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	Sewer history dredges up the future 

By JOHN HAUGHEY STAFF WRITER 

Collective memory in Southwest Florida doesn’t delve deeper than a few years. A decade is ancient history; 1987 is pre-history. But answers to questions that confound contemporaries can often be sifted from the area’s murky past. Take, for example, the complex history of sewers in Charlotte County and North Port. The genesis stems from an era when developers created their own utilities to serve their own subdivisions. 
   In this marginally regulated environment, a profusion of private waterworks and pocket sewage plants sprouted across the landscape — at least, on paper — often serving as cash cows to collect money for improvements that, in some cases, are still pending. 
   When developers who owned these autonomous operations went bankrupt — local examples include General Development Corp. and Cavanaugh Corp. (and derivatives thereof) — their utilities also went belly up. 
   Left behind were customers in Port Charlotte, North Port, and Rotonda West, wondering where the money they’d paid for improvements went. 
   Left in the lurch were local governments, forced to assume control of sprawling subdivisions served by failed water and sewer operations — if at all. 
   And so, Charlotte County Utilities was born, shackled in debt that shadows it to this day. 
   The checkerboard of intermittent sewer systems lives on as “a General Development legacy,” CCU Director Jeff Pearson said. 
   The defunct builder “didn’t do anybody any favors with its development plan,” Englewood Water District Administrator Richard Rollo said. 
   “The challenge the city and Charlotte County has is in neighborhoods platted by General Development without infrastructure,” North Port Utilities Director Cindi Mick said. “We have a large amount of platted neighborhoods without water and sewer lines — and without a funding source.” 
   Better said: Platted wildernesses. 
   GDC, and Cavanaugh Corp. in Rotonda West, left more than 300,000 parcels idling along road grids in a platted straight-jacket of same-sized lots within stillborn subdivisions. 
   “It is hard for people to grasp how many platted lots there are,” Charlotte County Commissioner Adam Cummings said. “We have more than 60,000 developed and more than 150,000 still out there.” 
   There are about 60,000 GDC lots in North Port and, perhaps, as many on the Cape Haze Peninsula. 
   Virtually each one is owned by someone, somewhere, who eventually plans to build a home. 
   “Each property owner is an individual developer,” Mick said. 
   If they all came at the same time — the apocalyptic “build-out scenario” — there is no prohibition against each one installing a septic system. 
   “Charlotte County buildout potential — if we change nothing — is 750,000 to 1 million people where 163,000 live right now,” Cummings said. 
   The state’s Department of Community Affairs expressed grave reservations about this potential as early as 1987.  The DCA cited the county for allowing “sprawling growth with no real infrastructure,” Charlotte County Heath Department’s Environmental Health Administrator Herman Velasco said.     “Most places that develop follow the route of water and sewer expansion,” he added. “However, look at what we have in Charlotte County.” 
“The DCA said, ‘You can’t put 200,000 septics in Charlotte County. Either do something or get busy sewering,’” Cummings said.  It tried to do just that with an ambitious initiative in the mid-90s.   “The citizens turned down that proposal to sewer the whole county,” Velasco said. 
   Small wonder, Cummings said. “It would have cost $300 million the first three years alone,” he said. “So, there is a (DCA) consent order saying Charlotte County has to do something” about sewers.    What the county did was incorporate a 25-year sewer extension program in its 1997 comprehensive plan.   The plan is updated annually, but few projects other than those in planned communities and condo projects were initiated. 
   While the DCA’s mandate to “get busy sewering” lurks like a suspended hammer, state law allows septic systems on quarter-acre lots.    This dichotomy — and the feared fallout from imposing up to $14,000 in costs and fees on homeowners — stymied forceful action. 
   But in an area where a high water table is laced with canals that drain, eventually, into aquifers or Charlotte Harbor, septic tanks on quarter-acre lots — lot by lot, street by street, subdivision by subdivision — is a scary prospect. 
   And so, Cummings said, while septic systems are OK on a quarter-acre lot, are they on 200,000 quarteracre lots?   “That is really the multimillion-dollar question,” he said. “How many is too many?” 
   You can e-mail John Haughey at jhaughey@sun-herald.com.


