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	Septic system strains 

By JOHN HAUGHEY STAFF WRITER 


   There are at least 42,000 septic tanks absorbing sewage in yards across Charlotte County — home by home, street by street, neighborhood by neighborhood. 
   But nowhere is the concentration of sewage tanks greater than in mid-county’s “Septic Triangle,” the sprawling area framed by U.S. 41 to the east, State Road 776 to the north, and Alligator Bay to the south. 
   So, it’s not surprising the first phase of the county’s managed septic system program has focused here, where some septic systems are 40 years old. 
   Every weekday since January, up to five health department inspectors have been going door-to-door to examine septic systems. 
   County Environmental Health Director Herman Velasco said about 60 percent of the 900 inspected so far don’t pass the proverbial sniff test. 
   “A lot of tanks are corroding,” he said. 
   Not only does this pose a health risk, but it imperils water quality in canals and Charlotte Harbor. 
   The state’s Department of Community Affairs has harried the county since 1987 to adopt tighter septic standards — or launch a massive retro-sewer project. 
   The DEP ordered the county to adopt an inspection program by 2000, but it wasn’t until January that it did so as a condition for removing the Manchester Lock. 
   The program requires homeowners with septic tanks to pay $115 for a fiveyear permit. 
   Septic tanks must be pumped and inspected before a new five-year permit can be issued. 
   Velasco said the county manages the program, but the regulations are DEPimposed. 
   He said the state decreed areas around Manchester and Spring Lake waterways be inspected first. 
   “We were mandated to start in this area because DEP recognized it as having the most pre-1983 tanks,” Velasco said, noting that year standards for septic tanks were upgraded. 
   He said inspectors are finding many old septic tanks being “eaten” by hydrogen sulfide, which allows sewage to seep “into the groundwater rather than into the drainfield.” 
   This can be hard to detect because toilets continue to flush and water drains from sinks and washing machines. 
   Other malfunctions include erosion of concrete lids that push sewage upward into yards. 
   Velasco said some illnesses attributed to food poisoning could be from exposure to leaking sewage. 
   He said water quality in canals draining into Charlotte Harbor “is not all that bad.” 
   It’s not all that good, either. 
   “Over the years, people have said fishing has gotten worse,” he said. “One reason could be a higher rate of nitrates and phosphorous levels” from leaking septic systems. 
   “There is not an alarming amount of nitrates” in waterways, “but just a sight change” can profoundly affect ecosystems, Velasco said. 
   If health and environmental concerns aren’t enough to justify the program, money is an incentive. 
   Charlotte County Utilities requires water, sewer hookups for new planned communities, subdivisions, and condo complexes. It also requires individual lots link into lines when extended. 
   It 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. 
   While it would be less expensive in centrally located areas such as the “Septic Triangle,” hooking into the sewer system can cost up to $9,000. 
   “If there are too many septic failures, the DEP is going to say, ‘Hey, Charlotte County, sewer right now,’” Velasco said. “This is not a good time to hit people with a $9,000 bill.” 
   You can e-mail John Haughey at jhaughey@sun-herald.com. 


