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	Trench warfare 

Charlotte County, North Port utilities to present sewer-extension plans soon
By JOHN HAUGHEY STAFF WRITER 


   Extending sewer lines into urban areas has been a priority in Charlotte County and North Port for two decades. 
   However, elected officials have been wary of approving sewer projects that would impose up to $14,000 in construction costs and hookup fees for homeowners now using septic systems. 
   So, expansion plans have languished in a protracted search for a way to balance environmental urgency with economic expediency without inflaming trench warfare. 
   That is about to change. 
   Charlotte County Utilities and North Port Utilities will soon present proposals to extend sewer lines. 
   CCU’s proposal will be less ambitious than a controversial 1990s plan that would have launched a massive, countywide sewer project. 
   “It would have cost $300 million the first three years alone,” Charlotte County Commissioner Adam Cummings said. “That wasn’t going to work.” 
   The new plan will include a monitoring program that could enable many of the county’s 42,000 septic systems to remain. 
   CCU Director Jeff Pearson said he will submit the plan to county commissioners in about a month. 
   “It is not a plan to get the whole county on sewer by year X,” he said. “Some projects are already in the pipeline.” 
   North Port Utilities will meet with city commissioners in February to outline its extension plan. 
   The city is already spending $50 million to expand its sewage treatment capacity. 
   However, NPU Director Cindi Mick said, that program does “not include extending water and sewer lines into neighborhoods.” 
   The Englewood Water District doesn’t have new initiatives, but the independent utility’s policy since 1994 has called for “100 percent sewering,” administrator Rich Rollo said. 
   “About 10 percent to 15 percent of the district was sewered back then,” he said. “We have gone from 15 percent to 82 percent.” 
   Meanwhile, there is little pressure — for now — to develop a sewer system in rural DeSoto County. 
   “Everyone has their own wells and septic here,” DeSoto County Utilities Director Chris Rogers said in November. 
   He said the relatively new utility was created to provide municipal water and sewer services along the rapidly developing State Road 769 and U.S. 17 corridors. 
   “We have a lot of future customers; paper customers,” he said. For CCU, NPU and EWD, however, the future is now. All three have mandatory hookup ordinances for new planned communities, subdivisions, and condo complexes. 

Charlotte extensions 
CCU has 55,000 water and 32,000 sewer connections with at least 42,000 septic systems in its jurisdiction. CCU charges $3,770 to hook into its sewer lines, and $2,800 to “convert” old septic tanks. 
   There is an additional fee for building treatment plants and pipelines. 
   Collectively, connection fees top $6,000. They can be paid at 8 percent interest over five years. 
   Pearson said CCU’s recently completed study defines four criteria in prioritizing expansion candidates. 
• Homes with pre-1983 septic tanks.    
• Homes within 150 feet of surface water, including canals.    
• Commercial properties, such as businesses along U.S. 41.    
• Homes in “high density, unsewered” areas, including Mid-County. 
   Pearson said the study used 2025 projections “to localize where population increases are going to be.” 
   The projects will be incorporated into the county’s capital improvements plan and financed through wastewater municipal service benefits units, or assessment districts. 
   Three wastewater MSBUs already exist — Pirate Harbor, Rotonda Sands/Rotonda Meadows, and Rotonda Villas/Springs. 
   MSBUs allow landowners to pay capital costs — the actual price tag of extending lines — over time. 
   “The good thing about MSBUs is you can split costs (with the county) for infrastructure over a 20-year period.” CCU Community Relations Manager Leigh Sprimont said, before noting capital costs and “standard connection fees are separate things.” 
   So, all lots are assessed for line extensions, while connection fees are only charged to existing homes. 
   “If not,” Sprimont said, “there would be a lot of vacant lots forced to pay connection fees before they need them.” 
   Project costs range from $403.24 per unit each year for 20 years in Pirate Harbor — $8,000 — to $224 annually for 20 years in Rotonda Meadows, or $4,500. 
   Costs would be less in more centrally located areas, such as Mid-County. 
 Septic options    
But not all areas must be “sewered.” 
   A key element of CCU’s proposal is a maintenance plan that “does a better job of managing existing septic tanks,” Cummings said. 
   Charlotte County Health Department’s Environmental Health Administrator Herman Velasco said the program will cost homeowners with septic systems $115 over five years. 
   Health department officials will inspect septic tanks, ensuring they are pumped every five years. 
   While poorly maintained septic systems pose a water-quality risk, Velasco said they are not a primary source of pollution. 
   “The biggest water quality issue comes from overfertilizing (landscape) — mostly from areas with water and sewer,” he said. 
North Port    
NPU has 17,000 water and 13,000 sewer connections, and “too many” homes on septic systems, Mick said. 
   It charges a $2,388 per unit base fee to hook onto sewers, which can be “amortized over 20 years for an existing home; not for a new home,” she said. 
   NPU is awaiting results from a study to determine if water quality in Cocoplum Waterway and Myakkahatchee Creek has been degraded by leeching septic tanks. 
   In a city with 164 miles of canals, the study could influence which areas become extension priorities. 
   “We’re hoping we’ll see that our surface waters are healthy,” Mick said. “We want to keep them healthy.”    
Englewood extension    
EWD has 16,500 water and 12,500 sewer connections with “probably another 4,000 (sewer) connections to go,” Rollo said. 
   EWD charges a $2,813 per-unit base fee for sewer connections. 
   Sewer priorities include homes along Manasota Beach Road, Bayshore Drive, and North Oxford Drive, Rollo said. 
   Costs — financed by landowners — will vary. 
   Rollo said homes on Bayshore Drive are on large lots and will be more expensive to extend lines to than those in more areas with smaller lots. 
   “If you sewer in a dense area, the breakdown could be divided by 10,” he said. “You build on a block and there is just one house, that makes the assessment expensive.” 
   You can e-mail John Haughey at jhaughey@sun-herald.com. 
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SUN PHOTO BY PAUL SCHMIDT, pschmidt@sun-herald.com �Workers install sewer lines along the U.S. 41 access road between West Tarpon and Port Charlotte boulevards near Murdock. The $5.17 million, nine-month project, scheduled to be completed in November, is one of many sewer-line extensions that could be approved soon in Charlotte County and North Port. 








