Questions and Answers on reduced outflows following storm of 10 – 11 Dec 2008
Q1:
Rains typically return to the upper Savannah River Basin in the winter.  How does high rain in the region, especially downstream of Thurmond Dam impact the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ outflows from its reservoirs?

A1:
As we see an upswing in natural downstream flows below Thurmond Dam we begin determine how much we can reduce discharges from the reservoirs.  For example, during the week of 13 Dec – 19 Dec we stopped all outflows from Hartwell Dam.  We provisionally stopped outflows from Thurmond Dam as long as downstream flows remained high.  As the downstream flows recede, we must return to normal outflows, currently 3,100 cubic feet per second (daily average) from Thurmond Dam.

Q2:
As soon as the rain starts, why can’t you stop all outflows then?

A2:
Changing outflows is a complex process unlike simply turning a facet off in a bathroom.  While we don’t pass water through the dams in order to generate electricity, we do generate electricity whenever we must pass water.  This helps offset the costs of the dams.  In order to have an orderly system that makes the best use of the resources we must plan for the discharges and incidental power generation at least a few days in advance.  When rain storms in the middle of a planning week, we were unable to reduce the outflow quickly.  However, a large storm continues to benefit our reservoirs for several days after it passes, so we can plan a week with consideration for the inflows to the reservoirs and to the flows downstream.  While we can make reduced outflow plans, we must be able to resume them quickly in order to meet downstream requirements.
Q3:
Doesn’t this just benefit the downstream over the upstream users?

A3:
We try to balance the needs of upstream and downstream users.  Keep in mind that we manage the Savannah River as a system from headwaters to the ocean.  Changing operations in one area impacts other areas.
Q4:
I thought you were required to discharge 3,100 cfs from Thurmond in order to meet downstream environmental and commercial needs.  Please explain.

A4:
Normally our minimum outflow from Hartwell Dam is 3,600 cfs (weekly average) but under an approved deviation for December 2008 through January 2009 (and perhaps into February 2009) we run no more than 3,100 cfs (daily average) outflow.  Under our publically-presented plan there must be at least 3,100 cfs (daily average) flowing into the Savannah River immediately below Thurmond Dam, through the Augusta Shoals and into the City of Augusta.  The Stevens Creek sub-basin just downstream from Thurmond Dam occasionally receives enough rain to meet this need.  Under an adaptive management policy we are able to reduce and or even block outflows from the reservoirs because of the natural flows downstream.  We must resume outflows as the downstream flows return to pre-storm levels.

Q5:
With our modern weather technology, why can’t you anticipate storms and plan a power generation reduction or discontinuance so you can start saving water earlier?

A5:
We can only base a reduction on what actually happens, not what we expect or hope happens.  That delays our actions, but not by much.

Q6:
I have seen e-mail that indicates you lied to us about power generation not setting the outflow agenda – that you generate power in order to meet some schedule.  Is this true?

A6:
See A2 plus:  Our partner, the Southeastern Power Administration can change from our planned generating schedule to purchasing power on the commercial market, but this takes a day or longer to accomplish.  We adapt to changing conditions as quickly as we can.  Keep in mind that storm run-off, especially in the small sub-basin between Thurmond Dam and the City of Augusta, is often short-lived.  We must return to our outflows when the needs arise.
