Seawater for barter? 
Some experts envision a plan in which Nevada would help pay for desalination in California in exchange for more water from the Colorado River. 
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LAS VEGAS – Nevada doesn't have an ocean like California. And for the most part, its underground aquifers aren't salty, like New Mexico's. 

But desalination, the conversion of saltwater to fresh water, could still be a boon to the thirsty Las Vegas Valley. Many experts envision Nevada paying for desalination in Southern California in exchange for more water from the Colorado River. 

That's an expensive idea - but not as expensive as some of the alternatives, according to a researcher who says he has done the first-ever complete economic analysis of such an arrangement. 

McClain Peterson, a natural-resources manager with the Colorado River Commission of Nevada, presented his study on a poster at an annual desalination conference this week.

The two-day convention brought together federal, state and local representatives from across the West - a region gripped by water crisis brought on by population boom and drought - as well as policy-makers, engineers, academics and nonprofit groups. 

Water-rights agreements currently in place give California priority access to the river - the Southwest's single most important water source - leading to grumbling from the other states, from Colorado to Nevada, through which the river runs. 

Even so, in the current drought, neither California nor Nevada has enough water. California is already looking to desalination as a possible solution. 

Peterson said his analysis was the first to consider the savings that would be realized if Nevada piggybacked on California's existing plans. 

That is, rather than shouldering the cost of building an entire desalination plant, Nevada would pay to double the size of the plant California is already planning. 

The cost Peterson estimated - $941 per acre-foot of water – is more than three times the current going rate. A deal reached last week has Nevada paying Arizona $330 million for 1.25 million acre-feet, or $264 per acre-foot. 

So what would it take to persuade policymakers to take the plunge? "It's just a matter of time and lack of other options," Peterson said.

Nevadans used to think their supply of groundwater was inexhaustible, but that proved incorrect, he said. Then they believed water from the Colorado River would be sufficient, but it wasn't.

A deal like this could look pretty good 10, 15 or 20 years down the road, he said, "once the resources run out."

