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Board To Review Proposal For Desalination Repairs
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 CLEARWATER - The region's water utility and the company nation plant have reached agreement, with a price tag of $29.1 million for repairs. 

The board of Tampa Bay Water will review the proposed contract with American Water- Pridesa LLC at its Nov. 15 meeting. 

The $29.1 million cost would add 72 cents to the water bill for households that use 8,000 gallons a month - the average for the Tampa Bay region. 

The repair cost could be recovered or reduced if the utility is successful in its lawsuit seeking $39 million from a performance bond on the plant and an insurance policy. That case is in Hillsborough County Circuit Court. 

Any money from the bond or insurance would lower the impact on customers' water bills. 

Shut Since February 

The repairs would bring the price of the plant near Apollo Beach to $140 million. The plant converts saltwater to drinking water but has never operated efficiently. 

It twice failed to pass performance tests and has been shut down since February. 

The expensive membranes that remove salt clog too quickly, which shortens their life span and drives up electricity and chemical costs. 

The membranes are in such bad shape that part of the agreement with American Water-Pridesa calls for Tampa Bay Water to spend an additional $6.2 million to replace them during the repair work. 

Replacing the membranes now will eventually save money, said Jerry Maxwell, general manager of Tampa Bay Water. 

``In a little more than four years, it would pay for itself in lower chemical and power costs,'' he said Wednesday. 

Even if the contract is approved, the plant won't be running anytime soon. 

The pact calls for repairs to be finished by Oct. 20, 2006, with hefty incentives - up to $600,000 - if the work is done earlier. That is about four months longer than the company originally proposed. 

The extra time was added by Tampa Bay Water to allow for challenges to any permit changes needed to fix the plant, Maxwell said. 

If repairs take longer, the company will be charged $10,000 a day. 

The main problem with the plant is in the first stage of the process. Filters were not removing enough sediment and organic material from the water before it reached the delicate reverse osmosis membranes. That caused them to foul and clog. 

American Water-Pridesa will modify that stage and make other changes. 

``There will be improvements in every step of the process,'' Maxwell said. 

The agreement comes with a $39 million performance bond on the construction to pay for any additional work if the plant still does not function. There also is another $39 million bond to ensure that subcontractors are paid. 

A separate $28 million bond to pay for environmental damage the plant may cause to Tampa Bay will remain in effect, Maxwell said. That bond was put in place at the insistence of Hillsborough County before the plant was built. 

Long-Term Contract 

If the repairs are successful, American Water-Pridesa could also be awarded a separate contract to operate the plant for 18 years at a cost of $5.3 million for the first year. 

The cost would increase yearly, pegged to inflation, said Ken Herd, project manager for Tampa Bay Water. 

Originally, the plant was to be built by a partnership between Stone & Webster Engineering and Poseidon Resources, but Stone & Webster went into bankruptcy in 2000. Poseidon hired Covanta Tampa Construction to finish the job. 

A year later, Poseidon had trouble getting long-term financing and Tampa Bay Water bought out Poseidon's interest but kept Covanta to build and run the plant. 

After the plant failed two performance tests, the utility severed the contract with Covanta. 

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