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CLEARWATER - The region's water utility has asked the company running the desalination plant to shut down to see whether membranes that remove the salt are damaged. 

Tampa Bay Water on Friday renewed a request that Covanta Tampa Construction stop producing water to let experts conduct tests for 30 days to determine whether the membranes meet their warranty. 
The utility made a similar request last week, said Don Conn, general counsel for the utility. He said the company that makes the membranes says the warranty might be violated. The tests could resolve the issue. 

As of Friday, Covanta had not stopped production at the plant near Apollo Beach. A company official could not be reached for comment. 

Also on Friday, Tampa Bay Water gave Covanta 10 days to renew an $8.5 million letter of credit that lapsed Jan. 1. The letter is required under Covanta's contract to operate the plant once it is running according to specifications. 

If the renewal doesn't occur, Covanta's contact would be in default, Conn said. 

It's another in a series of disputes between Covanta and the utility that provides water for about 2 million people in Hillsborough, Pinellas and Pasco counties. 

Tampa Bay Water voided a separate contract with Covanta to build the plant after the company missed deadlines and failed to finish a two-week trial run last year to the utility's satisfaction. 

Covanta says the utility is responsible for much of the delay in finishing the plant. 

The plant is producing fresh water, but during two attempts to pass the trial run, membranes clogged quickly, requiring them to be shut down and cleaned far more often than designers envisioned. 

Covanta last year filed for protection in U.S. Bankruptcy Court in New York. A two- day mediation hearing on the bankruptcy case is to begin Jan. 22. If that fails, a trial could be set for March. 

Tampa Bay Water is looking for another company to bring the plant in line to pass the trial run. That company could run the plant once the utility is satisfied it's running properly. 

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