
Thousands of the drainage pipes exist at the interface ofland and 
sea along the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic coastlines. They are part of a 

sprawling network of canals, swales and pipes installed from the 1950s 

to the 1990s to carry stormwater away from new residential and com­

mercial development in the interior of Sarasota County, according to 

the Sarasota Bay Estuary Program. 

The issue gets attention from gov­

ernment officials in Sarasota County and 

Venice. The main focus of attention this 

spring are specific points where stormwa­

ter goes into the Gulf of Mexico at places 

where people swim. 

Here's an overview of where discus­

sions stand early in 2012: 

Siesta Beach 

"The sand is like sugar," Stephen 

Leatherman said last May when he named 

Siesta Beach the "best beach in America." 

Leatherman, a.k.a. "Dr. Beach," is direc­

tor of the Laboratory for Coastal Research 

at Florida International University. Every 

year he issues a ranking of the nation's top 

beaches. Some beach somewhere will move 

into the top slot in a couple of months. 

The afterglow of the designation will remain for Siesta Beach­

unless something occurs to shatter the sugary image. That almost 

happened several weeks after Siesta Beach was named No l. On June 

27, a weekly water quality test by the Health Department revealed 

high levels of fecal coliform bacteria and enterococcui bacteria. The 

Health Department did not issue a headline­

grabbing "advisory" to swimmers because 

tests two days later indicated bacteria counts 

had returned to the "good" range. 

According to a state Health Department 

website: "Fecal coliform and enterococci are 

both enteric bacteria that normally inhabit 

the intestinal tract of humans and animals. 

The presence of enteric bacteria is an indi­

cation of fecal pollution, which may come 

from stormwater runoff, pets and wildlife, 

and human sewage. If they are present in 
high concentrations in recreational waters 

and are ingested while swimming or enter 

the skin through a cut or sore, they may 

cause human disease, infections or rashes." 

Officials figured the high bacteria 

counts on June 27, 2011, were caused by a 

slug of stormwater that ran off Siesta Road 

and down into the Gulf of Mexico. Sarasota 
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County officials, in reaction to that close call, might install a treat­

ment system that would capture stormwater in a holding pond. The 

water would then be disinfected and discharged through a pipe 

extended offshore from the beach. 

The Beaches of Venice 

Bacteria pollution is also an ever-present possibility along Ven­
ice's several miles ofbeachfront. 

Venice Beach was closed for several weeks last February and 

March. Venice officials blamed the "mysterious" presence of fecal 

coliform bacteria in the waters along the beach. However, no break 

or leak was found in city sewer lines. And there had been no recent 

rains to carry polluted stormwater off lawns and streets. The mys­

tery continues. 

"To this point, the City has been unable to identify a spe­

cific singular cause of the beach closing," City Engineer Kathleen 

Weeden said in a recent e-mail in response to questions from Living 
on the SuncoasL 

Venice officials were caught by surprise again on January 26, 

2012, when Health Department tests revealed a high bacteria count 

at Venice Beach, a popular place for tourists. A "No-Swimming" advi­

sory remained in effect until January 31. 

"Nature had its own pollution," Venice officials say. 

"Although some of the past beach advisory events have been 

attributed to Venice's multiple stormwater outfalls discharge to the 

Gulf of Mexico, that does not appear to be the offender in the lat­

est advisory," Pam Johnson, the city's information officer, said in an 

email to Livir1g 011 the SuncoasL" 
The January advisory "triggered by poor samples" coincided 

"with the new moon on January 23, and a very strong outgoing 

tide. This moon phase creates an exaggerated tidal cycle wh ich 
can create an elevated level of bacteria due to the flushing effect 

of the inland water bodies," which include nearby Roberts and 

Dona bays, which empty into the Venice Jetties. The tidal flushing 

was the "likely" cause of the January pollution problem, according 

to city officials. 

Meanwhile, Venice and Sarasota County have formed a joint 

task force to improve three primary beach outfall structures in Ven­
ice. Those three outfalls routinely carry stormwater into the Gulf of 
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Mexico. The runoff can pick up animal wastes, lawn fertilizers and 

other wastes as it moves toward the Gulf of Mexico. 

Venice's $2 million plan hinges, in part, on whether the city can 

obtain a state grant to cover half the cost. If there is money, the work 

will be done in 2013, at the earliest, according to Venice officials. 

The three Venice outfalls targeted for upgrades are encoun­

tered by anyone who walks the beach west of downtown Venice. Each 

outfall mars the beauty of the beach. And, if sands shift and the tide 

is high, walkers can find it necessary to go around or over the outfalls. 

Foul odors often hang in the air around and the three outfalls after 

rain flushes polluted stormwater through the outfalls and into the 

Gulf of Mexico. 

One outfall is at the end of Alhambra Road. Storms last fall 

reconfigured the Venice coastline, burying the dual pipes of the 

Alhambra outfall. Bacteria builds up in the pipes when the water does 
not flow, city officials have said. 

Flamingo Ditch is the name of an outfall about a half-mile south 

of Alhambra. The 48-inch pipe used to sit back from the beach. When 

the shoreline changed this past November, the pipe became a prom­

inent fixture. At times, the large, white pipe extends out over the 

Gulfs tide line. 

Deerfield Gully, the third outfall, empties into the Gulf through 

a wooden structure about a hundred yards south of Flamingo Ditch. 

Meanwhile, city and county officials and the Health Department 

continue to look at a range of possible ways to handle stormwater. 

One way would be to reroute stormwater into the re-use system 

that supplies water for landscaping. That would keep it away from the 

beaches. Len Bramble, Venice's utilities director, says redirecting the 

stormwater, treating it and putting it into the re-use system is an idea 

that many people embrace. Extending outfall pipes far offshore would 

only move the point where pollution from the land meets seawater. 

Budget Cutback 

Federal government guidelines require Florida to test water at 

public beaches. The state began testing in 1998. Sarasota and Venice 

are co-holders of a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 

permit, issued under the federal Clean Water Act 

The state government provides some of the money needed to 
comply \\ith the regulations. Cutbacks in 2011 mean the public and 



public officials have less information. The state 

budget passed last year by the Florida Legislature 

cut $525,000 from the Florida Healthy Beaches 

Program, which operates through the state's 

Health Department. 

As a result ofless discretionary funding, some 

counties have reduced testing of beach water to 

twice a month. Testing continues once-a-week in 

Sarasota County and Venice because local money 

helps supplement the testing. 

Also, as a result of the half-million dollar 

cut in discretionary funds, Department officials 

in Florida stopped funding fecal coliform tests as 

of July I , 2011, when the new budget went into 
effect. That is the case even though a state govern­

ment website says fecal coliform, "has long been 

Florida's preferred indicator organism" for testing 
fresh and saltwater." 

PERSPECTIVE 

No routine fecal coliform testing has occurred 

in Sarasota County and Venice since then. Of 

course, that does not mean fecal coliform does not 

exist. Four days before the final test, fecal coliform 

bacteria was found at the Venice Fishing Pier. 

People play around the Flamingo Ditch stormwater discharge pipe late on a December 
afternoon. The pipe Is one of three outfalls on the beach in Venice that city officia ls hope to 
redesign and mprove In 2012 and 2013. 

David Polk, who coordinates the Healthy Beaches Program 

for the state Health Department, said fecal coliform tests were 

eliminated because less money was available after July I. He said the 
presence of fecal coliform bacteria can be indicated through results 

of the enterococci tests, which are still done. Polk says the Environ­

mental Protection Agency considers the enterococci tests "the better 

indicator of fecal pollution in marine waters." 

Meanwhile, beachgoers need to understand that the tests con­

ducted along beaches are only snapshots in time. Tests indicate what 

was in the water the day the test was taken-not what was there the 

day before or the day after. Also, there is a day's Jag time between 
when a water sample is gathered and when a laboratory reports the 

results. If a problem is found, the Health Department immediately 
returns and takes another sample. 

Years of test data on a Health Department website indicate Gulf 
of Mexico waters along Siesta Beach, Venice and elsewhere in Sara-

sota County are healthy the vast majority of the time. But one bad day 
can ruin the image of a beach and harm a swimmer's health. So it 

behooves beachgoers to use good judgment-and for public officials 
to work toward prevention of pollution. 

Nobody-local beachgoers, tourists or anyone else-can ever 

know for sure if beach water is clean. The presence of stormwater 

pipes along the coast does not create confidence. At the least, the 

pipes present a perception problem. 

The web site for the Florida Healthy Beach Program is www. 
Floridashealth.com/beachwater. It includes test data obtained at 

specific beaches. 
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