San Onofre desalination study wins S.D. backings 

Agencies would fund water report 
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Already nearing a deal to build a desalination plant in Carlsbad by 2007 to boost the region’s supply of drinking water, local water officials voted yesterday to study building a similar facility at the San Onofre nuclear power plant.

Each plant would add 50 million gallons a day to the region’s water supply and allow local officials to rely less on the Metropolitan Water District in Los Angeles, which provides up to 90 percent of the county’s water.

The San Diego County Water Authority will work with the Municipal Water District of Orange County and Southern California Edison, the nuclear plant’s majority owner, to explore desalination options at the San Onofre plant.

A memorandum of understanding among the three agencies could be signed in the next few days, said Bud Yamada, the authority’s senior engineer.

Officials from the agencies first met in February and March to discuss building a plant that would convert sea water to drinking water and return the salty byproduct to the ocean.

Last year, the county and its nearly 3 million residents used about 224 billion gallons of water.

With escalating demand, the authority’s board has chosen desalination as the best way to boost supply and cut back on imports.

Authority member Harold Ball cautioned his colleagues to expect protests from environmental groups such as the Sierra Club, but he and other members said the time and place were right for desalination at the nuclear plant.

"Nuclear power is not going to go away," board member Bud Pocklington said. "There is no better way of solving energy and water (problems) than combining one with the other."

The board voted unanimously in San Diego to sign the agreement to study the issue.

The study will explore land and easement options, pipeline routes and costs, the potential use of existing power plant intake and discharge tunnels, the long-term future of the power plant site, project costs, security, site access, and environmental, regulatory and public acceptance issues.

A report should be finished by November. It will cost $100,000, to be shared equally by the Orange County district and the local authority, which is a water wholesaler that serves 23 member agencies across San Diego County.

Southern California Edison, which owns 75 percent of the nuclear plant, has agreed to give consultants operations information and access to the site.

If the study shows desalination could work at the site, the authority will undertake a second study to refine its plans. The authority has already set aside $475,000 in its 2004-05 budget to pay for half of the second study.

Yamada said that study would take about a year. He declined to say how soon a San Onofre desalination plant could open, but said it would need to generate more than 50 million gallons a day to meet the water needs of San Diego and Orange counties as well as nearby Camp Pendleton.

Building the desalination plant has significant challenges, said Yamada, who manages desalination programs for the authority.

The nuclear plant is regulated by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and is on land owned by the U.S. government, so a plant there would need approvals from several federal organizations.

In addition, the site is about 20 miles from the authority’s aqueduct system, so new pipes would have to be laid to connect it to the plant.

The site has some upsides, though, Yamada said. Because one of the reactors is being decommissioned, its intake and discharge tunnels will remain and could be used for the desalination plant, lowering the construction costs.

The nuclear plant is licensed to run two reactors through 2022. A third reactor was closed in 1992 and is set to be decommissioned by 2008, though hurdles remain to removing the 950-ton chamber that holds the defunct reactor.
