Buffer zone restoration may be moot issue
By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission which oversees SCE&G’s management of public resources at the Saluda Hydro Project recently gave thumbs up to a plan to restore buffers along almost 26 miles of Lake Murray’s shoreline. In l984, the FERC stopped SCE&G from selling project lands within 75 feet of the 360’ foot contour. Officials were concerned that selling land down to the high water mark was taking away the public’s right to access and use the lake’s shoreline. Regulations state that dam owners must “include within the project enough lands to ensure optimum development of recreational resources afforded by the project.”. Project lands also provide important habitat for wildlife and protect the lake’s natural beauty.

As part of the project’s 1999 shoreline review, resource agencies toured several of the buffer areas and noted a trend towards “privatization” of buffers. Those findings were subsequently filed in reports to the FERC. Agency officials indicated that in some instances buffers resembled, manicured lawns with few if any trees within the restricted zone. As a result, FERC ordered SCE&G to meet with DNR and the US Fish and Wildlife Service and develop a plan for restoring areas where violations had occurred.
After briefly meeting with the agencies, SCE&G chose to consult with the National Resource Conservation Service (NRCS), formally called the Soil Conservation Service, to help in developing the plan. But a review of the draft document by DNR and US Fish and Wildlife Service resulted in protest that the plan was inadequate. The USFWS claimed its concerns are “too numerous to identify all of them in its letter” and recommended that SCE&G meet with the resource agencies to discuss those matters. DNR complained that the plan “does not adequately address project-wide shoreline disturbances.”
SCE&G ignored most of those concerns and sent the plan to the FERC for review. FERC approved the plan but noted that “adequate agency consultation did not occur” and ordered that the entire buffer restoration issue be re-opened during the comprehensive relicensing process.  
If implemented the approved plan would require violators of buffer zone restrictions to submit a restoration plan to SCE&G for approval within 30 days of notification of violations. The plan must meet specific criteria developed by the NRCS. Replanting must be done using a list of indigenous trees, plants, and grasses.  
Determining who is a violator won’t be easy. Some homeowners claim clearing within the buffer was done long before they purchased the lots, either by the developer or by loggers sent in by SCE&G  to harvest timber and thin out within the buffers using what is known as “Best Management Practices”. But logging practices designed for typical forest don’t fit the mold for FERC controlled projects that specifically forbid clearing of trees larger than 3 inches in areas slated for development. SCE&G has since stopped the logging and “thinning” within buffer zones. 
FERC’s requirement for a seventy five buffer zone and the recent restoration order comes at no surprise. Federal regulations require that Lake Murray’s shoreline be available for public use. FERC noted during the last re-licensing than the sale of project lands down to the 360’ was impeding and impairing that right. It was also taking away important wildlife habitat, impacting the shorelines natural beauty and water quality. But complying with the intent of the order may be impossible. The current plan suggests that private development, wildlife and terrestrial resources and public recreators can co-exist within a rather narrow strip of land along the shoreline. So far, this hasn’t worked.  But the answer my lie in a proposal being introduced by DNR, and USFWS. The agencies are recommending that large contiguous tracts of project lands be preserved and set aside for public use and for the protection of natural resource values.  If this happens, buffer zone restoration could become a moot issue. The proposal if approved would mitigate damages from inappropriate clearing. The recommendation has broad support from conservation groups who say the current policy is simply a plan to develop the entire lake and will not protect public resources as required by federal law.
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