That wasted $5-million? Just blame the mussels
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Let's say that one of the mayors around here - maybe Rick Baker in St. Petersburg, or Pam Iorio in Tampa, or Brian Aungst in Clearwater - had cooked up a scheme that cost $110-million, was running years behind schedule and had suffered lots bankruptcies and setbacks along the way. 

Let's say, too, that at each new disastrous step, His/Her Honor made another chirpy public assurance such as, "The worst is behind us now!" or "At last, we're on our way!"

Or if you prefer a smaller city for our hypothetical boondoggle, let's say the culprit was Frank DiDonato in Tarpon Springs. Or Bob Jackson in Largo. Or Pam Corbino in Safety Harbor.

What would happen to them?

Here is what would happen. As it dragged on, they would start getting mocked in public.

They would have to face their neighbors when they went out to get the paper in the morning. The taxpayers would stand up at city meetings to yell at them. Sooner or later, an election would roll around.

But nothing like that happens at that weird, weird agency known as "Tampa Bay Water," which is the agency in charge of supplying, uh, Tampa Bay's water.

To say that Tampa Bay Water's desalination plant has not gone smoothly is to say that Captain Ahab had a mild interest in a big fish. (I know, I know. Mammal.)

And yet to date, there have been no parades of protest. No one is accountable.

True, the board of Tampa Bay Water is made up of "elected" officials. But they are elected in their own cities and counties - Tampa, St. Petersburg and New Port Richey; Pinellas, Hillsborough and Pasco counties. They are not elected by the water customers; neither can the customers fire them.

The general manager of this long-sinking ship is named Jerry Maxwell. Unlike city and county administrators, who often get fired, Maxwell appears to be made of Teflon. You could fry eggs on him and leave no trace.

In sum, the culture is different there.

Such a culture made it possible for board member Bob Stewart to describe it as "an unfortunate hiccup" this week when Tampa Bay Water had to dump yet another contractor, paying it nearly $5-million to go away.

Five million!?! An unfortunate hiccup.

As a smart friend observes, that ranks right up there with "wardrobe malfunction" as the understatement of the month.

You know, here is what the board members of Tampa Bay Water ought to do.

They ought to dress in burlap sacks. They ought to cover themselves in ashes. They ought to use their precious, self-congratulating government TV stations to apologize. Then they should spend the rest of the show kicking each other in the butt.

They won't do it, of course. They would be astounded at the suggestion. They are blameless. Heck, some of them weren't even on the board when the plant was commissioned.

That's how it works. One generation of folks, elected by no one and answerable to no one, cooks up the deal and passes it along to their successors, who can say, well, it's not our fault, the worst is behind us now.

Anyway, it's the mussels' fault.

Tiny green mussels. According to one of the contractors, it's the tiny green mussels in Tampa Bay that are cloggin' up the filters.

Tiny green mussels! Who knew?

Actually, I knew. Sort of. Honest. I was in one of those rooms filled with dark suits and briefcases back in the 1990s, and I specifically asked whether they knew how to filter the water, and Mr. Consultant Guy acted like I was the stupidest fellow ever to walk in the door.

Tampa Bay Water can't have it both ways. The agency bragged when all the "risk" (and the control) was with the private contractors. When that went south, the agency jumped in and took over, and said everything would be swell because now it had control. Whatever.

Just so you'll know, here are the members of the board of Tampa Bay Water: Jan Platt and Kathy Castor, Hillsborough commissioners; Ann Hildebrand and Ted Schrader, Pasco commissioners; Susan Latvala and Bob Stewart, Pinellas commissioners; New Port Richey Mayor Frank Parker; St. Petersburg Mayor Rick Baker; and Tampa Mayor Pam Iorio. 

Of course, it goes without saying that nothing is their fault. And by the way, the worst is all behind us now. Hiccup!

