Regional Water Agency Thinks Small
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CLEARWATER - The region's utility on Monday shelved additional desalination projects and a controversial wellfield as possible ways to meet water needs in the next nine years. 

With the region's first desalination plant mired in contract and operational problems, Tampa Bay Water board members were reluctant to pursue either an expansion of the troubled plant near Apollo Beach or to build a second plant on the Gulf of Mexico at the Anclote River. 
They also erased developing a wellfield at Cone Ranch in northeast Hillsborough County from the next round of water supply projects. 

Hillsborough County strongly opposed the Cone Ranch wellfield. 

Instead, board members narrowed their selections to smaller projects to provide the 8 million more gallons a day Pinellas, Pasco and Hillsborough will need by 2012. 

Members still have a full menu of potential projects that include removing the salt from brackish groundwater in Pinellas to expanding a wellfield in Pasco. 

A cornerstone project that could meet the entire increase in the region's thirst would use water from Tampa's sewer plant at Hooker's Point as a replacement for additional water taken from rivers or the Tampa Bypass Canal. 

The project would involve sending the treated effluent to locations downstream from where the utility now withdraws surface water at the bypass canal and the Hillsborough or Alafia rivers. 

That, said Jerry Maxwell, general manager of Tampa Bay Water, would let the utility take more surface water without reducing the amount of water flowing into the rivers or bypass canal. 

For every gallon of effluent added downstream, the utility could take a gallon upstream, Maxwell said. 

The project is not without its problems, including hurdles getting permits and getting Tampa to agree to provide the water, something pointed out by Tampa Mayor Pam Iorio, the city's representative on the utility board. 

Though she voted to keep the project on the list, Iorio said it did not mean the city would approve selling the effluent to Tampa Bay Water. 

``It by no means is a wholesale endorsement that this will be the big water source that will replace Cone Ranch or Gulf coast desal,'' she said. 

Under former Mayor Dick Greco, the city was reluctant to part with the roughly 45 million gallons a day of treated sewage the plant produces and sends into Tampa Bay each day. The county and city were never able to reach an agreement on the water. 

Hillsborough County is against sending the effluent to the Hillsborough or Alafia rivers, said Hillsborough Commissioner Ronda Storms. 

Though more desalination and a Cone Ranch wellfield are on the sidelines now, they could return after 2012 when the utility will need more water. 

``It's difficult to choose desal now. It might not be a year from now,'' Maxwell said. 

Troubles at the desalination plant on Tampa Bay made it easy for members to avoid more desalination projects. 

Tampa Bay Water General Counsel Don Conn said the utility will fight the bankruptcy filing of the company building the plant by asking the judge to grant an injunction removing Covanta Tampa Construction Inc. from the plant. 

The company filed for protection under Chapter 11 in a New York bankruptcy court Oct. 29, thwarting Tampa Bay Water's efforts to void its contract with Covanta and seek a replacement. 

Conn also said the utility will challenge the bankruptcy filing because Covanta changed its corporate bylaws at the last minute to allow the company to borrow money, something the original agreement with Tampa Bay Water barred. 

A loan from the parent company is listed as Covanta's liability in the bankruptcy filing, Conn said. 

The utility gave Maxwell permission Monday to begin negotiations with three potential replacements to run the plant. 

Covanta has yet to pass a performance test after an attempt in May failed because the membranes that filter out salt clogged too quickly. 

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