Regulator

loses job
with HRS

Engineer cites
‘cozy’ relations

By JOHN PACENTI
Associaled Press

MIAMI — (AP) — The top
research engincer involved with
regulaling scwage treatment in
Florida has been fired after criti-
cizing two important studies on
sewage pollution that threaten
Florida’s coastline.

Jer Klechammer contends he
was fired in December by his
bosses at the state Department of
Health and Rehabilitative Ser-
vices' on-site sewage program
because of a whistle-blower com-
plaint he filed.

On Oct, 18, 1993, Kle¢chammer
formally alleged that a contractor
had boiched a $500,000 project
in the Tampa area to measure
how sewage efflucnt from seplic
tanks pollutes groundwater.

An estimated 40,000 to 60,000

seplic tanks are installed annu- .

ally in Florida. But some envi-
ronmentalists fear that septic
tanks may be polluting ground-
waler in areas where it is near the
surface, as well as leaking nutri-
ent-rich sewage effluent into
coastal waters, contributing to
algap blooms that threalen
marine life,

Last fall, Kleehammer also
complained that a second impor-
lant study on sewage treatment
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was being sabotaged by favorit-
ism toward the contractor — the
same company involved in the
Tampa project.

The sccond study is critical to
protecting onc of Florida's most
fragile coastal environments —
the Keys and its necklace of coral
reefs — from sewage pollution.

The study involves testing sew-
age (reatment alternatives to sep-
tic tanks. Construction of the test
project in the Keys was supposed
to begin in October, but still
hasn’t started becausc of the con-
troversy.

“The main issuc here is.the reef

and the coastal waler quah’ly,“
says Brian Lapbinte, a marine
scientist who was among the first
to note the sewage pollution
problems. “This is really the
worst environment for seplic
tanks,”
" At the center of Kleehammer's
complaints over both sewage
studies is Ayres Associates, a
consulting company headquar-
tered in Madison, Wis., that was
awarded both contracts.

Klechammer contends that
Ayres has benefited from a cozy
relationship with officials in the
stale's on-sitc scwage program
and the Florida Septic Tank
Assaciation, He maintains that
tank association,
whose members sell and install
septic tanks, wanls to make sure
state environmental regulations
governing septic tanks aren’t
toughened.

Ayres has rcceived nearly $1.6
million in state contracls since
1986, and its top official in Flor-
ida, regional Vice President
Damann Anderson, rccently was
appointed to the septic tank asso-
ciation's board of directors.

_ “The good old boy network
sure exists,” Klechammer says.
“I thought justice would prevail,
but it never did. ... They
wouldn't let me do my job, which
was Lo protect the environment.”
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HRS
defend the Tampa and Keys pro-
jects and portray Klechammer as
a disgruntled cmployec who
failed lo complele his assign-
ments. They say they have done
nothing wrong and sec no con-
flict of inlerest in having a top
Ayres official serving on the scp-
tic tank association’s board. t

Klechammer ‘*‘has expended

“most of his time trying to find

problems with past research
elforts,” wrote Eanix Poole, head
of the on-sile sewage program, in
Klechammer's cvaluation.

Anderson, the Ayres exccutive,
says the criticism of his compariy
is unjustified, :

*[ don't know whal they have
against us, but for some reason or
another they are trying to harm
us,” Anderson said.

Jim Harvey, a consultant who
used to work for the South Flor-
ida Water Management District,
said Ayres is known in the indus-
try asa *‘[-800-No-Problem com-
pany.”

*Even though it is pretty much
known that a problem exists, the
consultant finds that no problem
exists or the problem is nol seri-
ous enough to necessitate any
change, thus going against com-
mon scnse, rationality and pre-

dominance of scientific opin-'!

jon,” said Harvey, who now runs

a consulting business called Flor-

ida Government Relations.

Klechammer was hired in 1992
as an engineer Lo oversee sewage.
- projects on individual properties’

throughout the state. He slowly
became suspicious of the Ayres
project in Tampa, which was (o
measure the level of protection
provided by the 2-foot buffer of
soil now required between a scp-
tic tank’s efMuent discharge and

-the underground water table.

The $400,000 project, which
involved building a lysimeter
testing station, was paid for with
a $3 surcharge on septic tanks.

The scptic tank association was
vitally interested in the study's

The engineer says
Ayres! relations with
the state are ‘cozy.’

findings because requiring a
wider buffer could make it more
expensive or ‘even off limits to
build septic.tanks in Florida's
coastal regions.

Kleehammer found fault with
the Ayres testing station because
it was built on a site at the Uni-
versity of South Florida where he

says the water table exceeds 20
. feet below ground, '

HRS, which used the study’s
findings to justify maintaining
the current 2-foot buller, says
Kleehammer's criticism of the
site’s decp walter table was irrcle-
vant because the high-tech lysim-
eter can manipulate conditions.

But two University of Florida
professors, who looked into the

ut-sewage

project as part of Klechammer's
whistle-blower complaint, found
problems with that manipula-

“lion. .

“The soil in a lysimetgr must
be undisturbed,” said the ¢valua-
tion by Professors Bent Christen-
sen and Kirk Hatfield. *That can
hardly be the case in the USF
lysimeter where the pan catching
the infiltration was pustied, prob-
ably jacked into position.™
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