Will SCE&G pull the plug?

By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist

It wasn’t too many years ago about this time of year when the water in Lake Murray would begin to recede. It signaled the beginning of SCE&G’s summer drawdown. When the plug was pulled to supplement generation and to lower the lake to provide a cushion in the event a tropical storm or hurricane might head this way. Hopefully those are by gone days. SCE&G now operates Saluda hydro for “reserve standby” keeping almost 200 megawatts of power stored and ready to come on line in a matter of minutes, to deal with emergencies within its own system and to meet its obligation to share energy with other utilities which have joined SCE&G in an agreement to pool resources in order to meet demands. 

So far this summer, other than a few “reserve calls”, SCE&G has been operating mostly in what some call the “run of the river” mode. i.e. what comes in goes out. This has allowed the company to maintain the lake above the normal full operating pool while providing downstream flows for fish habitat and recreation. The exception was on June 9 and 10. SCE&G released up to 8000 cfs for almost 12 hours each of those days. The lake level dropped almost 6 inches.  Officials indicated that a plant went off line, and the lake was simply “too high” for this time of year.

So where are we headed for the rest of the summer? In the absence of any significant rain events- other than isolated thunder showers- it’s likely (1) evaporation will take a toll (2) inflows from Lake Greenwood will drop below required outflows (3) a scheduled whitewater event in late August will affect the lake and (4) heavy loads on the system will increase the chances Saluda hydro will be needed for emergencies.( As long as the “emergency” does not last for hours on end, impacts to the lake will be minimized.) 

If we continue to have a hot and dry summer, the “Watch” predicts the lake will drop 1.5 ft from evaporation, about a foot from more water going out than coming in, about 3 inches for the whitewater releases and maybe ½ foot for emergency generation, assuming the “emergency” does not last for more than three hours. The lake level likely will be a few inches below 355’ by September1. 

