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T
his is a summary statement of the committee that formed 
in response to the proposed “grinder pump” system for 
Area N-3 of the Phillippi Creek Septic System Replacement 
Program (see map).

Six residents have been involved in researching this issue and 
communicating with Sarasota County staff and Commissioners. 
They are Mike Scarborough, Dave Kaplan, Peter Gentile, Peter 
Houk, Walt Menzel and John Scalzi. This document was written 
by Peter Gentile.

Area N-3 (originally designated N-15) was not included in the 
initial Phillippi Creek sewer plan, apparently because the county 
thought this area was already on sewer. Because of that, and 
because we are on the opposite side of the creek from the rest of 
the South Gate project, we were separated from the rest of the 
program and put off until “later.”  

“Later” has arrived. Much of the sewer system has been 
completed, and the County has turned its attention to our little 
island of about 215 homes. There are three primary options for 
providing us with sewer service:

Option One, which was never seriously entertained by the 
County, would be to hook us up to an adjacent gravity system. 
We are told that this is out of the question, even though Area 
N-3 is surrounded by sewered areas and there is a lift station at 
the northeast corner of the area (Lockwood Ridge Road near 
Goldenrod Street).

Option Two is to install a vacuum station somewhere within 
Area N-3, and provide us with a vacuum system like most of the 
rest of the septic replacement areas. The manufacturer of the 
vacuum system indicates that a vacuum station can be cost-
effective for as few as 75 homes, so with about 215 homes, we 
believe there is an economic case to be made for this option.

Option Three is the “grinder pump” system. Under the 
county proposal, a grinder pump and pit will be installed on 
your property. You will be required to provide an electrical 
connection for the county to install a control panel. You will be 
providing the electricity to power the grinder pump. You will be 
required to sign an “Installation and Maintenance Agreement” 
in which you agree that if “any System Components are damaged 
as a result of Owner’s negligence or third-party acts, Owner agrees 
to pay for the necessary repair and/or replacement, restoration and 
installation of System Components.”  Furthermore, if the system 
malfunctions and causes damage to your property, the county is 
not responsible.

The county has selected Option Three. We were told at our 
meeting with the county staff that the decision was driven by 
cost, an estimated $2 million for the grinder pump system vs. 
about $3.5 million for the vacuum system. We have requested a 
detailed cost comparison for the two systems.

Our No. 1 objection to the grinder pumps is that they 
require the home’s power to operate. The grinder pump 
manufacturers like to point out that the average power outage 

in the United States is 2 hours or less. However, in the case of 
a hurricane, we might be without power for days or weeks. 
Depending on the size of the  grinder pump, you might have four 
to eight hours of reserve capacity at 50% use (i.e., no dishwashers 
or washing machines). You will only know that the reserve 
capacity has been exceeded when sewage starts backing up in 
your bathtub.

This scenario has already played out on Florida’s East Coast 
in 2004, the year of Hurricanes Charley, Francis and Jeanne. “The 
Indian River County community of Rockridge was particularly hard 
hit. Located just 20 miles north of Fort Pierce, the city lost electrical 
service for two extended periods of time, ten days after Hurricane 
Francis and 14 days after Jeanne. Without electricity, the community’s 
low-pressure grinder pump sewer system was shut down. Sewage 
backed up into homes and contaminated the area’s groundwater. 
Entire neighborhoods became giant bacteria-producing Petri dishes,” 
according to a report in Government Engineering magazine, 
May-June 2009.

Our second concern is reliability. The town of High Springs, 
Fla., near Gainesville, has encountered a very high failure rate. 
“After replacing approximately 162 grinder pumps as of March 10, the 
City of High Springs will be issuing an educational brochure to city 
residents to teach proper methods for care and maintenance of the 
pumps which are connected to the town’s centralized wastewater 
system,” according to a newspaper report from April of this year. 
There are reports that some items, such as condoms, dental floss, 
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and feminine hygiene products can all cause the pumps to fail. 
The town is now developing a schedule of fees to charge the 
homeowners for pump replacements and other maintenance.

Sarasota County engineers also decided against grinder 
pumps when they designed the Phillippi Creek system. This is 
from an article in Public Works magazine of October 2003 about 
the Phillippi Creek project: “Also considered was a low-pressure/
grinder system, which has a relatively shallow collection line depth. 
That option, however, requires a pump for each connection making 
each likely to malfunction and failure when foreign objects enter the 
system.

“ ’If an object is caught in the pump and creates a backup, then 
our maintenance crew must be called in for a repair,’ says Pat Zoeller, 
P.E., engineering manager for Sarasota County’s utilities department. 
‘If every house has a pump, that’s potentially a lot of maintenance.’ ”

One pump manufacturer says that you can expect the pump 
to need repair about 8 years after installation under normal use, 
but the pump can malfunction at any time.

Our third concern is cost. We have asked to see a complete 
cost comparison between the two systems. Our research 
indicates that because of the likelihood of pump failures, grinder 
pump systems are more costly over the long run that other 
systems, even though the grinder pumps may cost less to install 
(and we are not even sure that is true).

Some of the alleged savings also come from shifting costs 
to the homeowner. One committee member has already 
obtained an estimate of $600 for the electrical work necessary 
to accommodate the grinder pump. In some cases, the amount 
could be far greater, if the homeowner has already “tapped out” 
his or her electrical capacity. And even though the cost of the 
electricity may only be a few dollars a month, it is an expense 
that most other sewer customers don’t have to bear.

Finally, the county cost estimate for grinder pumps does 
not include the cost of obtaining easements on each of our 

properties to accommodate the grinder pump. The county feels 
it does not need an easement. We believe otherwise. We believe 
that the county should be required to obtain an easement on 
each property where it intends to place a grinder pump. This is 
county-owned infrastructure, and we do not believe the county 
can place infrastructure on our property without compensation. 
Nor should the county be able to tap into our electricity to 
operate that infrastructure.

We believe that a true cost accounting must include:
• the county’s construction and installation costs,
• operation and maintenance costs over the lifecycle of the 

system,
• the homeowner’s installation costs, 
• a consideration for the homeowner’s electricity cost, 
• and the cost of obtaining an easement.
We believe that this accounting will show that any cost 

advantage of the grinder pumps will be slim at best, and certainly 
not worth the potential inconvenience to each of us.

We respectfully ask that the planning for the grinder 
pump system in Area N-3 be suspended until a cost 
comparison of the sort described above is produced and 
presented to us and the Commission. We would like a 
good-faith exploration of all the alternatives.

We believe that the grinder pumps represent a second-rate, 
“decentralized” sewer system, not the first-rate, central system we 
were expecting. We question the wisdom of planting hundreds 
of mini-lift stations throughout the county, subjecting a select 
group of homeowners to expenses and inconveniences that are 
not required of most customers of the sewer system. 

We have waited a long time for sewers in Area N-3. We would 
like the same vacuum system that has already been installed in 
most of South Gate and throughout Sarasota County. We urge 
the county staff and Commissioners to reject grinder pumps as a 
bad public policy and to begin the necessary planning to install a 
vacuum system in Area N-3.
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