Desalination - Life or Death (submitted to Ecolink)

Desalination of sea water ("Desal") seems one more example 

of "something for nothing".  Short of fresh water for exploding 

population? Limited by dry rivers, lowered aquafers, aqueducts over- capacity?  No problem, just take it from the eternal, ever-giving Ocean.  Desal promises an unlimited supply of fresh water to fuel growth without limit.  What's wrong with this?

Our water policy 2000 years obsolete

We are using the Roman Empire model of water treatment:  when you need more fresh water, get it from somewhere else; and use that water to flush out waste -- the "vomitorium" -- into the Ocean. Thus, instead of limiting growth, the Romans built vast aqueduct systems to bring fresh water, and disposed of wastewater into the 

Sea.  This aggressive, can-do idea has been our policy, stated or implicit, up to the current time, with hardly any re-examination or even refinement.

Each resident, as a rule of thumb, uses 200 gallons per day of fresh water, and generates 100 gallons per day of wastewater to the sewage treatment system.  The most advanced sewage systems cleanse wastewater, and feed it into a river or constructed wetlands.  While many pollutants, such as caffeine, drugs and endocrine disrupters, make it through even the most advanced sewage treatment systems, natural wetlands or rivers will filter out even those contaminants.  Down-river fresh water systems use the cleansed river water as input.  This has been  the standard for inland sewage treatment systems for 30 years.  Some outdated Coastal systems, like San Diego, still dispose of treated sewage into the Ocean instead of re- using it.

Modern water policy needed
Population, as the petrie dish experiment shows, cannot increase 

without limit.  Sooner or later, the expanding population will run out of habitat, and expire in its own waste products.  We may be said to be passengers on a limited space-ship called Earth.  Once it seemed vast and forgiving, but now we are pressing the limit of its natural resilience.  To survive, we are going to have to re-cycle, re-use and reduce impacts.  The alternative would be to limit our population, which does not seem politically practical.  Either way, the "footprint" of our needs and its impact on natural systems must be lessened.

Enter Desal

Desalination, scam or hoax?  That may be the real analysis.  The 

idea of getting our fresh water from somewhere else, forever, might be admitted to be an illusion, but the Ocean is vast, and it seems a viable stopgap would be to tap it for now.  But taking significant quantities of seawater out of the habitat within cost parameters means that there will be vast impacts on what's left of Ocean life. Desal water has been found to be 3 to 20 times as expensive.  There is not a lot of money available for protecting small Ocean life.

Putting in an ocean water input and output pipe would be 

prohibitively expensive, if done "de novo".  However, there are a number of now-obsolete power plants which have entitlements to draw and dispose of huge quantities of seawater.  Their permits allow them to kill 100% of all sea life drawn into the intake pipe, although a small number has in fact survived in damaged state. Newer power plants use advanced "combined cycle" technology to reduce waste heat, so don't need vast quantities of water for cooling.  Yet these old plants still sit on antique permits to mangle seawater, issued back when the habitat seemed infinite and when wetlands were called "swamps".

Desal plants have been proposed at each of these entitlements.  

Desal works in conjunction with the power plants, using some of the waste heat and sucking up much of the "off-peak" power at below- wholesale tariffs.  Desal would keep the inefficient, obsolete power plants in existence, which the power companies like, and would enable them to avoid building cooling towers or upgrading to more modern technologies.

For this reason, Desal may be said to have some very significant 

unstated impacts -- forgotten baggage -- and so may seem to be sort of a deception, where they don't tell you everything that is on the agenda.  But the downside of Desal is even worse.

Desal Impacts

INGESTION:  Huge quantities of sea creatures get sucked into the 

input pipe and killed, either by "impalement" on the screen, or 

by "entrainment" into the rotary pumps.  The water is used for 

cooling, so they may also be said to be "broiled alive".  And what sort of creatures?  The very small, which cannot get away from a 2 ft. per minute water flow.  Fish eggs, roe, phytoplankton, small critters needed on up the food chain.  In addition to a dearth of wetlands, which 60% of sport fish require for their life cycle, the few beasts that do survive have the peril of these infalls to worry about.

EXPULSION:  After killing, mincing and boiling the creatures, the outfall spews the remains into a gigantic "wastefield" that is typically not far from the highly toxic sewage outfalls often found on the Coast.  This provides a perfect killing ground for growth of toxic bacteria and buildup of "dead zones".  Typically, "thermal pollution" -- elevated temperatures -- of 20 to 30 degrees make normal sea life impossible in these dead zones.  Desal processing would increase the "kill ratio" of critters closer to the permitted 100%, ensuring a more complete dead zone.

GROWTH-INDUCING:  Lack of real, instead of "paper", water limits our ability to pave over and concrete even more of what is left.  Each new road, tract, shopping center, impacts the habitat in 3 ways: Urban runoff comes faster, cannot sink into the ground; old infrastructure repairs are not funded by new tract developers, leaks are often ignored; and new demands on the water and wastewater system.  This natural limitation, common sense calling a halt to excessive development, can be breached if the advocates of new development can point to new, unlimited supplies of Desal water. They might envisage, and embrace, a future where the entire Coast is one long string of Desal plants, lined with dense apartment warrens.  Perhaps we could shovel dozens of times our present pop into this ghastly vision.

PRIVATE BENEFIT, WE ALL PAY:  The new tract developer gains the 

profit, but the water that enables the new tract, and which is 

pledged to it, is expensive.  Desal water costs from $900 to $2000 per acre-foot (44,000 cu. ft., or one acre one foot deep in water). This high cost would not be paid for by the developer, or by the denizens of the new tract.  Instead, Desal water would be "BLENDED" in with all other supplies by a major water District, such as Santa Marguerita, and the much higher cost would be paid by all those who use water in the District.  This appears very unfair, it seems to be not only "taxation without representation", but also a cost-shifting to existing residents in order to benefit the bottom line of those who develop new tracts.  They get the profit, and we get stuck with 

higher water rates.  Even worse, our open space is taken away, and the quality of life in California is sold off for the benefit of the few.  No one gets to vote on this, it is done in back rooms by faceless bureaucrats hand-in-glove with well-heeled financiers.

Is Desal a hoax?  If the high cost of water means that the Desal 

plants are eventually simply abandoned, like big beached sea 

monsters, one should look at the promoters of the idea.  What is 

their capitalization?  What is their track record -- really, not 

just their PR statements?  What commitment do they have to follow through?  Are they able, like an "LLC", to just abscond and disappear, leaving us with their mess?  The one plant on this model, in Florida, was recently taken over by the local government.  Will this be a pattern?

------------------
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"Tiny mussels fouling Tampa Bay desalination plant [AP]

"APOLLO BEACH, Fla  
 Tiny mussels are so badly gumming up Tampa Bay's $110-million  desalination plant that its builder is now seeking help from former  competitors to finally finish the project... "'They're clogging the filters,' ... and so far the company has been unable to figure out how to deal with the problem. "Covanta, whose parent company went bankrupt last year, has been 

 struggling to complete the nation's largest desalination plant for  its client, Tampa Bay Water. The company missed its initial 

deadline  in January, then failed a crucial test in May and appears headed for  a default on its contract on Tuesday.

"Frustrated Tampa Bay Water officials already have begun talking to  companies that could replace Covanta if it falters..."

----------------------

Is Desal a scam? If the whole thing results in over-development, and the costs get embedded in our rates, could it be just a mechanism for a fast buck? 

Desal plants work, but are expensive and generally used in areas, such as Saudi, where there is no problem getting cheap oil to run the plant.  Using the idea of Desal to stuff too many people into too small an area does not seem viable or sustainable.  It seems to be that same old Roman Empire model of uncaring, negligent growth. In the end, Desal's promise of unending growth and bountiful life leads, instead, to death -- death for the Ocean, and, ultimately, death for us bigger creatures.   Doug Korthof
