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What we know
Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems are

• Cost-effective and long-term.

 Adequately managed decentralized wastewater systems are a cost-effective and long-term 
option for meeting public health and water quality goals ... particularly in less densely 
populated areas.

-- Executive Summary, Response to Congress
   US Environmental Protection Agency, 1997

• Regulations are strengthening
 MADEP proposed BANRT

• Management is essential

Beyond just regulations, ongoing management requires all stakeholders be involved to insure 
success
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Participation of both Service Providers and Homeowners 
is essential to achieving long term success 
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The Service Provider, Evolution of
• Acknowledged as a critical component in the industry

• Regulatory support and regulations have increased

• Training program quality has improved

• System users have accepted them as a necessary trade

• Mandatory management programs have increased success
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Owner Education is Key
“Our findings show that most failed systems result from 
lack of consumer information or owner neglect.”

   

           -- EPA National Small Flows Clearinghouse
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Who educates Homeowners
• ALL stakeholders

• Regulators – Rules and Requirements

• Designers – What is proposed

• Supplier – What is installed

• Service Provider – ongoing requirements

• Homeowners are responsible for ...
• Maintaining a service contract

• Understanding Owner’s Manual

• Practicing wise system use

• Notifying service provider of 
any atypical performance issues 
(e.g., odor, funny pumping or gurgling 
sounds)
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Service Provider Education Must Include …
• Basic wastewater treatment

• Food

• Air

• Time

• Design standards
• Quantity (flow)

• Quality (concentration)
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SP Training Must Include …
• Fundamentals of wastewater constituents
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SP Training Must Include …
• Basic understanding of wastewater strengths and limits

• Residential vs. Commercial influent characteristics

• Regulatory permit limits
• Average vs. Not to exceed

• Constituents affecting treatment efficiencies
• Alkalinity

• Temperature

• Non sanitary discharges that necessitate further consideration
• Water softeners

• Cleansers

• Toxic chemicals

• Pharmaceuticals

• Process control
• Operational controls available to adjust for better performance
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Loading Rates Affect Performance
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Packed Bed Filters
• Sand filters

• Synthetic media filters

• Peat filters
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Suspended Growth Systems
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Service Provider’s O&M Responsibilities...
• Attend manufacturer training for 

installation, operation, and 
maintenance 

• Supervise system start-up

• Obtain signed service agreement

• Education owner on system 
responsibilities
• What's covered in contract

• Frequencies of service and reporting

• When to call with concerns, ALWAYS
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Service Provider’s O&M Responsibilities...
• Service Provider must retain 

information on each site…
• Address

• System make and model number

• Installation date

• Start-up date

• Design flow

• Designer name

• Permit requirements

• Service Provider must retain schematics 
on each site, including …
• System configuration, as designed

• System configuration, as built
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Service Provider’s O&M Responsibilities...
• Documentation of all service

• Routine scheduled service
• Condition of system
• Further action required

• Non-Routine alarm response
• Cause and effect

• Action taken to correct alarm condition

• Reporting
• Regulatory Authority

• Field/Lab Sampling
• Deficiencies

• Manufacturer
• Warranty claims

• Homeowner
• Condition of system
• Necessary actions
• Presence of unacceptable items in tank
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Cost-Effective Operation & Maintenance
• Cost effective O&M is possible

• O&M can be labor intensive
• Efficiencies O&M procedures reduce labor 

• Proactive routine O&M reduces costly 
additional service calls.

• Unnecessary lab tests can be costly 
• Barnstable County testing currently averages 

$250 - $300 per event

• System accessibility reduces labor costs
• Service Provider to discuss access needs with 

owner

• Accessible unit will receive proper service 
routinely
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Cost-Effective O&M Includes …
• Prepared Service Provider

• Have right tools for the system, some are 
manufacturer specific

• Service vehicle stocked with reasonable 
spare parts

• All replacement parts should be OEM to 
meet specifications of the original design

• Homeowners don’t want to pay travel time 
to pickup routine replacement parts

• Know the manufacturers required 
procedures for the system you are servicing



YOWA June 2024

Cost-Effective O&M Includes …
• Understanding that every “effect” has a “cause” 

• When troubleshooting, Service Providers must ask …
• What’s the flow?

• Typical for usage

• Within design parameters

• What are the wastewater strength characteristics
• Excessive fats, oil and grease

• Household chemicals

• Low flow fixtures

• How’s the equipment performing
• Worn?  Corroded?  Stuck?  Broken?  Clogged?

• Does it smell right?

• Cost effective to spend $400 pumping the tank? without exploring
the real cause!
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Cost-Effective O&M Includes …
• Assessing treatment performance 

• Use field samples as indicator

• Odor – offensive (rotten eggs) can indicate 
low DO

• Visual – Turbidity

• Colormetric – Dissolved Oxygen

• Meter – pH

• Test Strips - alkalinity
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Relationship Between Turbidity and cBOD
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Lab Tests May Be Needed
• If field tests suggest a problem, and troubleshooting fails to 

find the cause, then sampling and lab tests MAY be warranted:

Parameter Methodology Typical Values

Turbidity Field 5 to 40 NTUs

BOD5 Grab 5 to 25 mg/L

TSS Grab 5 to 30 mg/L

TN Grab 15 to 30 mg/L

DO Field 2-6 ±

pH Field 6-8 ±
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Proper Equipment
• Portable turbidity meters 

• Dissolved oxygen test kit

• Field pH meter

• Additional equipment for nitrogen 
testing
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YOU Can Help SPs Successful Operations
• Regulators:  Mandate & Enforce service contracts for onsite systems

• Educators:  Create cost-effective Service Provider trainings

• Equipment Suppliers:  Provide Service Providers with adequate access to 
equipment 

• Manufacturers:  Improve and provide reliable equipment and 
configurations

• Service Providers:  Learn and practice proper cost-effective O&M 
procedures
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Questions?

Bjohnson@atlanticsolutionsltd.com

mailto:Bjohnson@atlanticsolutionsltd.com
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