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CLEARWATER - The region's main water supplier on Monday approved a $29.1 million contract to repair the faulty desalination plant. 

Riding on the success of those repairs will be the job of Tampa Bay Water General Manager Jerry Maxwell. 
While approving a contract for Maxwell through 2007, Tampa Mayor Pam Iorio added it would not be extended if the troubled plant near Apollo Beach still was not operating. 

``There has to be some accountability,'' Iorio said. 

In agreeing to the deal with partners American Water Service Inc. and Pridesa LLC of Spain, Tampa Bay Water rejected a last-minute request from companies being sued over the plant's construction. Those companies had asked that the contract decision be delayed to allow them time to test a solution to the plant's problems. 

Under the contract, the American Water/Pridesa partnership has until Oct. 20, 2006, to complete alterations intended to make the desalination plant operate as designed. 

Most of the work will focus on the first step of the desalination process that removes sediment and organic material from salt water taken from Tampa Bay. That step, called pre-treatment, is the major flaw in the troubled plant that produces drinking water but does not operate efficiently. 

Because the sea water is too laden with sediment and organic matter, the membranes clog quickly, making the procedure more expensive and requiring that the membranes be cleaned more often. 

Those membranes have been damaged and Tampa Bay Water will spend an additional $6.2 million to replace them while repairs are being made. 

The new membranes will cut electricity and chemical costs enough to pay for themselves in less than five years, Maxwell said. 

The costly repairs will add about 72 cents a month to the water bill of households that use 8,000 gallons a month, the average for the Tampa Bay region. 

That could be reduced if Tampa Bay Water is successful in its lawsuit seeking to recover a $24 million performance bond on the plant and $15 million in professional insurance. 

Three of the companies involved in that lawsuit wanted the utility to delay approving the contract for nine weeks so they could run tests to prove the problems could be solved. 

In a letter to Tampa Bay Water on Friday, the companies proposed to fine-tune the existing pre-treatment system. 

The letter came from attorneys representing King Engineering Inc., Delaware Engineering P.C. and Hydranautics Inc. 

Though they took no formal vote on the request, the utility board members rejected the proposal on the advice of their general counsel, Don Conn. 

Conn said the companies had since March to offer a solution but didn't until a lawsuit against them began moving forward. 

Also, the letter offered no guarantee the repairs would work or that the delay would not last longer, he said. 

The deal with American Water-Pridesa has guarantees, he said. The contract calls for the company to post a $36 million bond in case the plant still doesn't work efficiently. 

``Once we sign the contract, they assume the risk this will work,'' said St. Petersburg Mayor Rick Baker. 

The contract carries a penalty of $10,000 a day if the plant can't pass a performance test by Oct. 20, 2006, and a bonus of $5,000 a day up to $600,000 if work is completed early. 

Reporter Neil Johnson can be reached at (352) 544-5214.
