
Federal Clean Water Act                         Huron River Watershed Council 
Section 319 Grant                  Telephone: (734) 769-5123 
2010-0044                                          Fax: (734) 998-0163 
                                                                                                                                            Email: eriggs@hrwc.org 

 
Huron River Watershed – Detection and Rectification of Failing Septics 

October 1, 2010 through December 31, 2013 
 

 
                                

                                                                                                                                                                                    
                                                                                                                                        
                                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
                                                    
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                            
                                                                                             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Partners involved: 
• Washtenaw County 
• Sanborn Map Company, Inc 
• Photo Science Geospatial Solutions 
 
 
 

The purpose of this project was to detect and correct failing septic systems in the rural, non-sewered areas of Mill and 
Honey creeksheds, part of the 292 mile2 middle Huron River watershed.  The project goal was to reduce phosphorus and 
bacteria entering the river from failing septic systems and develop a cost-effective approach for monitoring and 
rectifying problems with septic systems for County Health Departments.  The project methodology was to:  demonstrate 
the ability to detect failing systems using imagery and image analysis methods; optimize the use of resources for county 
governments in dealing with this issue; design, implement and assess an education campaign for households in high 
probability failure areas to take actions to prevent failures; enforce existing regulations in locations where severe 
problems are identified; and establish a baseline for E. coli levels in Mill and Honey Creeks. The middle Huron is a 2010 
Nonpoint Source Program Priority Watershed. 
 

I&E Activities: 
 
• Educational brochure about the risks of ignoring the 

signs of a failing septic system and the benefits 
(including cost savings) of regular inspections and 
pump-outs. The piece also presents the County’s 
Public Health Department as an important resource 
for septic system information and care.  

• Three hundred forty-three households in the project 
area received this new brochure along with 
information about EPA’s “SepticSmart” program. 
Some residents also received their own septic 
system’s individual risk categorization.  

• An evaluative survey asking if homeowners took any 
action as a result of the information followed. Of the 
52 completed surveys, there was a high level of 
participation from homeowners who reported that 
they regularly follow recommended practices (96%). 
All survey respondents reported either regular care 
and/or maintenance of their septic systems or some 
type of prompted action/change.  

 
  
 

 Grant Amount: $ 208,000 
 Match Funds:  $  72,900 
 
 Total Amount: $ 280,900 
 

Study area  
Freedom, Lima, and Scio townships in Washtenaw County, MI, with land 
use (red and grey represents developed land; yellow represents field) 

Monitoring Activities: 
• In project years one and two, the team field tested 

the method by conducting voluntary on-site 
inspections of roughly 78 septic systems. Results 
showed that analysts were able to identify most at-
risk properties using the aerial imagery, but with a 
high percentage of false positives; further 
refinement of the methodology is needed. 

• Characterized water quality conditions in the two 
focus catchments by targeting E. coli sampling and 
biological source tracking (BST) at almost 30 sites 
across the two catchments. 

• Results: Mill Creek was consistently high in E. coli 
with no distinct “hot spot” branches. Genetic 
markers were found for all five potential biological 
sources. Honey Creek has widespread bacterial 
contamination, but especially concentrated in three 
areas. 

  
 



         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 Image left:  The educational brochure produced under 
this project for septic system owners. 

  Images below: Snapshots of two parcels from the 
thermal imagery (May 2011) and color infra-red (Spring 
2010) acquired through the project to define signatures 
of failing septic systems.  Drain fields are outlined.  


