Lake Level up in spite of drought

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

In spite of incipient drought conditions and one of the hottest summers on record, SCE&G was able to keep the lake above or near full pool for the entire spring and summer. For some reason this defies what some had expected, including Lake Watch which predicted, (LMN art. “Will SCE&G pull the plug”), that the lake would fall at least three feet by the end of the summer.  The “Watch” predicted that  in the absence of any significant rain events, which excludes isolated thunder showers, (1) evaporation would take a toll at the rate of 2 inches per week (1.5 ft),  (2) inflows from Lake Greenwood would drop well below the minimum releases SCE&G is required to provide ( six inches), (3) a scheduled whitewater event in late August would affect the lake (3 inches) and (4) heavy loads on the system would increase the chances Saluda hydro would be needed for emergencies (6 inches). 

What happened?  Inflows from Lake Greenwood and other tributaries remained high, averaging around 600 cubic feet per second (cfs) for July and August. In the past inflows would drop as low as 200 cfs during that period. The higher inflows could have resulted  a watershed that had been soaked from late winter and early spring rains. The white water kayaking event did not take place. SCE&G indicated it had not received any request for such flows for late August. Generation for emergencies had minimum effects occurring only 6 times during July and August. Most of the generation resulted in releases peaking at less than 10,000 cfs. 

But…for the most part, other than emergency generation, it appears that SCE&G has operated in what is called the “run of the river” mode, i.e. what comes in, goes out, basing releases on the US Geological stream flow gauges below the Lake Greenwood dam. So why is it, the lake level did not drop due to evaporation and municipal water withdrawals during one of the hottest summers of record?  Lake Watch’s theory is that precipitation directly on the lake in addition to the “non-gauged” run-off from creeks and streams around the lake, was enough to compensate for the losses from evaporation, municipal withdrawals and generation. The fact that we began the summer with wet rather than dry conditions may be a key factor.  Whether that theory will hold water is yet to be determined.  Maybe the “Watch” can get a response from SCE&G, the state climatologist, the National Weather Service and other experts- for next week’s column, so stay tuned.  

The good thing is the lake is up, boating is safer because unmarked hazards are well below the surface, coves did not turn into mud flats and homeowners did not lose use of their docks mid way through the summer and the lake level should stay high (above 356’) until December, if , SCE&G continues to follow the new lake level guide curve, which by the way, has not been officially approved. To find out how to encourage SCE&G to keep the lake level higher this winter, go to www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com  .

