The answer may be found in the Gulf

Desalination offers solution to SW Fla.'s water problems
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Whenever the topic of water comes up in Southwest Florida, someone always points to the west, toward the vast, yet salty Gulf of Mexico.

Desalination is quickly becoming a popular solution to water woes.

"We think that desalination ... is going to play an increasingly important role in addressing our nation's water problems," said Hal Furman, executive director of the U.S. Desalination Coalition based in Washington, D.C.

There are more than 7,500 desalting plants in operation worldwide producing several billion gallons of water per day.

Three things drive desal's popularity, Furman said: High population growth, increasing amounts of water being set aside for the environment and an inability to build large water projects like the Hoover Dam.

Southwest Florida faces all three, Furman said.

That's why Lee County is now eyeing the Gulf.

"If everyone continues to use our fresh resources we're going to run out," said Rick Diaz, director of Lee County Utilities. "And it's going to end up affecting the vegetative cover because it will start drying up the wetlands — and that cannot occur.''

Even tourism officials have said the county's economy depends on the health of its ecosystems, particularly the beaches, which are influenced by what happens on the land.

"So, it's best to start using the lesser quality of waters and eventually the Gulf and the Atlantic Ocean," Diaz said.

Lee County Utilities started considering a desalination plant about three years ago as part of its long-range supply planning needs into 2025 and beyond.

The 25-million-gallon-a-day desal plant is estimated to cost $35 million.

It would use reverse osmosis, a type of desalination, to turn sea water into drinking water. RO uses high pressure to push water through a membrane that has holes so small water molecules can pass through but salt can't.

If the water is warm, like an electrical plants' cooling water after it passes through condensers, less pressure is needed. Less pressure means less expense — and desal is an expensive process.

For example, treating fresh water costs between 60 cents and 75 cents per 1,000 gallons. Treating brackish groundwater costs about 85 cents per 1,000 gallons and treating sea water can cost between $2.10 and $4 per 1,000 gallons, according to Lee County Utilities.

Exactly how much that would mean to Lee County customers isn't known yet but a much larger plant in Tampa Bay has raised monthly water bills by about $7.50.

Lee County leaders think they can keep the costs lower by taking advantage of Florida Power & Light's cooling water and co-locating a desal plant with the FPL plant on the Caloosahatchee River east of Fort Myers.

It's a small project compared to the $110 million plant in Tampa Bay, which has been rife with problems since it opened last year. Part of it was because of two contractors going bankrupt, but the plant also struggled with keeping its filters from clogging.

That won't happen here, Diaz said.

"We learned from Tampa Bay that the most important thing for the desalination plant is pretreatment, pretreatment and pretreatment," Diaz said. "You have to be ready for all the crud that comes in the water before you put it into any membranes because it will clog them. And that's their (Tampa Bay Water's) biggest problem."

Reverse osmosis also produces an extremely salty byproduct called brine. It can't just be dumped back into the estuary. It must be either injected deep into the ground or diluted and released into the middle of the ocean, where less habitat depends on a delicate balance of salt and fresh water.

Furman warns desal alone is not the solution.

"RO is part of the puzzle. Conservation is part of the puzzle," Furman said. "Desal should not be viewed as a silver bullet that's going to magically or mystically solve all our water supply problems."

