Seawater facility seeks city OK

Huntington Beach awaits its second environmental report on impact of a proposed desalination plant.
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HUNTINGTON BEACH – The coastal waters that annually lure thousands of beach-goers here could one day quench the thirsts and water the lawns of millions of county residents. 

That's the hope of Poseidon Resources, a Connecticut-based company aiming to build the country's largest water-desalination plant on Surf City's coast. Whether the $250 million project succeeds hinges first on approval of an environmental report expected to be released Tuesday.

The City Council in December 2003 rejected a similar study and asked for more information about the plant's effects on marine biology and urban growth. 

City planner Mary Beth Broeren said everything has been covered this time around and that she will recommend approving the plan.

Still, observers are asking questions about the consequences of the proposed plant, which would produce daily 50 million gallons of both drinking water and brine. The brine would be diluted to a salinity about 20 percent higher than ocean water before being discharged into the sea, and would dissipate completely within a mile, according to scientists hired by Poseidon.

The impact on sea life would be "very subtle," said Jeffrey Graham, a paid consultant for Poseidon and marine biologist at Scripps Institution of Oceanography.

"The organisms that live there are pretty much adapted to dealing with salinity changes," Graham said.

Some locals disagree. The desalination facility would use ocean water already siphoned by an existing energy plant, and that intake process destroys microscopic organisms vital to oceanic health, critics say. Approving Poseidon's plan would ensure the intake process continues and would create harmful brine, all for water that might not even go to city residents, said activist Jan Vandersloot.

"Huntington Beach gets the burden of the negative environmental impacts, but the water is being used to justify urban sprawl in the undeveloped areas of Orange County," Vandersloot said.

Areas in south Orange County depend heavily on imported water because they, unlike their north-county neighbors, are not situated above sizable groundwater aquifers, said Ron Wildermuth of the Orange County Water District.

Huntington Beach, at least for now, is not interested in buying desalinated water because of its high cost, said Howard Johnson, the city's utilities manager.

While Huntington pays between $250 and $450 per acre-foot of water, Poseidon expects its water will cost $850.

"To pay that ... price for that water at this time - I can't see that," Johnson said.

Improving technology, however, means that desalinated water gradually will become cheaper, and at the same time, reduced allocations of Colorado River water and higher energy rates will drive up imported water costs. Prices are expected to intersect in about a decade, said Kevin P. Hunt, general manager at the Municipal Water District of Orange County.

Fifteen other desalination plants are being planned for California's coast as companies and public agencies act to stave off expected spikes in population and water use.

The push to purify seawater has some lawmakers alarmed. Assemblywoman Lori Saldaña, D-San Diego, has introduced a bill to require the state to set specific standards for desalinated water.

Industry officials say there is cause for concern because of certain contaminants unique to the ocean, but add that reverse-osmosis desalination, which filters water through membranes, usually results in very high-quality water.

"The water can be so pure that you have to add certain things back into it to make sure it's stable," said Dave Spath of the state Department of Health Services.

Billy Owens, senior vice president at Poseidon, said he sees the project as "private investment for public benefit."

"This is a long-term, drought-proof insurance ... for the county," Owens said.



