	



	


Bathroom blues: Restaurant owner confused by closure
Last updated on: 6/9/2008 6:32:33 PM by Grant Boxleitner 

CHARLOTTE COUNTY: A popular fish market in Punta Gorda was suddenly shut down by the state. Health Department leaders say Law's Seafood was operating an unsanitary business. But after more than a decade, the owner says he never had a problem. 

Restaurant owner Benny Law says he's been selling fish there 13 years.  "We have a good clientele of retail customers in Charlotte County. They also come from Lee County and Sarasota County," said Law.  But that changed two weeks ago when state food safety inspectors closed down his retail shop. 

The portable toilets were a big reason the restaurant ran into problems. State Health Department Administrator Herman Velasco says it all started with a consumer complaint.  "We found out that they don't have a septic thank and they're not hooked to a central sewer system either," said Velasco.  

The state also cited Law for dumping fish waste into Alligator Creek, a practice he says the FWC authorized years ago.  "This is a violation of state environmental law," said Velasco.

But Law says he's been passing state inspections for 13 years. An inspection report taken in April showed that he received a "good" rating. One month later, it was downgraded to "poor."  "Not once did he indicate to me I was in violation of having toilets and/or the heads and guts," said Law.

Since the shutdown, customers have been signing a petition saying what the state is doing is just not right. 

We asked Velasco why it is only now that Law received the poor rating. He said, "Well, it's not why now because once we found there was an unsanitary condition, we had to take action."

Law is still selling baskets of fish to wholesalers, but says his losses are mounting. 

"Approximately 75 percent of my business comes from my retail," said Law.

Commercial fisherman Donald Brown says Law's seafood keeps him in business. 

"It seems like it's been doing alright all these years. It seem like it would be all right now. I don't know what the make the change so quick," said Brown.

Law says resolving the restroom issue won't come without a price. 

"The low price to hook up to it is anywhere from $40,000 to $60,000," said Law.

A state spokeswoman for the Florida Agriculture Department says Law will be required to get sewer service, hand wash sinks, and portable cleaning equipment before resuming his retail operation. He must also stop dumping fish waste into the creek.
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