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Health warning for three more area beaches

By Kim Hackett
Published: Friday, July 18, 2008 at 4:30 a.m. 

Three more Southwest Florida beaches are under a health advisory for having high bacteria levels, joining the Venice Fishing Pier beach, which has been under an advisory for more than a month.

Health officials posted warnings at Bradenton Beach in Manatee County, and for the second time in a month, at Manasota Beach and Brohard Beach in south Sarasota County.

The warnings will not be removed until the bacteria concentration in routine samples declines.

Beach advisories have become a rite of summer in Southwest Florida and elsewhere. Some areas, such as Port Charlotte Beach, which has poor test results about 25 percent of the time, and the Venice Fishing Pier, at about 10 percent, tend to have more bacterial contamination than others.

Area health officials have not pinpointed a cause, but environmentalists cite "the big flush," -- the gush of waste-laden storm water that flows through hundreds of drainage pipes from the coast into the Gulf of Mexico every time it rains.

Much of the blame lies with an antiquated drainage system, which sends untreated runoff through scores of pipes into areas that double as favorite recreation spots.  "It's like flushing a big toilet into the Gulf," said Linda Young with the Clean Water Network of Florida.
Neither Sarasota County or the city can say how much the drainage pipes, or outfalls, in Venice -- which has had the worst problems -- have contributed to this summer's poor water quality.

They do not monitor or test the water coming out of the pipes.
Health officials in Sarasota, Manatee and Charlotte Counties test 34 area beaches weekly for fecal coliform and enterococcus, bacteria that indicate the presence of human or animal waste that can cause flu-like symptoms if small amounts are swallowed.  The storm-water problems reach beyond the beaches and beyond Florida.
Experts say polluted storm-water runoff can degrade drinking water supplies, contaminate fish and contribute to the growth of harmful algae blooms.  According to a study by the Natural Resources Defense Council last year, the number of closing and advisory days at ocean, bay and Great Lakes beaches in 2006 topped 25,000 -- more than ever recorded in the survey's 17-year history.

Florida's drainage problems stem from development practices decades ago, when facilitating growth took precedence over water quality protection.
Elaborate regulations now require systems to treat the storm water from new development to prevent water pollution.  But officials have struggled for years to figure out how to improve water quality in runoff from older developments.  Venice's beaches have underscored the struggle this year.  Officials blame birds defecating on the fishing pier, waste from raccoons that forage for garbage nearby and natural runoff at the Venice Fishing Pier, which has had persistently poor water quality samples.
"Around the pier, birds perch there and they poop there," said Lennox Bramble, city utility director. "People throw fish carcasses in the water."  But some scientists say the more likely sources are the 37 drainage pipes carrying untreated storm water into the Gulf and Intracoastal Waterway near the beach. Fecal contamination became a health risk in Venice in mid-June after the season's first significant rainfall following a protracted drought.
The bacteria levels at Manasota Beach and three Venice beaches on June 16 were off the charts. Advisories warning beachgoers to avoid the water are posted when the count hits 105, and Venice's beaches registered bacteria levels more than six times what is considered safe.
After a few days, the bacteria levels receded. But because the county uses a second barometer -- a 30-day average of the counts -- an advisory remains for waters near the fishing pier.
Most Southwest Florida beaches registered higher levels of bacteria after the June 16 rain, but none as high or as consistently high as water surrounding the Venice Fishing Pier.  Tides, weather and the volume of water in the Gulf usually dissipate contaminants fairly quickly.
"Testing just provides us a slice in time," said Chuck Henry, environmental administrator for the Sarasota County Health Department.  Beachgoers walking along Venice Beach heading the two miles south to the fishing pier have to sidestep five fiberglass pipes, all but one measuring about 3 feet in diameter.
A day after recent heavy rain, a few of the pipes had standing water with mounds of frothy foam that looked like beige whipped cream.
Older septic systems, installed before regulations required them to be separated from the water table, can send virtually untreated waste water into storm-water runoff during heavy rains.

It is a problem Charlotte battles, having 45,000 septics, many on canals.  "This area has canals that migrate through the county and end at Alligator Bay that connects to the Peace River," said Herman Valasco, Charlotte's environmental health administrator.

Fertilizer, pesticides, motor oil and other pollutants also flow into the waterways.  "We've often ditched, drained and piped our storm water into the nearest water body," said Jack Merriam, Sarasota County's environmental manager for integrated water resources.  "It's effective at alleviating flooding but not for water quality."
In Venice, the city has identified 13 storm-water outfalls along the beaches and 24 along the Intracoastal Waterway, spewing most of the city's storm water directly into surface water.

The Sarasota Bay Estuary Program is counting outfalls and assessing their impact on water quality, beginning with Manatee and north Sarasota County.
"They're not mapped very well," said Julia Burch, the outreach coordinator. "We're moving on down the coast trying to identify major outfalls -- where the watershed is and where they drain."

So far the scientists have identified 148 pipes from Anna Maria Sound to Venice's north jetties.

"We had to limit the size to those greater than 3 feet, because they were too numerous to count," Burch said.
A New College study a few years ago found 48 outfalls in the Indian Beach Sapphire Shores neighborhoods.  "We were trying to assess and mitigate neighborhood effects on coastal life," said Julie Morris, assistant vice president of academic affairs. "Sarasota had incomplete maps. We did a lot of work to clean up and verify infrastructure -- connecting inlets with outfalls."

Sarasota County is developing a comprehensive waste-water management plan, but officials admit they are behind.
Merriam said the county is trying to find ways to reuse the water for irrigation and improve natural systems -- retention ponds with plants that neutralize the bacteria, for example, or building underground baffle boxes with filters to remove waste.  It is no small task, Merriam said.

"We have this legacy of development that has little or no water treatment, Merriam said. "We're trying to fix and improve as we have resources."  For now, the most practical approach is to educate people not to dump motor oil into drains and to pick up pet waste.
"We tried to get residents to think about how yards are connected to the bay," Morris said about the New College study. "We promoted tree plantings, held workshops that highlighted fertilizer issues."

