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The San Diego County Water Authority has reached an agreement with two companies for access to the site of a Carlsbad power plant that is the proposed home of a $270 million seawater desalination facility. 

The authority, power plant owner Cabrillo Power and desalination plant developer Poseidon Resources wrangled over access to the location for weeks. Authority officials want to test the soil and water to complete an environmental impact report on the project. 

They first inspected the property earlier this month but were not allowed to enter the power plant. That prompted more negotiations that culminated in the latest agreement, which is expected to be signed by all parties today. 

The deal says authority officials must give at least five days' notice before entering the site and cover any costs incurred by the private companies. Cabrillo can revoke the deal anytime. 

With the agreement, officials believe they can meet the December 2005 deadline to complete the environmental impact report. 

"We're starting to get somewhere," said Harold Ball, an authority board member who represents the Helix Water District. 

In 2002, the water authority and Poseidon agreed to build the plant, which would produce 50 million gallons of drinking water daily. The company proposed designing, building, owning and operating the plant for at least five years, after which the water authority could purchase the plant. 

Shortly after, negotiations began on a contract with the goal of turning seawater into drinking water by 2007. Talks were bogged down late last year over several issues, including problems at a desalination plant Poseidon initially developed in Tampa, Fla. The facility has yet to work as promised, and officials there blame Poseidon, in part, for the trouble. 

On Monday, Tampa officials agreed to pay another company $29 million to correct the problems. 

Peter MacLaggan, a Poseidon vice president, had no comment on the latest developments in Tampa. Previously, the company denied responsibility for the trouble and pointed to changes made after it left the project as the culprit. 

After talks broke down with the county water authority late last year, Poseidon pushed forward with plans to build a private plant and sell the water to Carlsbad. Details of the agreement are supposed to be made public today, and the city is scheduled to vote on the deal Tuesday. 

Board member Harry Buckner, also from Helix, asked how the vote would affect the authority's plan for using desalination as a major water source over the next 30 years. Officials said they needed to read the contract before answering.   MacLaggan said the agreement between Poseidon and Carlsbad gives the authority plenty of room to join the project.
