Relicensing is over- almost

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch columnist
SCE&G’s new license may be inches away from becoming a done deal.  Officials at the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) recently issued its final assessment of a plan that sets new rules and guidelines for generation and the management of public waters and project lands.  The battle for water sharing is likely over. The Feds for the second time rejected SCE&G’s proposal to conserve more water when flows coming in to the lake drop below flows being released for downstream needs. SCE&G’s plan would reduce downstream flows when the lake dropped one foot. Instead FERC ruled in favor of a proposal by DNR and other river advocates to use up to two feet of lake storage before reductions occur. The flow reduction plan only applies to “habitat enhancement” flows which are above and beyond the minimum flow required to protect aquatic resources in the river below the dam. Minimum flows will be provided year round, 24/7 regardless of inflows. Even though SCE&G presented a strong argument, the decision was expected understanding that FERC must “appease” certain state and federal agencies in order close the deal. 
And yet the deal will not be officially closed until the National Marine Fisheries Service determines that the new license will not adversely affect the short nose sturgeon, an endangered species that has yet to be found in the lower Saluda River. The Fisheries Service will review FERC’s updated analysis of impacts to the fish and may require that additional measures be included to protect the species. FERC has asked the Fisheries Service to provide it with a biological opinion within 130 days of the issuance of its final Environmental Assessment. A new license will cannot be issued until the endangered species issue is resolved. 
The FERC  “rubber stamped” most of the new proposals including updates to permitting policies which prohibits large private marinas, but requires small community docks rather than individual docks. More shoreline will kept natural by extending buffers and implementing a restoration where buffers have been illegally cleared. For all practical purposes-except for making sure the sturgeon gets its fair share of water- the three and a half year old process is over. Now we move into the compliance stage. 
