Repairs On Desal Plant Could Take 20 Months
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CLEARWATER - The cost of fixing problems at the desalination plant on Tampa Bay could reach $14 million and take up to 20 months, according to early estimates by companies seeking a contract to remedy the plant's woes. 

Jerry Maxwell, general manager of Tampa Bay Water, told the utility board Monday that estimates of $8 million to $14 million to fix problems were ``on the high side.'' The cost could come down after experts run further tests and select a cure. 
Tampa Bay Water took over the plant this month after reaching an agreement with the plant's builder in bankruptcy court. The regional utility shut down the plant last week. 

Though it produced an average of 22.4 million gallons a day this month, the plant is not running as efficiently as designed, driving up the cost for power and chemicals and endangering the expensive membranes that filter salt. 

The plant failed two performance tests when filters clogged too quickly and needed to be cleaned ahead of schedule. Covanta Tampa Bay, the company that built and was to run the plant, spent more than eight months trying to solve the problems. 

To pay for the corrections, the utility will look to Hydranautics, the company that makes the filters and guaranteed the desalination process would work correctly, or a $24 million performance bond. 

The company or the bank could hire someone to make the corrections or funnel the money through the utility to hire a company to do the work. 

Maxwell said he did not think the cost of fixing problems at the plant would drive up water bills for customers. 

Tampa Bay Water officials will know by next month whether the manufacturer or the insurance companies that posted the bond will step up to do the work. If either balks, the utility might have to go to court to get the money. 

Neither Hydranautics nor Zurich American and Fidelity of Maryland, which issued the bond, has indicated it intends to make the corrections, said Don Conn, Tampa Bay Water general counsel. 

He said he would be surprised if Hydranautics decides to do the work. 

On Monday, the utility agreed to pay each of three companies interested in taking over the plant $100,000 to run small-scale pilot tests to perfect their ideas to fix the plant. 

The money will come from payments Tampa Bay Water kept from the construction cost when settling with Covanta. 

Once the utility picks a company to fix the plant and run it, repairs could take 10 to 20 months. 

The trouble with Tampa Bay Water's desalination plant has stretched to California, where several communities are pondering similar projects spearheaded by Poseidon Resources, the company that owned Tampa Bay Water's plant until the utility bought it in May 2002. 

Talks have stalled between the California communities and Poseidon. 

On Monday, the chief executive officer of Poseidon, Andy Kingman, presented a statement to the Tampa Bay Water board complaining that news releases and a letter from Maxwell to officials in California blamed Poseidon for some of the problems here. 

Poseidon has cooperated with Tampa Bay Water, according to the statement. ``Therefore, we're perplexed at the Tampa Bay Water staff's mischaracterization of our activities and concerned how this effort is affecting our business interests elsewhere.'' 

Maxwell said later that he simply was responding to a request from California for information about the project, using the utility's documents and reports. 

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