and regulations, assessing their implications, and authoring advisories based 
on a new rule’s practical feasibility or impact at the facility level.  Bob takes to the policy 
arena like a fish to water – maybe something he learned in his fisheries biology days. 
 

Q: What prompts your interest in public policy?  How did you learn so much about 
how the sausage factory works? 
 

BF: Like everyone else, I knew little about the industry until I ended up in it. Having 
moved seven times in seven years as a fisheries biologist (your next upward move 
is not where you are now) I took a job at TTSA. I saw how skilled and dedicated the 
operators were, the incredible work they were doing.  People – the public and 
policy-makers – need to know we are the environmentalists and leading protectors 
of public health in Vermont.  If a town loses power, essential services, like 
hospitals, can go on generators; if they lose their computer system, they can 
operate manually.  But if they lose water and wastewater, pretty soon really bad 
things happen.  Being somewhat loud and obnoxious, I started telling others about 
it whether they wanted to hear it or not.   
 
 
 

 

 

(Continued on page 10) 

“I saw how 
skilled and 

dedicated the 
operators were, 
the incredible 
work they were 
doing . . . Being 
somewhat loud 
and obnoxious, I 

started telling 
others about it 
whether they 

wanted to hear 
it or not.” 

 

Bob explains the beauty of biosolids to Karen Horn of VLCT. 
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Bob Fischer Interview, continued  
 

Q: Over 23 years, you moved from managing 

Websterville’s (pop. 550) wastewater to 

managing Montpelier’s (pop. 8,000) to South 

Burlington’s (pop. 20,000).  What are some  

differences between the smaller towns/plants 

and big ones? 
 

BF: Not as much as you might think.  All 
operators (water, wastewater and stormwater) 
try to do the very best they can.  Operators care 
about their systems and the people they serve, 
and they’re always in need of more financing to 
repair and improve their systems.  These systems 
are incredibly expensive and operators are 
always in charge of many millions of dollars of 
equipment.  I have toured very large facilities 
such as Sacramento, California, where an operator there might spend their entire career on one piece of equipment.  
I enjoy the diversity of Vermont-sized facilities -- you have to be able to do everything.  So, it is always about reacting 
to some new problem or old outstanding problems and working to keep everything going with often limited 
resources and staffing. 
 

Q: Boots on the ground perspective: Do you feel wastewater workers get the respect they deserve?  Do they get 

enough pay and professional development opportunity?   
 

BF: No to all three, though it does continue to improve. 
Visibility is what is needed.  We are “out of sight out of 
mind.”  It is up to all of us to “spread the word” and 
always be professional with the public as they generally 
have very little contact with our work or workplaces.   
 
 
 
 

 
Ed.: You manage a large plant, you are active in many 
water-quality nonprofits; you’re a ski coach, and you 
have a wife and four kids. How do you manage to 
juggle all these commitments?  What advice can you 
give others? 
 
BF: Just don’t sleep and it is all good.  I’ll sleep when 
I’m dead.  I do have advice I often give new ski 
coaches such as “That which doesn’t kill you . . .” and, 
thinking of Nietzsche, they always respond “. . . 
makes you stronger.”   To which I reply, “Actually no . 
. . it generally gives you arthritis in the affected area 
when you are 50.”  
 

                                                (Continued on page 11) 
  
 

 

 

“I enjoy the diversity of Vermont-
sized facilities – you have to be able 

to do everything.” 

Sen. Patrick Leahy presents Bob (left), and GMWEA Pres. Rick Kenney 
with the Lake Champlain Heritage Award in 2016.  
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Bob Fischer Interview, continued 
 

Q: You’ve often commented on the importance of a sense of humor for 
wastewater workers.  Any humorous anecdotes you’d like to share? 

 

BF: In Montpelier, we were awarded the Governor’s Award for Energy Efficiency 
in 2015.  While brainstorming ways to save energy, the assistant chief operator 
said, “We spend a lot of money heating the generator building, which is not 
insulated -- we should look into getting a block heater.”  When the service tech 
showed up for regular maintenance I asked him, “Could you give us a quote on 
installing a block heater?”  He responded, “Sure, or if you want you could just flip 
this switch as it came with one from the factory.”  Hey, there were a lot of 
switches and it wasn’t labelled.  We did save over a $1,000 a month in the winter 
after that.     
 

Q: What are your thoughts about the future of the water quality sector?  Is 
America starting to get the message about water quality, water quality 
professionals, and infrastructure needs? 

 

BF: I have seen knowledge and respect for the industry and operators steadily increasing.  There are many 
challenges, but we are probably not going back to living in caves so people are starting to get it -- slowly.  I had a 
conversation with a legislator who said that the solution is composting toilets.  I suggested that nothing is that 
simple.  The vast majority of what comes out of houses is water from showers, laundry, sinks, etc.  Also, any compost 
you get from a composting toilet can only be disposed of at a wastewater facility!  If you are opposed to class A 
biosolids land application, where the biosolids are rigorously tested and regulated before application, are you going 
to take the compost out of your toilet -- which certainly hasn’t met time and temperature requirements -- and put it 

on your garden?     
 
Q: So, what’s next for Bob Fischer?   
 
Bob says he’s got plenty to do at NEWEA for the next 
few years; he may also want to come back to GMWEA’s 
board at some point.  He’ll certainly keep skiing: “Skiing 
is what I do,” he says. “Everything else is to pay for this 
addiction . . .  For 21 years, I have been the oldest and 
fattest coach for the top United States freestyle team, 
at Killington Mountain School.”  How about work?  Bob 
chuckles.  “I owe so much money on my four kids’ 
college educations that for succession planning at South 
Burlington, I have had to move my retirement date to 
2083.” 
 

Editor: Thank you, Bob!  Your enthusiasm is an 
inspiration to us all – best of luck in all your 
endeavors. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

“I have seen 
knowledge and 
respect for the 
industry and 

operators steadily 
increasing. There are 
many challenges, but 
we are probably not 
going to go back to 
living in caves, so 

people are starting to 
get it -- slowly.    
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       89 Main Street, Ste. 4 
        Montpelier, V 05602 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            Check us out on Facebook! 
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GMWEA is proud to work with our affiliated organizations and corporate members! 

 

 

 


