Desalination surfaces as key MMWD issue 

By Mark Prado, IJ reporter 

Candidates tell how they'd meet water needs 

Desalination of bay water as a drinking source is the key issue four candidates seeking two seats on the Marin Municipal Water District board face as the county struggles to meet a growing water demand. 

Although the district is currently meeting its water needs with reservoirs and water piped from the Russian River, the county would be in trouble in the case of a drought and would be forced to have customers ration, officials say. 

The district is studying desalination - taking water from the bay and treating it - and a key environmental impact report is due next spring that will outline in detail how the plant would work and what it would take to run it. In the meantime, the district is preparing a small pilot plant to test what type of water is produced from a reverse osmosis desalination operation. 

A full-sized plant would be built on district-owned land at Pelican Way in San Rafael, with San Rafael bay water being sucked in at the end of a rebuilt Marin Rod and Gun Club pier near the west end of the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge. 

The bay water would be piped west along existing roads to the plant. The salt pulled from the water would be piped to the Central Marin Sanitation Agency's wastewater treatment plant and sent back into the bay. Sludge captured by filters in the process would be trucked to the Redwood Landfill north of Novato. 

In the MMWD's District 4 - covering Central Marin south to Mill Valley, Marin City and Sausalito - two environmental attorneys with like opinions are vying for the seat being vacated by board member Charles McGlashan, who is running for the Board of Supervisors. 

"The pilot project is absolutely necessary," said Margot Biehle of Larkspur, who supports the study of desalination. 

She does, however, have concerns about the environmental impact of the operation. Brine from desalinated water would be blended with treated wastewater from the Central Marin Sanitation Agency before returning to the bay, but it is not clear what, if any, effects that would have on water quality. 

"The environmental impacts are a concern in terms of what goes back into the bay," she said. "The energy needed to run the plant is a huge part of this and that is an issue for me." 

Biehle, 36, does not see a pipeline to the Russian River as an answer to Marin's water issues. Voters approved a pipeline plan in 1992, but Measure V - a $37.5 million bond issue - did not specify when the pipeline should be built and the plan has slid to the backburner in recent years. Environmentalists also have concerns about pulling water from the river and its impact on fish species. The district receives about 25 percent of its water from existing pipes to the Russian River. 

Cynthia Koehler, 45, of Mill Valley likes the idea of desalination, but said it may be tough to sell to the public. 

"Desal is a very prudent option," she said. "But (people) may not fully appreciate how far the public has to come to be brought around to desal. My sense is the public is not ready for it. It's scary, it's frightening and there is a sense out there that there will be chemicals that will hurt their children and that there are contaminants in the bay. But I'm reaching a point where my concerns are being addressed. But brine discharge is an issue." 

Koehler said issues associated with the Russian River - including the security of rights to get that water - make it an undesirable source in the long term. 

"It's difficult to say never," she said. "But it doesn't look particularly viable at this point in time." 

In the MMWD's District 5 - covering Belvedere and Tiburon - opinions on desalination differ between candidates Richard Rubin and Larry Russell. They are running to fill the seat of retiring board stalwart Dick Hill. 

"I like desal," said Rubin, 64, of Strawberry, president of a public affairs management firm. "It's drought resistant, we can control it locally and the costs are coming down." 

A desalination plant could be built in increments - with each segment being able to produce 5 million gallons of water a day - and could ultimately deliver 15 million gallons of water daily. 

Rubin said the pipeline is a remnant of an old way of thinking about water. 

"I want to be futuristic about water supply," he said. "We need to move forward. I can't justify spending the public's money or board time on options that will not prove viable." 

Russell, 57, of Tiburon doesn't see the pipeline in the same light. 

"I would look very hard at the pipeline before I would spend more than $100 million on a desalination plant," said Russell, an environmental engineer, who has been endorsed by the outgoing Hill. 

While Russell said desalination may be needed down the road, he said conservation is the way to go now. 

"I believe we need to fully implement conservation before we even think about desalination. First we need to explore reducing our demand before bringing in new water."

