Lake Murray homeowners group seeks legal support to address lake issues
By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist 

James Chandler, an attorney and Director of the South Carolina Environmental Law Project (SCELP), will be the guest speaker at the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition’s September 8th board meeting. The group, which represents 17 Lake Murray neighborhoods serving over 4000 residents, was formed to give Lake Murray residents a clear voice in the upcoming re-licensing and other issues which directly impact homeowners. 
Recognizing that most lake issues can have ecological consequences, Coalition leaders sought the services of a law firm which could handle environmental concerns. But finding a skilled environmental attorney in the midlands is no easy task.  The organization’s search took it to the coast and the offices of the SCELP. Coalition Chairman Larry Michalec had learned about the non-profit group, when it (SCELP) became involved in a DHEC review of a large excavation near his home. Chandler indicated that he would be interested in working with the homeowners group and accepted the Coalition’s invitation to speak at the September board meeting.

The South Carolina Environmental Law Project (SCELP) is a non-profit organization dedicated to protecting the natural environment of South Carolina by providing legal services and advice to environmental organizations and concerned citizens and by improving the state's system of environmental regulation.  James S. (Jimmy) Chandler, Director and general council, founded SCELP in 1987. He has represented national, state, and local organizations in environmental cases before state and federal courts and agencies. The non-profit group has been involved in a variety of issues including wetlands, coastal management, air quality, water quality, hazardous waste landfills, and mining activities. He has received recognition for his environmental work on the state and federal level including the S.C. General Assembly’s Environmental Awareness award and the S.C. Wildlife Federation’s Conservationist of the Year award.
Of special interest to the Coalition is Chandler’s experience in dealing with SC DHEC and water quality issues.  SCELP is working to get DHEC to adopt stricter regulations governing its water quality certification program. DHEC administers Section 401 of the Clean Water act which allows the agency to prohibit or place restrictions on construction activities on Lake Murray. Certifications can include conditions that protect fish and wildlife habitat, and recreational uses. And violators can be sued by private citizens if DHEC does not take appropriate enforcement action.  
The Coalition’s decision to consider legal avenues couldn’t come at a better time for residents of Emerald Shores and the Crystal Lake Dr. area. Homeowners there are requesting a public hearing before DHEC to voice their concerns over a proposed 104 slip marina at the end of Crystal Lake Dr. near Chapin. DHEC must ensure that State and Federal Water Quality standards are met if the proposed marina is allowed to be constructed. And these issues can be complex, especially as it relates to cumulative impacts to the lake as a whole. Development in the Crystal Lake area is being done in what resource agencies describe as a “ piece meal” approach with little or no consideration given to local residents, existing uses, impacts to fish and wildlife and potential water quality problems. Shoreline development in the mid-lake area could reach 95% if land use classifications are not “re-balanced” during the next Land Use and Shoreline Management Review. And Federal officials have made it clear that shoreline development issues will be addressed in the re-licensing process. 
“Lake Murray homeowners represent a huge family spread out over 650 miles of shoreline.  We share a common thread in that our quality of life and property values are significantly impacted by the manner in which the lake and its resources are managed. As homeowners, we must take an aggressive approach to protecting the lake’s water quality, fish and wildlife resources, and recreational resources. Without proper legal assistance, the lake community stands defenseless against those who pose a threat to those important resources.” …..Larry Michalec, Chairman 
The September 8, board meeting will be held at 6:30 pm at Crooked Creek Park near Chapin. In addition to reviewing legal options, the coalition will discuss finalizing its budget and implementing a fund raising campaign which will support the organization’s goals including securing legal counsel. Interested homeowner’s groups and/or individual homeowners who would like to join the organization and contribute to the legal assistance fund should visit the groups website   www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com  . 
Steve Bell is President of Lake Murray Watch

Visit their website at   www.lakemurraywatch.com

