Desalination Plant Repair Down To 2 Bidders
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CLEARWATER - One of three companies seeking the job of fixing and running the region's troubled desalination plant has withdrawn, but officials say the other two will begin testing their solutions this summer. 

A team comprising Ionics and the engineering firm of Montgomery Watson Harza withdrew from the three-way competition, leaving American Water Services and Veolia Water North America Operating Services. 

Those companies are expected to begin running small pilot operations at the plant near Apollo Beach in June to test their ideas for fixing the plant. 

The plant produced 3.5 billion gallons of fresh water during the past year, but it does not operate as efficiently as designed. The plant's owner, Tampa Bay Water, has ended its contract with the company that built and was to run it for 30 years. 

It now is idle, though it is run at about half its capacity of 25 million gallons a day a few days each month to maintain the expensive membranes that filter salt from sea water. 

Ionics withdrew because it did not want to take part in competition with the other two companies, said Tampa Bay Water General Manager Jerry Maxwell. 

Tampa Bay Water will pick one of the two remaining companies in August. 

The regional utility is paying each company $100,000 to defray some of the costs of finding a solution and running the pilot plants. 

The companies estimate their work at the plant would cost $8 million to $14 million. 

To get that money, Tampa Bay Water will look to the company that built the membranes or a $24 million bond posted to ensure the plant runs as designed. 

The utility might have to sue either the company or the issuers of the bond to get the money, general counsel Don Conn said Monday. 

Also Monday, the utility's board gave Maxwell high marks on evaluations and a raise of 5.65 percent. 

That would bring Maxwell's $167,066 salary to $176,505. That salary includes a car allowance. 

Maxwell started as general manager in 1995 when the utility was the West Coast Regional Water Supply Authority

