Oct 24, 2004

DHEC threatens fines if SCE&G does not take water quality mandates seriously
By Steve Bell –contributing writer
Alton Boozer,  Chief of DHEC’s Bureau of water, recently  told SCE&G in an October 17 letter,  that complying with Federal water quality standards “cannot be a secondary consideration and must be achieved at all times”.  Boozer further stated that DHEC could fine the utility up to $10,000 per incident per day if the company continues to ignore Federal and State water quality requirements. 

The scolding was in response to DHEC’s staff review of provisional data from water quality monitoring stations located below the Lake Murray dam. The data indicated that dissolved oxygen levels dropped well below concentrations needed to support aquatic life. The data was provided in a report by SCE&G’s Raymond Ammarell which included an explanation of the company’s action during several weeks of operation.

During that period it was noted that several turbine units had mechanical malfunctions requiring the company to use another unit which draws water at depths where oxygen levels are low. The resulting releases down stream can cause fish entrainment. According to DHEC, oxygen levels were in the acceptable range until SCE&G began its winter drawdown resulting in releases and at a much higher rate. Boozer explained, “It is a great concern to us that SCE&G chose to proceed with the drawdown at this time when historically this time of year has been the worst time for dissolved oxygen levels in the lake……Even with the worst DO of the year in the forebay, and with only two fully functioning units, the decision was made to release significant amounts of water into the lower Saluda River.” DHEC indicated that the large releases resulted in “acutely toxic” conditions which resulted in a minor fish kill on October 4. 
DHEC had previously provided SCE&G with a discretionary period until January to make necessary adjustments to comply with water quality mandates. But until then, the agency expected SCE&G to make every effort to operate in a way to provide the best oxygen levels possible. 
Each year around September 1, SCE&G begins lowering lake levels to provide a “freeboard” in response to the upcoming hurricane season. The question DHEC wants answered is why the utility chose to generate at such large volumes knowing the effects it would have on water quality downstream. Boozer is asking the utility to “submit to the Department a thorough explanation of why this situation was allowed to occur and what actions you have taken to ensure compliance with water quality standards from this point forward.”
Malcolm Leaphart, an avid trout fisherman who frequents the lower Saluda River believes that DHEC is acting appropriately by closely monitoring water quality data and  taking the appropriate measures to ensure that downstream water quality issues are resolved by the January 1 deadline. Gerrit Jobsis with American Rivers responded stating that “ The Conservation Groups commend DHEC for their enforcement letter regarding recent low oxygen levels and the fish kill in the Saluda River.  “Champions of the Environment” rings true with this swift action in answer to the public’s demand for clean water and healthy rivers.  
Steve Bell is President of Lake Murray Watch
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