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CLEARWATER - The region's water supplier will turn to court to pry $24 million from two insurance companies and a manufacturer to get the troubled desalination plant working properly. 

On Monday, Tampa Bay Water's board members gave the go-ahead to its general counsel to pursue the bond posted by Zurich American and Fidelity of Maryland along with Hydranautics Inc. that was to ensure the plant operated as intended. 
Though the companies have had nine weeks to determine whether they will pay the money or use it to hire someone to fix the plant, there has been no offer of either, the utility's general counsel, Don Conn, told the board. 

``We do not have an admission of liability or offer to fix or pay to fix the plant,'' Conn said. 

The board gave Conn permission to file a lawsuit against Hydranautics and the insurance companies if no offer is received this month. 

The desalination plant, which opened more than a year ago near Apollo Beach, is able to convert saltwater to drinking water but does not run as efficiently as intended. 

The major problem is that ultra-fine membranes used to filter salt from the water clog too quickly. That increases electricity costs to run the plant and forces it to shut down more often for expensive cleaning. 

Hydranautics manufactured the membranes and guaranteed the plant would work properly. The $24 million bond backs that warranty. 

The plant is idle but can be started in 48 hours if the region needs the water. It is designed to produce 25 million gallons a day, or roughly 10 percent of what public utility customers in Pinellas, Pasco and Hillsborough counties use. 

The bond agreement does not specify how quickly the insurance companies or Hydranautics must reach a decision on whether to pay Tampa Bay Water, Conn said, but they are supposed to act with ``reasonable promptness,'' and that has not happened. 

On Monday, the utility board also outlined what is expected in proposals from two companies seeking to fix the plant and pursuing a contract to run it for up to 20 years. 

The two companies, Veolia Water North America and a partnership between American Water Services and the engineering firm Pridesa, are running small pilot plants to test ways of fixing the desalination plant. 

The proposals will include the cost of repairs and what the companies would charge to take over the plant's long- term operation. 

Early estimates of repairs are in the range of $12 million. 

The utility is scheduled to make a selection Aug. 30. 

