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Bill aimed at making desalination cheaper
Process might help meet the needs of the growing population in California. 
By TAD VEZNER 
The Orange County Register 
WASHINGTON – A plan to reduce the costs of converting ocean water to drinking water as a way to relieve future shortages was unveiled Wednesday by congressional lawmakers.

The Desalination Energy Assistance Act of 2004, introduced by Rep. Jim Davis, R-Fla., would direct the Department of Energy to encourage public and private desalination projects over 10 years with up to $200 million in federal subsidies.

"We are in the middle of a crisis in water availability," said Rep. Richard Pombo, R-Tracy, a bill co-sponsor. "Desalination can and will be part of the solution."

Desalination cleans salt and contaminants from seawater or underground "brackish" water. Samples provided to congressmen tasted much like fresh water, although they had a salty aroma. 

Advocates of the process say it is needed to accommodate growth in California's population that will soon outpace current resources.

Bernie Rhinerson, San Diego County Water Authority board chairman, said that by 2020, California will see a 2.4 million acre-foot shortage of water in an average year, and a 6.2 million shortage in a draught year. It now costs $1.50 to $2 worth of electricity to process 1,000 gallons of water. The bill would pay up to 62 cents worth of electricity per 1,000 gallons.

Water imported from the Colorado River would cost $450 per acre-foot. Desalinating ocean water would cost $900 per acre-foot. The bill would reduce the desalination cost to $650 per acre-foot.

Some are critical of such a pay structure. "You need to tie funding to the amount of electricity they use, not to production," said Marco Gonzalez, an attorney with Coast Law Group, which represents environmental groups. Because the costs for desalination vary, some plants would get money for using less electricity.

Three desalination projects are being studied in Orange County: Huntington Beach, Dana Point and San Onofre. Each would provide 3 percent to 7 percent of Orange County's water needs.

"These projects are not designed to compete directly with imported water. But when you look ahead, you're going to have to get water from somewhere," said Billy Owens, chief project developer for Poseidon Resources, the company in charge of the Huntington Beach project.

Brett Barbre, President of the Municipal Water District of Orange County, which is studying the feasibility of a desalination plant near the San Onofre power plant, said that costs for imported water only will go up.

