What is Desalination?

Dean Reynolds

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m here with Dean Reynolds, Chief of Water Recycling and Desalination here at DWR. Thanks for joining me Dean.  

Dean Reynolds: You’re welcome.

Zack Cunningham: Well, California has been traditionally known as having a really healthy water supply for a long time, and now here we are in our third year of drought and water supply is a little more of a concern. One of the alternative water sources is a technology called desalination. Dean, what is desalination?    
Dean Reynolds: Desalinization typically uses the reverse-osmosis process to remove salts from water. Essentially it pushes water through a membrane allowing the water molecules to pass through but not the larger salt or other components in the water. 
Zack Cunningham: So it’s basically a type of filtering the water, and traditionally, I think it’s known as purifying ocean water. 
Dean Reynolds: Typically that’s what most people think, however, often it’s used for brackish water, which is less salt concentrated than ocean water, also used to purify polluted groundwater or even naturally salty groundwater, and of course there is ocean desalinization which is used mostly for urban water supply.  

Zack Cunningham: So it’s not just ocean, there are a couple different platforms? 

Dean Reynolds: That’s correct.  

Zack Cunningham: Okay, what are some of the pros and cons of desalination?

Dean Reynolds: Many of the benefits are that it’s a drought-proof supply, it provides local water supply that doesn’t have to be brought in from somewhere else, it increases supply reliability to local agencies, and it has the potential to leave more water in the system that would be used by other sources for environmental water use. The main concerns with water desalination are energy use, brine disposal, the impacts of that brine when it’s disposed on the environment, and also some environmental consequences related to energy use, and the high cost, or potentially high cost. However, many of the efforts that have been occurring in the past few years are working specifically on lowering energy use, learning how to dispose of brine, and those technologies are also bringing the cost of desalinated water down. 

Zack Cunningham: What role does desalination play in the Department’s water management in California? 

Dean Reynolds: The department itself has provided fifty million dollars in Prop 50 funds for research and development, feasibility, pilot projects, and some construction projects.  

Zack Cunningham: So we don’t operate any desalination plants but we’re more of a supportive role for other agencies that may do so?  

Dean Reynolds: Exactly, we offer some financial support and certainly technical support. 

Zack Cunningham: How many desalination plants operate in California?

Dean Reynolds: We have more than a dozen plants today, most of them are small, producing 336 to 15,000 acre feet, although none of them are at the 15,000 level yet, they’re smaller, but are in the process of expanding to that number. 

Zack Cunningham: Do you think desalination will play a more prominent role in California’s future? 

Dean Reynolds: Yes, in 2003 the department, along with other agencies formed a water desalination task force, and it’s been projected that by 2030 we will be producing about 500,000 acre-feet of water per year from desalination.  

Zack Cunningham: So it’s definitely still moving forward and becoming a bigger source of water than it is now. If listeners would like some more information about desalination, do we have any resources on our website? 

Dean Reynolds: Yes, they should go to water.ca.gov and look for water use efficiency and there they’ll find the desalination website. 

Zack Cunningham: Great, well Dean, thanks for joining me today to talk about desalination.  

Dean Reynolds: Thank you. 

Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll hear the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
