Position Paper Desalination Plants CDCC 

“This position paper has been developed for the consideration of some of the initial issues and potential recommendations on water provision through the desalination option for the Coolum District Coast Care membership”  

Desalination plants impact on the coastal environment and decisions to site plants at Tugun, Bribie Island and Marcoola in South East Queensland

In November 2009 the Queensland Government moved to implement a strategy for water provision with big desalination plants to offset the decision by the Federal Government to block Traveston Dam on environmental grounds. The Premier announced a plant would be built at Marcoola beside the airport with access to the sea through the national park land. 

Coolum District Coast Care objective is for the preservation of the natural environment in the Coolum and North Shore Maroochy River coastal region with the help of the community. While Marcoola Coast Care (MCC) a branch of CDCC objectives are to:

1. maintain the integrity of native fauna and flora on the beach adjoining lands attracting and retaining native animals and birds.

2. provide a link to adjoining national parks, environmental parks, private and public gardens and the ocean to provide pathways and flyways for animals and birds. 

3. bring world class environmental protection to the southern Marcoola beachfront.

4. provide public recreation spaces with seating, boardwalks and viewing platforms that respect and protect the environment.
There is a rich biodiversity at Marcoola which is a “pristine” coastal environment.  A delicate marine environment and unique species of plants and animals on the coast and in the offshore waters, banks, shoals and islands make Marcoola special like much of the Australian coast.

The decision to reject the Traveston Dam and the flow on with the proposed desalination plant at Marcoola is a major issue for coastal tourism, the environment and the community generally. The Sunshine Coast is seen as a lifestyle and environmental centre. Industrial plants that require significant energy, add waste in the form of concentrated brine to the ocean and destroy marine creatures in the intakes, do not sit well with this approach (See Attachment). A platform next to an international dive site the HMAS Brisbane and Mudjimba Island does not go well for environmental or tourism values as the Coolum and Northshore News story (20/11) highlights. There is activity already commenced to lobby for a marine park type status not unlike Moreton Bay and the Great Barrier Reef given to protect the precious marine environment from Caloundra to Noosa. 

There are a range of public policy alternatives to desalination plants. If Australia wants to be a leader with a new Green Economy, then these should be explored instead of the inevitability of desalination plants dotting the coast. An alternative is decentralised water capture and storage for individual household and industrial sites to supplement public water capture and storage (i.e. Wivenhoe Dam) and recycling efforts. Coolum Ridges rainwater harvesting is an example of an alternate approach. A sustainable world can be achieved with small simple technology solutions in many cases. 

The public policy directions and eventual decisions are not easy, there is a tendency by governments to go down the same paths and not provide enough resources into arriving at innovative solutions. For example innovative ideas such as the micro loans (Muhammad Yunus and his Grameen Bank have won the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize for pioneering "micro credit,") that are simple and local community based, but have significant impact. Building large water assets for profit maximization and privatization appears to be the government and opposition agenda rather than social benefits and sustainable practices working with communities.  By truly engaging the community and trusting people a bit more, better solutions will eventuate. The cost to community and the environment of desalination plants well outweigh the benefits currently and do not support sustainable futures. 

Unfortunately, communities like Tugun and Bribie Island have not been supported in their efforts to make governments and communities aware of the significant environmental impacts of desalination plants. Both major political parties are supporting the desalination option with the LNP policy for a plant at Bribie Island as communicated by State Member Fiona Simpson. The Sunshine Coast Regional Council and Councillor Debbie Blumel are looking at decentralized water technologies which are in line with sustainable futures. 
The Sunshine Coast has been singled out by the Bligh Government as heavy users of water and water wise campaigns need to be established so that the Sunshine Coast community leads the way on water usage and innovate decentralized technologies. Government needs to be lobbied to foster and fund alternative low technology options in the Sunshine Coast Region and Australia wide. CDCC can take a leadership role on this aspect as well with a track record in environmental protection and using water assets.
A Group has been formed the Communities Against Desalination Incorporated (CADI) as a coalition of community members following a public meeting of three hundred (300) people at Marcoola Surf Club. An open letter is to go to the Premier opposing the desalination option from CADI, but the final position is still being developed under the leadership of Debbie Johnson from Marcoola Progress Association.

There are a range of options that have not been fully developed, explored or researched in this position paper which attempts to develop the initial response and make recommendations for consideration of the CDCC membership. The recommendations are that follow have developed by the author with consultation limited to MCC members and the President on some matters. There have been approaches to federal and state politicians by MCC seeking a response on the public policy considerations for the decision to progress the desalination plant option at Marcoola and desalination plants generally. I invite discussion and feedback on the points raised in this paper by the wider CDCC membership and can be emailed on tony.gibson@spirit3h.com.au.

Recommendations are:

(1) That CDCC oppose desalination plants with this an option of last resort on the Australian coast;

(2) That a sub-committee of CDCC be formed to address the desalination issue and develop appropriate responses; 

(3) That CDCC join the coalition CADI to oppose and act independently as required to ensure the communities interests are effectively represented; and

(4) That CDCC support campaigns for decentralized water capture technologies and water wise approaches to ensure the entire Sunshine Coast community is actively involved in all solutions impacting on the Coast Care environmental objectives.

Tony Gibson, Coordinator Marcoola Coast Care  
Dated: 12 December 2009

Attachment  -Australian Water Association Web Site-Considerations Desalination Plants

Energy: One of the first things to note about desalination is that, whichever method is used, a lot of energy is needed; that is both expensive and the use of energy can create undesirable greenhouse gas emissions. It is very important to note that the amount of energy for distillation is fixed for a given volume of water, but the energy for RO depends on how salty the water is to start with. For this reason, it is much more attractive to desalinate brackish (ie slightly salty) water or treated sewage effluent than it is to deal with seawater, which has roughly 35 grams of salt in every litre of water. For RO, the energy also depends on the temperature of the water, less energy being needed for warmer water. This means that RO in Darwin would probably cost less than the same process in Hobart.

Cost: A significant part of the cost equation for desalination is owing to the high energy consumption, but desalination plants are sophisticated pieces of equipment with high capital costs and quite significant maintenance requirements too. Desalination plants do not last as long as traditional water treatment plants, so the capital cost has to be amortised over a relatively short life, which also adds to the cost. The actual cost for a given plant is very site specific and also dependent on the size of the plant. To give a very rough idea, it is now possible to produce desalinated water from seawater for slightly more than A$1 per kilolitre, if the plant is large, say 100 megalitres per day (serving, say, a medium-sized city). For smaller plants and less favourable conditions, the cost could be $4 per kL or more.

Environmental Impacts: It is not possible to use desalination as a water source and to assume that it has no environmental impact. As mentioned earlier, the high energy consumption leads to greenhouse gas production and the salt that has been extracted has to go somewhere. Depending on the process, the salt concentration in the waste stream could be anywhere from double that of the source water, up to a solid salt product (although that would seldom happen in practice). Managing that salt stream is not a trivial problem and even in a coastal community, the environmental management issues associated with the brine disposal have to be carefully managed. In an inland community, of course, there is no easy disposal route, so dedicated brine ponds may be needed. There have been proposals to link gourmet salt manufacturing to desalination, but that is not a common occurrence.

