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DOHENY DRILLING: Water district workers prepare to drill a core sample at Doheny State Beach to determine the feasibility of a desalination plant. The plan is to draw water from under the sand rather than directly from the ocean. 
Eugene Garcia, The Orange County Register
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Drilling for water
 > Click here to see graphic
QUICK FACTS 

• Proposed desalination plant could produce 10 million to 25 million gallons per day of purified ocean water for drinking. 
• Plant would draw water from beneath the sand instead of directly from the ocean. 
• That method would avoid harm to the marine environment; activists say seawater intake pipes kill plankton and other tiny organisms. 
• Drilling on Doheny Beach is an early effort to determine whether subsurface intake of ocean water will work at that site. It could take eight to 11 years before a plant could be built. 
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How can I find Foreclosures for sale? 

[image: image9.png]


[image: image10.png]







	


Thursday, February 17, 2005 

Desalination plan has a twist 
Water district says pulling water from beneath the sand would help avoid harm to marine life. 

By PAT BRENNAN 
The Orange County Register 

Beach-goers might notice a strange sight this week on the sand in Dana Point: a drilling rig set up right on the beach.

No one is prospecting for oil or natural gas. They're looking for water - specifically, just how far down they have to go to strike salty ocean water that has seeped in from the sea.

It's the first step in checking out an unusual way to generate drinking water for southern Orange County.

Proposals to turn the seemingly boundless ocean into a steady water supply have been coming up a lot lately on the California coast. But a variety of environmental concerns can halt them in their tracks - as happened in 2003 with a proposal by Poseidon Resources Inc. to build a desalination plant in Huntington Beach. The company is helping the city prepare a new environmental impact report so the project can be brought back for reconsideration.

A big reason for the objections: Many such proposals, like Poseidon's, seek to piggy-back on existing coastal power plants that pull in seawater for their cooling systems. But environmental activists dislike the idea. Although most fish and other larger creatures are screened out, eggs, plankton and other tiny organisms get sucked in. 

Activists worry that adding desalination systems could prolong the life of coastal power plants and the use of their seawater intake pipes, although desalination advocates say that would not happen. 

Drawing seawater from beneath the sand would avoid the problem altogether.

"What we're trying to discover is what the subsurface conditions are at Doheny Beach," said Karl Seckel, assistant general manager for the Municipal Water District of Orange County. "A subsurface intake system will bring water into the treatment plant in such a way that it does not harm the ocean environment."

Subsurface systems would avoid many of the environmental impacts that concern activists, said Marco Gonzalez, a legal adviser for the Surfrider Foundation and an expert on desalination. But other possible effects should be studied.

"Right now we have limited experience and data from which to assess the potential impacts," he said.

If built, the Municipal Water District desalination plant would be away from the coast and not visible from the beach. Pipes buried in the sand would bring the water to the plant.

Activists also are concerned about what happens at the back end of any desalination plant, when leftover water with a high salt content is pumped back into the ocean.

Seckel said the water district would solve this problem by channeling the salty water through an existing ocean outfall pipe for treated wastewater. The district says mixing the two would raise the salt content of the treated wastewater to make it much closer to the salt content of the ocean itself.

Passing through sand and soil also would help filter contaminants from the ocean water, reducing the need for pretreatment of the water before it is pumped through sensitive reverse-osmosis filters.

There are plenty of hurdles if the agency decides to build the plant, including approval by the California Coastal Commission and other agencies. It could take eight to 11 years before the project goes from the idea to reality, Seckel said.

A plant to produce 10 million gallons a day of purified water could cost $80 million, or as much as $175 million if it produces 25 million gallons a day.

And producing desalinated water could be end up being more expensive than purchasing imported water. But Seckel believes it's important for southern Orange County, which gets almost all its drinking water from imported sources, to develop ways to generate a reliable supply of its own. That also might allow the district to avoid having to help pay for an expensive reservoir that could be built in the future.

"The water costs me a bit more," he said. "But we're getting two major benefits out of it."
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