Tampa Bay Water pays desalination plant builder $5 million to go
Associated Press
	


TAMPA, Fla. - Tampa Bay Water has decided to pay the builder of a trouble-plagued desalination plant $5 million to go away, ending three months of legal wrangling.

The utility plans to hire someone else to fix the plant by 2005 and run it for the next 30 years.

Tampa Bay Water officials said the settlement with Covanta won't affect water rates. But, Tampa Bay Water general manager Jerry Maxwell said it is possible replacing Covanta could cost more money, which could boost rates.

Utility officials said they had to cut a deal with Covanta because they were spending $100,000 a month battling it in court.

The plant recently had been producing up to 27 million gallons of water daily, but Tampa Bay Water wants to temporarily shut it down. Utility officials fear Covanta is damaging the filters crucial to the plant's operation.

Thanks to the recent rainfall, the temporary shutdown won't hurt the supply of drinking water, Tampa Bay Water officials said. But while the utility decides which of three companies replaces Covanta, the plant that was supposed to be completed a year ago won't be finished until sometime next year.

The settlement, which still must be approved by a federal bankruptcy judge, ends any association the utility had with the company that was hired in 2001 to build the plant in Apollo Beach and operate it for the next three decades.

Covanta Vice President Scott Whitney said if the dispute had gone to trial, it could have cost $3 million in legal fees. Still, losing a 30-year operating contract worth more than $300 million is not easy to accept, Whitney said.

"That's kind of a difficult thing for us to come to grips with," Whitney said.

The $110 million desalination plant, the largest in the United States, has had to overcome three bankruptcies and a series of missed deadlines.

Launched with great fanfare in 1997, the desalination plant was seen as the solution to the Tampa Bay region's problem of over-pumping drinking water from underground.

The plant is supposed to take 40-million gallons of water each day from Tampa Electric Co.'s Big Bend power plant next door and force it through 10,000 tightly woven membranes to produce an average of 25 million gallons of potable water and 15 million gallons of brine.

The water goes to Tampa Bay Water's 2 million customers, while the brine is mixed with the electric company's regular discharge into Tampa Bay.

