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Fresh Ideas for Salt Water Leave Some With Bad Taste

Samuel Taylor Coleridge framed the matter memorably in his "Rime of the Ancient Mariner" when he wrote: "Water, water, everywhere, Nor any drop to drink." Although the seas are home to many good things to eat, the salty brine making up so much of the Earth's surface has a major drawback. In a thirsty world, seawater is unfit for human consumption. But the idea of purifying salt water on a grand scale is less a dream than it was in years past. 

As pointed out by the Heartland Institute, desalination has long been "technologically feasible." It also has been prohibitively expensive, but advances in technology are bringing costs down. In California, where water has long been a precious resource, a private-enterprise venture is converting salt water used as coolant at the Encina Power Station in San Diego County into fresh water. The project ultimately could provide 9 percent of the water used by county residents. Of course, the project has its critics.

The Sierra Club and other conservation groups have raised issues ranging from objections about putting the project in the hands of for-profit private enterprise to concerns about fish being sucked into the intake area. Mark Massara of the Sierra Club told Great Britain's Guardian newspaper that another concern is population growth. Solving Southern California's water crisis might accelerate development in an area that many consider overcrowded as it is.

Ralph Nader's Public Citizen organization also is among those opposed to a private-enterprise solution to water woes. His group points to problems with a commercial desalination project in Tampa Bay, Fla., which was largely taxpayer financed. The $110 million plant was shut down recently due to poor perform- ance. Several bankruptcies resulted from the project, which just a few years ago was being written up far and wide as the answer to Tampa's water-supply problems.

A review of news reports indicates that Californians, having endured the chaos of energy deregulation, appear to be listening to opponents of commercial desalination. The regulators who will approve or disapprove the dozen or so projects currently proposed are independent of the administration of Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, which is on record as favoring the efforts.

The controversy will remain much in the news, and when there is no news to be reported, it will be the subject of feature stories. It has provided reporters with another opportunity to dust off one of California's great controversies: the so-called Owens Valley land grab. Around the turn of the last century, a former Los Angeles mayor with inside information bought up land from small farmers along the Owens River, some 250 miles from Los Angeles. The speculation paid off when the city began building an aqueduct through the Owens Valley that required the purchase of land the former mayor had acquired, resulting in a scandal that inspired the movie Chinatown.
