Lake levels at 358 plus- unprecedented in August

By Steve Bell- Lake Watch columnist
SCE&G’s new operating scheme, along with a little help from mother nature in the form of  rainfall this summer, has resulted in the lake being at levels unprecedented for this time of year. Normally the utility begins using Saluda Hydro extensively beginning in early July and continuing through August to cover what they call “peaking” conditions, which occur when the utility exhaust other resources and must use Lake Murray to meet the increasing loads on the system. But last fall, SCE&G announced that it would be operating the Saluda Hydro as a “reserved capacity” unit, meaning that it would only be used as an emergency back-up source. The change came about after the company added enough generation capacity to handle those additional summer loads during peak usage.  
The difference is dramatic. Lake levels in the past have dipped as low as 353’ msl by the end of August, almost 5 feet below the 358’ level recorded by the US Geological Survey during the week of August 21. And this pleases homeowners, recreational users and businesses. 
Higher lake levels can mean an extended boating and fishing season for the average recreational user. Some homeowners begin retrieving their boats when levels start dropping too far. Other boaters stay off the water concerned about safety as new hazards pop up when water recedes. Extending the recreational season is something lake businesses would like to see more often. Some businesses think that higher water levels year round will turn the lake from part time to full time usage, and bringing in customers year round could keep businesses afloat especially those located in the less populated upper lake region. Businesses like the Buffalo Creek Grill near Prosperity struggle to survive the sluggish winter months.  Karen Butler, owner of the grill, took over the lease at the Hollands Landing site on May 24, 2002 the spring before the big drawdown.  Ms. Butler indicated that she was able to maintain the “status quo” through the two year ordeal.  Since the lake has been back up, business at the restaurant has virtually exploded due to the return of water based type customers. Ms. Butler indicated that “the higher the levels during the fall and winter, the better my business will be.” The Buffalo Creek Grill is considered to be one of the most popular restaurants on the lake. Ms. Butler indicated that customers who come as far away as the dam want a safe lake to travel on.

But how SCE&G manages levels this fall and winter will likely depend on an analysis of potential flood events including hurricanes that could push the utility to its limits trying to protect the dam, public safety and property downstream. A certain amount of “free board” is necessary in order deal with dam safety and downstream flooding issues.

Recreational users will be keeping their fingers crossed as the utility works through these issues, some of which will be rehashed or re-discovered when the company begins the re-licensing processes this fall.  
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