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	Important septic tank information 
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   If you’re a Charlotte County property owner with a nonaerobic treatment unit septic system living south of State Road 776 and west of U.S. 41, you’ve either received or will receive a letter from the Florida Department of Health requiring you to pump out your tank and have it inspected. 
   That’s because you’re in what’s being described as an “environmentally sensitive coastal and canal area.” The pump-out should cost a little under $200 and a five-year Charlotte County Health Department operating permit will cost you an additional $115. 
   For the remaining systems in the county, the area east of 41 near the Peace River is next. Eventually everyone will have to comply. 
   And you’ll have to do it all over again every five years. 
   The Florida Department of Environmental Protection — in an attempt to maintain the quality of the surface and ground water — is requiring this “managed septic system.” 
   “In many cases, when a septic tank begins to malfunction, homeowners aren’t aware of the problem because their toilets continue to flush and water still drains from sinks and washing machines,” states the Charlotte County Web site. “Underground, however, the solids are not being processed; pollutants are released into the water table and eventually into Charlotte Harbor and other sources of our potable drinking water.” By getting rid of buildup, the tanks last longer. CCHD is in charge of the program. 
   The letter allows approximately 60 days for the inspection and fee payment. A list of 19 licensed septic contractors is also included. 
   “The managed tank program will help preserve the ground and surface waters until such time as central sewer is available,” says Herman Velasco, Environmental Health Administrator for the Charlotte County Florida Department of Health. For more information, including septic system health tips, go to the department’s Web site at www.charlottechd.com and click on “Managed Septic Systems.” 
   The program makes sense; citizens and government working together for the benefit of the environment. 
   But what if one of those contractors says you need a whole new tank costing $3,000 when you really don’t? 
   “Some people are taking advantage (of the program) and it puts a black mark on all of us,” says Doyle Parks of Englewood Environmental. According to the Florida Department of Health, Parks is Charlotte County’s only Master Septic Tank Contractor, having taken classroom training and passing a comprehensive exam giving him more awareness of rules covering installation and maintenance of onsite sewage treatment and disposal systems. 
   “There are some people that have brought in 10 to 12 permits at a time for tank replacements,” Parks said. “We’ve not replaced a single tank under the program.” 
   Georgia Empey almost replaced hers. She called five different companies. Three said she needed a new tank with one of them quoting $3,800 for a 1,050 gallon tank. Then two others said the tank was fine and only needed small repairs. 
   Debbie Godwin didn’t even call anyone. She was approached by a septic contractor driving through her neighborhood that pumped out her tank and said the inspection failed. He then said she needed a new one costing $2,200. After a second opinion from another contractor, she only spent $25 for a part. 
   Lori Sullivan was told by a contractor she needed a new 900-gallon tank for $2,500. She went with a second opinion that cost her $75 for a new lid. “Maybe I wasn’t as cautious,” said Sullivan. “I felt a very big pressure because of the time limit I had to abide by.” 
   Unfortunately, that pressure is self-imposed. 
   Leslie Beauchamp, Environmental Supervisor, Florida Department of Health, says you can call CCHD at 743-1266 and ask for an extension. “Nothing’s going to happen to a homeowner,” noted Beauchamp. “The only time it’s an issue is if there’s a system failure causing a public health risk.” 
   Beauchamp confirmed she’s holding a special mandatory meeting for all septic contractors tomorrow to address these issues and review all health department requirements. 
   When choosing a septic contractor, follow some common sense rules.    
• Check out multiple contractors. Verify they’re certified by calling the Florida Department of Health at 888-993-9813. You can also find out if any complaints have been filed. While you’re at it, check with the Better Business Bureau of Southwest Florida at www.bbwestflorida.org or call 727-535-5522.   
• Make sure the contractor is bonded and insured.    
• Ask for and contact past references.    
• See if they’re a member of The Florida Onsite Wastewater Association (FOWA). “Members are dedicated to protecting the health of Florida’s residents and maintaining the environment through sound ecological practices,” it says on its Web site. FOWA’s Sherrill Parr says members are better informed and regularly participate in regional meetings to keep up on products and technology. Call 407-937-2228.    
• Most important, if a contractor says major repairs are required to your system, get a second opinion and call CCHD for an inspection to verify the need. “We’ll make the determination,” says CCHD’s Beauchamp. She says inspectors will tell you what kind of shape your system is in and will recommend what action to take.    
• Whether it’s a pump-out or a repair, be present while the work’s being done. 
   Also, if you meet income eligibility requirements, you might be able to get financial help from the Housing Corporation of Charlotte County. Under a homeowner rehabilitation program administered through the State Housing Initiative Partnership (SHIP), an interest-free loan — payable upon sale of the home — can be used for septic repairs as well as the permit fee. Call 941-255-9454. Contractors, though, aren’t paid until the work is done and inspected by the Health Department. 
   “Most people who contact us are scared,” says Housing Corporation CEO Brenda Bala. “They can’t afford the $115 permit. For some of them, that’s a week’s worth of groceries.” Bala noted that to qualify for the program, a family of two has to be making less than $33,700. For a family of four, it’s under $42,100. 
   Have you had your system pumped within the last four years? (It should be done every three). If you can provide a receipt, you’re good five years from that date. 
   Do you have a consumer issue or problem? Contact IN YOUR CORNER c/o The Sun, 23170 Harborview Road, Port Charlotte, FL 33980 or e-mail inyourcorner@sunherald.com. 
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