Another Try Sought At Desal Plant
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CLEARWATER - Companies being sued over the faulty desalination plant want a chance to prove the facility can run properly. 

The request from attorneys representing the companies came to Tampa Bay Water on Friday, three days before the utility is to consider approving a $29.1 million contract to repair the desalination plant. 

The letter asks Tampa Bay Water to delay any decision on the contract with American Water-Pridesa LLC and allow time for a nine-week demonstration project to prove the proposed solution will work. 

However, Don Conn, the utility's general counsel, said Friday the request would not alter his recommendation to move ahead with the contract and repairs that are expected to take until October 2006 to finish. 

The plant does remove salt from seawater and can produce 25 million gallons of drinking water a day. But it does not operate efficiently. 

The main problem is that water getting to the membranes that remove salt is laden with sediment and microscopic organic material. That causes the membranes to clog too quickly, shortening their life and driving up electricity and chemical costs. 

The attorneys' letter said most of the plant's woes are linked to operation and maintenance of the first step of the desalination process designed to remove most of the sediment and organic matter. 

Among the problems is that some water is getting past the first step unfiltered, the letter said. Also, corrosion is causing some parts to fail and the filter material is not in proper condition, the letter said. 

The proposed nine-week delay would offer a chance to test repairs to the filtration system. 

Conn said the letter provides no assurance the solution would fix the plant or that the test would not drag on longer than nine weeks. 

``We need to get the plant fixed and running,'' he said. 

The letter came from attorneys representing King Engineering Inc., Delaware Engineering P.C. and Hydraunautics Inc., the company that manufactured the membranes that remove salt. 

Tampa Bay Water is suing them over the plant's design and poor performance, seeking $15 million from their insurance company, Indian Harbor Insurance Co. of Stamford, Conn., which also is represented by the three attorneys. 

Reporter Neil Johnson can be reached at (352) 544-5214.
