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Our discussion today is solely the responsibility of the authors and is not intended to reflect on our 
employers or funders. Some of the research we are discussing has been partially funded by the New 
York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). 



Overview

► Background on septic systems 
and management

► Research findings

► Conclusions and policy 
recommendations



Background: 
Septic Systems

• Onsite wastewater treatment 
system (OWTS)

• About 25% of US households 
use a septic system (US EPA)

• Management is complex



Image: Minnesota Pollution Control Agency



US EPA



Regulatory Landscape

► Many levels of government involved 

► Some states have developed septic system policies and programs 
(Mezzacapo 2019)

► (e.g. NY, RI, MD, MA, OH, DE, NJ) 

► Multiple actors involved

► (e.g. Public officials, program managers, septic pumpers/haulers, 
engineers, etc.)

Still, septic system policies and enforcement vary locally



“Out of 
sight, out of 
mind”



“It’s very easy to lose track of things, 
and it’s very common that people do.”

Dewey Northrup, Northrup Septic Service



Research Project Objectives

1. Investigate policies and programs related to the installation and 
maintenance of septic systems

2. Gather data to understand community knowledge and perceptions of 
septic system management and available programs

3. Formulate recommendations for the New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) on how to improve septic 
system management within the project’s study areas





Survey Results



Where do you get 
information on septic 
systems? 
► Septic pumpers, websites, and 

installers are the top 3 ways 
people learn about septic system 
maintenance, followed by 
government resources/staff. 

► Most respondents who checked 
‘Other’ wrote that they learned 
about septic systems from lived 
experiences as a septic owner or 
from neighbors and family.



Septic System Age



Percentage of respondents labeling each
issue as ‘Extremely important’



Importance of septic system maintenance by 
maintenance frequency (n= 178)



Management conclusions & 
recommendations

► More conversations

► Overall, we heard that people “want to do the right thing”

► Technology-forcing policies 

► Watershed-scale approach 

► Statewide inventory of septic systems

► Coordination with local organizations, building relationships



Issue framing conclusions & 
recommendations

► Issue framing helps to identify:

► the various ways people think about & use these infrastructures

► what motivates people to maintain them

► Including social factors and qualitative data is valuable for the future of 
natural resources management 

How can policymakers frame issues to appeal to different narratives?



Final conclusions

► Onsite wastewater treatment system 
(OWTS) management is dynamic & 
currently evolving

► Both social and economic drivers are 
crucial to understanding acceptance 
of OWTS policies



Thank you! 

Cazenovia Lake, NY
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Protecting Natural Resources 
Through Septic Inspection 

Programs

www.ontariocountyswcd.gov

Ontario County Soil & Water 
Conservation District



Ontario SWCD is a municipal sub-division 
established by Ontario County in 1940.  

We provide technical assistance and education to 
the residents of Ontario County to ensure the wise 

use of soil, water, and other natural resources.

SWCDs have NO regulatory powers,
but work collaboratively with municipalities, 

agencies, and individuals to accomplish these goals. 

What is a Soil & Water Conservation District?



Why is a Septic* Inspection 
Important?

*Onsite Wastewater Treatment System  

• Protecting Human Health

• Preventing System 
Failures

• Safeguarding the 
Environment

• Maintaining Compliance



Why is a Septic Inspection 
Important?



Who Creates Inspection Requirements
And Who Enforces  

NYS DOH Public Health Law, 
Section 201(1)(l) 
Appendix 75-A - Wastewater 
Treatment Standards - Residential 
Onsite Systems

County Environmental Health or Planning Departments
Municipal Local Law* enforced by Town CEOs

*Check out Ontario County Town of Geneva, Town of Canandaigua, Town 
of Farmington and Town of South Bristol Local Laws for examples



Establishing Local Laws

No NYS DOH Standard for Inspections

Municipal Local Law – requiring Inspections 
of On-site Treatment Systems 

Begins with Town Board

NYS Department of State must approve 
changes to Local Laws

Who is enforcing, who is inspecting, when 
are inspections etc.  



Property Deed 
Transfer/Change of Use

5 Year Inspections

Short Term Rentals

When Do We Perform Inspections

Building or System 
Expansion



It Can Be 
Complicated…

Local Law determines
who can provide an 
inspection and how reports 
are distributed

• Soil & Water Conservation 
District

• Professional (ex. 
Registered Professional 
Engineer) 

• Town Code Enforcement 
Officer

• Registered Onsite 
Treatment Network 
Personnel

www.ontariocountyswcd.gov

Who Performs Inspections







NY Onsite Wastewater Treatment Training Network (OTN)

Training Courses on:
Soil Analysis
Inspection
Installation
Foundations

https://otnny.org

NY-OTN Mission: 

To Enhance New York State’s Utilization of 
Modern Onsite and Decentralized Wastewater 
Treatment Technologies for the protection of 

Water Quality and Public Health  through 
Training to Industry Professionals, Policy 

Makers and Property Owners



Services
 Soil Investigation
 Inspection of New & Existing 

Systems
-Property Deed Transfer
-Rental Properties

 Deep Hole Percolation Tests
 NYS Onsite Training Network 

Throughout Ontario County
Working to ensure Inspections are: 
• Consistent
• Accurate
• Reported
• Following Code

Uniform Procedures Program
Onsite-Wastewater Treatment System Inspections



Uniform Procedures Program
Onsite-Wastewater Treatment System Inspections

These are NOT a self sustaining programs and 
require funding from additional sources. 

Funding for the Program:
• NYS Agriculture & Markets Funding
• Ontario County Appropriation 
• Fees from Inspections/Reviews 

We review our fee schedule and current 
commercial providers fee to ensure we are 
competitively priced.  



The commission consist of the purveyors that draw public 
drinking water from the lake:

City of Canandaigua
Village of Rushville
Village of Palmyra
Village of Newark
Town of Gorham

Responsible for enforcing New York State Department of Health 
law Specific to The Canandaigua Lake Watershed:

10 NYCRR  Section 132.1 

Canandaigua Lake Watershed Commission is responsible for 
appointing a Watershed Inspector to enforce section 132.1 

Canandaigua Lake Watershed 
Inspection Program



• Inspect septic and alternative systems at the time of property 

deed transfer, shoreline properties, etc.

• Aid Local municipalities with the implementation of the local 

wastewater treatment law.

• Consult for new construction and repairs of systems.

• Review building plans for suitability of wastewater treatment.

• Conduct/observe deep hole and percolation tests for every 

wastewater system.

Canandaigua Lake Watershed 
Inspection Program



OTN Inspections Protocol

The OTN has developed a standardized 
inspection procedure and reporting format for 
the inspection of existing residential onsite 
wastewater treatment systems.

The standardized inspection procedure and 
reporting format are not part of state 
regulation.

The use of a standard protocol protects both 
inspector and client and municipality





Purpose of an Inspection

• Observe what system 
components are present

• Observe the apparent 
functioning of each 
component at time of 
inspection

• Document location of the 
system

• Share report with necessary 
parties



Limitations
Inspections will not 
provide:

• Designs
• A pass/fail grade
• Guarantees 
• Solutions

Report facts only



Onsite Wastewater Treatment System Database 











NYS Septic System 
Replacement Program

Managed by NYS Environmental Facilities 
Corporation and NYS Department of 
Environmental Conservation

Cost Share Program Providing Funding for 
Repair or Replacement of Septic Systems 

Reimbursement Program offering 50/50 Cost 
Share up to $10,000

4 Rounds of Funding to Date
Ontario County Round 1: 23 completed 

Round 4: 23 awarded



Outreach Materials

Speed Levelers and 
Septic Markers 

Door Hangers

Folders for System Records 

Rack Cards

Informational Brochures



Outreach Events
• Town Board Presentations

• Code Enforcement Officer Meetings/trainings

• Stormwater Workshops

• Public Events



Tad Gerace

Tyler Ohle

Tad Gerace
UPP Program
tad.gerace@ontariocountyswcd.gov

Tyler Ohle
Canandaigua Lake Watershed 
Inspection Program
tyler.ohle@ontariocountyswcd.gov

Ontario County SWCD: 
480 North Main Street 

Canandaigua, NY 14424
ontariocountyswcd.gov

585-396-1450

Megan Webster
District Manager
megan.webster@ontariocountyswcd.gov



THANK YOU

www.ontariocountyswcd.gov

Ontario County Soil & Water 
Conservation District



Hatch-Bradley Brook Lakes 
Association

Eaton, NY

Carol Borg, Director



A little lake background:

Hatch Lake: kettle lake that is spring fed, surface area is 134 acres and maximum 
depth is 66 feet. Spillway that connects to Bradley Brook; water flows from Hatch 
to Bradley. 

Bradley Brook: reservoir receiving water from the Hatch spillway as well as several 
tributaries, surface area is 137 acres and maximum depth is 29 feet. Dam empties 
into Chenango Canal System, the Susquehanna, to the Chesapeake Bay.



Before & After



Possible Causes of Lakewide Bloom

Air temperature was warmer than usual

Water temperature was warmer than usual

Weather events were more frequent and more severe

Culverts from hillsides deposited additional sediment into the lake during storms

Aging septic systems contribute nitrogen and phosphorus to the lake

It was the summer of the perfect storm of conditions for HABs!

What can humans control? Septic systems!



Looking ahead:

Continue property owner education to build awareness through lake associations, conferences, and 
organizations. Encouraging participation in any programs to assist with septic replacement, inspections, or 
pump-outs.

Participate in local and county government to emphasize the importance of clean water for all sizes of 
water bodies. If laws can be enacted regarding septic system inspection and maintenance, there must be 
funding available for enforcement.

Remind property owners (especially lake residents) that their biggest resource is the lake, not their home.  
That resource is shared with a community and accordingly, responsibility for should be shared by the 
community.



Raising awareness with help from EFC
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