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Surfrider Foundation
Desalination Issue Summary

Surfrider Foundation
Mission Statement
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Surfrider Stats

• Established 1984
• 50,000 Members
• 61 Chapters

– East / West Coasts
– Gulf, Puerto Rico
– Hawaii

• 5 International Affiliates
– Japan, Brazil, Australia
– France, Spain

Joe Geever
Surfrider Foundation Regional 

Manager

- Co-organizer: Statewide Environmental 
Desalination Working Group
- Co-author: Surfrider Desal Issue Summary
- Caveats:

- Organizer
- Law & Policy (not the technical guy)
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Ocean Commission Reports
“Oceans in Crisis”

• 2 Blue Ribbon Panels
– US Commission on Ocean Policy
– Pew Ocean Commission

• State of Our Coasts and Oceans
• First Comprehensive Reviews Since “Stratton 

Report” (1969)
• Different Perspectives – Same Conclusions

– US Commission appointed by President Bush
– Pew Commission Chaired by Leon Panetta
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US Commission on Ocean Policy

Appointed by President Bush in 2000

Ocean Commissions’ Findings

• Dramatic Loss of 
Fisheries & Healthy 
Marine Ecosystems

• Intractable Pollution 
(point and non-point)

• Loss of Coastal 
Habitat

• Coastal “Sprawl”

• Co-Located Intake 
Systems & Brine 
Discharge(?)

• Alternative 
Freshwater 
Sources(?)

• End User – Growth 
Inducement?
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Issue Summary 
http://www.surfrider.org/a-z/index.asp

• Source Water (Cooling Water, Beach Wells, Or?)
• Freshwater Supply Alternatives (Env. Benefits?)
• Brine discharge
• Sensitive Habitat/Species (Estuaries, etc)
• End Users (Replacement v. Growth Inducement?)
• Case by Case v. Cumulative Impacts
• Competitive Costs or Subsidies?
• Etc (Check out the Summary -- just 6 pages)

Cooling Water Intakes (or not?)

• Phased Implementation
• Phase 1 “mitigation” rejected
• 60 to 90% entrainment reduction mandated

– Complicated calculation (populations already badly 
diminished, baseline for reductions?, etc)

– Special habitats/species need consideration 
(estuaries, rocky reef, etc) 

• Phase 2 recently challenged (same issues)
• State currently reviewing rules
• Desal arrived at 11th Hour!
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Alternative “Source Water”
• Beach wells? Galleries? 

– Linked to “freshwater alternatives” (supply portfolio 
and desal “niche”)

– “Size Matters” – enviro/econ analysis of “scale 
economies” (large co-located vs. small discreet 
placement) 

• What do and don’t we know?
– Numerous questions to be answered before racing 

into production
– Several research facilities proposed (Doheny, Point 

Mugu) and running (Long Beach)

Alternative Freshwater Supplies

• Reclamation & Conservation
– documenting the environmental benefits (reduced 

ocean discharges & urban runoff)
– calculating the supply/demand (is an acre/ft avg use 

for 2 families and lawns -- or 5 families?) 
– what’s desal’s “niche”
– subsidies and priorities -- disproportionate 

emphasis on desal?

• What’s “new water?” Who cares?
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Brine Discharge

• Sensitive Habitat &/or Species?
– Estuaries, shallow rocky reefs, intertidal, etc
– When is “displacement” OK?

• Mix with freshwater discharges for similar 
salinity concentrations? (or what I like to call the 
“cycle of insanity”)

End Users
• New development? 

– Does price drive the market for desalinated water?
– Will 50 mgd overnight supply “natural growth?”
– Does development exacerbate existing environmental 

problems? (as opposed to recycling/conserving)

• Replace existing sources (environmental benefits)? 
– Maybe (Carmel River)
– Probably not in Southern California (sources outside 

jurisdiction)
– Sacrificing Southern California rockfish for Northern 

California salmon?
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Cumulative v. Case by Case

• Each site constitutes a unique proposal with 
unique environmental conditions

• BUT -- there’re also regional considerations
– energy demand/supply

• 20 proposals, many ~ 50mgd 

– marine life population assessments
• Need ecosystem studies
• “Monetizing” intrinsic values?

Market Competition or Subsidies

• Desalination is not currently competitive
• Conservation and Reclamation are more 

competitive
• Disproportionate Subsidies

– State subsidies (MWD, energy rate reductions, 
Proposition 50, …)

– Federal subsidies
– What’s the total public subsidy?

• Disincentives for other alternatives
– Disproportionate subsidies outweigh enviro costs?
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CONCLUSIONS

• We’re not opposed to desal
• BUT, it’s not ready

– Prioritize/Subsidize environmentally 
preferable alternatives (overcome 
“externalities” like Clean Water Act 
compliance and marine life protection)

– Studies on “source intakes” (centralized?, 
pre-filtration?, pending 316(b)?,…


