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	Beach water quality lacking 

Results from the National Resources Defense Council’s latest report indicate cautionary news about the water quality at area beaches. 

By STEVEN J. SMITH STAFF WRITER 

   Results from the National Resources Defense Council’s latest report on area water quality reveal sobering news: Our beaches are not exactly worth writing home about — or even worth leaving home to visit, for that matter. 
   The NRDC is a national, nonprofit organization of scientists, lawyers and environmental specialists dedicated to protecting public health and the environment. Founded in 1970, it has 1.2 million members and online activists, served from offices in New York, Washington, Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco and Beijing. 
   
The results    
According to “Testing the Waters: A Guide to Water Quality at Vacation Beaches,” recently published by the NRDC, the number of beach closings and advisory days in Florida increased 17 percent from 2006 to 2007 and caused more than 3,139 closed and advisory days. Most of those were caused by stormwater-polluted runoff (35 percent), while sewage accounted for 21 percent. 
   Curiously, 35 percent of the closures were attributed to “other” causes while “unknown sources of pollution” comprised 9 percent. That’s 43 percent of beach closures and advisories attributed to no specific reason. 
   Serena Ingre, press secretary with the NRDC, maintained that’s a major point of the study, which she said necessitates the passage of the Beach Protection Act, now pending in the Senate. 
   “EPA testing standards are over 20 years old,” Ingre said. “And they only test for specific things (such as fecal coliform and enterococcus excrement, for example). There’s a lot of pollution in the water, and bacteria, that causes a range of infectious diseases. Unfortunately, the tests that beach managers are currently using don’t test for a lot of unknowns.” 
   According to the report, many of those unknowns introduce beachgoers to the risks of a range of waterborne illnesses including gastroenteritis, dysentery, hepatitis, respiratory ailments and other serious health problems. For senior citizens, small children, and people with weak immune systems, the results can be fatal, it said. 
   Ingre maintained the Beach Protection Act, if enacted, would provide localities additional funding “to identify more sources of pollution and fix the problem.” Solutions would include updating stormwater drains or planting natural barriers, such as sand dunes, in and around beach areas to halt the spread of pollutants. 
   Local rankings 
   Florida ranks a mediocre 21st in the nation in beachwater quality, the report said. The percentage of excess pollution decreased to 4 percent in 2007 from 6 percent in 2006. However, out of a possible five-star rating in the report, not a single Florida beach got more than three. 
   Sarasota and Charlotte County beaches did only slightly better than most other Florida beaches cited in the report. In 2007, Sarasota County beaches exceeded the state’s daily maximum bacteria standards by 4 percent over 2006, while Charlotte County beaches were over by 3 percent. 
   “That area experienced severe drought last year, meaning there was far less opportunity for stormwater to flush pollutants onto your beaches,” Ingre said. “If it had rained as it did in 2006, then we would have probably seen a dramatic increase.” 
   In addition to aging and poorly designed sewage and stormwater systems, the report said sprawl development in coastal areas holds much of the blame for beachwater pollution, by devouring wetlands and other natural buffers such as dunes and beach grass that otherwise help filter out dangerous pollution before it reaches the beach. 
Charlotte’s challenges 
   Harman Velasco, environmental health administrator for Charlotte County, expressed the frustration he has encountered when confronted with the problem, which now directly affects several beaches near the Manchester and Spring Lake Basin, just south of the State Road 776-U.S. 41 intersection. 
   “These are the older areas of Port Charlotte, where we have a lot of older septic tanks and real poor drainage in that area,” Velasco said, adding when it rains a lot of high-bacterial runoff, called effluent, empties into Alligator Bay and Port Charlotte Beach. 
   “When it starts raining, effluent runs through all the canals in the area, all the way to the bay and the beaches,” he said. “There’s no real solution, except possibly reuse for the water.” 
   Reuse, Velasco added, is the process of taking water treated in a sewage plant and rerouting it back to parks and industrial areas for irrigation. 
   “At least this way it’s being reused,” he said. “The ground has time to process it and eventually it’s being used again. But right now, because of mandated cuts to our budget, we don’t have money to expand our sewage plant, (build) sewers critical to areas along canals and reuse water coming out of the wastewater plant for irrigating parks. That would make a big difference in the effect (pollution brings to) the Gulf and area estuaries.” 
   Sarasota’s sewers 
   Warren Davis, surface water manager for Sarasota County, acknowledged similar problems he has encountered with aging septic tanks — predominantly in the Phillippi Creek area. 
   “The main thing we’re doing is having the tanks removed or closed,” Davis said. “Then we’re installing infrastructure to have (these systems) feed into a county sewer system, which will take everything to a wastewater treatment plant for discharge.” 
   Davis added problems in South County “will be dealt with later,” referring to a currently stalled plan in Englewood for a vault system, awaiting about $6 million in funding. 
   In the meantime, Davis said, the county is approaching its runoff problem in three steps. 
   “The primary one is figuring out the source,” he said. “We’ve been doing target sampling to figure out which septic systems are (problematic) and whether they’re commercial or residential.” 
   The second step, he said, lies in educating the public on the proper use of fertilizer, which is responsible for a great deal of polluted runoff. 
   “The last thing we’re doing is capital improvement projects,” Davis said. “One of the major ones is for the Siesta Key area.” 
   That one deals with drainage feeding directly onto the beach, he said. The county plans to change its flow so that it feeds back to the grand canal. 
   “We want to get that one built in the next year or so,” Davis said. 
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Charlotte County Environmental Specialist Nancy Hendershot takes the temperature of and a water sample from Charlotte Harbor Monday, her last stop before taking the samples to a testing lab in Fort Myers. 


