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Tampa troubles raise desalination concerns 

Brevard plans similar facility along lagoon 

BY JIM WAYMER 
FLORIDA TODAY 


As sinkholes formed under houses and salt water fouled wells, Tampa Bay turned to its prized estuary as the savior for its dwindling supply of water for a ballooning population. 

Some fought the idea, saying the plant would make the nearby bay too salty for fish and the tiny organisms they feed on. 

But the $140 million project went ahead anyway. 

Now the nation's largest and priciest plant to turn salt water into drinking water runs only one week a month -- plagued by bankruptcies, lawsuits and Asian mussels, and producing far less than the projected 25 million gallons a day. 

As Brevard and east Central Florida looks to solve its own mounting water crisis, the St. Johns Water Management District wants a similar desalination plant to help provide some of the 100 million daily gallons it says must come from sources other than the ground in the next 20 years. Otherwise, wells, wetlands and springs will dry up. 

The facility could be housed at existing power plants along U.S. 1, where Indian River Lagoon water -- already drawn at the intakes to cool turbines -- could be treated. 

Desalination at one or both locations could provide a potential 10 million to 60 million gallons a day, enough to fill Brevard's need for at least 20 years, when the populations is projected to hit 619,000. Cost estimates for the proposed desalination project range from $75 million to $202 million. 

Opponents point to the Tampa Bay experience and raise questions about the environmental impact on the lagoon. State hydrologists, however, say desalination is the most environmentally friendly way to meet future water demand without overdrawing groundwater. 


Costly problems
In Tampa Bay, residents must help pay another $29 million to fix problems caused when the invasive mussels and sediments clogged the region's brand new desalination plant, adding to the original $110 million cost. 

Tampa's plant came about partially because of a state push to cut groundwater use when wetlands and other surface waters were strained during an extended drought in the late 1980s. 

The plant has produced 4.5 billion gallons of water since starting up in March 2003. But it only ran for about two weeks at full capacity before problems limited its use. 

In November, Tampa Bay Water agreed to pay a California firm owned by a German utility $29 million to fix the plant's pretreatment system. It'll cost the average customer another 72 cents a month, boosting their water bill to $2.54 per 1,000 gallons, or $20 a month for the average customer that uses 8,000 gallons a month. 

"It's an efficiency problem," said Ken Herd, an engineering manager for Tampa Bay Water. "The plant just does not operate at a reasonable price." 

The cost of treating water is expected to go back down to about $2 per 1,000 gallons, once the plant's fixed, he said. 

Early estimates put water from a Brevard desalination plant at between $2.69 and $3.06 per 1,000 gallons, twice what it costs to treat most drinking water now. 

The water management district has spent $200,000 to hire a consultant to study how feasible desalination would be along the lagoon. The consultant also is developing a computer model to project how salt content would change near the plant. The study will be done in December, 2005. 


'A big mess'
Gray Brewer worries about rapid, local fluctuations in salt that could kill his clam larvae in Sharpes. But he'll await to see the district's studies before he draws conclusions. 

"These engineers, they're not thinking about the biological situation," said Brewer, whose livelihood depends on the lagoon water he draws in. He's just a few miles south of where the proposed plant might return as much as 9.6 million pounds of salt into the lagoon daily. 

The Tampa plant hasn't been running long enough to know what the long term environmental impacts are. 

Any ill effects here could be much more severe, biologists say, because the lagoon takes significantly longer to flush out: upwards of a year in some of the more stagnant spots. 

"The greatest impact is going to be on the young: the larvae and the juveniles," said Grant Gilmore, a fisheries ecologist with Estuarine, Coastal and Ocean Science, Inc. in Vero. "You're just going to end up with a big mess in the Indian River Lagoon." 

For every five gallons of water desalination plants produce, they typically discharge about three gallons of brine twice as salty as what's drawn in. 

Also, higher energy costs could dampen the allure of desalination in Brevard. The Tampa plant's average power bill is about $15,000 a day, Herd said. 

And there's the invasive Asian green mussel, which has been blamed for problems at the plant and has been found along the East Coast. But Tampa Bay Water officials said the plant's inefficiency has more to do with design. 


No uitlity sponsor
As of yet, the St. Johns Water Management District has no utility to sponsor a desalination plant here. 

Neither Titusville nor Cocoa -- likely sponsors because of their proximity to the power plants and water needs -- have said they would take on the project. Cocoa is more focused on expanding Taylor Creek Reservoir west of the city, and Titusville wants to drill 15 new groundwater wells in north Brevard. 

And what communities would use the desalted water also is uncertain. 

But as Brevard's population grows an average of 30 people a day, some officials say desalinization is a key component to prevent lowering wells, lakes and wetlands. 

Ken Greene, who serves on a water advisory board to Brevard County Commission, worries whether the science will be solid enough to ensure desalination doesn't just shift the environmental toll from existing water sources to the lagoon. 

"We better have our numbers right on this," he told officials and consultants at a recent public meeting. 

Contact Waymer at 242-3663 or jwaymer@flatoday.net
