South Carolina Update

Staff Changes

We would like to welcome Jeffrey Schrag and Greg Withycombe to SCDHEC’s Aquatic Biology Section. Jeff came to us from the Bureau of Water’s enforcement section and is now working on our 319 (non-point source) team. Greg is doing double-duty, with the economy tanking, construction is down and the workload in the private-well program was easing up. So, Greg continues work with the private-well program and is now also working alongside Chad Altman on a new grant to study mercury in fish from small ponds. We also said goodbye to Frank Nemeth this year, with the arrival of a new baby, he decided to try out life as a stay-at-home dad. Although Frank is missed, we’re very grateful for our new additions!

New Happenings!

EPA Wetlands

During one of the hottest summers in recent memory, biologists (Jim Glover, Will Dillman, Scott Castleberry, and David Eargle) from SCDHEC participated in the EPA’s National Wetland Condition Assessment (NWCA), gathering data from 40 sites around the state.  The NWCA will provide data to improve understanding of wetland health throughout the country and South Carolina, and allow stressors to be identified and addressed.  April-August were very active as the team sampled two sites per week.  Generally, days began at 6:30 am and ended well after business hours (occasionally after dark).  The days not in the field were spent identifying plants, shipping samples back to the EPA and feverishly readying themselves for the following day in the field. The team spent many long days braving heat, plough mud, tides, mosquito hordes, ticks, poison ivy, yellow jackets, chiggers, briars, feral goats, and leaky boats and escaped without serious injury.  SCDHEC has been fortunate to formalize a relationship with the A.C. Moore Herbarium at The University of South Carolina, providing 10 herbarium cases in return for plant identification, quality assurance, and curation of NWCA botanical specimens.  It is hoped that these specimens will enhance the understanding of wetland plant distributions in our state.

EPHT MyFISH  Pond Project

Greg Withycombe and Chad Altman (our fisheries biologist) are working on a new grant along with the ‘health side’ of our agency. The end-goal for our portion of the project is to create an online tool for citizens to use, to aid them in determining the safety of the fish in their personal ponds. This year, 100 ponds were selected, with a probabilistic model. The actual target sample size is fifty ponds, varying in size from 2-50 acres, located within all five of the state’s ecoregions. Target fish include bass and sunfish that will be tested for mercury.  To date, ten ponds have been sampled and are pending results from the lab. Sampling small ponds has brought many new challenges to us, from getting permission to be on private property, to actually getting the fish out of the pond… who knew we would have to resort to hook and line? 
Ambient Monitoring

Macroinvertebrates

Our statewide ambient stream monitoring for macroinvertebrates has been suspended for the foreseeable future due to lack of funding.  We do very limited special studies and review studies done by consultants pursuant to permit requirements.  We have devoted most of our time to the EPA wetlands assessment.
Fish Tissue Monitoring

In 2011, the Fish Tissue Monitoring program has been busy dealing with PCB contamination in the Catawba River Basin.  Due to reductions in staff, funding, and other special projects our routine monitoring of state waters has suffered.  In a cooperative effort with SCDNR, we have collected alligator tissue samples from processors and wildlife control contractors.  We have gathered approximately 200 samples in the first 3 years of SC’s gator hunting seasons and hope to have all of the results by early 2012.
319 Non-Point Source

The South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (SCDHEC) conducts Nonpoint Source (NPS) Water Pollution Control monitoring with a grant funded by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) in accordance with the Federal Clean Water Act 319(h). This program is headed up by Jeff Schrag and Rick Renfrow.  The primary goal of the SCDHEC 319 grant is to restore waterbodies in South Carolina.  Per the South Carolina NPS Management Strategy, the Aquatic Biology Section conducts monitoring studies in select watersheds within South Carolina where section 319 grant projects are or have been funded to implement controls to reduce NPS pollution and encourage the use of best management practices (BMPs). 

The purpose of this current years section 319 grant project investigation was to monitor fecal coliform bacteria levels at 57 sample locations in order to help assess the effectiveness of implemented controls and the performance of BMPs put into place within the following watersheds: Little Lynches, Shem Creek, Crab Tree Swamp, Rabon, Little Pee Dee, Hard Labor, Turkey/Bullock, Hills, Sewee to Santee, Little Saluda, Hollow, Pacolet, Chinners/Brunson, Tyger, and Long Cane.  

Monthly sampling began in December 2010 and is scheduled to continue until it is determined by Water Quality Standards & Watershed Planning staff that sampling at a given site or group of sites is no longer warranted.  Low flows and dried up creek beds were observed at many of the locations throughout the past 2011 summer.

Also beginning in September 2011, parameters such as dissolved oxygen (DO), total nitrogen (TKN), total phosphorus (TP), ammonia nitrogen (NH3N), and instantaneous stream flow will be monitored through 2016 at a location along Walnut Creek located in Greenwood County.

Benthic Algae

The algae program, although still in its infancy is still chugging along. This is the fourth year of sampling, for Emily Hollingsworth, in the development of a benthic algal program. Severe drought and a shortage of staff (the wetlands project was so intensive that we rarely had a day to breath throughout sampling season this year) made it tough to sample this year, but we were able to sample 42 of the 100 stations visited. 

Also during this year, the agency has been working on a new database system, to serve as a replacement to STORET. This has been a particular challenge for the periphyton program as the new system will incorporate everything from field notes to an actual ‘counting program’ for specimen identifications. Although it will be an incredible tool when finished, it has been an incredible headache with lots of twists and turns. We’ll get there!

We have also had continued discussion and meetings regarding the development of nutrient criteria in flowing waters, the end goal of this program. Jim Glover was invited to attend a meeting, along with representatives from sixteen other states, in DC that was put together by ASIWPCA and EPA to discuss current issues with nutrient criteria including independent applicability and the relationship with biocriteria. Weighty issues, with no clear answer in sight, but hopefully, by the time we’re writing this update next year, we’ll have more data analyzed and be a few steps closer to this goal. 

Chlorophyll a

Justin Lewandowski came back as our trusty intern this year. He receives all of the chlorophyll samples from our district samplers then filters and analyses them. In years past, all stations were sampled monthly from May-October, but, due to budget cuts this year, all water quality monitoring is done on a bi-monthly basis now. Stations in reservoirs over 40 acres were sampled at least three-times between May and October this year. In addition, estuarine samples were collected as a part of SCECAP and all of the stations sampled for periphyton were also analyzed for Chlorophyll a. We do currently have a Chlorophyll a standard of 40 ug/l, in addition to Nitrogen and Phosphorus standards for lakes and reservoirs over 40 acres. Justin should be finished with all analyses by mid-November.

