HeraldTribune.com - Published Wednesday, April 30, 2008 at 4:30 a.m. 
Septic systems fail inspection

Problem in neighborhood bordering Alligator Bay threatens Charlotte Harbor

By Kate Spinner 

THE STORY SO FAR

What: Approximately 8,000 residents are paying a $115 fee every five years to have their septic systems inspected by Charlotte County.

Where: In the Port Charlotte neighborhood that drains into Manchester Waterway and Spring Lake, near Alligator Bay.

Why: Without the inspection program, DEP would not allow the county to remove an old lock that was hampering boat navigation from the Manchester Waterway.

The results: County health inspectors are finding that the majority of the septic systems in the neighborhood are malfunctioning.

CHARLOTTE COUNTY — Hundreds of septic systems are malfunctioning in a Port Charlotte neighborhood, threatening to pollute Charlotte Harbor with raw sewage, public health officials say.


Health officials discovered the septic failures recently as part of an aggressive inspection program ordered by the state Department of Environmental Protection and approved by county commissioners.

The program is costing residents within areas draining into the Manchester Waterway and Spring Lake $115 every five years.  Some say the inspections are worth the cost to make sure septic systems are not polluting. Others say it is just a way for the county to bilk residents.


About 60 percent of the hundreds of systems that have been inspected so far were found to have problems, said county environmental health administrator Herman Velasco. The community has about 8,000 septic systems.


The neighborhood, which borders Alligator Bay, is among the county's older subdivisions, with some 30-year- old septic systems.


The DEP first asked the county to begin an inspection program in 2000, but county officials did not comply until recently. The county acted because of some community members' desire to remove a lock on the Manchester Waterway.  The DEP would not allow the lock's removal without the inspection program.


Removing the lock gives residents easier access to Charlotte Harbor. Environmental regulators feared it would also remove a buffer between the harbor and miles of dirty canals.  But the lock was open most of the time anyway, said Joseph Calafiore, a Como Street resident.  "If the lock was to prevent pollution, it was a farcity, because it was open half the time," Calafiore said, adding that he saw no need for the inspections because he did not see any problems with the systems in his neighborhood.  However, canalfront resident Bill Hargrave of East Tarpon Boulevard said the inspections were a good idea.


"It's good for the environment for people to be more conscientious about these systems, especially when you are living on the water, the way we do," Hargrave said.  An even better option, he said, would be to install a central sewer system.


Steven Mitnick, administrator of the Charlotte County Health Department, agreed. However, installing central sewers is costly and often controversial.  "The best option would be to sewer, but that's a whole other game altogether," he said.  Meanwhile, residents in the neighborhood will be required to pump out their septic tanks and pay for a county inspection once every five years.


Those affected should receive a letter from the county.  The fee covers personnel costs, regulation of septic system contractors and a database, Velasco said.  As a part of the program, the DEP will also test for fecal bacteria, an indicator of septic runoff, in Manchester Waterway and Alligator Bay.

