Good government and desalination

As Huntington Beach looks again at a proposal from Poseidon industries, it's instructive to look at any deal using commonly understood concepts of best practices in government project management. Over the years we've evolved laws and practices that prevent abuse in government contracting for very good reasons, designed to prevent  corruption, cronyism, and massive waste of public funds.

So what makes a good government public works project ?
  

·  Clearly stated and understood concepts of the reason for the project. 

·  Adequate study and understanding of all environmental effects

·  Consistent application of engineering standards and methodologies to define the need and timing of the project. 

·  Transparency in the process, from decision-making, specification, and bidding. 

·  Detailed project specifications based on best practices. 

·  Competitive bidding based on project specifications. 

·  Active project management to make sure that the project stays on budget and to specification. 

·  Ongoing budgeting for maintenance, upgrades, and replacement. 

· Consistency with other long-term planning and goals


Looking at the Poseidon adventure, how does this play out?

Environonmental effects will be looked at through the EIR, but that' only a small part of the overall  process our leaders need to consider.

First, there is substantial disagreement over whether desalination projects are timely now. Pilot projects supported by water agencies are working towards testing the best available technologies to see if we can provide water that is cost effective and energy-efficient. Energy efficiency is particularly important because 6% of California's electricity is used for production and distribution of water. In a tight energy market, we need to be finding ways to increase energy efficiency. Any desal technology that is not more energy-efficient than current MWD energy costs should be rejected outright, and should not receive any subsidy from Met or other agencies. Furthermore, the previously mentioned concept that desal water would be sold far away from its production adds additional energy costs to the water production system. Conservation represents a far more cost-effective method for creating water supplies. The California Department of Water Resources estimates that an additional 1.5 to 2.5 million acre feet of urban conservation is achievable. In a more detailed report, the Pacific Institute estimated the potential as 2.0 to 2.3 million acre feet. Over half of that savings can be achieved at a cost of $200 per acre foot or less and at least 85 percent of the total potential can be realized for less than $600 per acre foot. So there is really no clear agreement of the reason for the project, or the engineering standards to build it now, build it here, or on the technology to be used in constructing a desalination plant.

Second, and most damning, is the lack of transparency, competition, and oversight. This is a deal-driven, "privately*" run project relying on a purchase of a claim to use of an easement granted to a utility company. At some point, the public will be asked to pay for the water, through MWD subsidies, which are paid for by all rate-payers, or as in Tampa Bay, through the takeover by a local water utility. There is also the possibility that a plant would be started, or completed, and would fail to perform cost effectively, in which case, you would have a large and unproductive white elephant, with substantial costs associated with tearing down the plant. A previous desal project in Huntington Beach was a white elephant gift to the cities and taxpayer, as was one completed in Santa Barbara, and Poseidon's previous boondoggle in Tampa Bay.

Third, there's a real difference in the accounting for public versus private projects. A private project has much higher financing costs, the need to turn a profit, and ongoing issues with negotiating and profiting from pricing set by public water agencies. Maintenance, investment in new processes, and long term flexibility may in fact be lower than that of a public agency, which can look at long-term projects in a different light. And somehow it's also supposed to create some revenue stream for Huntington Beach ?
Well, we can look to Poseidon's successful track record, just as Huntington Beach carefully researched their Sports Center contractors. Oops.

Finally, let's look at the opportunity cost of the project. If Huntington Beach wants to continue its current development trends, a large industrial facility located next to the beach, combining inefficient electrical generation and inefficient water production, really isn't a part of any plan. Instead, the better long-term use of the plan would be to continue the combination of urban village and wetlands restoration envisioned in every other seaside project under construction. Surf City would be much better off with another long term plan for this piece of property that did not involve intense industrial development.

Desal may be in our future, but it should come at a time, in a place when it's needed, after thorough completion of pilot projects. through a process that's open, transparent, clearly understood, with competitive public bidding and best practices.

*I put "privately" in quotes because ultimately this becomes a public good, paid for by water users who might have paid for some other water production resource, and using an easement to ocean water, killing of marine life, and discharge of its effluent into recreational waters.
