Maintenance, Emergency, and Low Inflow Protocol

The project area has undergone severe drought conditions over the past several years that have affected both the recreational use of Lake Murray and the aquatic habitat in the lower Saluda River.  SCE&G proposes to implement a Low Inflow Protocol that would be triggered by a 1-foot drop below the proposed reservoir guide curve elevation and 14-day inflow averaging.  Both the 1-foot drop below the guide curve and the inflow criteria would have to be met to trigger the protocol.  Once the protocol was triggered and alternative minimum flows released, regular (i.e., non-Low-Inflow-Protocol) minimum flow releases would resume when the inflow criteria under the 14-day-averaging trigger are met, even if the reservoir levels would still be below the trigger reservoir elevation.  During low inflow, the proposed minimum flow releases would be reduced to a target flow release as low as 500 cfs, and to an absolute minimum flow release of 400 cfs, depending on season and inflow.  The Low Inflow Protocol is supported by the signatories to the Saluda Settlement and other commenting entities, but the parties have not agreed on the appropriate reservoir trigger level (below guide curve elevation) for implementation.  Although SCE&G proposes a 1-foot trigger, other entities have recommended triggers of 6 inches, 2 feet, and 4 feet.  The parties agreed to let the Commission determine the appropriate trigger level through the National Environmental Policy Act process.

The overall objective of the Low Inflow Protocol is to provide a balance between potential adverse effects on Lake Murray levels and to instream flows in the lower Saluda River, in the event drought conditions occur and inflow to Lake Murray is not sufficient to maintain both the proposed guide curve lake levels and proposed instream flows in the lower Saluda River.  In section 3.3.1.2, we conclude that a 2-foot trigger would provide an adequate balance between maintaining Lake Murray levels and instream flows in the lower Saluda River.  Our analysis found that, on average over a 28-year modeled period, a 1-foot trigger maintains higher reservoir levels than a 2-foot trigger, but the differences are small – about 0.25 foot (3 inches).  Differences in downstream flow releases are also small.  Differences in reservoir water levels become greater (up to 0.5 foot) when only dry years are modeled, as do flow releases downstream.

South Carolina DNR supports a 2-foot trigger, and by letter filed November 10, 2009, provided an analysis of the potential effects on lower Saluda River aquatic habitat of alternative trigger levels for the Low Inflow Protocol, using the results of SCE&G’s IFIM study.  South Carolina DNR assessed the WUA (an index of habitat) that would be provided for the evaluation species included in the IFIM study if downstream flow releases were reduced from 700 to 400 cfs.  A flow of 400 cfs would be the absolute minimum flow that would be provided during implementation of the Low Inflow Protocol and thus would represent the worst-case scenario.  This analysis showed that for the total species/life stages analyzed at the 10 study sites in the lower Saluda River, 80 species/life stages showed a decrease in WUA while 38 showed an increase in WUA, indicating that a majority of species/life stages would experience reduced habitat availability at the lowest minimum flow release that would occur under the Low Inflow Protocol.  While this may represent the worst-case scenario, it would nonetheless be an impact that could occur anytime the Low Inflow Protocol is implemented and the minimum flow would need to decrease to 400 cfs.  In addition, during drought conditions, with or without the Low Inflow Protocol, water management could affect many different resources as there would only be a finite amount of water available for use by all entities.

Based on the modeling of 28 water years previously discussed, a Low Inflow Protocol with a 1-foot trigger would be expected to occur about 61 percent of the time.  A Low Inflow Protocol with a 2-foot trigger, however, would be expected to occur about 36 percent of the time.  Thus, adverse impacts on aquatic resources in the lower Saluda River could occur much more often with a 1-foot trigger, compared to a 2-foot trigger, while lake levels would only experience, on average, an additional drawdown of 0.25 foot (3 inches) with a 2-foot trigger.  An additional drawdown of 3 inches would likely have an imperceptible impact on shoreline aquatic resources in Lake Murray, and may be within the range of fluctuation normally seen with typical operations and as a result of wave action.  The purpose of the Low Inflow Protocol, as stated in the Saluda Settlement, is “to provide operational guidance for abnormal operating situations caused by maintenance activities, emergency situations (including high inflow or flood events), and periods of sustained low inflow or drought conditions” (emphasis added).  A Low Inflow Protocol with a 1-foot trigger that would be expected to occur in about 61 percent of the years would be too frequent to meet the definition of “abnormal operating scenarios” or “sustained low inflow or drought conditions.”  However, a Low Inflow Protocol that would occur in only about a third of the years (a 2-foot trigger), would better meet the definition stated in the Saluda Settlement, and would provide a better balance of potential adverse effects on aquatic resources in Lake Murray and in the lower Saluda River.  For these reasons, we recommend that the Low Inflow Protocol with a 2-foot reservoir trigger be made a requirement of the license.  Implementation of the Low Inflow Protocol with a 2-foot trigger would result in a benefit of $6,290 annually as compared the $16,000-benefit if implementing the Low Inflow Protocol with a 1-foot trigger.  We find that the environmental benefits of a 2-foot trigger would be worth the reduced economic benefit. 

