	


	


	Water officials gleam lessons from Florida desalination fiasco

Thu Nov 20, 8:54 PM ET

The company that has ambitiously pushed the San Diego region to develop a massive water desalination plant in Carlsbad spent a good part of Thursday defending another project it worked on more than 2,400 miles away.

 

Poseidon Resources was involved in the initial development of a large desalination plant in Tampa, Fla. It was the first desalination plant of its size in North America, in fact, and, though fully constructed, it has yet to start providing water to residents of the area. Malfunctioning equipment and financial fumbles have plagued the Florida plant for more than a year. And at its monthly meeting Thursday with its staff in the midst of, often tense, negotiations with Poseidon, the board of directors of the San Diego County Water Authority was anxious to hear about the problems its Florida counterpart faced. 

Poseidon representatives said that if they had been allowed to stay with the project in Tampa, none of the problems would have come up. Even if they did, the company would have had to absorb the costs they caused. As it turned out, Tampa Bay Water, the agency that had commissioned the plant, decided to buy out Poseidon and finish the desalination project itself at a perceived lower cost. 

And it paid the price.

Just Monday, Tampa Bay Water decided to shelve plans for a new desalination plant in Pinellas County, Fla. And according to local reports, the water agency's officials acknowledged that ongoing troubles with the area's first attempt at the modern water-supply system discouraged them from pursuing the technology again. 

Tampa Bay Water is also required to keep working with the disgraced contractor building the project: Covanta, which recently declared bankruptcy to protect its position on the project after company leaders became aware of efforts to replace them. The contractor had originally been hired by Poseidon.

Thursday Poseidon officials said that with any major public-works undertaking, it is not "atypical" for problems to arise like the ones that have occurred in Florida. The company, they said, was willing to absorb that risk, but wasn't allowed to. 

"Eighteen months ago our company was bought out of the Tampa project and our responsibility subsequent to that time is minimal, but while we had it, it was on time, on budget and consistent with the specifications that were required," said Walt Winrow, Poseidon's vice president for water resources.

The Carlsbad plant, which would be located adjacent to the Encina Generating Station, would have filter nearly twice the water -- and cost more than twice as much -- as the Florida plant. Poseidon owns a development lease on the property and the county water authority has expressed its commitment to building a desalination plant at that site though have stalled in recent months. If a solution is not found by January, public officials have left open the possibility that they may condemn the site and forcibly enter the property to begin environmental studies. 

Neil Callahan, a consultant with the county water authority who helped the Tampa water officials negotiate with Poseidon, said Florida officials were under the impression that they would save as much as $1 million a year and avoid other financial complexities if they bought out Poseidon. They felt that with much of the construction already done and permitting complete, the risks of the project had been dramatically minimized, he said. 

Board members then asked Callahan repeatedly if Tampa officials had then made any changes to the plant's design that may have caused the kinds of malfunctions it later experienced. 

"No, I'm not aware of any changes that were made," Callahan said. 

Poseidon officials took issue with the implication that their company's negligence might have then been the cause. Peter McLaggan, Poseidon's senior vice president, said a critical mixing device was left off the final plans that may have helped prevent some of the sludge and clogging that doomed initial tests of the desalination plant's effectiveness. He listed other technically complex reasons why it was unsuccessful

"Those are the design changes that were causing the problems, and they were made after our involvement," he said. "We've produced more than 12 million gallons with remarkable results already from our pilot plant in Carlsbad."

Poseidon also hosted a former county commissioner from the Tampa area, Chris Hart, who told the board he and others regretted not leaving Poseidon in charge of the project there. Originally, the Florida agency had planned to merely buy the water from the private plant for 30 years. 

"Tampa Bay Water should have followed through with the public-private partnership -- allocating the risk to the private sector and securing a long-term, guaranteed price of water for ratepayers," he said.

Bob Yamada, the seawater desalination program manager for the county water authority, said that staff here has been monitoring the developments in Florida for some time. 

 

"We want to see what lessons can be learned from their experience, not the least of which included doing business with the same private developing partner we currently have a relationship with -- and that's Poseidon," Yamada said. "These are not worrisome revelations we understand what problems may be involved with this project."





