The Augusta Chronicle « Sunday, February 24,2019 E1

PINION

Was Augusta’s river input
thwarted intentionally?

L

from the top of jia Cyber center in dawnmwn Angusn. hndge pll‘mgs and lowered boat docks show the effects of the Savannah River dradown on
Feb. 12. (MIGHAEL HOLAHAN/THE AUGUSTA GHRONICLE]

By J. Noel Schweers 1T the law toremove the esti- project would not adversely To mitigate for loss of habitat
Guest Columnist mated repair cost and adda affect states’ water quality. caused by dredging, the GPA
requirement that the Corps Georgia quicKly issued its cer- was required to install afish
Iwrite this to share details “construct appropriate tification. The issuance of the bypass at the L&D. Additional
of how we got where we. are fish pas: sage devices at !he South Carolina certificate was effective fish passages
regarding the New at fe contentious, but it would still at the
Bluff Lock and Dam (L&D). T Unfortunately, Oongess was issued and incorporated Augusta Canal Diversion
believe these facts are rel- never appropriated repair into the settlement of apend - Dam and the Stevens Creek
evant to the ongoing public . The structure con- ing lawsuit regarding SHEP. Dam toallow fish to reach
debate about its future. tinued to deteriorate, despite The lawsuit was filed by the the desired destination of
The issues we now face are the directive in the law for the and the Augusta
not new. In January 2000, the  Corps tomaintain it. other groups This mitiga-
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers After 16 years of neglect, toblock SHEP. The Corps and tion plan was derived by the
conducted a drawdown of the the 2000 law was quietly the Georgia Ports Authority adoption of recommendations
Savannah River to evaluate gutted, and input from were the defendants. Tosettle  in a “Blological Opinion”
the L&D’s possible removal. Augustaresidents was the case, the GPA agreed to issued by the National Marine
There was great public intentionally blocked or appease the plaintiffs by sat- Fisheries Service. The opinion
outery. ignored. In2016, the Senate isfying several conditions. required the GPAto complete
Inresponse, U.S. Rep. approved anamendment The conditions included the bypass before commenc-
Charlie Norwood, then-U.S. to Water Infrastructure the installation of an oxygen- ingdredging of the “inner
Rep. Lindsey Grahamand Improvements for the Nation ation systemin the Savannah harbor”.
others obtained protection Act (WIIN). The impetus Harbor (reported cost: $99 Asof late summer 2016, the
for the L&D through fed- for the amendment was the million); the acquisition and GPA had not yet begun work
erallegislation, The new law L&D’srole in the Savannah donation of about 2,000 acres on the bypass and appar-
required the Corps to repair Harbor Expansion Project. of salt marsh; and a payment ently approached the Corps
and rehabilitate the L&D at SHEP involves the deepen- of $33.5 million to various for guidance. The Corps”
federal expense. Once done, ingof the Harbor state and nonprofit entities responseis describedina
the Corps was to to tiesto btained from the GPA
convey it to the city of North super-sized cargo ships. the suit) to support environ- pursuant to an open-records
Augusta and Aiken County. ‘Without ships 1] relatedto the request. The deauthorization
This would relieve the Corps ‘would bypass Savannah in Savannah River. The settle- ‘memo was unsigned, but -
from future maintenance favor of deeper ports, such as ment agreement also required based upon the document’s
obligations. Until it was con- Charleston, S.C. compliance with all mitiga- pmperties oﬂglm!ed from
veyed, the Corps was required Before SHEP could com- t by of Hope Moorer
to “continue to operate and mence, a permit was required the Corpsin its approval of at the GPA
maintain” the project. The under the Federal Clean SHEP. It revealed that the Corps
law contained an estimated ‘Water Act. Thislaw, admin- One of the key required warned that, unless the L&D
repair cost of $5.3 million. istered by the states, required mitigation effortsrelated was quickly “deauthorized”
‘Within weeks of thisleg- Georgia and South Carolina to an endangered fish, the
islation, Congress amended to certify that the proposed Atlantic shortnose sturgeon. SeeRIVER, E2

Don’t leave riverfront neighborhood without a river

By Robert A. Pettit Augusta and Augusta have Savannah Harbor couldbe civilian from the Corps’ The language in the
Guest Columnist made it clear this isnot deepened. They were open Savannah office, was lawiskey to this discus-
what we want. One North about it. The picture they adamant: Language in the sion. What did Congress

‘We no longer have to Augustan expressed her portrayed then is very dif- 2016 Water Infrastructure intend with the words
imagine our riverfront frustration to me via email: ferent from what we saw. ovements for the “maintain the pool ... as it
without the New Savannah “The low river levels are Corpsleadership tells Nation Act to “maintain ‘was on the date of enact-
Bluff Lock and Dam. It was completely ridiculous and us wejust don’t get the pool ... asin existence ment”? U.S. Rep. Rick
easy to see muddy river- haveleft my riverfront it. In an opinion piece on the date of enactment of Allenfrequently has stated
banks; docks and boats neighborhood without a “Balancing fish passage this Act” could not possi- it relates to the pool’s
highand dry, and homes far rver.” and current uses,” which bility mean to keep the pool elevation. He wrote to the
from the waterfront. This is U.S. Army Corps of appeared Feb. 10 in The elevation as it was when the Corps’ Savannah District
what dismantling the Lock Engineers leaders made it Augusta Chronicle, Erik bill was signed into law. He commander expressing
and Dam will do. clear early on our riverfront Blechinger, the deputy said “there appears tobea

Residents of North would be sacrificed so the district engineer and top misunderstanding.” See WITHOUT, E2

BIBLE VERSE

The Lord render to every man hi

for the Lord delivered thee

and his
into my hand to day, but | wnuld not stretch fnrth mine hand against the Lord's anointed.

-1 Samuel 26:23

QUOTE OF THE DAY

Eventually, all things merge into one, and a river runs through it.

-Nomman Maclean
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THIS KIDs
GOT A

FUTURE
e
ENGINEERS,

RI vE R Inlight of this flexibility, modify the L&D so thatit Gov. Nathan Deal noti-
it seems worth asking if will “maintain the pool for fying them of pending

there are other applicable navigation, water supply, change tothe law. In2018,
From Page E1 authorized purposes - and recreational activi- Deal expressed support

such as the provision of ties, as in existence on the for attempts to maintain

North Augusta’s water date of enactment of this theriver levelin a letter to
outside the Corps’ supply. Act” and “allow safe pas- TIsakson. He also hasbeen
normal procedures, SHEP The Savannah River during Apparently, to avoida sage over the structureto achampion of the new
likely would be delayed the drawdown photographed costly delay in SHEP, the historic spawning grounds Augusta University Cyber
for acouple of years. from the top of the Georgia GPA’s Jamie McCurry of shortnose sturgeon, Riverfront Campus.
Deauthorizationis the Cyber Center in Augusta, Ga., presented the deauthori- Atlantic sturgeon, and Based upon the fore -
process by which Congress Tuesday afternoon February zation memo to staffers of other migratory fish”; or going, it seems unlikely
determines whether a 12, 2019. [MICHAEL HOLAHAN,/ U.S. Sens Johnny Isakson replacethe L&D witha that he would support
federally authorized project ‘THE AUGUSTA CHRONICLE] and David Perdue, and structure that can “main- the adoption of alaw that
still served a federal pur- U.S. Rep. Buddy Carter of tain the pool for water could affect Augusta’s riv-
pose. The deauthorization Savannah, seeking their supply and recreational erfront so profoundly. The
'was represented as needed As part of any 216 Study, help. The email and the activities, as in existence timing of the email raises
to permit the recently the Corps must consider, memo called for an imme- onthe date of enactment the question of whether
proposed modifications to among many other factors,  diate change tothelaw to of this Act.” the governor also was kept
replace the long -planned any authorized purpose deauthorize the L&D and The Corps’ selected inthe dark.
fishbypass. of the project under permit its removal. Italso alternative falls under By their actions, the GPA

Theneed for this action consideration. recommended that the Option 2. Considering that and the Corps prevented
seems suspect, consider- The L&D’s original legislators seek assistance this option does not even Allen, or anyone else who
ing that modifications authorized purpose was to from the Corps in drafting mention fish as arelevant might object, from provid-
to a project on North improve navigation on the the law. factor, one might ques- ing input - until it was too
Carolina’s Cape Fear River Savannah River between Despite the neutral role tion whether the Corps is late to mount an effective
- often cited as a model for Augusta and Savannah. the Corps purports to authorized to build a fish opposition.
the L&D proposal - were Although navigation was play, senior members of bypassatall. Since the passage of the
completed without deau- the original authorized the Corps leadership were On Sept. 15,2016, act, Allen repeatedly has
thorization. That structure purpose, according to involved deeply inthe Isakson and Perdue jointly demanded that the Corps
is only now being consid- a1992 Corpsreport, it deauthorization legis- introduced the Corps’ address his concerns and
ered for deauthorization. was not the only one. Lation. In fact, Wesley drafted languageas an those of his constituents.

Once deauthorized, a That report, which pro- Coleman, the head of the amendment to the pend- He also shared his research
project is no longer eli- vides a good explanation Corps’ Water Resources ing WIIN Act of 2016. The regarding the water level
gible for federal funding. of authorized purposes, Institute, appears to have amendment was approved  on the date of the WIIN
Pursuant to Section 216 of states that recreation and personally drafted thelaw. without debate. Act, which as we know
the Flood Gontrol Act of river reregulation also Before doing so, he sought Despite his almost cer- is higher than what is
1970, the Corps generally were authorized purposes. input from many members tain interest in the subject, proposed.
conducts a “216 Study” According to the report, of the Corps’ senior man- U.S. Rep. Rick Allen was Todate, there seems
before recommending the authorization of a agement in Washington on not notified in advance to be little regard for his
deauthorization. project can originate “the ultimate fate” of the ofthe Senate vote. The comments.

The study requires the from several sources and L&D.Noinput appeared to elected officials from Forthose with interest in
Corps to doa compre- can include more than be received from anyone South Carolina likewise the documents referenced
hensive investigation of one. While an authorized ‘who might oppose the were reportedly excluded herein, they are available
aproject before issuing purpose typically is in deauthorization. from the process. The role, at lockanddaminfo.com.
reporting to Congress the legislation originally ‘The hastily and poorly if any, of Augusta city offi-
recommending deau- approving the project, it drafted law is the cause of cials is unclear.
thorization. The study alsomay be found in other many of the problems L&D Additionally, within The writer is gen-
generally takes more than federal laws or actions, supporters face. When the hours of the Senate eral counsel for Morris
two years to complete and either specifically describ- amendment was drafted, approval, Mr. McGurry ‘Communications Co. LLG,
provides several opportu-  ing the project or in laws it included two options for  sent an email to represen- the previous owner of
nities for public input. of general application. the L&D: tatives of then-Georgia The Augusta Chronicle.
WITHOUT to maintain the pool as it Georgia’s U.S. senators, internal Corps review dismayed by the impact

has been for 80 years would the Georgia Department wasn't complete. this demonstration had on

flood North Augusta resi- of Transportation and the Many questions remain North Augusta’s riverfront.
From Page E1 dential areas during high GPAtoadd asectiontothe unanswered. What was Maybeit didn’t turn out the
_— flows. Lock and Dam gates ‘WIIN Act requiring action: the GPAinvolvement in ‘way they expected. Maybe
this. Augusta-Richmond can be adjusted to mitigate Repair the Lock and Dam selecting the preferred that is why the leader-
County, Aiken County and flooding. and add a fish passage or alternative? Why was the ship started using a new
the city of North Augusta There is one reason build a rock weir across “repair” alternative rated buzzword - one that would
are united in the opinion this whole thing became the river. These alterna- asneutraljust because it ‘make sure we no longer
that the intent clearly was an issue. Dredging the tives must have been added ‘wasn't “full width” with- misunderstand what they
tomaintain the pool eleva- Savannah Harbor dam- solely to mitigate our out- out a full evaluation? Why havebeen telling us.
tion as the Corps was doing agesasmall area where fish rageif the Lock and Dam haven't i Anew ‘wasn't
‘when the law was signed. spawned. One of those, ‘were removed and the pool strating shortnose sturgeon necessary. We fully under-

The Corps’ position is the shortnose sturgeon, is went away. successfully swimmingupa  stand the Corpsleadership.
thatapool of any eleva- endangered. Corpslead- ‘The Corps developed fishladder been provided? ‘The river itself proves we
tion will do, as long as ership, with the National variations for the rock weir. Faced withthree governing ‘were right. The impact to
water supply intakes of the ~ Oceanic and Atmospheric NOAA rated each alterna- bodies unitedin oppositiontc  our riverfront is unaccept-
cities and 1 ies aren’t init ion, took the tive “0, -1, or +1” onits alower pooland Rep. Allen's able - precisely what we
affected and recreation is opportunity to promote ability to allow fish to pass. belief the Corps’ interpreta- have been telling them for
possible. ingerargued  amitigation plan to allow Therock weir was rated tion of thelaw differsfrom years. It's time for Corps
that interpreting the law fishto gain access tohis- “+1" because fish could that of Congress, it appears: leadership to stop misun-
torequire a pool, without torical spawning grounds: use the entire width of the the Corps hasa new buzz- derstanding us.
any allowing for fluctua- the Augusta shoals. river to get upstream. The word: functionality. Ican’t My opinion has not
tion in elevation, created an Corps leadership, work- alternative to repair the recall hearingitin discussions changed from that
impossible situation. ing with NOAA and the Lock and Dam received over i WO years in my opinion

The Corps obviously Georgia Ports Authority, a“o” rating, It wasn't - not oncein face-to-face piece “Fish Bypass provides
doesn’t want to recognize decided the best solution “full width.” Thiskept it meetings, public briefings, best solution to Lockand
the possibility that Rep. was replacement of the from being the top-rated ‘meetings with EPA staffers Dam conundrum” in the
Allenis correct. Its leader- Lockand Dam witha rock alternative. in Washington, D.C., nor Oct. 22, 2017, Chronicle.
ship sees an opportunity weiracross the river. They The Corps’ approach in written correspondence. Repair the Lock and Dam
finally to get rid of the Lock understoodresidents in to this process has been Ifirst saw it in Blechinger’s and construct amodest-
and Dam. the Augusta area would disappointing. The project opinion. I heard it againlast sized fish bypass. This

Th i - beoutraged once thedam team explained what they week. solution will not leave
tion requires the Corps to was removed and the were planning. Charts, The leadership of the North Augusta with a
control (maintain) the pool scenic riverfront became a graphs and tables presented Savannah District Corps “riverfront neighborhood
as it was in December 2016. mudflat. amultitude of data. Cost has now seen the dramatic ‘without a river.”

The overflow elevation They were right. We are estimates for each alterna- impact the rock weir will
of arock weir cannot be outraged. tive were included - but at have on our region. Maybe The writer is the mayor
changed. A weir designed ‘The Corps worked with the time no details, because they are shocked and a little of North Augusta, 5.C.



