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	IN YOUR CORNER 

Septic system customer says something smells funny 

DAVID MORRIS 


   ‘My home is only five years old and I am on a septic system. I was recently told I needed a new drain field. After contacting three other companies for an estimate and inspection, I discovered that Englewood Environmental has exclusive rights to this AquaKlear system and that they are the only company I can use to service my tank. Charlotte County certainly did not do any of the consumers a favor in this matter. Why was the county able to dictate what company can service my septic system? The original company that installed my system is out of business and I feel I have nowhere to turn.” Stacey Holmes, Port Charlotte. 
   There are about 48,000 homes in Charlotte County that have an onsite sewage-treatment septic system. Over 90 percent are standard “baseline” systems consisting of a tank buried in a gravel drain field. However, in 1998 the Charlotte County Commission voted to propose another system for high-density or waterfront lots using a smaller Aerobic Treatment Unit (ATU) that mixes air with the sewage, reducing the amount of pollutants. About 2,500 homes currently use the system, and it’s required on all future construction on nonsewered lots less than 10,000 square feet. 
   Both systems require a county permit and inspection or pump-out. But the mechanical ATU system costs five times as much to be in code compliance. 
   That’s because of the requirement that a $150 permit must be obtained every year instead of $115 every five years for the standard system. Then there’s a required maintenance contract with a septic contractor “authorized by the manufacturer” that will cost about $200 a year for the ATU system instead of an every-five-year pump-out required under a “managed system” program for the standard system that runs about $200. Over five years, it’s about $1,750 for the ATU system and $315 for the baseline one. 
   Stacey, as upset as you are because you can’t get a second opinion on your ATU problem, this is something you can’t pin on the county commissioners. They didn’t dictate anything. Just like Sony can authorize certain service providers to repair their sets, AquaKlear has authorized Englewood Environmental to install and service its ATU units in Charlotte County. But just Englewood Environmental. And Florida law says only manufacturer-authorized contractors can maintain the system. 
   “We’re very selective on who we choose to certify,” explains AquaKlear’s Director of Operations Trey Tucker, who also says the company gives its certified contractors extensive training and education to maintain proper quality control. 
   Doyle Parks of Englewood Environmental acknowledges the exclusivity but notes that if the problem is with the drain field only and doesn’t involve servicing the tank, he welcomes second opinions. 
   That still doesn’t sit well with Angela Rak of Master Plumbers in Venice, who was contacted by Holmes for that second opinion but referred them to Parks. “Master Plumbers has always held the position that there should be more than one service provider to ensure fair pricing and good service,” she said. 
   “As long as Charlotte County requires these units, the owners have to follow the requirements of the statute,” explained Herman Valasco, Environmental Health Administrator for the Charlotte County Florida Department of Health. “We have received many complaints from citizens dealing with the exclusive nature of some manufacturers.” 
   Valasco added that he’s planning to ask the commission to change the ATU requirement for most lots, saying the existing managed system program for standard systems “should do just as well” to monitor for possible contamination. 
   Meanwhile, to see if you have a choice, Valasco has just posted the names of all Charlotte County approved septic tank contractors, including the ATU systems each are authorized to maintain, at www.charlottechd.com/E nvironmental_Health/AT U.html, or you can call him at 941-743-1501. 
   Do you have a consumer issue or problem? Contact IN YOUR CORNER c/o The Sun, 23170 Harborview Road, Port Charlotte, FL 33980 or email inyourcorner@ sun-herald.com. Read archived columns at www.sunnewspapers.net under “News Features.” 




