Bay Area weighs Tapping Ocean
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WATER SYSTEMS LOOK INTO DESALINATION

By Chuck Carroll
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The Bay Area's four largest water systems are considering developing saltwater-to-freshwater conversion plants that would significantly bolster supplies and increase some of the systems' shaky reliability.

A new study conducted for the Santa Clara Valley Water District, the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, the East Bay Municipal Utilities District and the Contra Costa Water District cites three potential spots for one or more desalination plants.

The system, if constructed, would benefit 5.4 million residents and businesses in five counties and be capable of producing up to 120 million gallons of drinkable water per day -- water that would come from the ocean.

Currently, the 3.7 million customers of the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission and the East Bay Municipal Utilities District use about 445 million gallons a day.

``It's very substantial, particularly when you talk about supplemental supply,'' said Charles Hardy, a spokesman for the East Bay Municipal Utilities District, which has taken the lead in the early exploration of the idea. ``California is going to boom, and water is not. You've got to find better ways to do with what you've got.''

The preliminary project cost for delivery of 120 million gallons per day is estimated at $450 million to $700 million, and could be completed by 2008. It would give the region insurance against a catastrophic earthquake while water agencies hasten to complete a longer-term $3.6 billion overhaul of San Francisco's quake-vulnerable Hetch Hetchy water system.

The three sites, narrowed from a list of 20, are the Mirant Pittsburg power plant site in Pittsburg, a site near the Bay Bridge in Oakland and the Oceanside area of San Francisco. Sites near power plants are preferred because they offer potential power cost savings and make it easier to discharge extra water.

Desalination is often touted as the solution to California's worsening water situation, though it has not always seemed within reach.

``When I came here, they were talking about desalination like it was Mars. The technology wasn't there,'' Hardy said. ``But in the last two or three years, it really just jumped back on the board.'' He predicted that the agency boards would be making critical decisions on whether to proceed with the system within a year.

He noted that several desalination projects are in operation in the United States already and that many more are moving into advanced planning and construction.

But last month, water officials in San Diego suddenly backed away from a 50-million-gallon-a-day plant that would have been twice as big as the nation's largest operating plant, in Tampa, Fla.

The Tampa plant has recently run into technical, financial and political problems, and the San Diego Water Authority officials began to worry. Citing technical and financial jitters, and a deteriorating relationship with its partners, the authority pulled back from a commitment, but said it remained confident that problems would be worked out.



