
Water, water everywhere
B.C. might be blessed with an abundance of fresh water, but that hasn’t stopped three B.C. 
companies from developing technology that addresses a growing global shortage of clean water 
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High-salt diet: Saltworks co-founders Ben Sparrow and Joshua Zoshi developed 
a radical approach to desalination

By Nelson Bennett

Ninety-seven per cent of the 
earth’s water is salty, and of the 

3% that’s fresh, nearly 70% is locked 
in glaciers and polar ice caps.

What little fresh water is avail-
able on Earth isn’t always so fresh – 
much of it is polluted with industrial 
or human waste.

Three B.C. companies are work-
ing on different approaches to clean-
ing up the world’s water.

Saltworks Technologies Inc. 
has developed a radically new ap-
proach to desalination that it says 
can clean up industrial effluent and 
provide clean drinking water from 
saltwater.

Kelowna-based Element Four 
Technologies Inc. has developed 
an atmospheric water generator 
that it claims literally wrings drink-
ing water from the air, and Ostara 
Nutrient Recovery Technologies 
Inc. is helping clean up municipal 
wastewater, while producing a valu-
able resource: fertilizer.

Co-founded in 2008 by Ben 
Sparrow and Joshua Zoshi, Salt-
works uses the chemistry of saltwater 
to create voltage, which is then used 
to remove salt ions from seawater or 
industrial effluent. Counterintui-
tive though it might sound, the key 
to Saltworks’ technology is making 
saltwater even saltier. 

The process takes advantage of 
nature’s tendency to seek equilib-
rium, said Sparrow, Saltworks’ CEO. 
Salty effluent or seawater is evapor-
ated to concentrate it. The hyper-
salty water is then separated by 
a membrane from regular saltwater. 

Nature’s push for equilibrium 
causes the ions from the hyper-salty 
water to flow to the less dense salt-
water. That movement of ions creates 
voltage, which is used to pull the salt 
from a third stream of saltwater. 

“You’re basically using salt’s 
power to remove salt,” Sparrow 
said. 

Because the amount of ener-
gy needed to desalinate water in 
other processes has always been 
an obstacle, Saltworks’ approach 
removes a major impediment to 
desalination.

Sparrow believes his company’s 
technology could address water 
shortage issues in arid regions like 
the Arabian Peninsula. But the com-
pany is currently focused primarily 
on treating industrial effluent.

“Where our technologies have 
proven of great interest is to indus-
try, particularly the oilsands,” Spar-
row said. 

One of the drawbacks to treating 
wastewater is the high input costs. 
Ostara has found a solution to the 
problem by developing a chemical 
process that removes phosphor-
us and ammonia from municipal 
sewage and turns it into a fertilizer 

called Crystal Green.
Ostara’s pearl nutrient recovery 

process doesn’t replace traditional 
sewage treatment; it merely adds a 
step and produces a product that can 
generate revenue.

It costs municipalities $3 million 
to $5 million to include the Ostara 
recovery process in their waste 
water treatment systems. Ostara 
buys back the fertilizer produced 

and sells it. The system pays for itself 
within about five years, said Ostara 
president and CEO Phillip Abrary.

“They get a very quick payback in 
their investment.” 

There are three Ostara systems 
in operation. A fourth is scheduled 
to be up and running soon in Port-
land, Oregon. 

Construction is also set to start 
on treatment plants that include the 
Ostara process in Saskatoon and 
London, England.

As for the world’s fresh water, 
less than 1% is in the air in the form 
of clouds and humidity. But that’s 
enough to provide clean drinking 
water in countries with the right hu-
midity and temperature – namely, 
Mexico, South and Central Amer-
ica, India and coastal Africa.

That’s where Element Four plans 
to sell its Watermill. The Kelowna 
company has been testing the device 
for nearly two years and plans to go 
into production next year. 

The Watermill uses condensa-
tion to extract moisture from the air. 
It works only when temperatures are 
27 degrees Celsius or higher and hu-
midity is 60% or more. Under those 
conditions, it can provide up to 13 
litres of drinking water per day. 

As the water is condensed, it’s 
purified with UV radiation, filtered 
and radiated again. Each unit sells 
for about US$1,495.

One of the ironies in wet trop-
ical climates is that there’s a lack of 
safe drinking water, and many con-
sumers end up buying bottled water, 
said Neil Belenkie, vice-president of 
global sales for Element Four. •
nbennett@biv.com
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AlAn ZiSmAn
Sermons from the Mount: 10 commandments  
for improving your company’s digital content

Last time, readers of this 
column learned from 

search engine optimization 
expert Jeff Quipp how to 
boost their business website 
in Google’s listings (“Better 
search engine optimization 
will improve your business” – 
issue 1149; November 1-7). 

One of his secrets: sites 
with “unique and valuable 
content” score higher with 
Google’s PageRank rating sys-
tem. Content also matters to 
Kristina Mausser of Ottawa’s 
Digitalword. Since 2004, her 
company has helped clients – 
including Microsoft, Seph-
ora, McGill University and 
Parks Canada – make their 
web content more effective.

Mausser proclaims that 
content is a business asset. 
Here are his “10 Command-
ments of Digital Content,” 
which he presented at Oc-
tober’s Internet Marketing 
Conference.

Function must exist 
without form.
Unlike architecture, form and 
function are not linked; your 
content can – and should – 
be reposted and reformat-
ted. Content has moved from 
paper to online to mobile 
devices. Mausser noted that 
more data will be viewed 
using mobile devices than 
on traditional screens within 
three years. 

The challenge is that 
reading comprehension on 
small-screened devices drops 
– design content so it can be 
quickly scanned. 

Can you convey your mes-
sage in 150 to 250 words?

The message is the medium. 
Make your content accessible 
to your users, regardless of 
how they try to access it: on-
line, mobile, social media – 
formatted for each medium’s 
unique strengths.

Content can’t be 
re-purposed. 
Users approach content dif-
ferently when it’s in print on 

paper, online read on a desk-
top or notebook computer or 
on a large-screen or small-
screen mobile device. 

Plan, create and publish 
with those forms in mind.

Content is non-linear.
Users get to your content 
through various routes, not 
necessarily starting at your 
home page – at least as often 
a web search will deliver 
readers directly to one of 

your pages. You can’t as-
sume that readers of one of 
your web pages know (or 
care) how it fits into your 
overall plan.

Content is consumable.
Accept that whatever you 
post will be out of date as 
fast as it’s published. Note 
that users typically read only 
about 20% of the words on 
an online page.

Content must be shareable. 
Once it’s online, it’s out of 
your control. Accept this 
and encourage it with but-
tons making it easy for read-
ers to tweet, email or share 
your pages on Facebook. 
Use this to build trust and 
relationships with your 
readers.

Fear not foreign tongues.
Most digital content is in 
English, but that is not the 

native language of an in-
creasing number of users. 

So focus on “plain lan-
guage” and on showing 
rather than telling. Busi-
ness jargon – like tech jar-
gon – doesn’t translate well. 
A bonus: plain language is 
easier for search engines to 
understand, which increases 
the odds that your page will 
be indexed correctly.

Content is a line item, 
not a one-time expense.
It requires ongoing monitor-
ing, editing, revision and 
testing to ensure that it is 
up to date and continues to 
meet your needs.

Don’t make content 
a commodity.
It’s not just something that 
gets poured into a design at 
the end of the process. You 
can’t just fill in the blanks 
and expect to end up with 

content that anyone will 
want to read. Good content, 
however, is a valuable busi-
ness asset – assuming that 
it’s properly maintained.

Content should always 
exceed expectations.
If you’ve done all the above, 
you can hope that your con-
tent will be useful, relevant, 
clear, accurate and complete. 
Hopefully readers will want 
to read it! 

Mausser recognizes that 
it can be a challenge to bal-
ance the need to convey an 
organization’s message while 
addressing the needs of the 
potential audience, espe-
cially as the devices used to 
access content are so rapidly 
evolving. •

Alan Zisman (www.zisman.
ca) is a Vancouver educator 
and computer specialist. His 
column appears weekly.

More data will be viewed 

using mobile devices than 

on traditional screens 

within three years

“You’re basically using salt’s 

power to remove salt”
– Ben Sparrow,

CEO, 
Saltworks Technologies
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