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	Clean waters — at a cost 

Charlotte’s septic tanks can lead to unsafe bacteria off the shore 

By NEIL HUGHES STAFF WRITER 

   Decades of poor planning in Charlotte[image: image1.png]
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 have led to an environmental mess, thanks to the presence of thousands of underground septic tanks. 
   Tank waste often leaks and infiltrates area groundwater, making its way into local waterways and causing a serious health[image: image3.png]


 hazard. 
   Among the county[image: image4.png]


’s roughly 45,000 septic tanks, the problem may not be any worse than in the Manchester Waterway area, where a broken-down lock was removed from the passage years ago. This allows water — and anything in it — to flow in and out with the tides. 
   Because of this, the Florida Department[image: image5.png]


 of Environmental Protection has mandated that local residents in the Manchester area must have their septic tanks inspected every five years. Homeowners with septic tanks in good standing must purchase a permit and pay to have their tank pumped — a process that costs hundreds of dollars. 
   And if a tank is found to have a leak, the cost runs into the thousands of dollars. 
   This is the price Charlotte[image: image6.png]
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 pays for not having a countywide sewer system — something that was never implemented in the early days of development. 
   “People just bought lots and built on septic tanks, and there was no design,” said Herman Velasco, environmental health[image: image8.png]


 advisor with the Charlotte[image: image9.png]
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. “And before you knew it, it got out of control. So many people started moving here.” 
   As the septic tank permitting process is implemented and homeowners learn of the associated fees, some have become upset. One disgruntled resident, Frank Colontonio, set up the Web site www.charlotte septic.org as a self-described public forum for the issue. 
   Colontonio believes the county[image: image13.png]


 should either create a centralized sewer, or replace the waterway lock. But for the county[image: image14.png]


, neither of these options would be simple. 
   Replacing the lock would come at a cost, and with a great inconvenience to those who use the waterway to boat in Charlotte[image: image15.png]


 Harbor. And even then, it would not address all of the faulty underground septic tanks. 
   While hooking up residents to a central sewer is obviously a longterm goal, at a cost of roughly $12,000 per household, it’s not realistic for any point in the near future. 
   “It’s not an environmental decision, it’s an economic decision,” said Terri Kesner, interim Charlotte[image: image16.png]
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 Utilities director. “We would love nothing better than to sewer the county[image: image18.png]


 at a pace that makes sense. We’re just waiting for the economy to improve.” 
   Some 32,000 county[image: image19.png]


 residents are hooked up to a sewer system. The DEP would like to see those numbers rise, as Charlotte[image: image20.png]
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’s waterways are being polluted. But the cost of placing the county[image: image22.png]


 on sewer remains too great. 
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 Utilities is working to expand its facilities, with millions of dollars devoted to projects planned through 2016. 
   Colontonio would like to see federal stimulus dollars go toward a countywide sewer system, but Kesner said that’s doubtful. 
   “I don’t think we’re going to see much of any free money,” she said. 
   And so residents, for the foreseeable future, are left with the permit and pump option. A fiveyear septic tank permit runs $115, and a pumpout costs between $170 and $250, depending on the contractor. 
   The pump is necessary to determine that the integrity of the tank is intact, as high sulfur content in the soil can destroy the tank. Velasco said some 10 percent of inspected tanks are found to be damaged and must be replaced. 
   It all makes for a difficult situation in Charlotte[image: image25.png]
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. 
   “It really goes back to the original developers that were supposed to have water and sewered this whole area,” Velasco said. “And they didn’t.” 


