Officials fear repairs will repeat desal woes

The County Commission isn't so sure about Tampa Bay Water's first choice to fix the much troubled facility.
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CLEARWATER - Tampa Bay Water board members are seeking advice on fixing its troubled desalination plant from the same company that assured them two years ago the plant would work.

That's one reason Hillsborough County commissioners have asked the Tampa Bay Water board not to decide Monday who should fix the plant. The commission voted 6-0 this week to ask the board to wait until September.

"In the past we've always given the staff and the consultants large amounts of leeway and credibility, and we've been bitten every time," said Hillsborough Commissioner Ronda Storms, who urged the delay.

She said it is time to ask more questions and bring in different consultants. Given the problems, Storms said, it might be costlier "to fix it than to tear it down and start over."

Tampa Bay Water officials and an engineer with R.W. Beck, the firm that advised the board two years ago and is advising it again on the repairs, said Storms is wrong. They also defended Beck's past work.

"I wonder what kind of math she's doing," said Tampa Bay Water general manager Jerry Maxwell.

The desal plant, the largest in the nation, was supposed to open on the shores of Apollo Beach in January 2003. Instead it now is unlikely to be ready for regular operation before March 2006.

The plant is designed to take 40-million gallons of bay water, force it through tightly woven membranes to screen out salt and turn it into 25-million gallons of fresh water a day.

Its construction has run into so many problems that earlier this month Tampa Bay Water chairman Bob Stewart, a Pinellas commissioner, called the project "snakebit."

Two companies are bidding to fix it: a joint venture between American Water Services, a German company that is the largest private water operator in the United States, and sister company Pridesa, which built the largest desal plant in Europe; and the French company Veolia Water, formerly known as U.S. Filter.

Both initially said fixing the plant, which was supposed to cost $110-million, should cost no more than $14-million. But this month they came in with much higher proposals - $29-million for American, $50-million for Veolia - because of design flaws.

Although Maxwell identified American as the likely contract winner because of its lower price and greater experience, even its proposal is likely to lead to higher rates for 2-million water users in Pinellas, Hillsborough and Pasco counties.

Plans for the plant were launched in 1999 under an arrangement that was supposed to guarantee the public would not assume any risk. Instead the risk would be borne by Poseidon Resources, which partnered with builder Stone & Webster to construct the plant. Tampa Bay Water would be its customer, with a guaranteed price for water.

Stone & Webster went bankrupt in 2000, so Poseidon hired Covanta Energy to take its place as a partner. But then Covanta filed for bankruptcy, too.

By March 2002 Covanta's woes were undermining the financing for the plant's construction. Tampa Bay Water's Maxwell told board members that firing Covanta would interrupt construction and drive up the plant's cost.

So, in a deal so hastily arranged that many board members expressed reservations, Tampa Bay Water's board voted to oust Poseidon and take charge of construction and assume the risks.

Taking that step, Maxwell assured them, "has the highest probability of completing the project without interruption and on time."

At a March 2002 board meeting to discuss the buyout, R.W. Beck executive director Jeff Clooney assured the board that Covanta's design was fine.

"If the facility is designed, constructed and operated as currently proposed, we believe that it will be capable of producing the quality and quantity of water set forth in the water purchasing agreement," Clooney said.

That conclusion was not based on "a detailed design review" but just a review of the conceptual plan, Neil Callahan, who heads R.W. Beck's Tampa office, said Thursday.

At that March 2002 meeting, one of the board's financial advisers said booting out Poseidon could reduce the cost of water from Poseidon's proposed starting price of $1.71 per 1,000 gallons to a mere $1.45 per 1,000 gallon.

But this month Tampa Bay Water officials acknowledged that because of the design flaws, the high cost of repairs could drive up the price of desal water to more than $2 per 1,000 gallons.

While Tampa Bay Water ousted Poseidon two years ago, it hung onto Covanta. Instead of keeping Covanta as a partner, Tampa Bay Water took on as a contractor a spinoff of Covanta, called Covanta Tampa Construction.

R.W. Beck said the financial risk of sticking with Covanta would be small.

"In the event of a default by Covanta, you should be able to find a replacement operator who would operate and maintain the facility for costs similar to those agreed to by Covanta," Clooney told them.

In 2003, the plant finally produced its first 3-million gallons. But then Covanta Tampa Construction flunked a crucial test also overseen by R.W. Beck.

Repeated efforts by Covanta to fix the plant failed, and the spinoff company followed its parent into bankruptcy. In February, Tampa Bay Water voted to pay Covanta Tampa Construction $4.4-million to go away so someone else could fix the plant.

Times staff writer Bill Varian contributed to this story.

