Water withdrawal bill goes to Senate floor
By Steve Bell, Lake Watch Columnist
An overflow crowd of conservationist and industry leaders showed up last Wednesday to hear the Senate Agriculture and Natural Resources Committee’s debate on a proposal that would require new industries including utilities to obtain permits from the SC DHEC before making large withdrawals from public waterways.  Conservationist wore “Bass Boats Bubba” stickers emphasizing that South Carolina citizens enjoy the outdoors and support legislation that will protect the state’s water resources. 
According to Debbie Parker, Program Director for the Conservation Voters of SC, “The time for water law is now. Without "Fair Share" permitting legislation in place, anyone can take unlimited amounts of water from our state’s rivers with little regard for wildlife, recreational users or existing industries and communities downstream. This system is bad for business, bad for the environment, bad for negotiations with North Carolina and Georgia, and bad for the people of this state.”
Currently there are no laws controlling where and how much water can be taken from a public river or lake. Concerns are that without regulation, large industries could in effect dry up rivers and lakes downstream from the point of withdrawal, impacting, fish and wildlife, recreation, existing water withdrawers, and impacting the ability for local government to attract new industry. 

While the legislation does not apply to federally controlled lakes like Lake Murray, components of the proposed legislation should help ensure that adequate inflows to the lake will be maintained even during periods of drought. The bill will set minimum flows for rivers and streams (outside of federally operated projects) and will require water withdrawers to find alternative sources if river flows drop too much.  The Bill if approved will also require SC DHEC to consider present and future downstream and upstream needs when considering a withdrawal request. Existing users would be grandfathered in. 
During the hearing there seemed to be disagreement regarding the language describing how much water should be left in the river before withdrawers would have to seek alternative sources. Senator Chip Campsen R-Charleston offered an amendment which he felt would plug up a potential loop hole that could undermine efforts to protect fish and wildlife resources.  The amendment would define minimum river flow as the amount of flow necessary to maintain the biological, chemical, and physical integrity of the water, plus the amount of flow necessary to ensure the needs of existing and future downstream users and withdrawers. When the river at the withdrawal point drops below that minimum flow, the user must stop withdrawing from the river and use alternative sources. The current definition states that the minimum flow for rivers shall be 20-30-40 percent of the average historical flow base on the time of year.
Senator Paul Campbell, R- Berkeley, Chairman of the sub-committee that crafted the bill, argued that the finer details could be worked out after the bill becomes law, noting that any changes, if needed, could be made through the amendment process. Campbell warned that if the bill did not move forward today, it would be doomed for this legislative session. Ultimately committee members rejected Campsen’s amendment but voted to move the bill to the full Senate floor and allow further discussions and debate regarding Campsen’s concerns. If the legislation is ultimately approved, basin wide studies are expected to be conducted by SC DHEC with the help of DNR. The results hopefully will give DHEC staff the necessary information and tools needed to make a fair and equitable decision. 

Leading the entourage of conservationist were Patrick Moore, Legislative Director for the Coastal Conservation League, Debbie Parker Program Director for the Conservation Voters on SC, and Gerrit Jobsis, Regional Director for American Rivers.  Representatives from both Lake Hartwell and Lake Wateree attended and from Lake Murray, Steve Bell, (this writer) of Lake Watch attended. To read a copy of Senate Bill 452 go to www.lakemurraywatch.com.
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