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Frank Ciurca of the Charlotte County Health Department inspects the run-off water from a septic tank in Gulf Cove

Charlotte playing catch-up with septic systems

Charlotte's public and private entities neglected the systems; today's officials and homeowners pay the price.

By KATE SPINNER

kate.spinner@heraldtribune.com
CHARLOTTE COUNTY -- Even as Sharon Porter complained of sludge bubbling up through her shower drain, she continued to pay $75 a year to county health officials and $300 a year to a private company to make sure her septic system worked.

Over the past decade, Porter and other residents have shelled out hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees to fund a health department program responsible for making sure septic systems are maintained. Much of the work was never done.

Due to years of neglect, hundreds of systems have clogged, posing a threat to waterways and costing homeowners more money. And some systems are failing outright, percolating waste into households or seeping out on the ground during heavy rains.

The county tests for fecal bacteria at beaches, but keeps no data on whether septic systems are polluting the canals and streams that lead into Charlotte Harbor.

Porter's septic system is on a waterfront lot, as are many others in the county.

When her system malfunctioned, she hired another company to repair it at a cost of $7,000.

"I'm paying for the county not doing their job and Stan's not doing their job," Porter said, referring to her maintenance company, Stan's Septic.

Under new leadership, the Charlotte County Health Department acknowledges it neglected to do its job, citing short-staffing and chaos after Hurricane Charley.

Herman Velasco, who took over as environmental health administrator in January, said he has brought the inspections up to date now and is making sure property owners get their systems repaired.

The health department also plans to start testing water quality in the canals and researching how well the septic systems work, he said.

The state started pressuring the county to convert to sewers in the early 1990s. But when residents saw that the sewer expansion carried a $600 million price tag, they protested.

The county abandoned the sewer plan and the state sued. In a settlement, the county agreed to pass a law requiring special septic systems on most undeveloped lots.

The special systems cost $14,000 to $15,000, compared with $7,000 or $8,000 for a traditional system.

The required systems, called aerobic treatment units, rely on an electric motor that pumps air into the waste to speed its disintegration. The system demands a smaller drainfield and is supposed to produce less pollution than a typical septic system.

If the system malfunctions, however, it produces more pollution. That is why state laws require owners to keep a maintenance contract with a certified company for biannual inspections. The law also requires local health officials to do a yearly inspection of the systems and the maintenance companies.

According to Velasco, Charlotte has about 2,100 aerobic systems, far more than other counties. Manatee has two; Sarasota has 300.

County Commissioner Adam Cummings, who supported the 1998 law, said he did not foresee a proliferation of aerobic systems.

Under the assumption that most residents would buy an extra residential lot to build a traditional septic system, he had hoped the law would reduce density.

"At the time it was actually cheaper to do that than it was to buy the aerobic treatment unit," Cummings said.

When he voted for the law he called it "the linchpin to the comprehensive plan that will help us avoid becoming another Miami."

Velasco said the county should have held firm on its plans to expand sewer lines.

"They say that citizens revolted, but it's up to good leaders to step up and say, 'Here's why we have to do it' and they didn't," Velasco said.

Health officials point the finger at Hurricane Charley for the lapse in inspections, but state records show neglect years earlier.

A state evaluation of Charlotte's septic system program in 2001 gave the department failing grades for keeping up with aerobic system permits and for keeping accurate files on the maintenance companies.

The evaluations normally occur every three years, but the state skipped 2004 because of the hurricane.

Velasco said he arrived on the job in January, bombarded by residents angry about their aerobic systems.

"Then I start looking and realized, 'Hey, we're not doing our job,' " Velasco said. He sent out his inspectors.

"Naturally, they're finding all these units that the maintenance entity hadn't been maintaining correctly."

Philip O'Driscoll, who has worked 20 years as a health department septic inspector, said he knew about the problems with the aerobic systems, especially after the hurricane.

"We knew there were problems out there, we just didn't have staff," O'Driscoll said.

Cummings said he has also known about the problem for "a while," but he could not remember when it came to light.

"We would hear sort of rumblings," he said. "My focus has been on trying to create a solution and not creating another problem."

The county continued collecting fees even though it failed to perform an integral task that the fees were supposed to pay for.

Residents paid $141,700 in permit fees for aerobic units between 2004 and 2006, according to Kevin Cate, a state Department of Health spokesman. He could not provide figures from earlier years.

The fees cover inspections, paperwork and filing to keep records on the aerobic permits.

Velasco said the fees went to "the paperwork process and positions."

Staff responsible for the routine inspections were assigned to other duties, he said.

He added that the fees didn't cover the whole cost of the program. Last week, at Velasco's request, county commissioners raised the permit fees to $150 a year.

Velasco said he would like to convince county leaders to revisit their plans to extend sewer lines. In the meantime, he suggested last week that the county get rid of the law that requires the aerobic units.

Even septic companies criticize the aerobic systems as expensive, maintenance-heavy and no more effective than regular septic systems.

The laws that force owners into maintenance contracts are also unfair, property owners and septic providers said.

Jim Rider, of Rider Enterprises Inc., an Englewood septic company, said he charges $275 a year to maintain Aqua Safe brand aerobic systems. But because he is not certified to maintain other brands, he ends up turning away customers who are disgruntled with other companies. "The customer is the one who basically gets screwed," Rider said.

Louie Pancic of Stan's Septic -- the company that is responsible for maintaining Sharon Porter's system -- said that while he follows the laws, they are unnecessary because the systems don't need to be inspected so often.

"If they have a problem, have the people call us. It's like a waste of time going out there twice a year for nothing at all," Pancic said.

