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	Englewood East sewers are dead in the water, for now 

Steve Baumann 


   Englewood East property owners turned out by the hundreds Tuesday night to deliver a clear, simple message: No new sewers. What they heard back from government officials was a clear, simple message: No new sewers. End of story? Everyone happy? Hardly. At the end of the evening, it was clear that sewers wouldn’t be extended into the 6.5-square-mile section of Englewood any time soon — at least in the next decade — but also that a dispute is only beginning to heat up over which government body would have rights to put down sewer lines if, or when, the time comes. 
   It’s a fair bet this matter could be headed to court someday — if or when. 
   The potential sewer project drew an overflow crowd of more than 400 people to a town hall meeting at the Tringali Recreation Center in Englewood East Tuesday evening. They were a meat-eating crowd, distressed at the thought of spending $8,000-$10,000 per lot for sewer service. At any time, this would be painful; with the economy sinking, it could overwhelm many. 
   Englewood East is a middleand working-class neighborhood of 12,000-plus lots along State Road 776. About 35 percent of those lots now have homes; nearly all have septic tanks. While some maintain the septic tanks in this coastal community pollute Lemon Bay and the Gulf, there is no clear evidence of this. 
   In fact, Herman Velasco of the state Department of Health told the crowd that well-maintained septic tanks installed so far from the waters’ edge posed no problems. His statements were applauded by the crowd Tuesday. 
   But the key issue may turn out to be a legal one. 
   In the mid-1990s, the Englewood Water District paid $10.4 million to buy the bankrupt West Charlotte Utilities, which had the legal authority to provide sewer service to the area. This same area receives water from Charlotte County Utilities, so the two services are split between two utilities, an awkward and inefficient situation. 
   Over the years, EWD expanded sewer service in its own territory, but did not move into Englewood East. EWD Administrator Rich Rollo told the crowd Tuesday his board regularly considers options, and last year brought the matter forward again. (There is no Englewood East sewer project now in design or in the budget, he repeatedly insisted.) 
   But the matter came up — and may continue to come up — because EWD spends $750,000 a year on the West Charlotte Utilities debt, which puts a financial burden on ratepayers, especially now that the construction boom has turned to bust. So EWD wants to see a return on its investment. That means beginning to lay sewer pipes in Englewood East or selling the rights to the area back to Charlotte County Utilities. The problem is that CCU is not interested. 
   Charlotte County Administrator Roger Baltz said Thursday night that residents need not worry. 
   CCU had no plans for the area. If, or when, it did, the county would look to create a municipal services benefit unit or, possibly, draw up an interlocal agreement with EWD. 
   Either way, the county would start a thorough, transparent public process. It would insist that more than half the property owners favored sewer installation. Hearings would be held; the County Commission would vote on it. 
   That was seconded by County Commissioner Robert Skidmore, who promised flatly it wouldn’t happen. 
   “Charlotte County and the board has no plans to impose sewers on you,” said Skidmore, who emceed the meeting. 
   The issue, clearly, is dead in the water, politically. 
   But Rollo also insisted EWD has a large stack of legal documents supporting its position that it has the rights to serve the area with sewers if it chose to. He also said state law allows the district to extend sewer lines beyond its mandated boundaries. 
   Opponents, led by the Englewood East Homeowners Association and area activists, pointed to statutes and legal opinions they say prove EWD has no such rights, period. 
   For now, it’s a dead issue. Unless the EWD and CCU can reach some amicable agreement in the future, bring on the lawyers. 

More than 400 people attended a town hall meeting called to discuss sewer issues in Englewood East Tuesday night. The meeting was held in the Tringali Recreation Center. 

The meeting was called to address rumors that the water district plans to put sewers in the Englewood East neighborhood. 




