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Gulf bacteria levels back to normal

People had been told to avoid water from Pinellas to Lee counties

By KATE SPINNER

kate.spinner@heraldtribune.com
A surge in dangerous bacteria along the region's coast has subsided after days without rain, making it safe once again to swim in the Gulf of Mexico.

Warnings went up late last week and Monday, advising beachgoers to avoid swimming from Pinellas to Lee counties, including 10 beaches in Charlotte, Sarasota and Manatee.

The latest water samples, released late Tuesday, show that bacteria levels have dropped in the Gulf. However, bacteria levels were still high at Port Charlotte beach in Charlotte Harbor.

Despite the go-ahead to swim in the Gulf this week, people should still take precaution, said Nancy Hendershot, environmental specialist for Charlotte County.

"It's important never to drink surface water or let little ones put sand in their mouths," Hendershot said.

Samples taken more than a week ago along the Gulf beaches contained high levels of enterococcus, a fecal bacteria that points to the likely presence of pathogens that can cause stomach illness or infection in cuts or sores.

Every Monday, health departments in all Florida coastal counties test beach water for enterococci and fecal coliform.

If tests show high bacteria levels, counties have the option of resampling before posting an advisory. If the results come back high a second time, counties are required to post an advisory at the affected beach.

The lag between the test and the advisory can get pretty wide.

Advisories were not posted on Englewood beaches until a week after the first positive sample was taken. By that time, the bacteria had disappeared.

"We have tried to keep it as timely as possible, but there are a few things working against us," said David Polk, Florida's healthy beaches program coordinator.

Because samples must incubate 24 hours before they can be tested, results from Monday samples usually arrive at health departments late Tuesday.

Counties are responsible for entering data to the state's healthy beaches Web site and posting advisories.

Polk said the bacteria information is important, but the danger is not as severe as that of E. coli in food.

Depending on a person's health and amount of bacteria present in the water, an individual might fall ill for a day and perhaps call in sick, he said.

Polk called last week's widespread spike in bacteria levels along the coast unusual.

"In general, especially with this magnitude, with this many beaches involved, it's kind of an oddity," Polk said.

He said speculation ranges from an influx in stormwater runoff to a correlation with red tide.

Hendershot said the decaying carcasses of birds and marine mammals killed by red tide could have contributed to the bacteria counts.

David Pouso, healthy beaches coordinator for the Sarasota County Department of Environmental Health, said he believes rain caused the bacteria increase.

Heavy rains often wash animal feces and other land-based pollutants into the rivers and creeks that spill out into the Gulf.

"We had 1.25 inches last week and in the past three days we didn't have any," Pouso said.

If the widespread distribution of bacteria were a recurring problem, it would be easier to locate a cause, Polk said.

He said even pristine beaches are not immune to bacteria accumulation.

"Even the healthiest marathon runner will eventually get a cold," he said.

