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Describe Your Business 
Seneca Pure Waters Association’s (SPWA) primary purpose is 
to detect pollution going into Seneca Lake and stop it from 
happening. That is accomplished through collaboration with 
several organizations as well as our own direct efforts.  
We’ve gravitated in the past few years to being a real 
watchdog for Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs). There are over 
100 SPWA volunteers who monitor the lakeshores looking for 
HABs. Their data is promptly put on our available website, 
senecalake.org, warning everybody that might be impacted 
by a HAB in their area.  Residents and visitors alike can also 

go to our website to see the past as well as most current information on reported 
HABs. We, as well, are very active in stream monitoring.  We do lake (itself) 

monitoring through what is called a Citizens Statewide Lake Assessment Program (CSLAP). That is a program of the DEC. 
There are four different CSLAP locations on the lake where we test for irregularities. Whenever we do our testing in any 
streams, or any of our testing with the CSLAP program, we insure that certified labs are always used so we don’t cause 
any false alarms or mistakenly broadcast misinformation that may upset people incorrectly.   
 
Tell us your story: 
I was born in Corning and grew up there.  We bought our cottage on Seneca Lake around the year 2000. It has afforded 
my family all sorts of joy boating, fishing, diving and sailing not to mention its awesome beauty and wineries.  It 
absolutely must be cherished and protected. I’ve been a trial attorney since 1980 and just retired this past year. Part of 
the job of being a trial attorney is to advocate for people that have been harmed.  In some instances I had to represent 
landowners whose property had been harmed. When I was asked to join the board of SPWA I didn’t realize that a lake of 
this magnitude could seriously be harmed by adjoining stream runoff or municipal wastewater systems. I, like others, 
now see the fallacy in that wishful thinking.  Seneca Lake is one large water body, being almost forty miles long, three 
miles wide and 670 feet deep (large enough to swallow all other Finger Lakes combined).  Yet, keep in mind that even 
this world’s largest glaciers can be harmed by small things like car exhaust. Things like that, when aggregated, become a 
powerful destructive force to overcome even big natural resources, some of which we hold very dear.  While the 
endeavor of fixing an overabundance of phosphorous and nitrogen coming into the lake is likewise very large (and may 
be a job that is never actually completed) it doesn’t mean the task shouldn’t be tackled. That’s where my past role as an 
advocate steps into the picture. In my law practice I had some large cases that were initially very intimidating.  It was 
going to take massive amounts of time and work as well as some big money. Yet with my great staff of helpers and a 
spirit to push on and overcome, little by little, we were eventually successful. Likewise we have a lot of dedicated 
volunteers and partner up with other organizations around our lake and other lakes in our efforts to help. You should 
know that the SPWA board of directors is loaded with some incredibly successful people, some with deep expertise 
when it comes to water quality. There is also a lot of energy as an outgrowth of the HABs problem.  HABs has shown us 
these environmental threats are real and require real smarts and effective action. “The big lake can absorb anything,” is 
a fallacy and is at an end.  Hopefully with a spirit of cooperation and an unstoppable desire to overcome, the success I 
was fortunate to achieve as a lawyer will likewise take place with our lake. Unfortunately, I believe the effort is going to 
require many people working across many years and even decades. If you are not a member of our organization become 
one by going to our website.   Our lake needs you. 
 

Jake Welch and one of his favorite guests 



What has helped you succeed and gain experience? 
I’ve always surrounded myself with good, knowledgeable and dedicated people and have tried to be a good person to 
them myself.  It’s also sometimes much more about listening and not talking that saves the day. It may be weird for a 
mouthpiece lawyer to say that but it’s the truth. And I am eternally thankful for the education I received.  That and 
sports really opened me up to wider ideas and how to interact with others.  Actually, I was a shy guy going into high 
school. So much so that I never had my first date until college.  Maybe I knew deep down those girls could get scary. 
 
What inspires you? 
 My roots are tied to the outdoors. I’ve always felt that if we get too far from our roots, i.e. get too far from nature/ our 
natures-- things just fall apart. In the bigger cities, for example, people start getting into themselves and how successful 
they appear to others etc. They get away from who we have been for the millennia as fellow human beings; i.e. getting 
out there collaboratively harvesting crops, fishing or running down game together. That is how we have survived as a 
species.   I love to fish, hunt, and sail. Yet even better when shared.  Nature can be harsh. However, there is something 
about how we interact with it and with each other that is really wonderful and important. I try very hard to keep those 
types of life-giving forces alive and well in my heart.  Things like working with each other, in a positive way is inside me, 
and I never let go of it. I fortunately was brought up in a small town.  This all fits in with this. Now I live in Himrod.  That 
is an even smaller town. The connection to my fellow residents on the lake and back in Corning, to the nature we’re 
surrounded by, and of course to my wife and family---these are the things that have always inspired me. Why wouldn’t 
it? 
 
What keeps you up at night? What are your challenges? 
At this point in my life, keeping my body as fit as I can be is becoming more of a growing challenge.   But other than 
worrying about loved ones, which we all do, not much really keeps me up at night these days. That’s a benefit of being 
retired and living long enough to get there. 
 
What is your favorite local activity? 
I like sailing, swimming and snorkeling in the summer months (my neighbors call me Aquaman), and then there is cross 
country skiing with my incredible wife and friends in the winter months.  
 
Is there anything else we should know about you? 
I was the first in Steuben County that advertised to solely be a personal injury firm. That firm is still around and thriving. 
On a global scale that is tiny.  On a personal level, it’s an important legacy I will always be proud of. I was also a geriatric 
but highly competitive high hurdler! When my kids were involved in a high school play, my buddy Ken Moss came over-- 
we were both in our fifties at that point—and he made me a challenge to see if we could still high hurdle like we did 
back when we were in high school. Well, in the first year of this the answer was a resounding “not so much”. But after 
we modified our workouts in the following year- incorporating much more stretching- I won the NYS statewide high 
hurdles competition in the 50 plus-year-old category. I also went on to win it four consecutive years! In 2007 I tried to 
compete nationally and to my shock won the American Games out in Colorado Springs for my age bracket. I was 
completely an unknown within that older man’s hurdling community.   Everybody afterwards was coming around and 
asking me “Who are you? You’re not tall enough to win this. How do you do it?” So I shared my yoga based workout 
regimen with them. It was so flattering to have them seek out my advice on a sport like this, that I had picked back up 
with my old friend Ken, again, on a lark. As a result in my late fifties I was inducted into the Corning Painted Post Sports 
Hall of Fame. That was also a proud moment. I guess I do like to compete! There is a bit of that ‘go get ‘em  Jake” mixed 
in with just trying to be a decent guy. 
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