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	OUR VIEW 

More needed to protect our waterways 



   OUR POSITION: Unless we’re willing to live with the continual cycle of beach health advisories, government and individuals need to find solutions to stormwater pollution. 
   The continued rains of late have led to continued flushing of the landscape and continued closing of Southwest Florida beaches. 
   It’s enough to make you sick. 
   In fact, that’s exactly what could happen if you were to risk swimming last week at Manasota Key beaches in Sarasota County and Brohard Park Beach in Venice. Once again, the Sarasota County Health Department was forced to post swimming advisories at those area beaches due to high levels of enterococcus bacteria in the Gulf. 
   In Charlotte County, beach closings and “no swim” areas have become routine. Studies have found traces of prescription drugs and other surprising matter in South Florida waterways and we suspect a similar look at our rivers and bays would produce alarming results. 
   “The average person who goes out waist deep in the water won’t get ill,” one Health Department official said. However, officials warned, the bacteria can cause stomach ailments in more vulnerable people, including children. 
   Far from a ringing endorsement of beach water quality. It’s hardly confined to beaches here, either. A national study last year by the Natural Resources Defense Council showed: 
   
• More than 1,600 beaches were posted with advisories or closed in 2006 because of high bacteria.    
• There were 25,600 beach-closure days that year.    
• Stormwater runoff was the most significant cause of the pollution. 


   Much of the problem is with ourselves. Modern human activity along the coast is tainting the waters that drew many of us here in the first place. The EPA and county environmental officials advise that people follow some simple practices to minimize bacteria and nutrient pollution: 
   
• Pick up after pets. 
• Don’t litter. 
• Clean up oil and antifreeze spills. Dispose of hazardous products properly. 
• Check to see that your septic system is working well. Keep it pumped every 3 to 5 years. 
• Keep grass clippings off sidewalks, driveways and storm drains. 
• New fertilizer rules recently enacted in Charlotte and Sarasota counties will help keep nitrogen and phosphate out of the waterways. Not only professionals, but individuals must follow the laws. 


   Beyond that, many communities are trying to devise ways to keep pollutants out of the water. Some examples: 
• According to a report last year in USA Today, North Myrtle Beach, S.C., spent $45 million to extend water pipes far out from the beach. 
• A North Carolina town installed pipes to divert runoff into water-filtering dunes. 
• Ventura, Calif., installed $1,000 “trash excluders” on the end of stormwater pipes. These contraptions — screens with holes no larger than 5 millimeters — filter runoff before it gets to waterways. Oxnard, Calif., uses mesh nets and floating booms. Thousand Oaks, Calif., has installed metal screens across street inlets. 
• Other Southern California communities are considering similar systems called hydrodynamic separators that act as a pollutant sieve. 
• Long Beach, Calif., is installing sponges in storm drains to absorb contaminants. 


   The recent county fertilizer laws are good examples of action taken to reverse the tide of pollution.  More needs to be done, though.  Increases in population along our coasts will mean more pollutants and more beach advisories unless individuals and governments keep working to improve stormwater systems. 


