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	Highlight story from the current issue of WaterWeek


Desalination projects halted in Florida and California 

Progress has been temporarily stalled on two major seawater desalination projects in the United States, one in Florida and another in California.

In Florida, Tampa Bay Water (TBW) has announced that it is planning to temporarily halt the utility's problem-riddled production of desalinated seawater after approving a settlement with the plant's designer and builder, Covanta Tampa Construction, to end bankruptcy litigation and turn the plant over to TBW.

Covanta in late October filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection after TBW threatened to terminate the developer's contract for failure to perform. For months, the plant under Covanta has been running at reduced capacity while producing desalinated water through a reverse osmosis cleaning process that has been plagued with a variety of problems, including salt-clogged filters.

Covanta was originally hired for the project by Poseidon Resources Corp., a private water and wastewater firm based in Connecticut. Later TBW bought out Poseidon's interest in the project, pointing out that Poseidon's selection of Covanta had "turned out badly" for the utility.

If approved by the US Bankruptcy Court, the agreement would give Covanta $4.4 million in construction costs that have been held in reserve by TBW pending completion of the facility. Covanta would also have to immediately surrender a 30-year contract to run the plant. TBW would use about $3 million of the total $7.9 million construction reserve along with other funds to pay the project's subcontractors.

"This settlement allows us to focus on our core business interest¯supplying a cost-effective, drought-proof water supply," said Jerry Maxwell, TBW general manager, adding that TBW is now looking for another contractor to assess the plant and develop a remediation plan. Under consideration are American Water/Pridesa, Ionics/Montgomery Watson Harza and US Filter. 

In California, meanwhile, the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA) has voted to break off three years of negotiations with Poseidon, which was under contract to build a $270 million desalting plant in Carlsbad, Calif., located on the Pacific coast north of San Diego.

Noting that the California utility in making its decision took into account the problems hindering TBW's desalination plant in Florida, SDCWA said the action to suspend negotiations with Poseidon followed six months of unsuccessful talks with the firm to resolve a dispute over a 2002 confidentiality agreement as well as not getting information needed to complete an environmental report.

"Poseidon characterized the confidentiality agreement as a `non-compete' agreement," said Bernie Rhinerson, chairman of SDCWA's board of directors. "Poseidon's position, asserted time and time again during our discussions, was that the provisions of the confidentiality agreement precluded the water authority from moving forward with a project at the Encina site unless it did so exclusively with Poseidon. The water authority disagrees with that view. Indeed, competition among the private sector for the public's business is what ensures the public a fair price."

SDCWA said several other factors contributed to the decision to suspend development talks with Poseidon, including:

· The recent completion of the Colorado River Quantification Settlement Agreement that has provided a new and unexpected source of water to the region, including projects that, beginning in 2008, will provide San Diego County with an annual water supply of 77,700 acre-ft for the next 110 years. 

· SDCWA's rate analysis of its draft Regional Water Facilities Master Plan and evaluations of options for increasing the region's treated water capacity that will help determine the most appropriate timing for the development of a regional seawater desalination project. 

· Interest expressed by the city of Carlsbad in considering Poseidon's desalination proposal.

SDCWA said it will, however, continue independent studies, including an environmental impact study and a distribution system engineering analysis, that could allow the project to go forward in the future. Seawater desalination could provide as much as 15 percent of the San Diego region's water supply by 2020.

