Will endangered species endanger lake and river?

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

A recent news report revealed that a rare fish, the short nose sturgeon, is blocking Duke Energy’s efforts to obtain a new license to operate hydro electric dams along the Catawba-Wateree river system. That same scenario could repeat itself at the Saluda Hydro project. But fears that a late intervention by the National Marine Fisheries Service could disrupt SCE&G’s relicensing process have been calmed by information obtained during a recent teleconference meeting between SCE&G, the Fisheries Service and stakeholder groups. 

Back on April 26, The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) filed a letter with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) requesting that a number of potential effects on the endangered short nose sturgeon be further addressed in FERC’s environmental assessment of the of the Saluda hydro project. David Bernhart, Assistant Regional Manager for Protected Resources for the National Marine Fisheries Service told FERC 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.  A teleconference meeting was held on June 16 to discuss and clarify the NMFS’s  concerns. 

Of major concern to stakeholders, who spent years debating and resolving issues, is the possibility that the NMFS could unravel a crucial part of that plan- how to allocate water to meet the needs of both downstream and upstream interest. The concern is that the NMFS might want more water downstream during March to enhance spawning for the rare fish. If this happens there may be less water for other species of fish in the lake and the river, less water for wildlife, and less water to meet recreation needs in both the lake and the river.   Bill Argentieri, SCE&G’s point man in the relicensing process, pushed for answers. He asked the Fisheries Service whether the proposed downstream flow regime was acceptable. The answer was yes.   The NMFS stated, “It is not the Service’s intention to recommend changing any of the flows as recommended in the Settlement Agreement.”

The Fisheries Service indicated it wanted “more analysis of what the information indicated in regard to effects on the sturgeon, and not just a record of where the information could be found in the license application.” FERC staff indicated that, “an expanded analysis on the short nose sturgeon would be included in its final environmental assessment. 

Whiles fears of what the NMFS might do have calmed, a final decision by experts is not expected for at least 135 days after the FERC issues its final environmental assessment.   The Service has a federal mandate to protect  endangered species and will weigh heavily on the side of the sturgeon. If the FERC’s expanded analysis does not provide them with convincing evidence that the new license will not adversely impact the fish, the Service  could change its mind and require SCE&G to provide more flows downstream- It would be a mandate that cannot be appealed. The fact that none have been found in the project area is of no consequence.  At one time they roamed the Saluda and some have recently been spotted in the Congaree River. Experts contend that the species might re- inhabit the Saluda if conditions are right.  

