Federal officials order buffer zone restoration
by Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

Note- This is the first in a series of articles relating to new shoreline plan requirements
On June 23, 2004, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) approved a new Lake Murray shoreline plan which included a requirement that SCE&G prepare and submit plans to address concerns brought up during the shoreline review process. On October 28,  the FERC modified the plan by adding new conditions, and clarifying some existing ones. Officials ordered the utility to consult with resource agencies and file the required information by June, 23, 2005.  But SCE&G did not meet with state and federal agencies until April 4, 2005. The required work is not complete, and now SCE&G is asking for an extension to April 2006 to comply with the Federal order.
Federal officials ordered the company to (1) prepare an erosion control plan. (2) Identify and map perennial and intermittent streams (3) Prepare a woody debris and stump management plan. (4) Map and identify environmentally sensitive areas to include shoreline within developed areas, (5) Prepare a buffer zone restoration plan where buffers have been improperly altered (6) Designate Hurricane Cove and Two Bird Cove as special recreation areas for over night anchorage. (7) Inventory all developed shorelines within the project boundary for structural encroachments
The most challenging issue facing the utility will likely be FERC’s requirement that SCE&G restore potentially miles of buffer zones that have been inappropriately cleared of trees and other vegetation.  FERC’s restoration order emphasizes re-naturalization ( i.e. ceasing cutting and mowing) along with planting new trees and scrubs. Resource agencies are insisting that these areas be brought back to a “full canopy”. 

In 1984, the FERC stopped SCE&G from selling land down to the high water mark, and a 75 foot set back was put in place. In 1991 an updated shoreline plan included conditions which restricted clearing to small trees and underbrush and prohibited privatization. The purpose was to protect wildlife, the shoreline’s natural beauty and the public’s legal right to use the lake’s shoreline for various outdoor recreational opportunities.
FERC’s approval to development  these areas in question, included the condition that SCE&G monitor and protect the buffer zones as required by the shoreline plan. But during the 1999 shoreline review and update, SC DNR and the US Fish and Wildlife Service evaluated buffer zone areas and found that a majority of the buffer zones sampled had been cleared to the point that these shorelines did not meet the necessary criteria for protecting natural resources as the shoreline plan originally intended.  
It was determined that loss of vegetation was due to several factors including, natural causes, (diseases, storms), forest management practices, pre- development clearing and clearing by homeowners. Resource agencies noted that some buffers resemble well manicured, landscaped lawns which have no resource value at all.  For that reason, FERC is requiring the utility to consult with wildlife agencies and submit a restoration plan that will eventually return these areas back to a more natural state. Agencies are recommending that the entire 26 miles of buffers be evaluated for shoreline compliance. SCE&G indicated it was concerned how property owners would react to removing lawns and landscaping, but environmental groups say that approval of development of those shorelines was conditioned on protecting the vegetation, wildlife habitat, aesthetic values and public access.   Homeowners are required to sign a “Vegetative Protection Agreement”, and SCE&G’ license requires the company to take action if this agreement is violated, including ordering the removal of docks, an enforcement tool the Company has used in the past.  In one case, SCE&G revoked two Heron Cove homeowner’s dock privileges for destroying an environmentally sensitive area and in another incident, the utility put up a fence with no trespassing signs after a property owner misused project lands.

SCE&G seems to be getting serious about shoreline protection especially in light of the fact that the company is in the process of seeking a new license and its past record is blemished.  Several years ago FERC officials found the company in non-compliance with its license for not properly monitoring pre- development clearing in Hollow Creek on Lake Murray.  Complaints prompted FERC officials to fly down from Washington to evaluate the damages. While the non-compliance finding was considered to be minor, federal officials told SCE&G that the incident would be made a part of the project record, an indication that a “warning” had been issued.
SCE&G’s request for additional time may be contested by State and Federal agencies and environmental groups who have become impatient from years and years of postponements and delays in dealing with environmental issues.  Citizens or groups interesting in reviewing SCE&G’s request for an extension and/or making comments to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission should visit FERC’s website,  www.ferc.gov. or visit  www.lakemurraywatch.com  .
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