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CARLSBAD – The city and San Diego County Water Authority are close to an agreement on construction of a desalination plant that may eventually add 50 million gallons a day to the region’s water supply.

The city and authority were at odds over which agency would lead the environmental study for the plant, whether the project will be defined as public or private, and whether the water authority could use a city reservoir to store desalinated water as it gets pumped inland from the coast.

Officials with both agencies said they have tentatively agreed that the County Water Authority would be the lead agency on the project, meaning it would oversee the environmental impact study, one of the key dividing points.

The Carlsbad City Council and County Water Authority board will have final say on the memorandum of understanding currently under discussion. Officials said they hope the two panels can decide on an agreement by July or August.

The water authority wants to build a $200 million desalination plant on the grounds of the oceanfront Encina Power Station at the foot of Cannon Road. It has signed a preliminary agreement with Connecticut-based Poseidon Resources to build the plant, projected to provide 8 percent of the region’s water supply when completed in 2007. The project also includes $70 million in pipes and other hardware to distribute the water.

Under terms of the County Water Authority’s agreement with Poseidon, the private company would own the plant for the first five years, then the water authority would buy it.

Carlsbad could reap $2 million a year in taxes if the project is privately owned.

Ken Weinberg, the authority’s director of water resources, said the two sides have agreed in principle that as long as Poseidon owns and operates the plant, Carlsbad collects the tax. But once the water authority takes it over, Weinberg said, it is no longer taxable.

Jim Elliott, Carlsbad’s administrative services director, said the city fundamentally agrees with that position, but it remains to be seen how the agreement between Poseidon and the authority works out.

A key sticking point for the two sides was Carlsbad’s demand that planning for the desalination plant be tied to planning for a larger tract of land owned by Sempra Energy along the shores of Agua Hedionda Lagoon.

Elliott said the City Council agreed during a workshop Wednesday to allow the desalination plant to proceed separately.

Elliott said, "In doing their environmental impact report, (the authority) will include all the things we would include, as if we were the lead agency," including improved beach access.

Mayor Bud Lewis has suggested in past interviews that the massive Encina Power Plant eventually may be replaced by a modern plant closer to the freeway, leaving the existing site for a hotel.

Elliott also said the two sides are working out a framework for how the water authority will pay the city if desalinated water is stored in city-owned Maerkle Reservoir. Weinberg said the authority is about to undertake engineering studies that would help determine whether it will need the 200 million-gallon reservoir.
