Lake level drops during August heat

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

Temperatures that reached into the 100’s for almost 2 weeks during the month of August put a strain on SCE&G’s system requiring the utility to open the gates for generation on 4 different occasions. Combined with evaporation, municipal water withdrawals and the fact that minimum required flows for the lower Saluda River exceed minimum flows from Lake Greenwood, the lake dropped over 1 foot.  

August 14th, SCE&G scurried to recover from a plant lost, ramping up Saluda to its maximum output of 18,000 cfs. According to the company, emergency generation normally only last several hours but buying power on the grid during heat waves is practically impossible and the company had no other choice but to use water from the lake for almost 12 hours until loads on the system receded.

While this scenario is likely to happen every August, the impacts now are less than in the past when Saluda Hydro was used primarily as a peaking unit. Some years the lake dropped as much as 5 ft over the summer months.  Jim Landreth V.P. of fossil fuel and hydro operations, has promised to keep levels no lower than 354’ during the winter, but that may be difficult considering where we are at now and September and October are some of our driest months.  
Lake groups would like to see the level come up to at least the 356’ elevation as soon as rain allows noting there’s no assurance drought conditions will not continue on into next year.  Last March SCE&G released the equivalent of 2 feet of water stating concerns about making room for spring rains that could compromise its ability to keep the level below its maximum allowed level of 360’.  But those rains never came and the lake never reached the 358’ summer level. 

For almost 70 years SCE&G has operated at “its pleasure”. But relicensing of the project requires a fresh look at all aspects of the project. One of the big issues that must be resolved is how much “freeboard” does the utility need to stay below its maximum allowed level and not be burdened by a narrow freeboard which restricts flexibility in meeting its reserve requirements. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) which oversees SCE&G’s use of public waters and other resources will review and approve the new license application. In its review, equal consideration must be given to recreational and environmental resources as opposed to power generation. And this will require SCE&G to justify its proposed lake level management policies.  
Steve Bell is a director for the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition and a member of the relicensing team reviewing the lake management policies.

He can be reached at bellsteve9339@bellsouth.net or go to www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com 

