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Septic Repair or Replacement: Minimum Standards

Nonpoint Source Program

I. Background

There are approximately 1.4 million on-site wastewater treatment systems currently in use in
Michigan. It is generally accepted that these types of systems will continue to serve as the
appropriate sewage treatment method in many areas both now and in the future. These systems
can provide adequate water quality and environmental protection when properly designed, sited,
constructed, and maintained.

The proper functioning of these systems is nhecessary to protect public health and water quality.
The issue of how to effectively address ongoing maintenance as well as the repair of failing or
malfunctioning systems is of primary importance since these responsibilities fall to the individual
homeowners. Nationally, failure rates range from 0.4 percent (0.4%) to 70 percent (70%) but are
typically 10 percent (10%) to 20 percent (20%). However, the statewide failure rate in Michigan is
estimated to be about 25 percent (25%).

Il. Introduction

The Nonpoint Source (NPS) Program supports a comprehensive approach to addressing failing on-
site wastewater treatment systems and uniform standards across the Michigan Department of
Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) programs for funding the repair or replacement of
failing on-site wastewater treatment systems.

The purpose of uniform standards is to provide for public health and safety, to protect the
environment, and offer consumer protection. The Nonpoint Source program has adopted
standards that are based on the May 2025 Standards of the Septic Replacement Loan Program
and modified where needed to comply with the federal guidance for the Nonpoint Source Program
and Michigan’s Nonpoint Source Program Plan.

Ill.Definitions*

*The definitions outlined in this document are specific to Michigan’s Nonpoint Source Program.

Comprehensive Local Program:

The county or local unit of government, where the on-site wastewater treatment system(s) is
being repaired or replaced, has an ordinance requiring inspection and correction at the point
of sale/transfer or more frequently.

- 0OR -

The county or local unit of government has an identified process to find and fix failing on-site
wastewater treatment systems as well as a record of taking enforcement actions to address
known failing systems.
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Conventional System:

A conventional decentralized wastewater treatment system consists of a septic tank and a
trench or bed subsurface wastewater infiltration system, known as a drain field. A
conventional septic system is typically installed at a single-family home or small business.

Failure:

An on-site wastewater treatment system is considered to be failing when it doesn’t treat
and/or distribute wastewater effectively or when the system or associated components are
not operating as designed. A system failure can result in sewage backing up into the home or
structure, discharging to the ground surface, contaminating surface water or drinking water
supplies, or a structural failure of a septic tank or other associated system components.

On-site Wastewater Treatment System:

A system of components and accessories used or intended for use by the owner of the
system, or owner of the property, to collect, hold, and treat less than 10,000 gallons per day
of sanitary sewage through discharge to a subsurface soil dispersal system. On-site
wastewater treatment systems do not include discharges that are the subject of a valid
permit issued by EGLE pursuant to the Natural Resources Environmental Protection Act
(NREPA). These systems are also known as “On-site Septic Disposal Systems” (OSDS)
or “Septic Systems”.

Performance-Based System:

When site conditions preclude the use of a conventional on-site wastewater treatment
system, a performance-based system may be designed to overcome site limitations.
Performance-based on-site wastewater treatment systems are designed by a professional
engineer, using appropriate application of sound engineering principles to achieve specified
levels of pollutants found in domestic sewage, to a specific and measurable established
performance standard.

Pumping Chamber:

When standard gravity flow systems are not an option, a pump, located in a separate
chamber, is incorporated into the system to move raw sewage and/or septic tank effluent to
the next stage of treatment. Also known as a “Dosing Tank.”

Secondary Treatment Tank:

An additional tank or unit added to a standard septic system, designed to further purify
wastewater by removing additional contaminants before effluent reaches the drain field,
providing a higher level of treatment than a basic septic tank alone; essentially acting as a
secondary stage of filtration to improve effluent quality.
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Seasonal High-Water Table:

The highest level to which groundwater rises during the wet season, usually due to snowmelt
and increased rainfall. Typically soils below this level have a mottled coloration.

Septic Tank:

Septic tank means a watertight, covered receptacle for collection and treatment of sanitary
sewage that does all of the following: receives the discharge of sanitary sewage via gravity
flow, separates settleable and floating solids from the liquid, provides primary treatment and
digests organic matter by anaerobic bacterial action, stores digested solids through a period
of detention, allows clarified liquid effluent to discharge for additional treatment by
components and accessories such as secondary treatment tanks and the soil dispersal
system, and attenuates flows.

Soil Dispersal System:

A series of perforated pipes typically bedded in gravel filled trenches that receive effluent
from a septic tank and dispersed into the soil for further treatment. Also known as a “Drain
Field” or “Leach Field.”

IV. General Provisions

1. Eligible costs for septic replacement projects supported by the Nonpoint Source Program
include but are not limited to evaluation of the system, pumping costs, design, permit
fees, and installation costs including parts and labor.

2. Sites with a documented failing, or near-failing septic system with the potential to impact
water quality will be eligible for repair or replacement. Near failing is considered in
situations where failure can be anticipated within a short period of time. Eligibility is
limited to circumstances where there is clear risk to water quality or public health and
consistent with NPS guidance.

3. Only the local health department (LHD) documentation will be acceptable documentation
of a failing or inadequate system. Utilizing the local health department-completed Failed
System Data Collection - Residential form (EQP1728) could meet this documentation
requirement.

Reports or documentation created by other than LHD staff, are required to be verified by the LHD
for final determination.

V. Contractors

All contractors used for system evaluation, design, and installation must be approved by the
Nonpoint Source Program prior to beginning work under a Nonpoint Source Program funded
septic project. Contractors that are authorized by Michigan Saves under the Septic Replacement
Loan Program are pre-approved, and their use is highly recommended in areas where they are
available.



https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Forms/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater/EQP1728-Onsite-Wastewater-Treatment-Mgmt-EGLE-Failed-System-Data-Collection-Residential.pdf
https://michigansaves.org/contractors/septic/
https://michigansaves.org/find-a-contractor/
https://michigansaves.org/find-a-contractor/
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VI. Septic Tanks, Secondary Treatment Tanks, and Pumping Chambers

All septic tanks, secondary treatment tanks, and pumping chambers being installed, pumped, or
evaluated must comply with the following standards:

1. The pumping of septic tanks, secondary treatment tanks, and/or pumping chambers shall
only be performed by a licensed septage waste hauler.

2. All existing septic tanks, secondary treatment tanks, and pumping chambers must be
assessed for watertightness and structural integrity. A completed Septic Tank Pumping
Record form (EQP1731) must be submitted by the Authorized Contractor if an existing
tank(s) is being re-used or as prescribed (see No. 3 below). The effluent level in relation to
the outlet invert will be observed prior to beginning pumping. Indicators of infiltration or
exfiltration will also be noted.

3. Septic tanks, secondary treatment tanks, and pump chambers must be equipped with a
watertight riser to grade and a secured secondary safety component. Existing tanks
approved to be reused must be upgraded with a watertight riser to grade and a secure
secondary safety component (see the TAC Advisory for Onsite Wastewater Treatment).

VIl. Program Minimum Standards for Septic Systems under the NPS
Program

Septic System repairs or replacements funded through, or matching NPS Program funds need to
meet the site suitability and design standards of one of the following categories and associated
options.

Category 1 (C1): Site evaluation completed by the LHD has determined there is a
minimum of 18 inches (18”) of non-mottled, naturally occurring soil, including six inches (6”)
of non-mottled soil below the topsoil horizon, and the following conditions are met based on
the Category of systems as follows:

e Option A (C10A): Soil dispersal system utilizing non-uniform/gravity distribution
network and separated by no less than 48 inches (48”) to seasonal high-water table,
water table, greater than sixty percent (60%) rock material, or bedrock.

OR

e Option B (C10B): Soil dispersal system utilizing pressure distribution network and
separated by no less than 36 inches (36”) to seasonal high-water table, water table,
greater than sixty percent (60%) rock material, or bedrock.

If elevated above natural ground surface, a minimum 3:1 slope from the dispersal stone or
media is required to inhibit toe slope seepage during the wettest time of the year.

Proprietary products approved for use under Category 2 are approved for use under Category
1 to accommodate increased loading rates.
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https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Forms/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater/EQP1731-Septic-Tank-Pump-Record.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/TAC-Advisory-tank-riser-and-Lid.pdf
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Category 2 (C2): Performance based systems may be considered when the LHD site

evaluation has determined there is less than 18 inches (18”) of non-mottled, naturally
occurring soil, and the following conditions are met based on the Class of systems as follows:

Class A (C2CA): Nonproprietary Technology (public domain)

This class includes wastewater treatment or distribution technology, method, or material
not subject to a patent or trademark. These technologies provide a means to, or
significantly contribute to, the attainment of treatment. Nonpropriety technology may
involve a qualified consultant in private practice to prepare a design. Pressurized mound
systems would be an example of nonproprietary technology. All conditions to be met:

i. Soil dispersal system utilizes pressure distribution and is separated by no less than
48 inches (48”) to seasonal high-water table, water table, greater than sixty percent
(60%) rock material, or bedrock.

ii. When elevated above natural ground surface, a minimum 4:1 slope from the
dispersal stone or media is required to inhibit toe slope seepage during the wettest
time of the year.

iii. Preferred dispersal system length to width ratio is not less than 2:1.

Class B (C2CB): Proprietary Treatment Technology

Includes a treatment product held under patent or trademark which significantly
contributes to the treatment performance and attainment of effluent quality standards as
defined by the National Safety Foundation (NSF) Standard 40 certification and certified
and tested by an American National Standards Institute (ANSI) accredited body. All
conditions to be met:

e Option 1 (C2CB01):

i. Wastewater treatment systems incorporating treatment equipment certified per NSF
Standard 40 by an ANSI accredited body, with effluent treatment to 30 mg/L
Biochemical Oxygen Demand (BOD), 30 mg/L Total Suspended Solids (TSS) are
supported provided the soil dispersal system is designhed with thirty-six-inch (36”)
separation between the infiltrative surface and the limiting layer (seasonal high-
water table, water table, greater than sixty percent (60%) rock material, or bedrock).

ii. System design and management plans in accordance with EGLE approved
manufacturer’s design manual are prepared by a qualified consultant in private
practice for LHD review (Septic Replacement Loan Program approved
manufacturers design manuals).

iii. The LHD permit requires that the performance-based system will be perpetually
operated, maintained, and inspected as appropriate for the useful life of the
system and requires report submission documenting results of such at least every
three (3) years for permit compliance. This requirement shall be filed or recorded
in the land records of the subject property prior to final approval by the LHD.
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https://www.michigan.gov/EGLE/About/Organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Septic-Replacement-Loan-Program
https://www.michigan.gov/EGLE/About/Organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Septic-Replacement-Loan-Program
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iv. A minimum 4:1 slope is required from the dispersal stone or media to inhibit toe
slope seepage during the wettest time of the year.

v. Preferred soil dispersal system length to width ratio is not less than 2:1.
vi. Preferred soil dispersal system utilizes pressure distribution.

vii. EGLE consultation is available, with requests from LHD during plan review and
prior to local construction permit issuance.

e Option 2 (C2CB0O2):

i Wastewater treatment systems incorporating treatment equipment certified per
NSF Standard 40, by an ANSI accredited body with effluent treatment to TSS and
BOD less than 30 mg/L and Fecal Reduction below geometric mean of 10,000
Fecal Coliform (FC) Colony Forming Units (cfu) per 100 mL are supported provided
the system is designed with twenty-four-inch (24”) separation between the
infiltrative surface and the limiting layer (seasonal high-water table, water table,
greater than sixty percent (60%) rock material, or bedrock).

i. System design and management plans in accordance with EGLE approved
manufacturer’s design manual are prepared by a qualified consultant in private
practice for LHD review.

iii. The LHD permit requires that the performance-based system will be perpetually
operated, maintained, and inspected as appropriate for the useful life of the
system and requires report submission documenting results of such at least every
three (3) years for permit compliance. This requirement shall be filed or recorded
in the land records of the subject property prior to final approval by the LHD.

iv.  Pressure distribution is required.

v. A minimum 4:1 slope/taper is required from the dispersal stone or media to
inhibit toe seepage during the wettest time of the year.

vi. EGLE consultation is available with requests from LHD during plan review and
prior to local construction permit issuance.

An optional permit addendum for local health departments to use during the permitting process is
available from the Septic Replacement Loan Program. The addendum (EQP1749) covers the
standards included in this section.

VIll. Additional Standards

System repairs or replacements funded by or matching NPS Program funds need to meet the
following standards:

1. Must include an assessment of the soil dispersal system sizing, design, and construction
criteria for consistency with best practices and/or soil loading rates as referenced in:

e Pressure Mound Systems, Technical Guidance for Site Suitability, Design,
Construction, and Operation and Maintenance (June 2003)

e Michigan Criteria for Subsurface Sewage Disposal (April 1994)
7



https://www.michigan.gov/EGLE/About/Organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Septic-Replacement-Loan-Program
https://www.michigan.gov/EGLE/About/Organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Septic-Replacement-Loan-Program
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Forms/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater/EQP1749-Septic-Replacement-Loan-Program-Permit-Addendum.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Technical-Guide-for-Pressure-Mound-Systems.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Technical-Guide-for-Pressure-Mound-Systems.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Michigan-Criteria-Subsurface-Sewage-Disposal.pdf
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2. The following are examples of systems/projects not supported through NPS Program
funding or allowed as match:
e Installation:

o Drywells

o Cesspools/Seepage pit configuration/type disposal systems

o Lagoons

o Holding tanks

o Systems installed with less than 48 inches (48”) of vertical isolation to
seasonal high-water table that don’t meet Category 1 or Category 2 standards

e Services aimed at system restoration including but not limited to flushing, system
aeration, and biomatt disruption

e Systems for new construction homes
e Expansion of municipal sewer

e Repair or replacement of a failing system where there is an existing municipal
sewer system available

e Sewer connections to an existing municipal sewer

e Repair or replacement of systems directly connected to surface waters through a
pipe, man-made ditch, or similar conveyance

The proposed on-site wastewater treatment system shall maintain 100 feet (100’) of
horizontal isolation distance from the closest edge of the dispersal system to surface
water bodies. When an LHD site evaluation has determined that 100 feet (100’) of
horizontal isolation distance to surface water cannot be achieved due to insufficient
replacement area, with NPS Program approval, systems shall maintain the maximum
horizontal isolation distance from surface water that the subject site provides.

3. When necessary, an elevation benchmark shall be created by a qualified consultant in
private practice or LHD staff. A benchmark serves as a reference point for the critical
design elevations. Benchmarks help to ensure that vertical isolation to the seasonal high-
water table is maintained.

4. When existing system or components must be removed, proper abandonment or removal
of septic tanks and soil dispersal areas is necessary. Technical guidance is available by
visiting the_ EGLE On-site Wastewater Management webpage.

5. Homeowners of on-site wastewater treatment systems repaired or replaced that are
funded by or matching NPS Program funds are responsible for the proper use and
maintenance of the on-site wastewater treatment system and must sign a 25 -year
maintenance agreement to ensure the septic system will be operated and maintained
appropriately (an example agreement is available on request).


https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Soil-Dispersal-System-and-Septic-Tank-Abandonment.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Soil-Dispersal-System-and-Septic-Tank-Abandonment.pdf?rev=e4231490da4c467988999ff97d1962a5
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Onsite-Wastewater-Management/Soil-Dispersal-System-and-Septic-Tank-Abandonment.pdf?rev=e4231490da4c467988999ff97d1962a5
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/about/organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/onsite-wastewater-management
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/about/organization/Drinking-Water-and-Environmental-Health/onsite-wastewater-management
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Homeowners are encouraged to follow the information accessible through the United States
Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) Septic Systems (Decentralized/On-site Systems)
webpage epa.gov/septic/septicsmart.

IX. Other Applicable Standards

1. The septic tank(s), soil dispersal system and/or other components and accessories must
meet or exceed the requirements of the LHDs legally adopted regulations and associated
design standards. Written variances relevant to the local requirements must be reviewed
and approved by the NPS Program and granted by the LHD.

2. When applicable, follow water supply system isolation distances, as per LHD regulations,
Michigan Well Construction Administrative Code pursuant to Part 127, Act 368 of 1978,
and Act 399 of 1976, the Safe Drinking Water Act.


https://www.epa.gov/septic/septicsmart
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