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City says animals caused high bacteria counts in 

Eckerd sewage spill 
By Charlie Frago 

 

http://www.tampabay.com/news/environment/city-says-animals-caused-high-bacteria-

counts-in-eckerd-sewage-spill/2247155 

 

ST. PETERSBURG — A report from a consultant hired by Eckerd College to test soil and water 

on the campus after 15 million gallons overflowed from a city sewage plant in early August 

found high levels of a bacteria associated with feces. 

 

The Sept. 10 report from HRP Engineering in Tampa, obtained by the Tampa Bay Times, 

doesn't draw any conclusions about the origin of the fecal coliform. 

College officials say they are puzzled by the high levels. 

 

"This is a mystery to us," Eckerd's spokesman Tom Scherberger said on Friday. "As you can 

imagine it caused concern." 

 

The city also tested about 75 times at nine sites around Eckerd for nearly two weeks after the 

spill. Ten of those tests came back above safe limits for fecal coliform, including one test that 

was more than 10 times higher than the state safety guidelines. 

 

Those results don't flummox the city. Their explanation is simple. 

 

"Animals," said Steve Leavitt, the city's water resources director.  

 

Animal waste gets churned up by heavy rain, which there had been plenty for weeks. And the 

millions of gallons of wastewater running over Eckerd's campus mimicked its own major 

weather event, he said. 

 

"The numbers go up a lot after a rain," Leavitt said. 

 

The city told the college that it released "reject water" on Aug. 3 after weeks of heavy rain 

had inundated its Southwest wastewater plant. The wastewater flowed into parts of Eckerd's 

campus and into Frenchman's Creek and the college's South Beach. 

 

Reject water is usually a term referring to water that has too many chemicals or nitrogen to 

be classified as reclaimed water. But, the city didn't have time to filter the wastewater before 

it overflowed from storage tanks at the plant, meaning that "suspended solids" like feces 

weren't screened. 

 

Still, city officials maintain, the wastewater released that day didn't contain fecal coliform 

because it had been doused with chlorine and wasn't cloudy. 

 

The city tests don't distinguish between animal and human waste. Neither did the report, 

which was obtained by the Tampa Bay Times independently. The city didn't publicly announce 

the overflow until council member Steve Kornell raised the issue last week. At the time, city 
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officials said they didn't release information about the spill because they didn't consider it 

sewage. Essentially it was nearly the quality of reclaimed water, they said. 

Eckerd officials said when they told Leavitt of the high levels last month after getting an early 

inkling of the report's findings, he was surprised. Leavitt said he doesn't remember that 

conversation. 

 

Kornell said the consultant's report shows that the city administration isn't being forthcoming 

about its sewage woes. "They're more concerned about the sound bite than they are about 

the actual truth," Kornell said. 

 

Mayor Rick Kriseman's spokesman Ben Kirby declined comment on Friday.  

 


