Desal Spigot Going Back On To Test For More Problems
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TAMPA - After spending a year mostly shut down, the troubled desalination plant will be cranked up this week, but not for long. 

The plant will run into the spring as experts search for undetected equipment problems. 

Once shut down again, the plant isn't expected to operate until late 2006, when a $29 million repair job is complete. 

The plant has been idle since February 2004 except for producing water one week each month to maintain the machinery. 

Designed to convert salt water from Tampa Bay into drinking water at a rate of 25 million gallons a day, the plant near Apollo Beach does not operate efficiently. 

Ultrafine membranes that filter salt clog too quickly and wear out prematurely. They have to be cleaned more often than anticipated and use more electricity to produce water, driving up costs. 

In November, Tampa Bay Water, the plant's owner, hired the partnership of American Water Service Inc. and Pridesa LLC of Spain to fix the problems. Work started in January and the company has until Oct. 20, 2006, to finish the job. 

Repair costs could add about 72 cents a month to the average water bill for households using 8,000 gallons of water a month. The increase wouldn't take effect until repairs are complete. However, if Tampa Bay Water succeeds in getting money from a performance bond and insurance policies, there may be no increase. 

Last week, American Water- Pridesa started up a pilot plant, a small version of the desalination plant, that will mimic steps believed necessary to make repairs. It is on the southwest side of the desalination plant. 

The pilot plant will test the treatment process and how it reacts to changes in water conditions such as temperature and salinity. 

It will treat about 125,000 gallons a day. 

Pretreatment Doesn't Work 

Much of the plant's trouble centers on the first phase of the desalination process, the pretreatment that removes sediment and organic material from Bay water before it passes to the delicate membranes that remove the salt. Not enough of the material is being removed, allowing it to reach the membranes and wear them out. 

Plans are to add another filtering process using a talcum- powder fine substance called diatomaceous earth to the pretreatment. Pridesa has used that process at a desalination plant in Spain for more than 15 years. 

American Water-Pridesa found problems other than pretreatment during earlier inspections. 

Company officials have said corners were cut during the plant's construction. An example cited was the use of galvanized fittings rather than the stainless steel needed to stand up to salt water. 

Also, electrical transformers for high-pressure pumps were not sufficiently protected to prevent exposure to salt air, dust and humidity. 

This week, the plant will begin producing about 8 million gallons of water a day to uncover other equipment problems before repairs begin, said Ken Herd, project manager for Tampa Bay Water. 

That water will flow into the regional utility's supply system. 

When the plant stops, American Water-Pridesa will change the pretreatment process, modify the electrical system and pumps, and replace the membranes. 

Tampa Bay Water also must secure changes in a state Department of Environmental Protection permit that allows the plant to discharge into the Bay the highly salted brine byproduct of desalination. 

That water, roughly twice as salty as normal Bay water, will flow into the cooling water canal at Tampa Electric Co.'s Big Bend power plant near the desalination plant. 

Permit Challenge Possible 

Modifying the permit opens up the possibility of challenges. A group called Save Our Bay Air and Canals, which argued the brine discharge would increase salinity in the Bay, lost a legal challenge to the original permit. 

Desalinated water from the plant was intended as an important supply during normally dry winter and spring. 

Last summer, ample rainfall made up for the lack. The regional utility was able to meet cutbacks in pumping at wellfields in Pasco and Hillsborough counties without the plant's 25 million gallons a day. 

To pay for the repairs, the utility is seeking $39 million from a performance bond and professional insurance and has filed suit in Hillsborough Circuit Court against the membrane manufacturer, two insurance companies and two engineering firms. 

Depositions may start in March, said Don Conn, the utility general counsel. A mediation session before a judge is scheduled for Aug. 28. 

If mediation is unsuccessful, a trial would start in July 2006, about the time American Water-Pridesa starts a two-week performance test the plant must pass. 

Riding on the success of the repairs is the future of Tampa Bay Water's general manager, Jerry Maxwell. As part of Maxwell's new contract through 2007, the utility's board agreed his employment would not be extended if the plant doesn't run properly. 

