Storm brewing on proposed lake drawdown

By Steve Bell Lake, Watch Columnist

The Midlands Striper Club has made it official. The group supports a lake draw down based on a study conducted by Jim Ruane, an expert with  Reservoir Environmental Management, Inc. Ruane was hired by SCE&G to evaluate water quality issues identified as part of the re-licensing process. The study suggest that frequent draw downs to 350’ elevation would  benefit water quality by reducing organic matter build up in the sediments at the upper parts of the reservoir. This should lessen the possibility of  “internal nutrient cycling”, especially in the Little Saluda embayment. Decaying matter in shallow areas can reduce oxygen levels. Ruane claims that lowering the lake flushes nutrients into deeper water which stops the decay process resulting in “cleaner water”. 
 Club President Harold Alewine stated in comments to the “draft” license application, that RMI’s recommendations should be “adopted in the new license requirements.” Alewine and others are concerned about the summer striped bass die offs in the lake’s forebay (dam area). Stripers migrate to cooler deeper water in the summer where DO levels can drop well below what is considered to be optimum habitat.  Ruane claims that draw downs should raise DO levels lake-wide thus helping the striper fishery. 

 But others including lake groups are not buying in to the proposal.  Bert Floyd, Co-Chairperson of the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition (LMHOC) indicated her group would not agree to frequent draw downs for the next 30 to 50 years that according to Ruance  “might, should, could help but guarantees nothing.”  Floyd insist that a study plan should be developed which will help pinpoint the cause of low DO levels in the upper tributaries. “This would require adding monitoring stations, taking yearly sediment samples, while maintaining a minimum lake level of 356’ for 5 years.” stated  Floyd who is also President of the Night Harbor HOA.  While some suggest that the lake community should “suck it up” and go along with the “every little bit helps” theory, Floyd explained, “that without really understanding what is causing water quality problems in the tributaries, and without some assurance it will actually do some good, it would be hard for homeowners to buy in to Ruanes proposal.” 
Lake groups insist that most of the 9,500 docks would be sitting high and dry for an unknown period of time. An estimated 30,000 residents are impacted not including friends and relatives. And this could grow, over the next 10-20 years, to 45,000 based on a total build out scenerio of  15,000 docks. The groups say there’s no guarantee that the lake would refill from an 8 ft. draw down. 
 In written comments to SCE&G, the Lake Murray Association Board of Directors made it clear that “We oppose any proposed operational policy for Lake Murray that calls for a periodic draw down to the 350 msl level for the purpose of sediment scouring.” LMA emphasized, that “There has been no data presented that show that the recent multi-year draw down associated with dam remediation provided any benefit that reduced the chances for fish kills. In fact, despite the recent extended drawdown, there was a fish kill in 2007.” 
Gerrit Jobsis, SE Coordinator for American Rivers and a member of the Water Quality Committee believes Ruane’s study provides important information that should be incorporated in an “adaptive management plan” which would allow changes in lake level management- if yearly monitoring shows a deteriation in water quality with the lake up higher than normal. 
Rick Kellemeyer a retired chemical engineer and member of the Striper Club disagrees with Allewine and his supporters. Kellemeyer explained, “As Director of Research and Development for the Dupont Co. in Wilmington Delaware, we did not make decisions based on an opinion, we made them using hard data.” In this case Kellemeyer insist that  “ We are proposing a solution to a problem yet to be determined. We need to collect site specific data to verify whether in fact higher minimum levels will contribute to lower DO in the forebay, and how much.” Kellemeyer noted that the FERC recently approved a new license for Smith Mountain Lake which included a fluctuation plan ranging from 1 to 2 feet.  “And the lake has a strong striper fishery.” explained Kellemeyer.  Smith Mountain lake, the second largest lake in Virginia boast “the cleanest lake in the east.”

DNR commented that it would not support draw downs without some assurance the lake would refill. The agency is concerned that flows for fish below the dam, including striped bass, could be restricted if the lake does not refill as Ruane predicts. 
George Duke a Director for the LMHOC reminded that “There’s a lot of diverse interest out there. Striper fishing is not the only recreational activity taking place on Lake Murray. Everyone needs to be educated and considerate of each other’s interest no matter how trivial some may seem to be.”
To read Ruane’s study go to www.Saludahydrorelicense.com
Steve Bell is President of Lake Murray Watch and a Director for the LMHOC.

For more information on lake issues go to www.lakemurraywatch.com or www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com 
