Officials place restrictions on lake excavations

By Steve Bell

Environmental concerns relating to excavations on Lake Murray have caught the eye of Federal officials.  In a recent ruling approving an excavation at 331 and 351 Wells Point Road, officials at the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, (better known as the FERC), made it clear that the excavation can go forward but only if certain conditions are met to safeguard the environment. Environmental resources potentially affected by the proposed excavation include water quality, fisheries, shoreline vegetation, wildlife, and historic or archaeological resources. 
Protective measures will require  that the work be performed when lake levels are below the excavation site, that all efforts must be made to protect native riparian vegetation, especially the buttonbush, river birch, and willow, best management practices must be implemented (appropriate grading, mulches, hay bales, or silt fences) to minimize erosion during and after work,  areas must be sloped with a minimum 3 to 1 slope upon project completion, and only accumulated sediment down to the original lake bottom can be removed. 
FERC’s requirement not to disturb the original lake bottom pleases resource agencies and environmental groups who claim that the lake’s natural bottom contains gravelly substrates important for fish spawning. Timothy Hall, Field Supervisor for the US Fish and Wildlife Service referring to a proposed excavation stated “large excavation projects such as this one, and the continued alteration of important shallow cove habitats, will cumulatively result in the loss of areas vital for the continued health of a variety of wildlife species including migratory birds, game and non-game mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish, and invertebrates.” 
In response to a pending excavation at 618 McCarthy Road, in Buffalo Creek, DNR indicated its concerns regarding dredging activities near stream influxes. “Environmentally sensitive areas in Lake Murray are shallow water littoral zones that act as an eco-tone between terrestrial and aquatic environments. Typically these areas consist of willow, buttonbush, river birch and other fauna that act as an important transitional zone by providing root mass for bank stabilization, water purification, animal foraging areas and essential breeding and foraging habitat for fish and wildlife.” DNR officials indicated they would not object if the proposed project was modified to “exclude any area within 25’ of the willow and button bush in the back of the cove.  The excavation should be limited to the center of the cove thereby avoiding possible impacts to the ESA.  All efforts must be made to protect existing native riparian vegetation adjacent to the project area.  Particular care must be taken to avoid disturbance to any buttonbush, river birch and willow that may be present within the project area.” Additionally, officials asked that dredging be limited to the removal of accumulated sediments only. 
But benefits from the new protective measures will only be meaningful if the federal requirements are carried out. Lake Murray Watch and the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition will be working with agencies and SCE&G to ensure that permit conditions which protect the lake’s health are strictly enforced. For additional information on this issue visit www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com
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