Patience Runs Thin Amid Desalination Plant Failures
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CLEARWATER - Like a fraying marriage, the builder of the nation's 

largest desalination plant and its owner have different views 

about why the relationship is headed for the rocks.

But regardless of who points fingers, Covanta Water has nine 

weeks to get the plant running to the satisfaction of Tampa Bay 

Water - or the utility can find someone else to finish the job.

The plant will miss another deadline Sept. 30 to complete a two- week test to Tampa Bay Water's satisfaction. At that point, 

Covanta will be in default of its contract to build the $110 

million plant near Apollo Beach.  

It failed the same test last spring. Though the plant produced 

the required amount of water, the ultrafine filters used to 

remove salt clogged long before designers expected.

On Monday, somber members of the utility's board were told the 

company had 63 days to complete the test and finish the work. 

Once Covanta is in default of its contract Oct. 1, it has 48 days 

to fix any problems.

Then, Tampa Bay Water can turn to subcontractors and the 

manufacturer of the filter membranes.

"This doesn't look like a pretty picture," said Pinellas County 

Commissioner Robert Stewart, chairman of the Tampa Bay Water 

board.

Covanta asked Monday for another 17 weeks to get the plant 

running to Tampa Bay Water's satisfaction, but the board did not 

even consider allowing that long. Jerry Maxwell, the utility's 

general manager, said the nine weeks should be enough time.

"I feel there's adequate time for Covanta to finish within 63 

days," he said.

The delay in starting the final test stems from the time it is 

taking to clean the clogged membranes and get rid of the soapy 

cleaning solution.

It's also where some of the finger pointing comes in.

Getting a permit from Hillsborough County to send the solution to 

a county sewer plant was supposed to be Tampa Bay Water's 

responsibility, said Scott Whitney, a senior vice president with 

Covanta, after the meeting.

The permit was delayed three months, Whitney said, and when it 

came the company was allowed to discharge only 10 gallons of the 

solution each minute. The plant was designed to send 10 times 

that amount to the sewer facility.

That has created a backlog of 2 million gallons of the solution 

stored in containers until it can trickle into the sewer system. 

Cleaning each of the seven sets of filters takes several hundred 

thousand gallons, but Covanta can dispose of only about 14,000 

gallons a day.

It was Covanta's job to get samples to the county to complete the 

permit, countered Jon Kennedy, head of operations for Tampa Bay 

Water.

"I think everybody's frustrated at this point. It's Covanta that 

needs to do the work," Kennedy said.

The filters should not have fouled after producing only 1.5 

billion gallons of drinking water, he said.

Utility board members told Maxwell to give Covanta all the help 

possible to get the plant running, but clearly they were short on 

patience.

"It's imperative we hold their feet to the fire," said Pinellas 

Commissioner Susan Latvala.

Maxwell said Tampa Bay Water will cooperate. "As we sit here 

today, we're going to continue to work with Covanta," he said - 

but as time runs out, "we will begin to see more points of 

conflict."

Whitney pushed for cooperation. "We need to stop attacking each 

other," he said, "and attack the problem, take away the guns we 

have pointed at each other's temples."

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