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County increases its septic oversight

New law gives officials the authority to fine service firms that miss inspections

By KATE SPINNER

kate.spinner@heraldtribune.com


CHARLOTTE COUNTY -- In six years, Carl Johnson saw no indication that the workers he paid to maintain his septic system had ever done their job.  It turns out that for nearly a decade, county health inspectors were not doing their job, either.

A recent study by the county's health department shows that a prolonged lapse in inspections may have led to a large-scale problem with malfunctioning septic systems.

On Tuesday, the County Commission passed a new law that will give health inspectors more oversight over septic systems and the power to fine companies that do not do the inspections customers pay for.  "I am very disturbed that this was allowed to go on for so long," said Commissioner Tricia Duffy. "I'm equally disturbed that the county was negligent in performing its duties."

Herman Velasco, who took over as the county's environmental health administrator in January, vowed that his agency will now stay current on its own inspection duties.  The problem involves a specific type of septic system that is made for small lots. The system requires half the space of a traditional septic system, but relies on a motor that pumps oxygen into the waste, speeding up treatment and decomposition.

The risk is that if the pump stops working, waste builds up fast and seeps out.  Most of the systems are not spewing waste, but the health department's study showed that only 10 percent of them are working well enough to meet state standards.  Velasco said he assigned two staffers to inspect the county's 2,100 oxygen-dependent septic systems early this year, after getting numerous complaints from residents who said inspectors never visited their property.

So many systems were clogged or malfunctioning that Velasco asked his staff to survey a random sample of 99 systems. That is when he found out that only 10 of them were functioning properly.  State law requires anyone who owns an oxygen-dependent septic system to keep a service contract with a certified maintenance company. The contracts cost between $300 to $600 a year for two residential inspections a year.  Business owners, such as Johnson, are supposed to be inspected four times a year.

Velasco said staff shortages hampered the county from doing its job.  "This place was a mess. They were short of people because of the building boom," Velasco said. "Most inspectors were busy permitting new houses."

The new law commissioners passed Tuesday will make the county health inspectors' job easier. Maintenance companies will have to give health officials and homeowners a detailed report after each inspection of an oxygen-based system. If those reports do not come through or are found to be false, health officials will be able to fine the companies.  "Before today, we couldn't enforce the law," Velasco said. "We had no authority to prosecute these guys."

The county encouraged the oxygen-dependent system beginning in 1998, after the state Department of Community Affairs sued the county over its issuance of too many permits for traditional septic systems.  The county was following state laws, but regulators said the volume of septic systems the county planned to permit, around 100,000, was just too high.

The DCA wanted the county to convert to sewer, but the county resisted. A settlement created a county law that allowed lots smaller than 10,000 square feet, or about a quarter-acre, to put in the oxygen-based septic systems.

At the time, state environmental regulators believed that the oxygen systems created less pollution.

