OTHER SOURCES / DESALINATION 

Editorial: Tapping the ocean 

Carlsbad desalination plant may make sense 

San Diego Union Tribune - 12/24/01 
Upon hearing about San Diego's water supply problems, many people turn to the west and see a very big supply of water.

But desalinating water from the Pacific Ocean has always cost too much. During the last drought a decade ago, Santa Barbara rushed into production a desalination plant that ended up producing water at almost $2,000 per acre-foot, or about four times as much as buying fresh water. That boondoggle has since been shut down.

Today, however, technology has progressed so that desalination may be affordable. The San Diego County Water Authority and Carlsbad are considering a large plant adjacent to the Encina power plant in North County.

Poseidon Resources Corp. of Connecticut, which built a 25-million-gallon per day desalination plant in Tampa, Fla., has proposed a facility twice that big at Carlsbad, using the Encina plant as both its power source and its water-intake and brine-discharge mechanisms. Poseidon estimates the plant would cost $270 million with water being sold to the county at about $800 per acre-foot. That's considerably more than the $430 per acre-foot the county pays the Metropolitan Water District for Colorado River water. However, it's competitive with the cost of developing new water supplies. What's more, the MWD may subsidize desalinated water by $250 per acre-foot, dropping the price to about $550 per acre-foot.

San Diego County desperately needs new water supplies for a population that's expected to grow by 1 million over the next few decades. It also needs to diversify its water supply, which today is almost entirely dependent on the MWD. During the last drought, the Southern California water wholesaler threatened to cut our water supply by half. Local leaders should recall that near disaster and seek new water sources.

The proposed Poseidon plant could produce 9 percent of our current water supply. If this plan works, other plants could be built.

There remain many questions. One of them is about environmental impacts. Desalination produces a byproduct -- salt -- which has to be discharged back into the ocean. Although putting salt into the ocean may not seem like a problem, the effect on the coastal ecosystem would have to be studied. Cost is another question: Can Poseidon really deliver what it promises? And, there's the issue of control. This would be the first time the County Water Authority bought a major supply of water from a private source whose sales would be regulated only by the contract it signs.

The water authority must make a preliminary decision in January on whether to go forward with plans for the desalination plant. Staff reports from both the authority and Carlsbad are expected by then. If the results of studies on costs and impacts continue to be favorable, the water authority should move forward. Maybe the ocean can be a water source for our arid land.

