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Executive
Summary
In 2003, the Walpole Health Department, the Walpole Water & Sewer Division of the
Department of Public Works, and the Neponset River Watershed Association (the Watershed
Association or NepRWA) identified their mutual interest in preserving Walpole’s septic systems
as a viable, long-term wastewater management alternative to the MWRA sewer system. Together
they sought and obtained grant funds from the Massachusetts Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP) to study how Walpole might increase the number of septic system owners who
regularly maintain their systems, and to recommend specific steps the town should take to
achieve this goal. The Walpole Septic Maintenance Task Force was established to oversee this
effort, and included representatives from the Watershed Association, the Health Department, the
Water & Sewer Commission, the Water & Sewer Division, and private septic contractors.
Two-thirds of Walpole’s households use MWRA sewers and one-third use septic systems. Local
groundwater provides all the Town’s water supply and also maintains base flow on the Neponset
River. Properly maintained septic systems protect Walpole’s public health, wetlands, ponds and
waterways, while playing a key role in ensuring the quantity and quality of its water supply for
years to come. Septic systems do this by treating and recharging almost a million gallons of water
to Walpole’s groundwater reserves each day. By contrast, the sewer system takes huge quantities
of Walpole groundwater and sends it Boston Harbor via the MWRA sewage treatment plant.
Based on its review of similar efforts in other towns and its analysis of Walpole’s particular
circumstances, the Task Force makes the following recommendations to the Town of Walpole.
Recommendation # 1: Public Education
The Walpole Health Department should conduct a sustained program of targeted outreach and
education to septic system owners. This program should include all of the following measures:
x

Continue to carefully track septic pumping and inspection data for individual households.

x

Send regular reminder letters if and when owners have failed to pump or check their
septic tanks in the previous three years, with additional follow up reminders as needed.

x

Continue and expand upon current efforts by Health Department staff to educate septic
owners, homebuilders, and others during permitting activities or in response to general
inquiries. Additional actions include the development of a package of informational
materials to be printed and posted on the website.

x

Periodically mail informational materials to new owners of homes serviced by septic
systems.
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The current Health Department budget does not provide sufficient resources to carry out the
above outreach program. Additional resources needed include a significant software upgrade for
the Health Department’s septic system database, funds to develop educational materials,
additional clerical staffing or consultant time to enter data and manage production of mailings,
and additional funds for printing and mailing. Total costs of implementing this recommendation
would be approximately $38,000 in the first year and $12,000 per year thereafter. Recommended
financing is discussed below.
Recommendation #2: Create Financial Incentives For Septic Maintenance
The Walpole Water and Sewer Commission should consider creating financial incentives to
encourage regular maintenance of all septic systems in Walpole. Potential methods to create
financial incentives include, but are not limited to:
A. Add a groundwater protection fee to the water bills of all septic system owners which would
be waived if their tank had been pumped or checked in the previous three years. For example,
if the groundwater protection fee were set at $22 per quarter, it would actually be as costeffective for most septic owners to pump as to not pump their tanks. That is, the homeowner
could choose to pump every three years ($260 average in 2006) and not pay the fee, or they
could choose not to pump and pay the fee ($264 for three years worth of $22 quarterly fees).
A smaller fee might still provide a positive, though less dramatic incentive. Overall water
rates for septic system owners could, if desired, be adjusted so the new fee would have no net
impact on revenues.
This approach would be self financing; however, efficient administration of such a program
would require implementation of the previously recommended Health Department software
upgrades costing around $15,400 plus additional software enhancements to the Water &
Sewer Division system to allow Health Department pumping data to be easily imported. The
cost of the additional Water & Sewer Division software upgrades is estimated to be around
$5,000.
B. Provide free (or very low cost) septage disposal to Walpole septic system owners utilizing the
Walpole Disposal Site. If free, this would represent a savings of $50 for a typical 1,000 gallon
tank. A number of issues—such the prohibition against accepting septage from non-Walpole
homes, and procedures for billing haulers for septage from out-of-town residents - would
have to be resolved in order to induce septic pumpers to begin using the Walpole Disposal
Site. Depending on the degree to which the Walpole Disposal Site receives greater utilization,
the Town might be required to hire a full time operator at an approximate annual cost of up to
$40,000 per year. This cost might, however, be partially offset by increased revenues from
accepting out-of-town septage.
Funding Mechanisms for Recommendations #1 and #2
The Sewer & Water Commission should consider adding a small “groundwater protection fee” to
water bills to fund these recommendations (the funding needs of recommendation #1 are listed
above; funding needs of recommendation #2 would depend on which, if any, of the suggested
options was adopted by the Water & Sewer Commission). Possible ways to structure the fee
include, but are not limited to the following:
A. Create a groundwater protection fee on water bills that applies only to septic system owners
who don’t pump check their systems regularly. A fee along the lines of that described in
recommendation 2A could be structured either as a revenue neutral financial incentive to
pump, or also as a means to generate new revenues to fund implementation of
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recommendations #1 and #2. Increased revenues would derive from the percentage of system
owners who elected to pay the fee rather than pump or check their systems.
This approach marries the goals of revenue generation and creation of a financial incentive. It
also places the onus of funding the maintenance program on those who are not maintaining
their systems and thus pose the greatest risk of groundwater contamination. Successful
implementation would need to incorporate a strong initial outreach component. The Task
Force estimates that a $22 per quarter fee, waivable for systems pumped or checked within
three years, would generate as much as $88,000 in new revenue the first year, with revenues
declining sharply in years two through four and continuing to decline slowly thereafter. This
would initially provide more than adequate funding to implement recommendations 1 and 2.
B. Add a flat groundwater protection fee to the water bills of all 2,500 Walpole septic owners.
Such a fee would be relatively small per household (especially compared to sewer bills) and it
would be easy to predict the amount of revenue generated. In order to generate enough to
fund recommendation #1, the fee would initially need to be set at around $4.35 per septic
household per quarter for the first year to cover start-up costs (alternatively, startup expenses
could come from general revenues). After the first year, a fee of around $1.20 per septic
household per quarter would be adequate.
C. Add a flat groundwater protection fee to all 7,200 Walpole water and/or sewer bills. Such a
fee would be very small per household and all users of Walpole’s drinking water supply
would benefit. In order to generate enough revenue to fund recommendation #1, the first-year
fee would need to be set at just $1.50 per household per quarter to cover start-up costs
(alternatively, start up expenses could come from general revenues). After the first year, the
fee would need to be less than 50 cents per household per quarter.
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Introduction
Walpole depends on limited groundwater resources for 100% of its water supply. These same
limited resources must also sustain water levels in Walpole’s wetlands, streams and ponds during
the dry summer months. Functioning septic systems are an important tool to help Walpole
maximize these limited resources.
The MWRA sewer system, used by approximately 5,000 Walpole households, transfers 872
1
million gallons of the Town’s water to Boston Harbor each year. By contrast, Walpole’s 2,500
septic systems provide 300 million gallons of groundwater recharge per year that would
otherwise be lost to the sewer system. As Walpole continues to grow, and state regulations
designed to protect streams and wetlands from drying-out become increasingly stringent, the
clean groundwater recharge provided by septic systems will become an increasingly valuable
resource for the Town.
Walpole Health Department records show that less than half of all septic systems in Walpole are
being properly maintained with regular pump-outs. The logical consequence of widespread, longterm non-maintenance of septic systems is the premature failure of those systems, leading to
increased costs, increased surface and groundwater pollution, and, unfortunately, strong pressure
to replace septic systems with sewer service.
Although the Town of Walpole has for a number of years been doing outreach to septic owners,
employees of the Health Department have also been aware that septic maintenance rates in town
are far below where they should be and that inspections are nonexistent except in the limited
circumstances required by law. The Water and Sewer Division of the Department of Public
Works has also felt significant pressure for expansion of sewer lines from people whose septic
systems have failed and who don’t want to pay the high costs of a new system.
In 2003 the Walpole Health Department, Walpole Water and Sewer Division of the Department
of Public Works, and the Neponset River Watershed Association (NepRWA) identified their
mutual interest in preserving septic systems as a viable, long-term wastewater management
alternative for Walpole, and therefore finding ways to improve the overall rate of proper septic
system maintenance. These three groups sought and obtained grant funds from the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) to explore traditional and innovative approaches
to ensuring increased rates of septic system maintenance. The options to be explored included a
wide spectrum of possibilities ranging from sustained education programs to having the Town
take responsibility for septic system maintenance as they now take responsibility for sewer
maintenance. The DEP grant called for the formation of a Septic Maintenance Task Force to
evaluate these elements of septic maintenance management.

1

Leone, C.H., “Annual Report on Infiltration and Inflow – Fiscal Year 2000: MWRA Report MS-062, Attachment 4: 1999
MWRA Community Wastewater Flow Component Estimates.” The 872 million gallon annual figure includes Walpole’s
sewage as well as inflow (illegal connections or discharges to sanitary sewers) and infiltration (groundwater that leaks
into sewer pipes).
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The Walpole Septic Maintenance Task Force members were:
x

Robin Chapell, Health Agent, Walpole Health Department

x

Gail Nixon, Deputy Health Agent, Walpole Health Department

x

Scott Gustafson, Asst. Superintendent of Walpole Water and Sewer Division

x

Roger Turner, Walpole Water & Sewer Commissioner

x

Jason Hockman (licensed septic pumper, installer)

x

Mark Hovis, Certainteed Corp (licensed septic inspector and designer)

x

Ian Cooke, Neponset River Watershed Association (NepRWA)

x

Jessica Stephens and later Steve Pearlman, NepRWA

The Task Force held its initial meeting on December 2, 2003. It was agreed that its first job would
be to gather and evaluate information on state and federal requirements and guidance, as well as
on efforts to improve septic maintenance in other jurisdictions. Seven more meetings were held to
examine each of the elements of a full septic utility (education and outreach; more frequent
and/or in-depth inspections; incentives or requirements for regular pumping; and/or a town-run
septic repair and replacement program) and to identify specific options for implementing each
element. Based on an assessment of the “pro’s and con’s” of each option, the Task Force in this
Report is making recommendations as to which of the elements and implementation methods it
feels the Town of Walpole should adopt (see “Recommendations,” below).
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Background on
Septic Systems
How Septic Systems Work
A typical conventional septic system has five main components, all of which are buried in the
ground: a pipe from the home, a holding tank (also known as a septic tank), a distribution box, a
drainfield (also called a leachfield), and the soil below the drainfield. Wastewater discharges into
the holding tank once it leaves the house, so that harmful materials will not get passed directly
into the leachfield, which can cause it to clog up. These harmful materials include solids -- which
sink to the bottom of the tank and are called sludge – and oil, grease, and solvents -- which float
to the surface and are known as scum. It is sludge and scum that need to be regularly (normally,
about every 3 years) pumped out. As long as the holding tank doesn’t hold excessive sludge and
scum, compartments and/or a T-shaped outlet in the septic tank will help prevent them from
leaving the tank and traveling into the drainfield. The clarified wastewater leaving the holding
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tank is called effluent. The distribution box ensures that this effluent is distributed evenly
throughout the drainfield. The drainfield consists of a series of perforated pipes resting on gravel.
The main purpose of the drainfield is to make sure the effluent is sent to underlying soils that are
deep enough and have the proper composition to properly filter out harmful bacteria, viruses and
nutrients. Microbes in the soil digest or remove contaminants from wastewater before they
eventually reach groundwater.
Three major factors influence how often a septic tank will need to be pumped and, if pumping is
not done regularly, how long the system will function before needing to be replaced. These
factors are the amount of water a household uses, the septic tank size, and the volume of solids in
the wastewater. Use of garbage grinders greatly increase the amount of solids, resulting in the
need for much more frequent pumping.

Benefits of Decentralized Wastewater Management
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), properly maintained septic systems are effective
at removing bacteria and excessive nutrients from raw sewage before it gets into ground and
2
surface water. Adequate sewage treatment by septic systems is critical for public health
(particularly where groundwater serves as a town’s drinking water source), and to protect
recreation, fish and wildlife.
Septic systems also “recharge” treated wastewater to groundwater, instead of sending it out of the
watershed as sewers frequently do. Because of the general need in Massachusetts for greater
groundwater recharge, DEP is now proposing to eliminate provisions in Title 5 septic regulations
2

US EPA, “A Homeowners Guide to Septic Systems,” 832-R-97-001b, and “Final Total Maximum Daily Loads of Bacteria
for Neponset River Basin,” DEP/DWM TMDL Report MA73-01-2002 CN 121.0, May 31, 2002
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that encourage sewer extensions over septic systems, except where constraints of the lot make it
impossible to put in a septic system that is fully compliant with Title 5 standards. Groundwater
recharge not only replenishes drinking water supplies, it also helps maintain adequate levels of
water (“streamflow”) in its rivers and streams. Adequate streamflow is important for fish, wildlife
and human recreation, and also protects public health by diluting concentrations of pollutants that
find their way into streams.

Causes of System Failure
As noted above, the frequency with which septic tanks should be pumped is dependent on the
amount of water a household uses, the septic tank size, and the volume of solids in the
wastewater. However, Massachusetts Title 5 Septic Regulations say that septic tank pumping is
“typically necessary at least every three years, and recommended on an annual basis for a
3
system with a domestic garbage grinder” (emphasis added). If scum and sludge are not regularly
pumped out of the septic tank, they cause wastewater to flow more rapidly out of the tank, before
they have time to settle out. If the drainfield becomes too clogged with scum or sludge, it will
cause “breakouts” of sewage to the ground surface or “backups” into the house. Even when there
is no breakout or backup, however, a septic system is “failing” if all its components are not
operating properly so that wastewater that is only partially treated gets into the groundwater. This
type of failure is not easy to detect, but it can result in pollution of wells and nearby streams and
other water bodies.
3

310 CMR 15.351
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Frequency of System Failure Nationally
EPA in a 2003 publication said at least 20% of septic systems are malfunctioning to some degree,
4
even though homeowners are generally not aware of these malfunctions. One source estimated
5
in 1985 that across the country, as many as 40% may be malfunctioning.

Environmental and Economic Results of Septic Failure
Malfunctioning systems do not fully treat bacteria and nutrients, and that can lead to serious
6
public health, groundwater and surface water problems. The “National Water Quality Inventory:
1996 Report to Congress” found that septic systems were the second most frequently cited
7
groundwater contamination source by state agencies. The two most important pollutants from
inadequately treated septic sewage are first, excessive nutrients and, secondarily, bacteria. That
bacteria from sewage can lead to serious diseases is well known. Less apparent are the
consequences of excessive nutrients in surface water. Excessive nutrients reduce the amount of
oxygen in the water needed by fish and wildlife. Nutrients can also lead to uncontrolled growth of
nuisance aquatic plants and algae, especially in ponds, which is not only harmful to wildlife but
also limits human recreational use.
Economically, premature septic failure is very costly to homeowners since new septic systems
run in the tens of thousands of dollars. Premature failures also cause increased work for the Board
of Health and lead to political pressure to extend sewer lines. As noted above, this has serious
environmental as well as economic consequences for towns.

4
5
6
7

U.S. EPA Office of Research and Development, “Voluntary National Guidelines from Management of Onsite and
Clustered (Decentralized) Wastewater Treatment Systems,” EPA 832-B-03-001, March, 2003
Canter, Larry W. and Knox, Robert C., Ground Water Pollution Control, Lewis Publishers, Inc., 5/19/85
US EPA, “A Homeowners Guide to Septic Systems,” EPA-832-B-02-005
USEPA, EPA 841-R-97-008
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Regulatory
Framework
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Guidance
In 2003, the EPA issued its “Voluntary National Guidelines for Management of Onsite and
Clustered (Decentralized) Wastewater Treatment Systems” (cited in footnote 4 on the preceding
page). The Management Guidelines state:
The performance of onsite … wastewater treatment systems is a national issue of great
concern to … EPA…. Unfortunately, many of the systems in use are improperly
maintained and do not provide the level of treatment necessary to adequately protect
public health and surface and ground water quality. … Although implementation of the
Management Guidelines is voluntary, EPA strongly encourages considering them as a
template in strengthening existing management programs and implementing new ones.
EPA suggests five management models. The least stringent one, Model 1, entails issuance by the
regulatory authority of regular reminders to septic system owners when it is time to pump their
individual tanks. EPA recognizes that this Model entails a financial cost for the regulatory
authority to maintain a sophisticated data base capable of identifying individual pumping dates, as
well as drafting and sending the reminders to septic owners.
The other four models are generally applicable to situations that are rare in Walpole.
x

Model 2, which requires septic owners to have septic maintenance contracts, is
recommended “where sites are marginally suitable for conventional onsite systems due to
small lots, shallow soils or low-permeability soils.”

x

Model 3, which requires owners to obtain an operating permit, is suggested for “systems
treating high-strength wastes, large capacity systems, or systems in wellhead or source
water protection zones.”

x

Model 4, which requires a public or private entity to hold a single operating permit for all
septic systems and to provide professional operation and maintenance services, is
recommended for clustered septic systems or for sensitive areas like “sole source
aquifers, wellhead or source water protection zones, critical aquatic habitats or
outstanding value resource waters.”

x

Model 5, which establishes a professional entity to take over the ownership or
management of individual septic systems, is recommended for “areas of greatest
environmental sensitivity” and for clustered systems serving multiple private properties,
such as subdivisions.
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DEP’s Title 5 Regulatory Requirements, Authorizations, and Funding
Opportunities
The state septic regulations specify design and permitting standards for septic systems but charge
the local Boards of Health with doing the actual permitting for most residential systems. Septic
pumping is mandated under Title 5 “whenever the top of the sludge or solids layer is within 12
inches or less of the bottom of the outlet tee or the top of the scum layer is within two inches of
8
the bottom of the outlet tee.” Unfortunately, this requirement is very difficult to enforce since it
isn’t clear how the local Health Department or the Department of Environmental Protection
would know that such a situation existed.
Under Massachusetts Title 5 Septic Regulations, a homeowner is required to have his or her
system inspected in only three circumstances: upon sale of a residence, when there is a home
expansion that requires a local building or occupancy permit, and when the local Board of Health
9
or the state Department of Environmental Protection orders the owner to do so. Because Title 5
provides no guidance as to when such orders may be issued, they usually are issued only when
there is a total system failure resulting in breakout of raw sewage onto lawns or backup into
houses. Note that the Walpole Health Department also identifies total system failures when it
receives a failed septic report from a pumping company and when its records indicate excessive
(more than 4 times a year) pumping frequency.
Title 5 does allow local Boards of Health to “examine” septic systems “in order to assure
10
compliance with 310 CMR 15.000.” Again, however, Title 5 gives no guidance as to the
circumstances under which such an examination would be justified. For example, it is unclear
how much evidence a Health Department would need in order to justify entering private property
to “examine” a septic system for a violation. Furthermore, if a septic owner refused to allow
someone from the Health Department to enter his or her property, it would need to ask the Town
Counsel to request a court warrant to enter the premises.
Title 5 also states that if and when a company pumps a septic tank, “its condition shall be noted
on a system pumping form … and the results shall be submitted to the local Approving
11
Authority.” Unfortunately, most septic problems are not visible simply by looking into the tank
when pumping. Furthermore, there are serious questions about the accuracy of these reports
throughout Massachusetts. While a town could itself mandate more detailed reports from
pumpers, the Walpole Septic Maintenance Task Force learned that there were some practical
problems in doing so (discussed below).
Massachusetts has two programs which provide assistance to septic owners with failed systems.
First, the state gives a tax credit of up to $6,000 for the costs of a repair or replacement of failed
systems. See http://www.massdor.com/rul_reg/tir/tir_97_12.htm for details.
In addition, DEP’s Community Septic Management Program provides low cost loans,
administered through municipalities. Although Walpole participates in this Program and the
Health Department makes applications available to citizens, nobody from Walpole has requested
such a loan in the last 2 or 3 years. This may be because interest rates on normal loans from
commercial lending institutions were at record lows during this period.
8
9
10
11

310 CMR 351
310 CMR 15.301
310 CMR 15.023
310 CMR 15.351
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The Neponset Bacteria TMDL
State-issued “Total Maximum Daily Loads” (TMDL) establish limits on how much of a given
pollutant may be discharged into a waterway that is in “nonattainment” of state Surface Water
Quality Standards. DEP’s “Total Maximum Daily Loads of Bacteria for Neponset River
Basin”12 mandates that Neponset Valley town governments play the following role in reducing
bacteria related to septic systems:
Failing septic systems will be addressed through the local Boards of Health, which are
responsible for implementing the Commonwealth Title 5 sub-surface sewage disposal
regulations. Where failing septic systems are known to contribute to water quality
standards violations, prompt actions must be taken to eliminate the source…(P)roper
septic system maintenance followed by regular inspections should be the first step
towards correcting poorly performing systems. [Emphasis added]

Walpole Board of Health Rules
Under Title 5, cities and towns have broad powers to strengthen Title 5 requirements by adopting
local bylaws and regulations. A DEP staff person told us, “Title 5 was never designed to be the
absolute code to protect everyone’s water. There was always an understanding that communities
would write their own local regulations if necessary.” Walpole Town Bylaws, however, do not
strengthen the authority that the Board of Health has over septic system maintenance beyond
what Title 5 gives it.
In Walpole, Board of Health Regulations contain rules and procedures for Title 5 inspections,
plan approval and construction of on-site septic systems and system repairs. However, the Board
of Health has no other authority under current bylaws to inspect or order septic tank pumping or
repair except in the following circumstances: where there is visible (or “smell-able”) evidence of
a public health emergency such as from a “breakout” of sewage onto a lawn; where the Health
Department receives a failed septic report from a pumping company; or when its records indicate
excessive (more than 4 times a year) pumping frequency. Thus septic maintenance in Walpole is
normally strictly voluntary.

Walpole Water Rates and Environmental Protection
According to the Walpole Town web site, water rates are set “to fully support the Water
Department without any subsidy from the property tax.” While not a requirement, water rates
may cover the costs of source water protection as well as treatment. Proper septic maintenance is
one effective way of protecting source water. This was important to the Task Force because, as
discussed below, it considered the option of imposing a groundwater protection free on water
bills in order to create an incentive for septic pumping as well as to help finance educational and
outreach efforts towards septic owners.

12

Final Total Maximum Daily Loads of Bacteria for Neponset River Basin,” DEP, DWM TMIDL Report MA73-Ol-2002 CN
121.0, May 31, 2002
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Septic Systems
In Walpole
The following information is not meant to indicate that Walpole’s septic issues are necessarily
different from or more severe than those of other Massachusetts communities using septic. Such
comparative information simply does not exist. It should be noted, however, that many other
municipalities in the state get their drinking water from MWRA rather than from their own
groundwater as Walpole does. Thus Walpole’s potential for septic-related pollution of drinking
water is greater than in those communities.

Walpole Septic System Statistics
In the Town of Walpole, about a third of the households (about 2,500) use septic systems. Based
on Health Department figures, no more than 1,000 Walpole septic households (40% of the total)
pumped their septic tanks even once from 2002 through 2004, even though Title 5 regulations say
tanks should be pumped at least once every 3 years. While it is impossible to say how many
septic systems fail in Walpole due to lack of regular pumping, there is an average of 50 known
failures a year (based on the number of permits issued for new systems at preexisting homes
during the last four years). There are undoubtedly many more septic systems in Walpole that are
failing even though the Health Department doesn’t know it. As noted above, estimates of failing
systems nationally range from 20% to 40%.
It costs only around $260 to pump an average, 1,000 gallon septic tank in Walpole (or $87 per
year if a tank is pumped every three years). New septic systems in Walpole generally cost from
$15,000 to $25,000 and can be in excess of $45,000, according to local septic companies. Thus
failure to pump regularly is clearly not in a septic owners’ economic self-interest. See chart on
next page for examples of possible savings from proper septic maintenance.
Unnecessarily high septic failure rates also cause increased work for the Health Department and
lead to political pressure on the Water and Sewer Commission to extend sewer lines. If a
homeowner requests the Water and Sewer Division to extend a sewer line to his or her house, the
homeowner must pay 100% of the cost; if the Town decides to expand the sewers to a
neighborhood now served by septic systems, however, the Town would have to pay for it. In
either case, tying in to the sewer system and paying sewer bills is far costlier in the long term than
installing and properly maintaining a septic system.
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… and This
Many Years
with PROPER
Maintenance

20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40

10
18.3
20.2
22.1
24.0
25.9
27.8
29.7
31.7
33.6
35.5
37.4
39.3
41.2
43.1
45.0
47.0
48.9
50.8
52.7
54.6
56.5

11
14.6
16.4
18.1
19.8
21.5
23.3
25.0
26.7
28.5
30.2
31.9
33.7
35.4
37.1
38.9
40.6
42.3
44.1
45.8
47.5
49.2

12
11.6
13.2
14.8
16.3
17.9
19.5
21.1
22.7
24.2
25.8
27.4
29.0
30.5
32.1
33.7
35.3
36.9
38.4
40.0
41.6
43.2

13
9.0
10.5
11.9
13.4
14.8
16.3
17.7
19.2
20.6
22.1
23.5
25.0
26.4
27.9
29.3
30.8
32.3
33.7
35.2
36.6
38.1

14
6.8
8.2
9.5
10.9
12.2
13.5
14.9
16.2
17.6
18.9
20.2
21.6
22.9
24.3
25.6
27.0
28.3
29.6
31.0
32.3
33.7

15
4.9
6.2
7.4
8.7
9.9
11.2
12.4
13.7
14.9
16.1
17.4
18.6
19.9
21.1
22.4
23.6
24.9
26.1
27.4
28.6
29.9

16
3.3
4.4
5.6
6.7
7.9
9.1
10.2
11.4
12.6
13.7
14.9
16.1
17.2
18.4
19.5
20.7
21.9
23.0
24.2
25.4
26.5

17
1.8
2.9
4.0
5.1
6.1
7.2
8.3
9.4
10.5
11.6
12.7
13.8
14.9
16.0
17.0
18.1
19.2
20.3
21.4
22.5
23.6

18
0.5
1.5
2.5
3.6
4.6
5.6
6.6
7.7
8.7
9.7
10.7
11.7
12.8
13.8
14.8
15.8
16.9
17.9
18.9
19.9
21.0

19
-0.7
0.3
1.2
2.2
3.2
4.1
5.1
6.1
7.0
8.0
9.0
9.9
10.9
11.9
12.8
13.8
14.8
15.7
16.7
17.7
18.6

If My System Lasts This Many Years with NO Maintenance…

-0.8
0.1
1.0
1.9
2.8
3.7
4.7
5.6
6.5
7.4
8.3
9.2
10.1
11.0
12.0
12.9
13.8
14.7
15.6
16.5

20

Example: if one assumes a system lasts 12 years without maintenance (see "12" in top row) and 30 years
with maintenance (see "30" in leftmost column), the lifetime savings resulting from proper maintenance
would be $27,400 (see bold value of 27.4 in the cell where column 12 and row 30 intersect)

Values are thousands of dollars saved over the life of a system. Analysis assumes cost of system
replacement is $20,000 and cost of pumping is $260 every three years.

Potential Savings Due to Proper Septic System Maintenance

Water Pollution that May Be Attributable to Septic Failure in Walpole
See Appendix A for a full report on recent water quality monitoring results for Walpole.
Non-attainment of Fecal Coliform Standards
MA DEP’s “2002 Total Maximum Daily Loads of Bacteria for the Neponset River Basin” (the
so-called TMDL Report), contains in Table 8 the “Summary of Fecal Coliform Contamination in
the Neponset River Watershed” for the “Upper Neponset River” [which includes Walpole].
“Storm water runoff and failing septic systems” are listed on this table as the sole “known or
suspected causes” of this contamination.
13

MA DEP’s proposed “Massachusetts Year 2004 Integrated List of Waters” (the so-called
303(d) list of impaired waters) states that the following water bodies in Walpole are in “nonattainment” of state surface water quality standards for fecal coliform: the Neponset River,
School Meadow Brook (from Ganawatte Farm Pond to its confluence with the Neponset River),
Mine Brook (from the Jewell Pond outlet in Medfield to the inlet of Turners Pond in Walpole),
and Traphole Brook (for the entire length that it runs through Walpole). Of particular concern is
the bacteria problem in School Meadow Brook, because much of Walpole’s drinking water is
drawn from this subwatershed.
Finally, the June, 2005 “Boston Harbor Watersheds Water Quality and Hydrologic
14
Investigations,” which includes sampling done by NepRWA, confirm these findings (except for
Mine Brook in Walpole, which was not sampled). The chapter on the Neponset Upper Main Stem
states:
By the time one passes downstream … through the upper portion of this watershed to
(where the Neponset River goes beneath South St. in Walpole, between Washington and
Oak Streets), noticeable bacteria problems develop with FC (fecal coliform) counts as
15
high as 3,600 cfu/100 ml. … (T)here are likely to be … septic bacteria sources in this
reach. Bacteria conditions improve through the middle portion of the watershed with
generally low bacteria counts during both dry and wet weather [at the H&V Dam near
the Walpole/Norwood line].
This chapter also notes that on School Meadow Brook at Washington St. (where monitoring
occurred between 1999 and 2002), almost 30% of the samples violated the state fecal coliform
standard during dry weather and 60% during wet weather. Occasional violations were also found
on Spring Brook.

13

14

15

“Massachusetts Year 2004 Integrated List of Waters, proposed listing of the condition of Massachusetts’ waters
pursuant to Sections 303(d) and 303(b) of the Clean Water Act,” CN:175.0, prepared by the MA DEP Division of
Watershed Management, April, 2004. Note that the 2004 DEP proposed listing does not differ for the Town of Walpole
from the final 2002 listing.
“Boston Harbor Watersheds Water Quality and Hydrologic Investigations: Fore, Mystic, Neponset and Weir Rivers,”
Project No. 2002-02/MWI, prepared by Ian Cooke (NepRWA) et. al. for the MA DEP Bureau of Resource Protection,
6/30/05
Included in this chapter is a chart showing a total of sixteen samples taken between May of 1999 and November of
2002. Of these, two (or 12.5% of the total) exceeded the state water quality standard for fecal coliform, which requires
that not more than 10% of samples exceed 400 cfu/100 ml).
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Nonattainment of State Nutrient and Nutrient-Related Water Quality Standards
DEP’s proposed “Massachusetts Year 2004 Integrated List of Waters” lists the Neponset River
mainstem in Walpole, Mine Brook, and a number of Ponds (Cobbs, Ganawatte Farm, and
Memorial) as being in non-attainment of water quality standards for nutrients or nutrient-related
problems such as organic enrichment/low dissolved oxygen, algal blooms, excessive plant
growth, and domination of nuisance aquatic plant species. The June, 2005 “Boston Harbor
Watersheds Water Quality and Hydrologic Investigations” found high nutrient levels on
Traphole, Spring, and School Meadow Brooks, as well. The biggest problems with excessive
nutrients were found on the Neponset River mainstem and on Traphole Brook. 77% of the
samples on the former and 83% of the samples on the latter showed high levels of
orthophosphates, which is indicative of nutrient problems.

Under-Use of Walpole Town Septage Disposal Facility
Another septic-related problem afflicting Walpole is under-use of the Town’s septage disposal
facility by private septic pumping companies. Since nearly a third of septic pumping costs are
passed on for septage disposal, there is a lot of money involved. One important reason why the
Walpole facility is underused is that MWRA only allows septage pumped from Walpole septic
tanks to be disposed of at the Walpole disposal facility (although the Sewer & Water Commission
recently asked MWRA for permission to drop this requirement). It is difficult for most companies
to schedule pumping on any given day only for Walpole residents. In fact, some companies have
large holding tanks where individual trucks offload their septage from various towns each day.
The septage is only taken to permanent disposal facility after this holding tank is full.
In addition, Walpole until very recently charged more for septage disposal than many nearby
towns. To attract more business, this charge was recently reduced by 65%, even though this is
below cost for Walpole. Even now, however, the facility is not heavily used. Because so few
companies are using the facility, the Sewer & Water Division has had to cut its staffing and limit
its hours of operation, which only makes it more impractical for pumping companies to take their
septage there. The annual operating cost of the facility is currently a little over $30,000 per year,
41% of which is passed on to the MWRA in sewer costs.
Thus in considering the various septic management options discussed below, the Walpole Task
Force considered how some options might be structured to increase usage of the disposal facility.

Current Efforts to Increase Regular Septic Maintenance in Walpole
Since 1996, the Walpole Health Department, with assistance from the Water & Sewer Division,
has implemented a number of septic maintenance outreach activities including database
development, town assistance in financing septic replacements (i.e., loans), educational mailings,
cable shows, and material distributed at Household Hazardous Waste Collection Days. The
Health Department uses its database to track septic tank pumping and repairs and replacements at
individual homes. As discussed below, however, the Health Department computer program does
not appear to be adequate to the task. The Health Department also reviews and permits septic
repairs and new septic systems. If a public health hazard is discovered, it is the Health
Department that looks into the problem, orders appropriate remedial action, and issues permits for
the implementation of such action.
In 2004 NepRWA and Walpole began a door-to-door septic maintenance education campaign and
undertook other outreach efforts financed by the same DEP grant that funds the examination of
Page 14, Septic Systems In Walpole

septic maintenance management which is the subject of this report. The door-to-door canvass
reached 600 septic households, with 494 of them pledging to pump their tanks every two to three
years. Literature, as well as “reminder” kitchen magnets, were designed and distributed during the
canvass. Follow up postcards and phone calls were made to “pledgers” and a mailing was sent to
all septic owners. Work on this effort is ongoing at the date of publication of this Report. See
Appendix B for samples s of brochures, magnets and “pledges” used for outreach.
It was assumed that outreach efforts could easily be evaluated to determine if they resulted in an
increased frequency of septic pumping. Unfortunately, the Walpole Health Department computer
system did not until very recently contain complete pumping records, nor does it allow us to
easily track individual septic households or get reports on them.

Septic Systems In Walpole, Page 15
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Summary of Septic
Management
Elements &
Alternatives
Case Studies from Other Jurisdictions
Refer to Appendix C for a full discussion of the case studies discussed below.
Research identified a number of governmental septic management programs throughout the
United States and Canada. Most of these are mandatory programs requiring septic owners to have
their tanks pumped and/or inspected. All are financed by user fees, with some extending to sewer
users as well as septic owners. In addition, several studies and reports have identified
management options. All these programs fall within 5 categories:
Septic Education, Including Pumping Reminders
The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) recommends this as the minimal level
of septic management that Boards of Health. (See “Regulatory Framework,” above, for a
description of EPA’s Guidance.) Such programs are being implemented in Fairfax County, VA
and Waupaca, WI.
Mandatory Inspections
In Cuyahoga, Ohio, all residents, even those who don’t have a septic system, pay a $30 fee which
funds water quality monitoring as well a septic system inspection program. In Santa Cruz County,
California, a septic system inspection program is funded by annual service charges to property
owners and by fees for a permit to discharge. And in Orange County, NC, the county inspects
systems with flows greater than 3,000 gallons per day.
Mandatory Pumping
Pumping is mandatory in Wisconsin, although the state leaves follow-up to local authorities. In
Cranberry Lake, NJ, residents are issued an operating permit for their septic systems and must
renew the permit every three years by submitting proof that the tank was pumped by a licensed
service provider or submit a waiver from the Board of Health.
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Combination Of Mandatory Pumping and Inspections
Gloucester, MA’s Septic Bylaw requires all septic owners to have their septic tanks pumped
every 3½ years by a private pumper of their choice. The pumper is required to make a more
detailed inspection of visible system components than is required by state law, and must report
the results to the City. Gloucester tracks the pumping of each septic system and sends reminders
to, and in some cases threatens to impose fines on, people who fail to pump at the required time.
The costs of the Gloucester program are paid from general revenues, because it is felt that all
residents benefit from the protection provided to its drinking water supply. There has been a 98%
compliance rate so far! Because many more malfunctioning systems were identified, the
Gloucester BOH had to permit more major repairs and replacement systems, causing them to hire
2 new sanitarians and a ½ time clerk to do the work. Low interest loans are available to finance
major repairs and system replacements.
Gloucester began its program under a consent decree with DEP and EPA due to major sewer,
sewage treatment, and septic problems causing serious harbor pollution, closing of shellfish beds,
and polluting drinking water. These problems were well known and appreciated by the public,
since fishing, shellfishing and tourism are major industries there. Gloucester also has very poor
soils for septic systems and small lots, so proper maintenance is particularly important.
See Appendix D for a copy of Gloucester’s Septic Brochure and System Function Check
Reporting Form.
Full Septic Utility
Cohasset, MA has a voluntary, septic pumping, inspection and repair/replacement program (that
is, the town septic utility will help pay for a new septic system if it is needed by a participant).
Only systems passing a full Title 5 inspection are eligible to join. However, in its five years of
existence, nobody has joined the program. Cohasset officials believe that this is because of the
limited eligibility (people who just passed Title 5 inspections generally don’t expect to need
major repairs or replacement any time soon) and also because homeowners are reluctant to grant
a permanent easement to the Town to enter their properties (which is another requirement to join
the program). See Appendix E for a copy of Cohasset’s System Function Check Form and
Management Agreement.

Task Force Analysis of the Four Elements of Septic Management
The Walpole Task Force identified four major “elements” that could be included in a septic
maintenance program. These are:
x

Increased public outreach, including septic education as well as tracking individuals’
septic pumping and sending them reminders when they are due to pump again;

x

Increased and/or improved septic inspections (voluntary or mandatory);

x

Provision of incentives to pump or rules requiring pumping; and/or

x

Creation of a government-run septic system repair and replacement program, financed by
fees charged to septic owners.

The Task Force then identified various “alternatives” for implementing each of the elements, and
discussed their “pro’s and con’s,” estimated implementation costs, and identified possible funding
mechanisms. Each element was considered by the Task Force separately and (through an analysis
of a full septic utility) as a package. The table on the following page briefly lists the alternatives
considered by the Task Force for implementing each program element.
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Summary of Implementation Alternatives

Element 1: Increase Public Outreach
A. Repeat NepRWA-managed door-to-door canvass & follow-up
B. Targeted mailings reminding septic owners to pump, based on actual pumping
records as tracked by the BOH
C. Non-targeted mailing (e.g., brochures in water bills)
D. None of the above
Element 2: More Frequent or Comprehensive Inspections
A. Require more accurate reports from pumping companies if and when they pump
B. Require Gloucester-type enhanced inspections if and when a tank is pumped
C. Make inspections mandatory (either a Gloucester-type or a more comprehensive Title
5- type inspection)
D. None of the above
Element 3: Ensure or Create Incentives for Pumping
A. Bylaw requiring homeowners to hire a private company to pump
B. Town pumping contract with lowest bidder or Town does pumping
C. Provision of financial incentives to pump, such as vouchers to help pay pumping
costs and water bill surcharges that are refundable if a tank is pumped in a timely
fashion
D. None of the above
Element 4: Septic System Repair and Replacement
Possible Benefit Structures
A. Payment of a set percentage of septic replacement cost
B. Establishment of a maximum payment
C. Creation of a deductible
D. Benefits based on life expectancy or replacement cost
Possible Fee Structures
A. Same for everyone
B. Based on life expectancy of septic system
C. Based on replacement cost of each septic system
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Recommendations
Recommendation #1: Targeted Public Education and Outreach
The Walpole Septic Management Task Force believes that the Walpole Health Department’s
public education and outreach program needs to be targeted to the behavior of individual septic
owners, placing particular emphasis on those owners who are failing to regularly maintain their
septic systems. This program should include all of the following measures:
x

Continue to carefully track septic pumping and inspection data for individual households.

x

Send regular reminder letters if and when owners have failed to pump or check their
septic tanks in the previous three years, with additional follow up reminders as needed.
The letters would remind septic owners that they are overdue for a pumping, encourage
them to pump as soon as possible, and expound on the economic and environmental
benefits of regular pumping. Initially these mailings would have to go to all septic owners
since the Health Department doesn’t have the capability at the current time to identify all
those who haven’t pumped in the last three years.

x

Continue and expand upon current efforts by Health Department staff to educate septic
owners, homebuilders, and others during permitting activities (e.g., at perc tests) or in
response to general inquiries. Additional actions include the development of a package of
informational materials to be printed and posted on the website.

x

Periodically mail informational materials to new owners of homes serviced by septic
systems.

Finally, the Task Force member from the Walpole Water & Sewer Division stated that the
Division could include a septic system educational message as part of their regular water bill for
virtually no additional cost. Although the Task Force doesn’t believe such mailings have a very
high success rate, it recommends that it be done because of the negligible costs involved.
The current Health Department budget does not provide sufficient resources to carry out the
above outreach program. Additional resources are needed for:
x

a significant software upgrade for the Health Department’s septic system database so it
can quickly and easily identify those who fail to pump or check their tank in the previous
three years (and those who fail to pump within 6 months of receiving their first reminder
letter) and automatically produce the appropriate, individualized reminder letter. The
computer program upgrade should also allow the Health Department’s computer to
communicate with that of the Water & Sewer Division, for reasons discussed below;

x

additional clerical staff or consultant to enter data a manage production of mailings;

x

mailing costs.
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Total costs of implementing this recommendation would be approximately $38,000 in the first
year ($15,400 for computer improvements, $11,000 for drafting and designing materials, and the
$12,000 annual operational cost) and $12,000 per year thereafter. See “Funding Mechanisms for
Recommendations # 1 and #2,” below, on how these costs could be financed.

Recommendation #2: Create Financial Incentives to Encourage Pumping
The Walpole Water and Sewer Commission should consider creating financial incentives to
encourage regular maintenance of all septic systems in Walpole. The Water and Sewer
Commission already has the authority it needs raise water rates to fund the incentives because
better septic maintenance protects Walpole’s water supply. This is a distinct advantage over the
other alternatives analyzed by the Task Force that would require passage of new bylaws at Town
Meeting. Potential methods to create financial incentives include, but are not limited to:
1. Adding a groundwater protection fee to the water bills of septic system owners who do not
regularly maintain their systems and thus pose the greatest risk of groundwater contamination.
The fee would be waived if their system had been pumped or checked within three years of the
due date of their quarterly water bill. Pumping would be required in order to get the waiver unless
a licensed pumper had checked the septic tank and reported that it did not need pumping at that
time. Pumping dates of individual households could either be tracked by the Health Department
(if it had computer capability to do so, as proposed in recommendation #1, above) or by requiring
the homeowner to provide a pumping receipt.
If the groundwater protection fee were set at $22 per quarter, it would actually be as costeffective for most septic owners to pump as to not pump their tanks. That is, the homeowner
could choose to pump every three years ($260 average in 2006) and not pay the fee, or they could
choose not to pump and pay the fee ($264 for three years worth of $22 quarterly fees). A smaller
fee might still provide a positive, though less dramatic incentive. Overall water rates for septic
system owners could, if desired, be adjusted so that the new fee would have no net impact on the
Water and Sewer Division’s revenues.
This approach would be self financing; however, efficient administration of such a program
would require implementation of the Health Department software upgrades proposed in
Recommendation # 1, above, which would cost around $15,400 plus some additional software
enhancements to the Water and Sewer Division system to allow Health Department pumping data
to be easily imported. The estimated cost of additional Water and Sewer Division software
upgrades is around $5,000.
2. Providing free (or very low cost) septage disposal to Walpole septic system owners who use
the Walpole Disposal Facility. If free, this would represent a savings of $50 for a typical 1,000
gallon septic tank. Private pumpers choosing the use the Town facility should pass this on to their
customers; this could be a mandatory requirement or could result from educating septic owners
about the savings that pumpers enjoy if they use the Town site. Although this option would
clearly cost the Sewer and Water Division some money, the Division takes in practically no fee
income now due the paucity of customers using the Facility. Capital costs for the Facility remain
constant no matter how few or how many septic haulers use it. So the Facility is costing the
Division a considerable amount now with practically no revenue coming in. Depending on the
degree to which the Walpole Disposal Facility received greater utilization if this option were
implemented, the Town might have to hire a full time operator at an approximate annual cost of
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up to $40,000 per year. This cost might however, be partially offset by increased revenues from
accepting out-of-town septage. See “Funding Mechanisms for recommendations # 1 and #2,”
below, on how remaining costs could be financed.
A number of issues—such the prohibition against accepting septage from non-Walpole homes,
and procedures for billing haulers for septage from out of town residents—would have to be
resolved in order to induce septic pumpers to begin using the Walpole Disposal Facility.

Funding Mechanisms for Recommendations #1 and #2
The Sewer & Water Commission should consider adding a small “groundwater protection fee” to
water and/or sewer bills to fund these recommendations. Possible ways to structure such a fee
include, but are not limited to:
A. Create a groundwater protection fee on water bills that applies only to septic system owners
who don’t pump or check their systems regularly and thus pose the greatest risk of
groundwater contamination. A fee along the lines of that described in Recommendation #2A
could be structured either as a revenue neutral financial incentive to pump, or also as a means
to generate new revenues to fund implementation of Recommendations #1 and #2. Increased
revenues would derive from the percentage of system owners who elected to pay the fee
rather than pump or inspect their systems.
This approach marries the goals of revenue generation and creation of a financial incentive. It
also places the onus of funding the education program on those who are not maintaining their
systems. Successful implementation would need to incorporate a strong initial outreach
component. If just 40% of Walpole septic owners failed to pump in a timely manner
(compared to 60% now) and a $22 per quarter fee were charged to those failing to so pump,
$88,000 in new revenue would be raised in the first year the program was implemented,
providing more than adequate funding to implement the start-up and operational costs of
recommendations #1 and #2.
It is expected that revenues would decline sharply in years two through four and continue to
decline slowly thereafter. However if in the future just 10% of Walpole’s 2,500 septic owners
failed to pump as required and the surcharge were $22 per quarter, $22,000 would still be
raised annually.
There would obviously be some administrative costs in running such a program, though
personnel costs would be minimized if the Health Department were able to efficiently track
pumping and share the information electronically with the Water & Sewer Division, as
recommended.
While it might seem unlikely that anybody would not pump if their alternative is to pay an
extra water bill fee, as a practical matter this is not likely to be the case. In the private sector,
companies frequently offer consumer rebates even though there would be lower overhead
costs if they merely lowered product prices by an equivalent amount. But companies offer
rebates because they know that many people will forget to mail in their rebate vouchers, don’t
understand what they need to do in order to get the rebate, or just don’t bother to do so. A
similar dynamic is almost certain to occur with this waivable fee.
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B. Add a flat groundwater protection fee to the water bills of all 2,500 Walpole septic
owners. Such a fee would be relatively small per household and it would be easy to
predict the amount of revenue generated. In order to generate enough revenue to fund
recommendation #1, the fee would initially need to be set at around $4.35 per septic
household per quarter to cover start-up costs (including both Health Department and
Sewer & Water Division computer costs as well as materials development and
delivery). Alternatively, startup expenses could come from general revenues. After
the first year, a fee of just $1.20 per septic household per quarter would be sufficient
to fund Recommendation #1. The amount of revenue needed for Recommendation
#2, if any, would depend on which of the options recommended by the Task Force
the Water & Sewer Commission wished to implement.
Such a fee, however, might be difficult to justify because it applies to septic owners
who regularly pump their tanks but does not apply to sewer users. Both groups
benefit equally from the groundwater protection efforts that the fee finances, and
neither is likely to contribute significantly to groundwater contamination.
C. Add a flat groundwater protection fee to all 7,200 Walpole water and/or sewer bills.
Such a fee would be very small per household and all users of Walpole’s drinking
water supply will benefit from better protecting it from pollutants. In order to
generate enough revenue to fund recommendation #1 (including creation of a link
between Health Department and Sewer & Water Division computers), the first-year
fee would need to be set at $1.50 per household per quarter to cover start-up costs
(alternatively, start up expenses could come from general revenues). After the first
year, the fee would need to be less than 50 cents per household per quarter. The
amount of funding needed for Recommendation #2, if any, would depend on which
of the options recommended by the Task Force Water & Sewer Commission wished
to implement.
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Alternatives
Rejected by the
Task Force
Door-to-Door Canvassing
The Task Force rejected a repeat of door-to-door canvassing of septic owners and follow-up as
excessively costly and of questionable effectiveness.

More Frequent or Enhanced Inspections
The Task Force concluded that it was not politically feasible at this time to get septic owners to
accept increased or improved septic inspections. The very purpose of inspections is to identify
malfunctioning septic systems that must be repaired or replaced. The state had a great deal of
difficulty getting the public to grudgingly accept inspections at time of home sale, and it is very
unlikely that the citizens of Walpole would accept more frequent or more in-depth inspections
now. If tougher inspections were to take place only when a septic tank was pumped, this clearly
would create a disincentive for people to pump. The Task Force believes that even asking septic
pumpers to provide more detailed and/or accurate information on septic “condition” when they
file their pumping reports is unlikely to succeed. In addition to providing a disincentive for people
to pump, it would go against the self-interest of the pumpers themselves. As a septic company
representative on the Task Force said, if a single septic problem was reported to the Health
Department by a pumper and the Department required a repair or replacement, the whole
neighborhood would soon know about it and the pumper would likely lose all his/her customers
there.

Mandatory Pumping
The Task Force rejected the idea of proposing a new Bylaw that would either require
homeowners to hire a private company to pump (as is done in Gloucester), or have the Town
itself manage mandatory septic pumping. The Task Force felt that it would be difficult politically
to get Walpole septic owners to vote for mandatory pumping and that such a program was more
feasible politically in a city like Gloucester where severe septic-related problems are well known
to residents. Such a program for Walpole would probably require Town Meeting approval and
would be likely to engender strong opposition at this time.
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Comprehensive Septic Maintenance Utility
In a user-financed “septic maintenance utility,” the utility helps septic owners to pay for major
septic systems repairs and replacement. In order to minimize septic failures and thus control
costs, regular inspections and maintenance would necessarily have to be a part of the program.
However, this would likely be less objectionable to septic owners if their major repair and
replacement costs were subsidized.
See Appendix F, “Element 4” for a complete description of how a septic maintenance utility
might work and its advantages and disadvantages.
The Walpole Septic Maintenance Task Force does not recommend adoption of a repair or
replacement program or a septic maintenance utility by the Town of Walpole at this time. It has
not been implemented successfully in any other Massachusetts municipality, even ones with
much worse septic problems than Walpole’s. It would also represent a radical departure from the
current state policy of individual responsibility for privately owned septic systems. Because a
septic maintenance utility would require imposition of new fees (of a magnitude similar to current
sewer fees) on septic owners, the Task Force does not believe that it would be politically
acceptable to the citizens of Walpole at this time. If Walpole were to attempt to set up a septic
maintenance utility, a great deal of public education and input would be required.
The major problem with a septic utility identified by the Task Force is the fact that septic systems
in Walpole are of many different ages, some brand new and some 50 years old. Some owners
have pumped their tanks regularly for years, and some haven’t pumped them at all. Finally, the
cost of a new septic system varies widely depending on a number of factors, and thus some
people will need expensive systems and some relatively cheap ones when a new system is
required. This creates a serious initial equity problem: how to be fair to owners of newer, better
maintained, and less expensive septic systems. A variety of approaches could be used to address
these initial equity issues, but gaining widespread buy-in would be a challenge.
See Appendix F, “Element 4” for further discussion of the idea of a comprehensive septic utility.
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Appendix A
Water Quality Data
for Walpole
The following recent water quality testing data for streams in the Town of Walpole have been
extracted from the 2003 report entitled “Boston Harbor Water Quality and Hydrologic
Investigations,” Project No. 2002-02/MWI, prepared by Ian Cooke (NepRWA) et. al. for the MA
DEP Bureau of Resource Protection, 6/30/05.
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Upper Main Stem Subwatershed
Stream Reaches:
School Meadow Brook, Neponset Mainstem (10 mi,
outlet Crackrock Pond to Pleasant Street Bridge
(Norwood), Spring Brook
Towns:
Foxboro, Walpole, Norwood
Historic CWMN site locations:
SMB013, NER040, NER075, SPB016
Current CWMN site locations:
SMB001, NER002, NER040, NER075, SPB016
DEP Segment Number:
Middle portion of MA73-01, MA73-06
Cause of 303d listing:
pathogens, priority organics, metals, nutrients, siltation, organic enrichment/low DO, suspended
solids, noxious aquatic plants, and turbidity
Primary Problems:
low flows on School Meadow and Spring Brooks, nutrients and DO on Spring Brook, mild wet
weather fecal issues on Spring and School Meadow Brook
Background:
Much of Walpole’s drinking water is withdrawn from the School Meadow Brook subwatershed.
The sampling site on this brook was relocated because of sampler safety concerns. Spring Brook
has experienced mild wet weather fecal problems, eutrophic conditions and nuisance aquatic
vegetation. Walpole has initiated a variety of vegetation control projects. The lower end of the
Neponset mainstem in this reach receives significant pollutant loads from Hawes Brook.
Water Quality Discussion:
Mainstem
The mainstem stream segment in the subwatershed includes three sampling locations. This
subwatershed begins at station NER002 at North Street (also discussed under Neponset
Headwaters). Station NER040 at South Street in Walpole provides an indication of pollutant
sources in the upper portion of the subwatershed. NER075 at the H&V Dam near the
Walpole/Norwood Line describes the middle portion of this reach, and finally NER080 provides
information on the lowermost portion of the subwatershed.
This subwatershed starts out with low bacteria counts and high nutrient levels as represented at
NER002. By the time one passes downstream through the upper portion of this watershed to

(NER040), noticeable bacteria problems develop with FC counts as high as 3,600 cfu/100 ml. An
illicit septic to stormdrain connection has recently been identified in this upper reach entering the
secondary channel from Billings Street Near the dam, and should be remediated soon. However,
this source is well upstream of the sampling station and there are likely to be other septic bacteria
sources in this reach. Bacteria conditions improve through the middle portion of the watershed
with generally low bacteria counts during both dry and wet weather at NER075, particularly in
the more recent samples. Bacterial pollution increases as one moves to the end of the
subwatershed with 24% of samples violating at NER080, primarily during wet weather.
There are modest problems with nitrogen and serious problems with orthophosphate in the upper
reach with 13 of 18 orthophosphate samples violating. Nitrogen issues are more significant in the
middle reach and orthophosphate issues are similarly severe with 77% of orthophosphate
samples violating. Nutrient levels in the most downstream reach are similar to those in the
middle reach.
Physical parameters were generally acceptable throughout both the upper, middle and lower
sections of this reach with the upper reach almost meeting the stricter coldwater fishery
temperature criteria.
School Meadow Brook
School Meadow Brook is a major tributary in this subwatershed. There have been two sampling
stations on School Meadow Brook SMB013 at Washington Street, which is about halfway down
the length of the Brook, and SMB001 at the outlet of Gannawatte Farm Pond right at the
headwaters of the Brook. Note that sampling prior to 2002 was at SMB013 only and sampling
since that time has been at SMB001. SMB013 was discontinued due to dangerous access
conditions. There have been relatively few bacteria samples at SMB001, but those have been
consistently acceptable during wet weather. The bacteria results from SMB013 are much worse
with almost 30% violating during dry weather and 60% violating during wet weather. Nutrient
results for the upper station indicate occasional concerns with total nitrogen and concerns with
orthophosphate in one third of samples, with most of the orthophosphate problems observed
during dry weather. At the lower station only, orthophosphate was a concern but with almost
60% of samples registering a concern level and the majority of problems again occurring during
dry weather. For physical measurements at the upper station, pH was very high for 30% of
samples and there were a number of notations for problems with odor and turbidity. It is
important to note that the upper station is immediately downstream of a waterfall, and at least
one informal sample of DO taken upstream of the waterfall in Gannawatte Farm Pond was very
low when the sample at the regular station was acceptable. At the lower station, pH was
consistently acceptable and there was one violation each for DO, color and odor.
Spring Brook
Spring Brook is the other major tributary in this subwatershed and it is sampled at its extreme
downstream end at station SPB016. There have been a number of modest bacteria violations here
comprising roughly 20% of samples. Roughly 9% of samples showed exceedances for total
nitrogen, all during dry weather. Just over some 80% of samples exceeded the orthophosphate
criterion during dry weather while only 36% exceeded during dry weather. Samples for physical
parameters were all acceptable with the exception on a single high result for conductivity.

Recommended Actions:
Mainstem
x Additional follow up sampling for bacteria should be considered at the upper end of the reach
once repairs at the Funway on Route 1 are completed.
x Continuous temperature monitoring, dam assessments and riparian buffer assessments should
be conducted on this reach of the mainstem to determine whether it is possible to restore a
cold water fishery through this reach.
x Best management practices for stormwater management, sewer management and septic
management should be implemented in this reach to reduce nutrient loading in this reach.
School Meadow Brook
x If sampling is to continue at SMB001, DO samples should be taken above rather than below
the Gannawatte Farm Pond Dam.
x Gannawatte Farm Pond appears to be in a eutrophic condition. An assessment should be
made of what BMPs might be available to reduce nutrient loading to the pond.
x Continuous temperature monitoring, dam assessments and riparian buffer assessments should
be conducted to determine whether the upper reach of School Meadow Brook currently
meets criteria for cold water fishery and if not whether there is the potential to restore a cold
water fishery.
x Intensive follow up sampling for bacteria should be conducted in the middle and lower reach
of the brook to attempt to locate specific sources of bacteria loading.
x An attempt should be made to locate a safe sampling location in the middle or lower reach of
the brook to replace SMB001.
x Best management practices for stormwater management, sewer management and septic
management should be implemented in this reach to reduce nutrient loading in this reach.
x Upper School Meadow is very unusual in having violations for pH, additional pH sampling
should be conducted in the vicinity of Ganawatte Farm Pond and pH meter
calibration/operation procedures should be verified with the volunteer for this station.
Spring Brook
x Additional follow up sampling for bacteria and nutrients should be conducted on Spring
Brook to better identify potential sources of bacterial and nutrient loading, and to evaluate
the effectiveness of BMPs currently being installed by the Town of Walpole.
x Given the high nutrient loading and past identification of eutrophic ponds in this system by
DEP, additional follow up sampling for DO should be conducted at the seasons/locations that
represent worst case scenarios.
x Best management practices for stormwater management, sewer management and septic
management should be implemented in this reach to reduce nutrient loading in this reach.
Information sources:
303d list, DEP 1995, DEP 2000, DEP 2001, NepRWA 1998, NepRWA 1999, NepRWA 2001,
CDM 1997, NepRWA Field Reconnaissance, NepRWA 2003
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NER002, Neponset River @outlet of Crackrock Pond, Foxborough
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NER040, Neponset River @ South Street, Walpole
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NER075, Neponset River @ Hollingsworth & Vose Dam, Walpole
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NER080, Neposet River @ Pleasant Street Bridge, Norwood
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SMB001, School Meadow Brook @ Pine Street, Walpole
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SMB013, School Meadow Brook @ Washington Street, Walpole
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SPB016, Spring Brook @ Route 27, Walpole

Mill/Mine Subwatershed
Stream Reaches:
Mill/Mine Brook, Tubwreck Brook
Towns:
Medfield, Dover, Walpole
Historic CWMN site locations:
MIB037
Current CWMN site locations:
MIB030, MIB037, TUR001
DEP Segment Number:
MA73-09, MA73-08
Cause of 303d listing:
unknown causes, organic, enrichment, low DO
Primary Problems:
severe low flows, DO and temperature problems, very mild fecal issues, large water withdrawals
Issues:
proposed cold water fishery
Background:
The sampling location on Mine Brook at Elm Street has historically been clear of fecal
contamination in both wet and dry weather. This site has been relocated upstream to Nebo Street.
This new locations drains an area that is largely residential. NepRWA will focus on nutrient
concentrations along this reach, both identifying trends and exploring the causes of any elevated
concentrations.
Water Quality Discussion:
Both Station MIB030 and MIB 037 are in the middle of the Mill/Mine system, with MIB030
slightly more upstream. Station TUR001 is located at the downstream end of the subwatershed at
the outlet of Turner’s Pond. MIB030 has shown no problems with bacteria, while roughly 11%
of samples at MIB037 have shown modest exceedances presumably due to nonpoint sources.
The lower section of this watershed has not been monitored for bacteria.
The upper sampling location has shown problems with N+N and total nitrogen in 25% of
samples, always during dry weather. Orthophosphorous has been elevated in 50% of samples at
MIB030. There have been no N+N exceedances at MIB037, but 31% of samples have shown
exceedances with total nitrogen, evenly divided between dry and wet weather. 42% of samples at
MIB037 show exceedances for orthophosphates, with problems somewhat more prevalent during

dry weather. Nutrient samples are all within acceptable levels in the lower section of the
subwatershed.
For physical parameters only one sample for Mill/Mine Brook (all stations) slightly exceeds the
temperature criterion for cold water fishery. DO is more of a concern with 21% of samples
(across all stations) falling short of the cold water DO criteria and 14% falling short of the warm
water criteria. It is notable that both violations of the warm water DO criterion were well below
“typical” levels and occurred during wet weather in late September. All other physical
parameters were acceptable. In general, the Mill Mine Brook system is quite healthy relative to
the rest of the Neponset Watershed.
Recommended Actions:
x Continuous temperature monitoring should be conducted to verify whether Mill/Mine Brook
fully supports cold-water fishery temperature criteria as previously documented by DEP. If
not an evaluation should be made of measures needed to restore that use.
x Additional, perhaps continuous, DO monitoring should be conducted to better evaluate the
extent and causes of DO problems on this stream which has high aquatic habitat value. At a
minimum, the current DO sampling locations should be reevaluated to determine if they are
representative of worst case conditions.
x An assessment should be made of what BMPs could be used reduce NPS bacterial and
nutrient loading to this stream. This would be a high priority area for such an assessment
given that physical habitat quality is generally high and water quality problems are modest
enough that it may be practical to acheive full restoration.
x Establishment of a monitoring station at the downstream end of this system should be
considered, or at a minimum a follow up sampling event should be conducted for this system
to verify that the current monitoring station is representative of the system as a whole.
x An evaluation of Medfield’s, Walpole’s and Dover’s water supply activities should be
conducted at a subbasin level as part of WMA 5 year review to identify opportunities to
reduce hydrologic stress on this system.
Information sources:
303d list, DEP 1995, DEP 2000, DEP 2001, NepRWA 1998, NepRWA 1999, NepRWA 2001,
NepRWA Field Reconnaissance, NepRWA 2003
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MIB030, Mine Brook @ Nebo Street, Medfield
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MIB037, Mine Brook @ Elm Street, Medfield

Traphole Brook Subwatershed
Stream Reaches:
Traphole Brook
Towns:
Norwood, Walpole, Sharon
Historic CWMN site locations:
THB020
Current CWMN site locations:
THB033
DEP Segment Number:
MA73-17
Cause of 303d listing:
pathogens
Primary problems:
Sedimentation
Issues:
Undesignated cold water fishery
Background:
Traphole Brook has been known to DEP and DFWELE for eight or more years as a productive
coldwater fishery, but is still designated as a warm water fishery under the MA SWQS. In
addition the stream is now listed by NHESP as Living Waters core habitat as well. CWMN
monitoring shows little problem with bacteria in spite of 303d listing. Sedimentation in the lower
portion of the Brook has been severe, degrading fishery habitat. The brook has recently been
threatened by a variety of dredging proposals advanced in response to poor stormwater
management. The sampling site will be located downstream to capture conditions in the more
developed downstream portion of the Brook.
Water Quality Discussion:
Water quality for Traphole Brook has been monitored at two locations, THB020 located in the
middle of the subwatershed and more recently THB033 located near the downstream, more
developed, end of the watershed. At the middle station 23% of samples violated bacteria
standards with generally modest counts and most violations occurring during wet weather. There
is only a limited data set for the more downstream location where 33% of bacteria samples have
violated standards so far, again by modest counts during wet weather. At the middle station, 28%
and 83% of samples exceeded criteria for total nitrogen and orthophosphate respectively. While
the data set is small, the downstream station appears to have more serious nutrient problems with

25%, 100% and 75% of N+N, total nitrogen and orthophosphate respectively exceeding criteria.
Physical parameters are fully supportive of cold-water criteria at both stations, except that 50%
of conductivity samples exceeded criteria for that parameter.
Recommended Actions:
x DEP should immediately designate this stream as a cold-water fishery under the Mass.
Surface Water Quality Standards.
x A shoreline survey and septic system survey should be conducted and a recommended suite
of BMPs to address bacterial, nutrient and sediment pollution developed. Given the high
habitat quality and limited degradation in this system, Traphole Brook should be the first
priority for BMP development and implementation.
x The potential for removing the dam at the Mill Pond in Norwood should be evaluated, as this
is the only dam in the system, it provides no public benefits and its removal would improve
habitat connectivity.
x An assessment of undeveloped and unprotected land should be made for the Traphole Brook
Subwatershed and the subwatershed should be targeted for land acquisition efforts.
Information sources:
303d list, DEP 1995, DEP 2000, DEP 2001, NepRWA 1998, NepRWA 1999, NepRWA 2001,
NepRWA Field Reconnaissance, NepRWA 2003
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THB033, Traphole Brook @ Sumner Street, Norwood
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Appendix C
Case Studies of
Existing Septic
Programs
Septic Education, Including Pumping Reminders
U.S EPA
EPA recommends as a minimal level of septic management that Boards of Health raise
homeowners’ awareness of system maintenance needs, inventory all septic systems and their
pumping records, and inform system owners of maintenance needs through timely reminders.
Northeast Iowa

A strong educational effort was undertaken. County meetings were held in the evening in
ten locations during summer and early fall to educate homeowners on operation, care,
and maintenance of on-site septic systems. State sanitarians, as well as septic tank
installers and pumpers were present at each meeting to help answer questions. A total of
116 people attended the initial meeting for homeowners with less than 10 acres, and
meetings near bigger towns drew more people. Evaluations were filled out by participants
and revealed that the majority of people who attended the education meetings would
recommend the program to others. Answers to an evaluation question “what do you plan
to do as a result of attending this meeting” included:
x

Talk to others about septic system failures

x

Check for leach field failure

x

Care for my septic system better

x

Check my septic system (frequent response)
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Fairfax, VA
The Fairfax County Health Department sends out letters to residents with septic systems
reminding them to pump out every 5 years.
Waupaca, WI
The county sanitation department is responsible for maintaining septic pumping records and
notifying owners of when they’re due to pump. A $2 per year fee is charged. Note that pumping
is mandatory in Wisconsin.

Mandatory Inspections
Cuyahoga, Ohio
In Cuyahoga, Ohio, all residents, even those who don’t have a septic system, pay a $30 fee which
funds water quality monitoring as well a septic system inspection program. Everyone in the
county is considered a shareholder in a program that protects water quality for the good of all.
Santa Cruz County, California
In Santa Cruz County, California, a septic system inspection program is funded by annual service
charges to property owners for wastewater management (the charge increases for those who have
alternative or high-maintenance systems), and by fees for a permit to discharge. An additional
$18.54 is charged to all properties in the San Lorenzo River watershed to pay for the increased
management needed to protect the river.
Orange County (Including Chapel Hill), NC
In Orange County (Including Chapel Hill), NC. The County Inspects Systems With Flows
Greater Than 3,000 gallons per day.

Mandatory Pumping
Wisconsin
Pumping is mandatory in Wisconsin, although the state leaves followup to local authorities (see discussion of Waupaca, WI under # 1, above).
Cranberry Lake, NJ
Residents are issued an operating permit for their septic systems and must renew the permit every
three years by submitting proof that the tank was pumped by a licensed service provider or submit
a waiver from the Board of Health. The fee for the 3-year operating permit is $15.

Combination of Mandatory Pumping and Inspections
Gloucester, MA Septic Bylaw.
The City’s 3,500 septic owners are required to have their septic system pumped every 3½ years
by a private pumper of their choice (pumping companies strongly opposed any effort by the city
itself to conduct or manage the pumping). The City tracks the pumping of each septic system and
sends reminders to, and in some cases threatens to impose fines on, people who fail to pump at
the required time. The costs of the Gloucester program are paid from general revenues, because it
Appendix C, Case Studies

is felt that all residents benefit from the protection provided to its drinking water supply. There
has been a 98% compliance rate so far! Low interest loans are available from the town to finance
major repairs and system replacements. The City loan fund was initially financed from the State
Wastewater Revolving Fund.
Gloucester’s program also includes a more detailed system inspection than the state requires
when a septic tank is pumped. The pumper must file a “functions check” that consists of
identifying the presence and integrity of system components that are visible in the tank, cleaning
effluent filters, and surface reconnaissance for breakouts, ponding or abnormal vegetation growth.
Gloucester does not, however, require that any portion of the system be dug up. If a pumper
reports a problem, an official from the Board of Health does a follow-up inspection that can result
in ordering homeowners to make repairs or even replace their septic systems. Because many more
malfunctioning systems were identified, the Gloucester BOH had to permit more major repairs
and replacement systems, causing them to hire 2 new sanitarians and a halftime clerk to do the
extra work.
Much tougher measures were applied in sections of Gloucester where groundwater models
indicated a direct relationship between failing septic systems and the pollution of shellfish beds.
The City itself inspected all such septic systems, where necessary digging them up to see if they
were functionally properly. If they were not, the City government would repair or replace the
system. At first this was paid for by the government, but once the cumulative costs got too high,
individual septic owners were made responsible, although the City offered them low interest
loans.
Gloucester began its program under a consent decree with DEP and EPA, even though there was
no specific requirement under the decree for mandatory pumping or inspections. However, there
were major sewer, sewage treatment plant, and septic problems leading to serious harbor
pollution, closing of shellfish beds, and pollution of drinking water. These problems were well
known and appreciated by the public, since fishing, shellfishing and tourism are major industries
there. Gloucester also has very poor soils for septic systems and many small lots, so proper
maintenance is even more important than in most municipalities. The city found that costs to
septic homeowners were much less that for those tying into the sewer system. See Appendix C
for a brochure on Gloucester’s program and a copy of its inspection form.
Pena Blanca, NM
After learning that 85% of existing septic systems required upgrades, repair, or replacement, the
Pena Blanca Water and Sanitation District was designated as the lead management agency.
Engineers studied the costs associated with centralized sewer systems versus bringing on-site
septic systems up to code. It was found that the sewers would cost $3.1 million, while on-site
septic only $1.2 million. A dozen meetings were held in the community to explain potential water
quality problems and the planning process used to identify and evaluate alternative solutions. In
the end, two issues attracted the largest public debate: how can we protect our drinking water for
our children, and how much will it raise our monthly utility bill? The District relies on the New
Mexico Environment Department to issue permits and monitor installations, while the district
provides bi-annual pumping services through an outside contractor for a monthly fee of $10.64
for a 1,000-gallon tank. Penalties for noncompliance are set at $300, and liens may be placed on
property for nonpayment of monthly pumping fees.
North Bay And East Ferris, Ontario
North Bay and East Ferris, Ontario have mandatory pumping and inspection by-laws. Septic
owners must obtain discharge permits. A private septic pumper issues a receipt which must be
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submitted with tax payment every 2 years. The owner must also submit to the municipalities as
proof of inspection a standard form filled out and signed by an inspector. This must be submitted
before a discharge permit can be renewed. The owner pays directly, thereby freeing the
municipality from collecting responsibilities. The cities track pumping data and send out
reminders of approaching permit expiration.
Matakana, Ontario
Matakana inspects private septic systems and if the inspection reveals a defect, the owner may be
served with a notice to rectify it at his or her expense. After such inspection and, if needed, repair,
the owner may take part in the triennial pumping done at the program’s expense (in any case,
triennial pumping is required). This is funded by a user fee.

Full Septic Utility
Cohasset, MA
Like Gloucester, Cohasset was under a court order to improve its sewer and sewage treatment
plant operations, and also to “address” septic pollution. Cohasset has a voluntary, septic pumping,
inspection and repair/replacement program. However, in its five years of existence, nobody has
joined the program. Only those passing a recent Title 5 inspection are eligible to join Cohasset’s
program.. Once in the program, a septic tank would be is pumped every three years and there
would be an annual inspection that is more detailed than Gloucester’s (which is described above),
but is still not a full Title 5 inspection (a copy of the Cohasset inspection form is included in
Appendix D). System repairs and replacement are included in the program, but if insufficient
funds were available, they would be prioritized according to the relative environmental sensitivity
of the area where the malfunctioning system were located. The entire program, including repair
and replacement costs, would be funded by “fees and other payments” to the BOH. The services
would be provided by the town or by companies contracted by the Town. Individuals could hire
another company of their choice to perform the services, but would have to cover any additional
costs.
Cohasset officials believe that nobody has joined the program because of the limited eligibility
(people who just passed Title 5 inspections generally don’t expect to need major repairs or
replacement any time soon) and also because homeowners are reluctant to grant a permanent
easement to the Town to enter their properties (which is a requirement to join the program).
The Cohasset Board of Health in 2004 drafted significant revisions to its septic bylaw, but the
Board of Selectmen has refused to approve it for consideration at Town Meeting. Under the new
draft, membership would still be voluntary but everyone would be eligible to join regardless of
the age or condition of his or her septic system. The Town would reimburse septic owners for
50% of the cost of major repairs and replacement systems (and 100% of any subsequent major
repair or replacement), with the remainder paid by the owner but financed by the Town. There
would be a six month period when anyone could join regardless of the age or condition of their
septic system; after that, it would cost $5,000 to $10,000. The Board of Health proposed to pay
for this with general revenues on the grounds that it would provide septic owners equity with
sewer users, who were only paying 50% of their true costs. However, in 2005, Cohasset decided
to discontinue use of general revenues for the sewer system.
Natural Resources Defense Council
A January 1998 report recommended septic system utilities as a method to managing individual
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septic systems in order to prevent pollution of ground and surface waters. According to NRDC,
septic utilities can be created by local governments, which can finance septic management by
collecting dedicated fees. “The advantages of a septic utility are that it can inspect septic systems
regularly, arrange for pump-outs on an appropriate schedule, arrange for repairs of failing
systems, collect fees from septic system owners to cover the cost of these service and establish
and enforce any other necessary septic system regulations.”
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Appendix D
Sample Materials
from Gloucester

Appendix E, Gloucester Examples

EXCERPTS FROM GLOUCESTER, MA ONSITE WASTEWATER
REGULATIONS
AUTHORITY AND PURPOSE
The Board of Health of the City of Gloucester, Massachusetts, acting under the
authority of the General Laws of the State of Massachusetts, Chapter 111,
section 31, has made and adopted the following regulations in the interest of and
for the preservation of the public health, in addition to all Laws of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts and City of Gloucester relating to Public
Health.
…
The Gloucester Board of Health adopted these regulations because the unique
conditions in Gloucester require a more stringent standard than found in Title 5
(310 CMR 15.000). These conditions include shallow depth to bedrock, rapidly
percolating soils, high ground water tables, extensive fresh water and salt water
wetlands, fractured bedrock, many old septic systems which fail inspection
criteria in Title 5, shellfish resources and private drinking water wells.
….
5. MAINTENANCE REQUIREMENTS
…
5.3 All septic systems shall have a Function Check performed at a minimum of
once every 3.5 years unless standards in Title 5 are more strict (such as for
shared septic systems). A Function Check shall be performed each time a septic
system is pumped. The Board of Health shall have the right to require pumping
or completion of a Function Check more often if necessary to protect public
health or the environment.
5.4 Function checks shall consist of: pumping of the unit if a cesspool; pumping
of the septic tank if sludge and scum levels exceed the levels in Title 5; an
inspection for the presence and soundness of sanitary tees, baffles or effluent
filters; determination of the sewage level in the tank or cesspool; determination of
the structural integrity of the tank or cesspool; and surface reconnaissance for
breakout or ponding.
5.5 Licensed septic haulers must utilize a Function Check form each time a
pumpout or Function Check is performed. Submission must be made within 30
days of commencement of pumping or Function Check unless the presence of
ponding or breakout is observed in which instance the form must be submitted
within 48 hours of commencement of work.

6. STANDARDS FOR CLEAN-UP OF EXISTING SEPTIC SYSTEMS
(CITY OF GLOUCESTER WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT PLAN)
6.1 Administration of the Wastewater Management Plan
6.1.1 In selected areas of the City, the Board of Health will work to actively seek
those on-site septic disposal systems that are failing to protect public health,
safety, and/or the environment and to have those systems upgraded. These
selected areas or "Priority Drainage Areas" (PDA's) include those drainage areas
known to be associated with septic system related water pollution (Appendix A).
It is the intent of the Board of Health to perform these investigations proactively
so as to remove pollution sources causing threats to public health, safety, and/or
the environment.
6.1.2 To ensure that the public is adequately informed about these regulations,
the Board of Health shall communicate with the public about its activities through
mailings, neighborhood meetings, and/or local media.
6.1.3 The provisions of these regulations shall not limit the authority of the Board
of Health or its agents to require inspection of on-site systems as it deems
necessary.
6.2 Inspections
6.2.1 In order to determine whether an on-site system located in a Priority
Drainage Area (PDA) is in compliance with the standards of these regulations, a
two-tiered, iterative process will be utilized. Inspections will first be required for
those on-site systems located within 50 feet or less from the edge of a wetland,
waterway, or storm drain. (This 50 foot area will hereafter be referred to as the
"Critical Buffer Zone" or CBZ. On-site systems located within the CBZ will
hereafter be referred to as "In the Critical Buffer Zone" or ICBZ.) If pollution in a
PDA is not abated to the standards listed in Section 6.2.1c, inspections will be
required for on-site systems located more than 50 feet from the edge of a
wetland, waterway, or storm drain (hereafter referred to as "Out of the Critical
Buffer Zone" or OCBZ.)
a) Cesspool ICBZ Automatic Upgrades: Properties served by a single cesspool
located ICBZ are required to upgrade.
b) ICBZ Inspections: On-site septic systems (other than single cesspools) located
ICBZ must be inspected according to the standards of Title 5 and local
regulations. ICBZ inspections require a deep hole test to determine the estimated
seasonal high groundwater (ESHGW).
c) Within each PDA, when all inspections and subsequent upgrades of ICBZ

septic systems have been completed, water samples will be regularly collected
from receiving water (see section 6.3). If sample data within a PDA indicates that
the septic-related pollution has not been abated to National Shellfish Sanitation
Program (NSSP) standards for conditionally approved or approved areas, then
OCBZ inspections (see Section 6.2.1d) will be required for those sub-watersheds
of the PDA that exhibit septic-related pollution.
d) OCBZ Inspections: If ICBZ septic system upgrades do not abate septic
system-related pollution in a PDA, (see standards in Section 6.2.1c) inspections
will be ordered for on-site systems located OCBZ within the sub-watershed of the
PDA that exhibits septic system-related pollution. OCBZ inspections will occur
according to the standards of Title 5.
6.2.2 Within a PDA, ICBZ inspection order letters will be sent at the same time as
ICBZ cesspool upgrade letters. Inspections will be due 60 days from the date of
the order letter. Cesspool upgrades will be due 2 years from the date of the order
letter. If the ICBZ inspection results in a "failed" septic system, upgrades will be
due two years and 60 days from the date the ICBZ inspection order letter was
sent. Any person may be granted up to 60 additional days to have an inspection
performed provided satisfactory information is provided to the Board of Health
documenting a particular hardship.
6.2.3 All septic systems in the City are subject to Title 5 inspections when a
Function Check shows a potential problem with an on-site system, even when a
valid inspection is on file. A valid inspection is explained in Title 5.
6.2.4 All septic systems in the City are subject to Title 5 inspections for the
purpose of title transfer, except if there is a valid inspection on file. A valid
inspection is explained in Title 5.
6.2.5 If a Title 5 inspection is occurring for the purpose of title transfer and the
system is located ICBZ of any PDA, a deep hole test to determine Estimated
Seasonal High Ground Water will be required before the system can "pass" the
Title 5 inspection.
6.2.6 Forty-eight hour verbal notice must be provided by the septic system
inspector to the Board of Health prior to the commencement of an official
inspection performed pursuant to 310 CMR 15.00 et. Seq. or these regulations
6.2.7 Within ten working days after the receipt of an Inspection Report, the Board
of Health shall review the inspection findings to determine whether compliance
with Title 5 or local regulations exists. A notice of satisfactory inspection or an
Order to Comply will then be issued unless additional site visits or information is
necessary.
6.3 Water Quality Monitoring

6.3.1 After all ICBZ upgrades within a PDA are completed, water quality
monitoring will occur biweekly over a 15 month period. If any sub-watersheds
within the PDA exhibit septic system-related pollution then OCBZ inspections will
occur for those sub-watersheds.
6.3.2 All subwatersheds that are not currently PDA's or sewered will be
monitored for water quality. (See Table 2 for a list of the areas potentially to be
monitored.) New PDA's will be created if water quality results indicate that
pollution of human origin exists. Water quality data will be collected biweekly for
a 12 month period. When a surface stream or storm drain included in this
monitoring program exceeds the National Shellfish Sanitation Program (NSSP)
standards described in section 6.3.4 and the pollution is determined to be of
human origin, the area drained by that stream or storm drain shall be included as
a new PDA. The creation of new PDA's shall be jointly determined by the Board
of Health and DEP. All newly created PDA's will undergo the iterative inspection
and upgrade process outlined in section 6.2.1 above.
6.3.3 The methodology for water quality sampling is as follows: Shoreline
surveys will be done first to determine precise discharge points for sampling
locations. Water samples will be tested for fecal coliform and optical brightener.
Visual observations such as flows, animal activity, algae, or other evidence of
nutrient loading will be made. The number of days since the last rain event and
the amount of rain in inches will be recorded.
6.3.4 The NSSP clean water shellfish standard is as follows: fecal coliform
median or geometric mean most probable number (MPN) of the water may not
exceed 14 per 100 ml and not more than 10 percent of the samples may exceed
a MPN of 43 per 100 ml for a 5-tube decimal dilution test.
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Sample Materials
from Cohasset
Sample materials from Cohasset are included because they are the only current Massachusetts
example of a comprehensive maintenance and replacement utility. However, the Cohasset
program has not worked well (at press time no one had enrolled in the program). The Cohasset
program has a number of features which combine to make the program unappealing to septic
owners, and the Cohasset example should not be regarded as a viable or recommended approach
to the implementation of a comprehensive septic maintenance and repair utility.
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Appendix F
Septic Task Force
Analysis of
Elements &
Alternatives
Element 1: Public Outreach
Public outreach and education can encompass everything from distribution of educational
material to efforts directly targeted at individual septic owners, educating, reminding and
encouraging them to pump their septic tanks at appropriate times. Non-targeted education and
outreach can be done face-to-face, on the telephone, by mail, or even on cable television.
Obviously, the more direct the human contact (e.g., through a door-to-door canvass), the more
effective – and the more expensive - it is likely to be. Even more expensive, but arguably much
more effective, are targeted education and outreach efforts. But it order to target such efforts to
the actual behavior of individual septic owners, one must have the information and computer
programs that are able to tell one when and how often each septic owner has pumped over a
significant time period.
Funding for enhanced public outreach program could come from:
x

General revenues,

x

Increased Health Department permitting fees, or

x

A groundwater protection fee added to the water bills of:
a. Septic owners who refuse to regularly pump their tanks;
b. All septic owners; or
c. All public water and sewer users.

Alternative 1A: Non-Targeted Outreach
The first alternative considered by the Task Force would provide the Walpole Health Department
and the Sewer & Water Division money to do non-targeted mailings of septic brochures with
water bills. Although this is the least expensive alternative (except of course for abandoning all
educational efforts), it is not likely to be read by many septic owners. This could be done
virtually cost-free if the information were printed on the water bill itself.
Alternative 1B: Canvassing
This alternative would repeat every three years the door-to-door canvass and related activities
funded by this grant (described above). The Task Force felt that having the opportunity to present
information to septic owners on a face-to-face basis was of value and allowed for more effective
follow-up if a homeowner still failed to pump in a timely fashion. On the other hand, such
canvassing is very expensive. NepRWA estimated that the cost of the DEP grant-funded canvass
and follow up to be $24,135: $10,500 for the canvass itself, $10,672 in staff time beyond the
canvassing, and $2963 for materials, postage etc. In addition, to do effective individual follow-up,
it is critical to have a good computer tracking system. The Walpole Health Department would
need a computer program, which though a one-time cost, would run about $15,400. These cost
could, however, be funded by increasing current Health Department permitting fees, by adding a
groundwater protection fee to the water bills of septic owners or all water users, or by use of
general revenues.
Alternative 1C: Targeted Direct Mail
Provide the Health Department with funding to do targeted twice a year mailings to septic
owners. Targeted mailings educate and give reminders to individual septic owners near the time
that each of them needs to pump. This is far less costly than a canvass (Alt. 1B, above). On the
other hand, there was some skepticism as to the effectiveness of such mailings without previous
human contact on this subject. And, as noted above, the Walpole Health Department data
management system is currently inadequate to track pumping, issue reports, or produce reminder
letters. The Task Force estimated a cost of $12,000 ($1.29 per septic owner) per year for 2
mailings and administrative costs plus the one-time cost of $15,400 for computer programming
upgrade and $11,000 for development of materials.
Alternative 1D: None of the Above
Obviously the cheapest alternative would to have no outreach element. This would be most
attractive if evidence demonstrated that none of the other alternatives resulting in sufficient
behavior changes in septic owners to justify their costs. Unfortunately, as with the other
alternatives, the Town of Walpole does not have adequate data on past behavior, nor the
computer programming capability to report and analyze data to determine if this is the case. With
adequate computer capabilities, it would be able to begin gathering and reporting on such things.
As noted above, such a computer programming update would entail a one-time cost of $15,000.

Element 2: More Frequent or Comprehensive Septic Inspection
In addressing this element, the Task Force looked at three types of inspection that are currently in
use in Massachusetts. In order of increasing stringency, they are:
x

Pumper Septic Tank Inspection
Title 5 requires that when a private company pumps a septic tank, the pumper to look
inside the septic tank to check levels of water, scum and sludge, and report its “general

condition” to the local Board of Health. If the pumper reports a significant problem, the
BOH may follow up with a more detailed inspection or an order to remedy the problem.
x

Gloucester-type Inspection
In Gloucester, pumpers are required to do an “enhanced” inspection, but is not a
comprehensive inspection and doesn’t involve digging up any portion of the system. The
inspection involves a “functions check” that consists of identifying the presence and
integrity of system components that are visible in the tank, examining effluent filters, and
surface reconnaissance for breakouts, ponding or abnormal vegetation growth. The
Health Department follows-up as needed. While this inspection is mandatory in
Gloucester, the Task Force considered only the level of information contained in the
Gloucester-type inspection, regardless of whether it were voluntary or mandatory.

x

Title 5 Inspection
This is the comprehensive septic system inspection that is required when a residence with
septic is sold or expanded. It costs around $500. It can also be ordered by a Health
Department if there is a visible septic failure.

These inspection implementation alternatives discussed below (2A – 2C) have the advantage of
accelerating the identification and repair or replacement of malfunctioning septic systems, which
could significantly increase the level of wastewater treatment and public health/environmental
protection. Inspections can also provide a long-term benefit to septic owners, since fear of failing
an inspection should cause many homeowners to better maintain their septic systems and thereby
increase the systems’ useful lives. However, these inspection alternatives, to a greater or lesser
degree, also all have the disadvantage of increasing homeowners’ risk of costly system repair or
replacement and thus could create political opposition or increased pressure for sewer expansions.
The advantages and disadvantages are greatest if the inspections are mandatory and/or if they
consist of more detailed inspections than are currently required when a tank is pumped. To the
extent that the inspections identify problems, there is also an additional cost to the BOH to do
follow-up inspections (and in some cases, to permit repairs or replacement systems). In
Gloucester, where pumpers inspect 1,000 systems per year, the Town has had to hire 2 new
sanitarians and a ½ time clerical employee to do follow-up inspections and permitting (note,
however, that pumping and inspections are mandatory in Gloucester).
The cost of inspections, and resulting repair or replacement costs, could be paid by:
x

Homeowners (possibly with some cost recovery from a full septic utility),

x

General revenues,

x

Increased Health Department permitting fees, or

x

A groundwater protection fee added to the water bills of:
d. Septic owners who refuse to regularly pump their tanks;
e. All septic owners; or
f.

All public water and sewer users.

Alternative 2A: Enhanced Pumper Inspections
Although septic pumpers are required by Title 5 to report to the Health Departments on the

“condition” of the septic tanks they pump, the accuracy of the reports is highly suspect and
difficult for the Health Departments to confirm. Under Alt. 2A, the Walpole Health Department
would make an increased effort to get pumpers to submit more accurate septic tank inspection
reports. Title 5 requires septic pumpers to be licensed annually by the towns where they operate,
so it was suggested that Walpole would theoretically have significant leverage in demanding
better inspection reports. This would require no change in current bylaws or regulations.
Obtaining more accurate reports would not place any additional cost on septic homeowners.
On the other hand, if pumpers are reporting more malfunctioning systems, this could be a
disincentive for septic owners to pump at all, assuming pumping itself is not mandatory.
Furthermore, more accurate and complete reporting runs against the self-interest of private
pumpers, who don’t want to lose their customers (or their customers’ neighbors) by reporting
problems to the Health Department that will be costly for the customer to remedy. Finally, it
would be very difficult for the Health Department to determine whether or not pumpers’ reports
were accurate, particularly since there are so few pumpers operating in Walpole whose reports
could be compared to see if a particular company appeared to be underreporting septic problems.
Alternative 2B: Gloucester-type Inspections
BOH requirement that a Gloucester-type inspection be performed when (and if) a septic tank is
pumped. This should not require a new bylaw, since inspection reports are required already and
there is no Title 5 requirement that limits what the Town can ask for (so long as the information
can be provided just from looking at the septic tank). This could result in a significant
improvement in the identification of failing systems. Like Alt. 2A, it is easily enforceable because
pumpers need to get municipal licenses. And the inspection should not require a significant cost if
it is done pursuant to pumping a tank. However Alt. 2B has the same disadvantages as those
described under Alt. 2A, directly above. Also, to the extent that the enhanced inspections lead to
identification by pumpers of malfunctioning septic systems, there can be a significant additional
cost to the Health Department for follow-up inspections and, if necessary, permits for repairs or
replacement systems. As noted above, Gloucester inspects 1,000 systems per year has had to hire
2 full-time and one ½-time employee to handle the work. About a third that many systems are
now pumped annually in Walpole, according to Health Department figures for 2002 – 2004.
Alt. 2C: Mandatory Inspections at Regular Intervals
Bylaw to require mandatory inspections every 2 to 3 years (could be a Title 5 inspection or a
Gloucester-type inspection; could be performed by a private company or town employee).
Mandatory inspections maximize identification (and subsequent repair/replacement) of failing
systems (especially Title 5 inspections). If inspections were mandatory, people would have a
much greater incentive to pump regularly in order to ensure their system passes. However,
political opposition is likely to be strong, especially if the inspection is done by the town
employees. Title 5 inspections cost around $500; Gloucester-type inspection costs would be much
less and would be negligible if the tank were pumped at the same time.
Alt. 2D: None of the Above
One major issue is whether any of the other alternatives would be viable unless combined with
some type of mandatory pumping and/or repair and replacement program. Without making
pumping mandatory, better inspections and inspection reports would only provide septic owners
with a disincentive to pump. And without some subsidization of septic repair/replacement costs,
political resistance to more or better inspections would be likely to be very great.

Element 3: Increasing The Rate of Regular Pumping
All three alternatives described below share certain advantages and disadvantages. All would
reduce the rate of septic failures and consequent environmental and public health problems. By
extending the lives of septic systems they would also lower long term costs for septic owners.
The process of enacting a pumping bylaw or instituting financial incentives for septic pumping
would educate voters about the environmental and financial benefits of septic maintenance. On
the other hand, the Town could clearly expect resistance from some of the septic owners who do
not now pump. The Town would also incur the costs of administering mandatory or
“incentivized” pumping, although these costs would vary depending on which of the alternatives
were implemented.
At a minimum, the Health Department would need an estimated $10,000 to $20,000 as a one-time
cost for a computer system capable of administering any of the alternatives discussed below.
Various sources could be used to pay for the pumping program: individual septic owners would,
in one manner or another, have to be responsible for pumping costs, but their current costs could
be decreased if the town negotiated substantially lower fees from pumping companies
(alternatively, the Town could allow pumpers to charge their customers the same as before but
make them pay a fee to the Health Department based on the savings achieved from economies of
scale). Other ways to fund the Town’s administrative costs would be from higher Health
Department permitting fees and/or general revenues.
Funding for pumping incentives could come from:
x

General revenues,

x

Increased Health Department permitting fees,

x

A groundwater protection fee added to the water bills of:
g. Septic owners who refuse to regularly pump their tanks;
h. All septic owners; or
i.

All public water and sewer users.

Alternative 3A: Mandatory Pumping by Individual Homeowners
Enactment of a Town Bylaw requiring septic owners to hire a private company to pump their
septic tank every 3 years (unless a pumper examined the tank and certified that pumping was not
necessary for at least another year). To ensure compliance, the Town would have to track
pumping records of individual homes, send them reminders when it was time to pump, issue
warnings to those who ignored the reminders, and take enforcement against those who ignored
the warnings. Administration of such a program is expected to require one additional full time
equivalent staff person in the Health Department at approximately $65,000 per year or $26 per
septic system per year.
The primary advantage of alternative 3A is that one would expect it to achieve a very high rate of
proper pumping across the town, approaching 100%. An additional advantage is that keeping
septic pumping a matter between the owner and the pumping company would probably be more
politically acceptable to most homeowners than allowing a town employee onto their property to
look at their septic tank, as could occur under Alt. 3B. Alt. 3A would also create more business

for septic pumping companies and would therefore garner their political support.
However, people who don’t now pump might not only resent the new cost but also fear that the
pumper would identify problems with their system that would be expensive to repair. Regarding
the cost issue, a well-designed education campaign could show septic owners why it is in their
long-term economic interest to pump their tanks regularly.
Pumping in Walpole, according to local companies, costs an average of about $260, or $87
annually if pumped every 3 years. This is far less in the long-term than the cost of premature
septic system replacement resulting from lack of proper maintenance (the average cost of a new
septic system in Walpole is in the $15,000 to $25,000 range). While there is no clear data
indicating how many years on average are added to the life of a septic system with regular
pumping (there are too many other factors involved), it is well accepted that failure to pump will
substantially shorten a septic system’s life. Thus regular pumping is in a septic owner’s economic
self -interest.
.
Alternative 3B: Town Managed Pumping Program
Bylaw giving town authority to manage septic pumping and collect fees to pay for it. Under such
a program, regular pumping would not be mandatory, however the homeowner would still be
required to pay the fee even if they were to decline to allow town personnel or the town’s
contractor access to their system, therfore there would be a strong incentive for septic owners to
participate in the program.
The pumping could be done either by a Town-owned truck, or by contracting out to the lowest
bidding private company. In the latter case, the company would do scheduling (based on Town
pumping records), pumping, and perhaps billing, while the Town would be responsible for
tracking, sending reminder letters, compliance and, perhaps, billing. The Walpole Health
Department already manages an analogous program for trash pickup through a selected
contractor. This alternative would require implementation of the Health Department computer
upgrades discussed above and in all probability one additional full time equivalent staff person in
the Health Department at approximately $65,000 per year or $26 per septic system per year.
The primary advantage of alternative 3B is that one would expect it to achieve a very high rate of
proper pumping across the town, approaching 100%. One additional advantage of Alternative 3B,
relative to 3A, is that it should reduce pumping costs for homeowners through the economy of
scale created by pumping homes throughout town in a coordinated way. In a contract system, the
Town could certainly expect the winning bidder to reduce the current pumping charge. A townrun or town- contracted system would reduce costs by making pumping more efficient, allowing
it to occur neighborhood by neighborhood with all septic households pumping at the same time
(this could not be done immediately, but could be phased in). The expected savings due to
economies of scale should be more than enough to cover the cost of administering such a
program. It is therfore expected that such a service could be provided for an annual per system fee
of approximately $90. This alternative also puts the Town in a better position to identify
malfunctioning systems.
The Town could also greatly increase its revenues (and possibly save septic owners money) by
requiring ensuring that all septage be disposed of at the Town Disposal Site, where virtually none
is disposed of now. Since about a third of the average $260 Walpole septic pumping fee goes for
disposal of the septage, this could represent a tremendous new revenue source for the Town. If
everyone in Walpole pumped, on average, once every three years and their septage was disposed
of at the Town facility, this could represent gross annual revenues of $75,000.

On the negative side, Alternative 3B could face opposition from private pumpers who might lose
current customers. This level of Town involvement could raise the concern level of septic owners
that problems with their systems will be identified and that they will be required to pay for costly
repairs or replacement.
Alternative 3C: Added Financial Incentives for Pumping
This alternative consists of financial incentives that Walpole might create to encourage more
pumping. Incentives might include:
x

Partial rebates of pumping costs
It is unlikely that Walpole would be able financially to offer septic owners a direct
monetary rebate large enough to encourage septic owners to pump more frequently.
However, the Town could provide free or very low cost septage disposal to Walpole
septic system owners whose pumping companies used the Walpole septage disposal
facility. Free disposal would save the owner of a typical 1,000 gallon septic tank about
$50. The capital costs for the Walpole facility are now fixed and would not increase by
providing free disposal to Walpole residents although, depending on the degree to which
the facility received greater utilization, the Town might have to hire a full time operator
at an approximate annual cost of up to $40,000 per year. As discussed in the next
paragraph, in order to get septic companies to use the town facility, it would have to
begin accepting out-of-town septage. The fees paid to the Town for disposal of this
septage could be considerable.
The Walpole disposal facility currently has no staff since it is virtually never used by
septic pumping companies due to an MWRA requirement that it may only accept septage
from Walpole homes (and until recently, because the facility charged far more than its
competitors). This makes use of the facility unrealistic for most companies who, on any
given day, usually pump tanks in at least two towns. The Walpole Water & Sewer
Commission has recently asked MWRA for a waiver from this rule.
A number of issues—such the prohibition against accepting septage from non-Walpole
homes, and procedures for billing haulers for septage from out of town residents—would
have to be resolved in order to induce septic pumpers to begin using the Walpole
Disposal Facility.

x

Waiveable Groundwater Protection Fee
One Walpole Sewer and Water Commissioner recently proposed that a fee be added to
the water bills of septic owners that would be equal the average septic tank pumping cost,
around $260 every three years. Septic owners, would not have to pay the fee, however, if
they provided evidence that their tank had been pumped within three years of the due
date of the quarterly water bill (or if they provided certification from a licensed pumping
company that the tank was inspected and found not to require pumping at that time). This
proposal was not adopted by the full Commission, but the idea has a good deal to
recommend it.
If such a fee were set at $22 per quarter, it would actually be as cost-effective for most
septic owners to pump as to not pump their tanks. That is, the homeowner could choose
to pump every three years ($260 average in 2006) and not pay the fee, or they could
choose not to pump and pay the fee ($264 for three years worth of $22 quarterly fees). A
smaller fee might still provide a positive, though less dramatic incentive. Overall water

rates for septic system owners could, if desired, be adjusted so that the new fee would
have no net impact on the Water and Sewer Division’s revenues. Alternatively, water
rates could stay the same and proceeds from the fee could be used to finance one or more
of the septic maintenance elements being considered by this Task Force.
Because proper septic maintenance is a legitimate way to protect Walpole’s groundwater
supply, the Sewer and Water Commission already has the authority it needs to fund it by
raising water rates. This is a distinct advantage over having to obtain approval at Town
Meeting. Alternative 3C does not force people to pump, yet it creates a strong incentive
for them to do so. And because regular pumping extends the lives of septic systems, it is
in the long term economic interest of septic owners.
Alternative 3 D: None of the Above
An argument can be made to wait and see the results of the ongoing grant-funded educational
outreach efforts before taking more drastic measures on pumping. Unfortunately, it may be
difficult to ascertain the success levels of those efforts because of lack of data on the past
pumping frequency of those septic owners who are the target of these education/outreach efforts.

Element 4: Septic System Repair and Replacement
Under this element, septic owners would be charged a fee that would enable the Town to
underwrite all or, more likely, part of the cost of major septic repairs and system replacement.
Because of the scale of the costs involved in establishing such a system, and the uncertainty as to
how much it would have to pay out in benefits in a given year, it was concluded that it would be
necessary for such a system to be mandatory for all septic owners. It is clear from Cohasset’s
experience that a voluntary program is difficult if not impossible to implement. If a voluntary
program were open only to those who have passed a Title 5 inspection (as in Cohasset), few
septic owners would see a need to join since they know that their system is not likely to fail
anytime soon. If it were opened up to all septic owners, it is likely only those with old, poorly
maintained systems would join since they would be the ones to benefit the most. A repair and
replacement program would also be impractical without mandatory septic tank pumping as it is
clearly essential that septic failures be minimized in order to minimize program costs and regular
pumping clearly does this.
There are so many options for structuring a repair and replacement program that the Task Force
did not establish three distinct alternatives as it did for the other three elements of septic
management discussed above. Instead, it attempted to determine if and how a program could be
designed to:
x

Identify a utility fee level that might seem reasonable to septic owners while establishing
a benefit structure that most septic owners would view as giving them a “good deal;”

x

Provide initial equity to people who have relatively new, inexpensive, and/or well
maintained septic systems which are not likely to need costly repair or replacement any
time soon.

The Task Force also addressed:
x

The problem of financing start-up; and

x

The advantages and disadvantages of such a program.

Establishing a Reasonable Fee and Benefit Structure
If a repair and replacement program were to be adopted, particular consideration would have to
be given to structuring the system so that it would be perceived as giving the best “deal” to
owners of old and new, well-maintained and poorly maintained septic systems; i.e., where the
benefits that each type of owner anticipates getting would be greater than the total fees they
would have to pay to the septic utility. For example, most septic owners have no idea how much
it would cost to replace their septic system but many worry that it will be on the high end, which
is around $45,000 in Walpole. In fact, the average new septic system in Walpole costs only
around $20,000. Thus if the septic utility decided to establish a $5,000 deductible, cost (i.e., the
maximum anyone would have to pay would be $5,000), many septic owners would view this as a
potential subsidy of up to $40,000. On the other hand, if the septic utility said it would pay only
75% of the replacement cost, the same person might fear that he or she will have to pay more than
twice as much out of pocket (25% of $45,000 equals $11,250, compared to a maximum $5,000
under the deductible plan). Note that the cost of these two options to the septic repair and
replacement program is identical: an average of a $15,000 subsidy per septic system replacement.
Yet the public perception of the two options is likely to be very different. It was concluded that a
deductible type approach would be most appealing since it more clearly defines the homeowners
maximum exposure to septic replacement costs. It is important that any repair/replacement
program incorporates a significant cost share to ensure that the homeowner has a clear incentive
to properly maintain and not abuse their system.
Walpole currently experiences somewhat less than 50 system replacements per year at an
estimated average cost of $20,000 per system across a population of approximately 2,500 septic
systems. It was estimated that the administration of a septic repair/replacement program would
require one additional full time equivalent staff person in the Health Department at a cost of
approximately $65,000 per year or $26 per septic system per year.
Were Walpole to adopt a program with a $5,000 deductible (the minimum deductible needed to
maintain goal congruence between the town and homeowner), the utility fee (applied to septic
owners only) would need to be set at approximately $356 per year ($15,000/replacement x 50
replacements / 2500 systems +10% contingency + $26/system for administration).
The Commonwealth offers an income tax credit equal to 40% of the cost of septic replacement or
repair up to $15,000 or a maximum credit of $6,000 taken in $1,500 per year increments over a
five year period. If one wanted to establish a system where the homeowner still faced a $5,000
out-of-pocket deductible after factoring in the tax credit, the deductible would be set at $8,333
and the corresponding annual utility fee would drop to $283 per year ($11,667/replacement x 50
replacements / 2500 systems +10% contingency +$26 administration costs). The above figures do
not include interest on any loan (preferably from the State Revolving Fund) needed to finance
start-up of the utility.
Startup Equity Issues
Because Walpole, like most towns, has houses built over a long period of time, there is great
variation in the type of septic systems being used (some people still have cesspools), their age, the
level of maintenance that has been done over the years, and the cost of putting in a replacement
system. People with relatively new, well-maintained and therfore “inexpensive” septic systems
may object to paying the same fees (or, alternatively, receive the same benefits) as owners of old,

poorly maintained and/or expensive septic systems. This is referred to the “startup equity issue”
or “initial equity issue.” Once a repair and replacement program has been up and running for a
number of years, these initial equity issues will no longer be a concern since all septic systems
will be fully “vested” in the program. This problem of initial equity may also be somewhat
mitigated by the level of the fees charged—if the fees are low enough, owners of relatively new
septic systems are less likely to object to the program because of initial equity issues.
Initial equity could be provided by establishing a sliding scale of fees and/or benefits that would
be phased out over a significant period of time such as a decade. This sliding scale would be
based on the age, condition and replacement costs of individual septic tanks.
A sliding scale of fees designed to increase equity should consider three factors:
x

Age of the current septic system;

x

Frequency and consistency of pumping; and

x

Cost of a replacement system.

Information of the system age should be available from Walpole Health Department records on
issuance of permits for new septic systems. Currently there would be problems in ascertaining
past pumping records, though the Health Department is beginning to address the issue and it
should be less of a problem in the future. Meanwhile, it might be possible to piece together
pumping histories for most septic systems based on Health Department data and the records of
the private companies that did the pumping. Ascertaining the probable cost of new replacement
systems, however, would be very difficult because so many variables are involved: the size of the
new system that Title 5 would require (which is determined by the number of bedrooms in the
home), soil conditions, depth to groundwater, and lot size and shape, as a result it would probably
be best to predicate the scale on a combination of age and maintenance only, or perhaps age only.
Assuming an average system age of 20 years, one could devise a fee schedule where average age
systems (20 years old) paid the normal (non adjusted) utility fee ($300 for the $300 deductible
program) and owners of newer or older systems paid proportionately lower or higher fees.
x

Less than 10 years old

$100

x

10 – 14 years old

$150

x

15 - 19 years old

$200

x

20 years old

$300

x

21 – 25 years old

$400

x

26 – 30 years old

$450

x

31 or more years old

$500

These fee rates are for illustrative purposes only, and an effort would need to be made to
determine the actual median system age for the 2500 systems in town. They are based on the
assumption that the number of systems less than 10 years old is equal to the number that are 31
years old or older; that the number of 10 – 14 year old systems is equal to those 26 – 30 years old,
etc. Even though it is not likely to be so simple in real life, it is clearly mathematically possible to

calculate fees in a manner where the average fee would equal $300, but fees would be higher for
older systems and lower for newer ones.
The utility might also probably want to adjust fees so that a system of a certain age that was
pumped regularly would not have to pay as high a fee as one of the same age that was not well
maintained. This would not be done in order to encourage people to do better septic maintenance
since regular pumping would be mandatory once the utility went into effect, but to adjust for the
decreased life expectancy of poorly maintained septic systems. Such “maintenance adjustments”
could be added to or subtracted from the “age-adjusted” fees discussed in the preceding
paragraph.
Since most septic systems need to be pumped only every three years, all owners pumping at least
that frequently should receive a maximum fee reduction: say $100. Anyone not pumping at least
every three years should pay a surcharge, the size of which would be based on the frequency with
which they have pumped. The total dollar amount of the surcharges would have to be equivalent
to the total dollar amount of the fee reductions given to people who did pump regularly. For
example, if 40% of septic households pumped at least every three years and there were 2,500 total
septic households, these fee reductions would equal $100,000. The 60% who did not pump
regularly would have to pay an average surcharge of about $67 to offset those fee reductions, but
this average fee could be further adjusted according to actual pumping frequency. For example,
those who pumped every 5 years might pay a $75 surcharge, every 10 years $75, and less than
every 10 years $125 (assuming, of course, that this would result in a total surcharge equivalent to
the fee reductions given to people who pumped every three years or more).
It is important to note that a variable fee structure would not have to continue indefinitely. Once
the utility had subsidized an individual’s septic system replacement, that person could then be
required to pay the normal annual $300 replacement fee (adjusted for inflation) forever. Since
eventually everyone will have his or her septic system replaced, the graduated fee structure would
then be phased out over time. Alternately the fee structure could also incorporate a preset phaseout over 10-20 years, wherein all fees would gradually converge on the “normal” fee.
Start-up Costs
One difficulty in setting up this type of program is that it is difficult to predict the precise number
of major repairs and replacement systems that will be needed in a given year. While fee levels
would have to be sufficient to cover the average annual costs of repairs and replacement over the
long-term (plus administrative costs), there could be more than the average number of repairs and
replacement systems in the first few years, before adequate revenues have be raised to pay for
them. This is especially true because many people with old, poorly maintained systems might
want to replace them right away in order to take advantage of the subsidies that would be
provided by the repair and replacement program. While front-loading of repairs and replacements
would provide a short-term financing problem, the more septic systems that are repaired or
replaced in the first few years, the smaller the number that are likely to need repair or replacement
in later years (particularly if regular pumping and inspections are required). While inspections
would undoubtedly identify more malfunctioning systems at first, virtually every septic system is
going to be inspected eventually (when the house is sold or when a total failure of the system
occurs) and virtually all of them are going to be replaced eventually. If mandatory pumping and
inspections were added to the mix, there would likely be fewer systems needing replacement than
there are now.
The cost of servicing the debt incurred from financing this potential short-term revenue gap
would obviously have to be factored in to the fees charged to septic owners. It is very possible

that financing could be obtained at a low interest rate from the State Wastewater and/or Drinking
Water Revolving Funds.
A Comprehensive Septic Education, Maintenance, Repair and Replacement Program
As discussed above, one would not want to adopt a repair/replacement element, unless and until
other program elements needed to ensure proper maintenance are in place to protect the town’s
investment. These other program elements would include some sort of mandatory or town
managed pumping program and an education program.
As discussed above the cost of the repair/replacement element including administration would be
$356 per system per year for a simple $5,000 deductible program and $283 per year for a $5,000
“out of pocket after tax credit” program.
The cost of administering a mandatory pumping bylaw would be $26 per system per year and the
cost of operating a town managed pump-out service program would be approximately $90 per
system per year.
Even with the above two features included, it would still be necessary to have both an ongoing
education program and an upgraded Health Department software system. If charged solely to
septic system owners, these two elements would cost approximately $5 per system per year after
initial setup costs, and potentially somewhat less because the town would not be relying on
pumping as the primary means of ensuring regular pumping.
Thus the total cost for a comprehensive septic utility would range from $451 to $314 per year
which compares quite favorably to the 2003 average sewer fee of $547. Even if the rates of
system failure were to substantially increase after implementation of the repair/replacement
program, the town could provide a comprehensive septic utility for a fee less than the average
sewer fee.
Advantages
x

Reduces pressure for sewer expansions;

x

Maximizes water supply and streamflow protection by identifying and replacing septic
systems when they fail, and not years later when the houses are sold;

x

Makes mandatory pumping and/or inspections more palatable to system owners than they
would be otherwise, because the utility would help pay for any major repair or
replacement that might be discovered when the septic system is pumped and inspected.

x

Helps cover a major financial expense that an individual might not have the cash flow to
cover by him or herself by spreading the risk of very expensive septic system
replacement among many septic owners.

x

Can be funded by a fee designed to provide a reasonable level of equity to owners of
relatively new, well maintained septic systems;

x

Entails average costs to septic owners that are approximately $100 a year less than the
average Walpole sewer bill;

x

Can get septic owners a reduced repair or replacement prices due to economies of scale.

Disadvantages
x

Such a program represents a major change, and people seldom like change unless it is
clearly essential to deal with a commonly perceived problem;

x

Unless fees and benefits reflect the age and condition of septic systems, as well as likely
replacement costs, owners of new and/or well maintained systems may oppose the
program.

x

Equity issues are complex and would be difficult to resolve while still keeping the
program simple enough so that people can understand it;

x

Fees would begin immediately while benefits (i.e., a subsidized replacement system)
might come much later, possibly after the current owner sells the house.

