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TAMPA - The region's utility is set to begin negotiations with a company to fix the flawed desalination plant, a job that could cost $29 million. 

On Monday, the utility's board picked a partnership between American Water Services Inc. and Pridesa SA of Spain, the lowest bidder of two companies seeking to repair the $108 million plant and run it for 20 years. 
If the utility and American Water can't reach a contract in 60 days, talks can begin with the second company, Veolia Water North America, but that company's proposal carries a price tag of $50 million. 

The $29 million would add 9 cents to what utility customers pay for every 1,000 gallons of water. At 8,000 gallons a month - what Tampa Bay Water considers an average customer's use - the monthly bill would increase 72 cents. 

That could be reduced or eliminated if Tampa Bay Water can recover money from a $24 million performance bond that is to ensure the plant runs properly, or $15 million from an insurance policy covering design and construction services. 

The utility has filed suit to collect that money. 

Although American Water submitted a detailed proposal of the work it intends to do, there are a number of fine points unresolved, such as permitting, insurance and who is liable if the plant still does not function properly or if other problems surface. 

Those will have to be worked out during the negotiations. 

Who assumes those risks is an important topic to resolve, Hillsborough County Commissioner Jan Platt said. 

Commissioner Kathy Castor, Hillsborough's other representative on the board, cast the lone vote against the selection of American Water because she said there were too many unresolved issues in both proposals for her to make a valid comparison. 

Some board members were skeptical that $29 million would be the final price. 

``We know that's not going to be the real cost,'' New Port Richey Mayor Dan Tipton said. 

Jerry Maxwell, Tampa Bay Water's general manager, said there may not be much change. 

``I would be surprised to see a very significant variance from the proposals,'' he said, defining ``significant'' as 10 percent. 

On Friday, a consultant hired by the insurance firm the utility is suing sent a letter to Tampa Bay Water calling the cost of the two proposals excessive and offering to find a way to fix the plant. 

Don Conn, the utility general counsel, said Indian Harbor Insurance Co. of Stamford, Conn., has had since April to offer a plan to fix the plant but had not. 

Although the plant near Apollo Beach does convert Bay water to drinking water, it does not run as designed. The ultrafine membranes that remove salt clog too quickly, requiring expensive cleaning and driving up operating costs. 

Both companies seeking to fix the plant blame a faulty design and said that the pretreatment process that's supposed to clean the saltwater before it goes to the fragile membranes doesn't work. The pretreatment allows too much debris and organic matter to reach the membranes, they said. 

The companies also found other problems such as the wrong type of pipes and fittings to handle saltwater. 

The two proposals focused on changing the pretreatment. Most of the price difference involved the different ways to remedy that process. 

American Water would use a type of sand filter that works at other plants it operates. 

Veolia would use filters, similar to but not as fine as the membranes, that are much more expensive and have not been used in a large-scale desalination plant. 

Maxwell said he hopes to have a proposed contract to the board before its Nov. 15 meeting. 

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