Endangered species may unravel water sharing plans

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

While lake users are still trying to stomach a downstream flow plan which could use up to two feet of the lake’s storage to enhance habitat conditions for striped bass downstream, a more ominous threat has appeared on the horizon, the endangered short nose sturgeon. There’s a possibility that a federal agency could make what some may consider “unreasonable demands” in its effort to protect the fish. And while no one has observed the presence of the sturgeon in the vicinity of the Saluda project, officials at the National Marine Fisheries Service are complaining that SCE&G’s downstream flow plan will fall short of preventing adverse impacts to the sturgeon or its ability to re-inhabit  the area. 
In response to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission’s(FERC) environmental assessment of SCE&G’s new license plan, David Bernhart, Assistant Regional Manager for Protected Resources for the National Marine Fisheries Service told officials that the NMFS “does not concur with your determination that the project may affect but is not likely to adversely affect" the endangered shortnose sturgeon.” Bernhart further explained that the NMFS has determined, based on the information provided, that ongoing project operations as well as the proposed project operations and enhancements may be adversely affecting the shortnose sturgeon; therefore, formal section 7 consultation under the ESA is required.” A formal consultation process could require dozens of studies and take years to complete. SCE&G’s license expires at the end of August and if issues are not resolved by then, the FERC would have to extend the license year by year if needed.   The letter caught SCE&G and stakeholders by surprise. A representative for NMFS, who had participated in the re-licensing process had apparently given a thumbs up to the protective measures proposed in the new license. 
But Bernhart explained, “Lack of recent observations of sturgeon in the Saluda River is unsurprising given the limited sampling, the cold water, low oxygen discharges, and impeded passage between the lower and central basin. Delaying modifications and enhancement measures until shortnose sturgeon are "observed" utilizing the Saluda River will only perpetuate ongoing adverse effects attributable to project operations.”
Bernhart contends that cold water releases from the dam are likely affecting, “habitat utilization, and environmental cues that trigger shortnose sturgeon spawning migrations.”  Bernhart questions why the management needs of an introduced, exotic, cold water trout fishery is being placed above the habitat needs of a federally listed endangered species. (Does this imply SCE&G should somehow warm up the water before being released and would this ultimately destroy the cold water trout fishery?) 

Before official consultation begins, the Marine Fisheries Service wants SCE&G to prepare a Biological Assessment (BA) which at a minimum analyzes the potential effects from water temperatures, water quality, water quantity, recovery, introduced trout fishery, habitat, and fish passage.   One question asked SCE&G to explain the possible ways to provide the sturgeon “safe and effective passage” over the 213 foot high dam, the 2,550 foot long dike and SC highway 6. 

Some question why the Service, which had sent a representative to the meetings, waited until now to request the assessment.  Sources say SCE&G will likely request a “formal” meeting with the FERC and the Service to flush out the underlying reason for the last minute maneuver.

