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Bacteria levels subside 

Levels in the Gulf have become low enough to drop advisories at five of six area beaches. 

Break out the bathing suit -- it's safe to venture into Gulf waters once again. 

Charlotte County officials have removed warnings from five of the six area beaches that were found last week to have higher than normal levels of enteric bacteria, which is normally found in the intestinal tracts of humans and animals. 

An advisory still remains for Port Charlotte Beach West, where the numbers did not subside enough to meet the Environmental Protection Agency's stringent standards, said Nancy Hendershot of the Charlotte County Health Department. 

"You can imagine it's pretty stringent when there's red tide and there's dead creatures," she said. 

She said the individual samples tested from Port Charlotte Beach West were good, but the overall mean failed the EPA's standards, resulting in the remaining advisory. 

Enteric bacteria can cause disease, infections, stomach cramping and diarrhea. Elevated levels can be found in the water after periods of heavy rain, which can wash fertilizer from the land into the Gulf. 

After six area beaches in Port Charlotte, Englewood and Palm Island were found with the high levels last week, an advisory was issued and signs were posted. 

Even without warnings, Hendershot said beach-goers should take precautions and educate their children. 

"We should never take surface water into our mouth," she said. 

Tell children to never put sand or mud in their mouth either, she said. 

Hendershot encouraged people to go to the Florida Department of Health Web site to keep up to date on future advisories. 

"They can see their tax dollars at work," she said. 

Residents can to go to http://doh.state.fl.us/ and choose "Beach Water Quality" under the drop-down menu at the top of the page, then click on their respective county to see the weekly test results. 

You can e-mail Neil Hughes at nhughes@sun-herald.com. 
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