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Proposed Onsite Wastewater Treatment System Ordinance and Manual

Frequently Asked Questions
Gathered from Community Outreach 2015/2016
A: Impact to the existing septic systems and lots.

1. How will the new requirements impact my existing septic system?

ANSWER: Septic systems that are functioning properly will have grandfather status granted and there are no requirements to retrofit those systems to meet the newly adopted standards. However if the existing system fails, needs a major repair or there is a requested expansion of the septic system then the septic system would need to be brought up to the newly adopted standards. 
2. What happens if my septic system fails on my existing small lot and the lot is too small to meet the new requirements?  

ANSWER: The proposed ordinance and manual allows for variances where the requirements cannot be met. Variances will be allowed where the protection of public health and environment can still be maintained. Staff will work with you and your system designer to explore all possible solutions.
3. I have a small lot and I want to build an addition. Is this possible?

ANSWER: No change to the existing properly functioning septic system will be required if the addition is not a bedroom and the addition will not adversely affect the location of the existing septic system and 100% replacement area (such as by expanding the building footprint). If the addition includes an added bedroom then the existing septic system would need to be evaluated to show that it is functioning properly and will need to meet minimum size requirements under the newly adopted standards to accommodate a possible increase in wastewater flow due to the added bedroom. Also an area equal to 100% of the installed septic system will need to be identified as a future replacement area for the septic system. This is called a “replacement area” or 100% replacement area.”
4. What are the requirements to split a lot or parcel?
ANSWER: The minimum lot size for lots or parcels served by septic systems is two acres in the unincorporated areas of the County. However, in the City of West Sacramento the minimum lot size is one acre. If the lot is large enough to split into two or more parcels, a site evaluation would need to be conducted to show all proposed lots and the remaining lot have an area large enough to support a septic system in addition to a future replacement area equal to 100% of the size of the installed or proposed system. The proposed location for the septic system and replacement area must meet all setbacks. There are some restrictions for lot creation where the soils are not suitable to support a septic system, such as very sandy or river-wash areas and areas of very high clay content.
5. What is the difference between a standard septic system and an alternative system?

A standard septic system is a system with a septic tank and gravity-fed dispersal field. The dispersal field includes standard trenches in undisturbed native soil. A pump may be used to pump the effluent from the tank to the first distribution box of the dispersal field. An alternative system is a type of septic system that uses a method of wastewater treatment other than a standard septic tank, or a method of effluent dispersal other than a standard leach trench. These include septic systems with a supplemental treatment unit and/ or pressure distribution leach field. An alternative system requires the owner to maintain an annual operating permit which includes certain conditions for the continued monitoring, maintenance and data reporting for the functioning of the system. 
B: Costs 
1. Will permit fees increase?
Answer: The state policy requires the county to implement a mandated water quality assessment program, expand outreach and education regarding septic system maintenance, implement a monitoring and maintenance program for alternative septic systems, collect additional data and submit an annual report to the Regional Water Quality Control Board. This additional work will require more resources and will therefore increase the costs of the septic system program. These costs must be covered by fees, general fund or a combination of both. Therefore it is possible that fees may increase as a result of the proposed changes.

There will also be new fees proposed for an Operating Permit. An Operating Permit is required for most alternative septic systems and includes certain conditions for the continued monitoring, maintenance and data reporting related to system performance. The fee is estimated to be approximately $200 to $300 per year depending on the complexity of the alternative system and reporting requirements. 
2. How much does it cost to install a septic system?

ANSWER: The cost of the septic system depends on the size and complexity of the septic system. Sites on steep slopes or sites needing supplemental treatment or pressure distribution leach fields will experience higher costs. In summary, a standard septic system has an estimated total cost of between $18,950 to $31,650; and alternative septic system has an estimated total cost of between $30,726 to $56,426. Please see the table below:

	Service
	Standard Septic System Cost (estimate)
	Alternative Septic System Cost (estimate)

	Site Evaluation (County Fee)
	$761
	$761

	Site Evaluation (Qualified Professional)
	$800 - $1500, plus
Backhoe: $500
	$800 - $1500, plus
Backhoe: $500

	Septic System Design
(Qualified Designer)
	$1,000 to $4,000 depending on size and complexity
	$1,000 to $4,000 depending on size and complexity

	Installation Permit
(County Fee)
	$889
 
	$1090

	System Installation
	$7,000 to $20,000 depending on the size and complexity
	$20,000 to $28,000 depending on the size and complexity (includes Pressure Distribution)

	Subtotal
	$10,950 - $27,650
	$27,151 to $35,851

	In some cases, Supplemental Treatment Unit is required to cope with the site specific constraints, such as shallow groundwater:

	Supplemental Treatment Unit
	N/A
	Proprietary Supplemental Treatment Unit:  $13,500 to $20,000 (does not include tax, delivery and dispersal field costs.)

	Additional System Installation Fee
	N/A
	$3000 to $9,000

	Other Costs
	N/A
	Alarm telemetry (usually required for supplemental treatment units): $575, plus approximately $180 per year for cellular service.

	Total
	N/A
	$44,406 to $65,606

	On-going costs associated with operation, maintenance, monitoring and reporting

	Operating Permit
(County Fee)
	N/A
	To be determined: Approximately $200 to $300 per year.

	Operating Monitoring and Maintenance Contract
	N/A
	Service Provider: $100 to $200 per visit. Visit may be between 1 to 4 times per year depending on the complexity.


C: Designing a Septic System:

1. Do you require percolation test?
Answer: Current county code requires a percolation test for determining the permeability of the soil. However, percolation tests are not commonly performed anymore. The industry standard is to perform soils analysis with a qualified professional. The qualified professional will determine the USDA soil classification and texture of the soil. If the applicant chooses to perform percolation tests, under current county code, it is allowed. However after the adoption of the proposed ordinance and manual, a percolation test will not be required but you can use it to provide additional or supplemental information for designing a system.
2. How does drought affect my septic system? 

Answer: The recent drought has motivated a lot of people to practice water conservation methods, including using water conservation fixtures; repairing leaks in the faucets and toilets and using more efficient appliances. If you have a septic system, household water conservation will reduce the wastewater loading to your system, thus will generally improve its longevity.
3. I am proposing a house with three bedrooms and an office. Why is the Environmental Health Division saying my house has four bedrooms?
Answer: The industry standard for estimating the volume of the domestic wastewater is based on the number of the bedrooms (including potential sleeping rooms) because the number of bedrooms directly correlates to the potential occupancy of the dwelling. The septic system design flow is based on the maximum flow rate for the maximum occupancy of the home. While the original owner of the property may intend to use a room as an office, a future home owner may use the room as a bedroom.

4. What is the definition of a bedroom?

Answer: For purposes of sizing a septic system, a bedroom or potential sleeping room means a habitable room with a floor area equal or greater than 70 square feet with direct or indirect access to a bathroom and designed to provide privacy to the occupant(s), regardless of whether or not it contains a closet or labeled on the plans as a bedroom. For the proposed definition, refer to the proposed ordinance.
5. My lot has very high clay, is this a problem?
Answer: Soil with very high clay content, such as Myers Clay is considered an undesirable soil in treating wastewater because of its very low absorption rate when saturated and very low retention ability when dry. Lots with high clay soils may not be suitable for splitting the lot (lot creation). However if the lot is currently existing a suitable septic system may be able to be designed for the parcel. Due to the low absorption rate, a very large leach field is required. Pressure distribution and/or supplemental treatment may be recommended or required.  
6. Are there landscaping restrictions for septic system?
Answer: Root intrusion into the leach lines is one of the most common causes of septic system failure. When conducting a site evaluation for a newly proposed septic system the location should be a distance away from trees and bushes with invasive roots.

Pipes used to construct leach fields are full of holes that provide easy access for any type of root. Generally made of PVC plastic, it doesn't take long before the pressure from expanding roots builds to the point where the pipes crack and split open. Roots continue to grow in and around the pipes, taking up space in the gravel bed where filtered effluents once drained. As the blockage worsens, sewage starts to back up and eventually leads to the failure of the septic system. 
The proposed ordinance and manual includes a minimum setback of ten feet from trees. However depending on the type of trees or bushes in the area tree or shrub removal may be necessary or an increased setback may be required.

Before planting trees or shrubs within any distance to the leach field or septic tank, the home owner is advised to research options for non-invasive trees and shrubs.

7.  Why can’t we continue to use USDA soil map to determine the soil type and design a system?

Answer: Historically, the Environmental Health Division allowed the use of USDA soil maps to determine the depth of high groundwater level and the type of soil in the area. This information was used in the past to determine the size of the septic system. 

However, we have found that this method is not accurate for purposes of siting a septic system. The USDA soil maps are general in nature and are not meant to be used for septic system siting. 
In addition, the method of using the soil maps does not meet the minimum standards required by the State Water Quality Control Board for septic system site evaluation. As such, over the last two years the Environmental Health Division has been migrating away from using the USDA soil maps, and instead requires a site specific evaluation which determines the soil type by direct observation and texturing; and high groundwater level based on observation. 
A USDA representative was consulted as part of the development of the new standards and he agreed that the USDA soil maps are not suitable for siting onsite septic systems.
8. The static water level in my well is at 40 feet. Can I use this information to determine the high groundwater level?

Answer: The static water level in the water well cannot be used to determine the high seasonal groundwater. The State Water Resources Control Board considers groundwater to include perched and high seasonal groundwater levels. These are areas where groundwater is trapped above an impermeable soil layer (such as heavy clay) and forms a lens or strata of saturated soil or seasonally saturated soil above the water table. The perched or seasonal groundwater level would not affect the static water level of your well because your well is likely sealed to a depth of at least 20 feet deep. 
9. My lot floods from time to time, how does that affect my septic system? 
Answer: When flooding occurs due to seasonal storms the soils become saturated with water and this can prevent your leach field from accepting effluent from your septic tank. This can cause a backup of sewage into the house or may result in sewage surfacing on the ground. Therefore, if it is possible, the septic system should not be located in areas subjected to flooding. For septic systems located in those areas, additional measures will need to be taken, including structural tie-downs and providing emergency storage capacity (e.g a larger septic tank). If your existing septic system is already installed and your lot is flooding you should minimize the use of water in your home until the flooding subsides. The well can also become contaminated due to flooding therefore you should have your well water tested after a flooding event and disinfect as necessary. 
10. Who can design a septic system?

Answer: The person hired to design your septic system should have knowledge and experience in designing septic systems in Yolo County. For a standard septic system design, your contractor may develop a construction plan based on the results of the site evaluation and design parameters found in the County’s adopted Manual. However a more complex design, such as an alternative system design requires someone with credentials as a California registered civil engineer, a California certified engineering geologist, or California Registered Environmental Health Specialist. A California Registered Geologist that has experience designing septic systems in Yolo County may also design a septic system based on the design parameters provided in the Manual and engineering design specifications provided by manufacturers of septic system components.  
The following is a link the septic system designers in Yolo County:
\\YOLO-MPTS-STOR\Deptshar\EHE\Share\LAND USE UNIT\OWTS\Public Handouts\SepticDesignersList.pdf
The following is a link to the septic system contractors in Yolo County:

\\YOLO-MPTS-STOR\Deptshar\EHE\Share\LAND USE UNIT\OWTS\Public Handouts\SepticInstallersList.pdf
D. General:

1. Who can install or perform repairs on a septic system

Answer: A contractor with the following credentials may install or perform repairs on a septic system: General Engineering Contractor (Class A), a General Building Contractor (Class B), a Sanitation System Contractor (Class C-42) or a Plumbing Contractor (Class C-36).  A property owner may install or repair a standard septic system on their own property provided an installation or repair permit is obtained. If the owner hires someone to assist in the installation, the person must be a contractor with the credentials listed above, or the person hired must be an employee of the owner and the owner must provide worker’s compensation insurance. Installing a septic system requires skills and knowledge; therefore it is highly recommended that a Contractor be hired to do the work. Poor workmanship will affect and may impede the septic system performance, resulting in future costly repairs.

2. How often do you see septic systems fail in Yolo County?

Answer: The most common reasons that septic systems fail include lack of maintenance; tree roots invasion; failure to install according to local codes, driving and parking over a septic system; hydraulic and organic overloading, poor drainage, and unpermitted additions. For the past two years 32 repair permits were issued, which is about 28% of the total septic system permits that were issued. 
3. Is a property required to connect to the sewer when it is available?

Answer: Under current county code there are sewer connection requirements in Section 6.8.111. Under the newly proposed ordinance and manual, if a new septic system is proposed for a lot which is less than 200 feet from the public sewer system the lot should be connected to the public sewer system. However, this requirement does not apply to a septic system expansion/repair/replacement where the connection fees associated with connection to the public sewer system are greater than twice the total cost of the site evaluation and permitted work to be performed for the expansion/repair/replacement, assuming the system can meet the minimum requirements of the proposed ordinance and the manual.
There are more restrictive requirements for subdivisions.
4. Does the County have historical records for my septic system, such as the permit and location? 
Answer: Environmental Health recently has been able to digitalize all the paper permits into a computer filing program. The public has access to this program from the following link http://www.yolocounty.org/community-services/environmental-health-services/file-reviews. Generally speaking, you can find records dated as far as late 1980’s. 
5. When do the new proposed requirements go into effect?
Answer: The proposed ordinance and manual must be submitted to the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board (CVRWQCB) by May 13, 2016. The CVRWQCB will have up to one year to review the submittal and conduct their public hearing for approval. Once Yolo County receives the approval by the CVRWQCB, the proposed ordinance and manual will be presented to the Board of Supervisors at a public hearing for adoption. The new requirements will go into effect on the effective date as determined by the Board of Supervisors, but no later than May 13, 2018. 
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