On-site Wastewater Management Stakeholders Committee Meeting 5 Summary

The fifth meeting of the Wake County On-site Wastewater Management Stakeholders Committee was held on November 28th, 2007 from 11:30 a.m. to 1:00 pm at the Cameron Village Regional Library.  The attendees included stakeholders, Wake County staff, and AMEC staff.  The stakeholders in attendance were:

	John Fountain, Chair
	Larry King 
	Bob Rubin

	Tricia Angoli 
	Tara Lightner
	Kurt Smith

	JoJo Brady
	Shankar Mistry
	Dave Welch

	Suzanne Harris
	Jerry Pearce
	

	Mike Hoover
	Sara Robertson
	


Wake County staff members in attendance were:

	Mark Bailey
	Everette Lynn
	Kent Daeke

	Ed Duke
	
	


Finally, AMEC staff members in attendance were:

	Henrietta Locklear
	Keith Readling
	April Camenisch

	Trina Ozer
	
	


The agenda for the meeting was as follows: 

· Welcome

· Review of Homework Results

· Discussion of Program Framework

· Discussion of Stakeholder Question Related to Deed Restrictions

The attendees met at the Cameron Village Regional Library.  The members ate lunch and then began the meeting.  Henrietta Locklear discussed the analysis of the homework and the results.  She also explained there were many similar options that were voted on in the homework, which may have diluted the results.  She went over the rankings and said that for each issue, at least one option made it into the top 10.  (She later corrected herself to say that that doesn’t apply to planning for growth.)  She showed various graphs on how important survey respondents felt each option was.  

From the homework results, there did appear to be general agreement that there should be distribution of education materials and that this option is very important to committee members.  Creating a mass mailing system was seen as important.  

The next graph showed the options related to inspections and maintenance.  From this batch of options, “developing inspection criteria” was seen as very important as well as low in cost and difficulty.  The committee talked about the option of inspecting systems when houses are bought and sold.  A committee member pointed out that under this schedule, the system may only be checked once every 15 years if a house isn’t sold frequently.  Ms. Locklear said there is agreement that there should be inspections on a regular schedule, but that there’s disagreement about what that schedule would be.  Mike Hoover said Massachusetts requires every system be inspected every seven years or alternatively at the time of purchase.  Another committee member reminded the committee that realtors frequently forget to order inspections of septic systems, which holds up the closing of the sale.  Mr. Hoover explained that under Massachusetts’ system, a septic system would not be inspected again at the time of sale if the inspection had been performed in the last seven years, reducing the number of time-of-sale inspections.  Another committee member expressed agreement for inspecting not at the time of sale, but rather on a regular schedule, similar to car inspections.  
One committee member wondered what the people on centralized sewer systems are doing to protect water quality.  Other committee members explained that people on the sewer system pay a monthly fee.

Keith Readling pointed out that at this stage we’re not worrying about how to accomplish the top options, but what our top options are.  In that vein, Ms. Locklear continued on to discuss another category of options, those related to data.  Within this category, options number 2 and 16 were somewhat similar.  They were both agreed on – no one saw them as somewhat important or unimportant.  The other two options within that category were the details of how the two larger categories are accomplished.  Ms. Locklear said that the county is working towards digitizing some of the old paper files on existing data sources and making them more usable. 

A committee member asked if there is a way for the private sector to collect information on what septic systems exist.  Ms. Locklear said that idea in general has been explored. Mr. Readling said it’s already done to some extent through construction.  There is a track record of this.  Mr. Readling reiterated that like on the other slides, everyone agreed on what the basic thing we should do is, but the details are still undecided.

Ms. Locklear moved on to the last category, Resources.  According to the homework results, nearly everyone agreed it was important to calculate the money needed to fund the program options and that fees for service should be charged.
Ms. Locklear then showed a summary of the homework results and Mr. Readling explained the scoring method.  In general, committee members agreed that education was critical, but there was less agreement on how to provide education.  Likewise, we have to have data on the systems, but exactly how is unclear.  The agreement on general option categories but less agreement on specific options was a pattern for all four categories.  Ms. Locklear said there was one issue where the importance ranking may have been diluted because of the similarity of multiple issues – system inspections. 

One committee member said Wake County undertook a study in 2003 asking system owners if they had copies of their permits and whether they received any education materials, and neither of those had any significant effect on failure rates.  Another committee member clarified, saying that depending on the system, education was significant.  Mr. Fountain said that based on this study, we don’t want to conclude that education of the public is pointless.  Tara Lightner said the commissioners will want education if the committee ends up recommending a utility or fee.  Mike Hoover said that before this study, we would have expected those who pump their septic tanks to have lower failure rates, but that was not the case.  However, people weren’t doing that maintenance until they had a failure.  He says we have to look beyond the statistics to the underlying causes.  

Ms. Robertson said we should focus things differently and perhaps should focus on water quality.  She said there is a lot of support for issues related to water quality in Wake County.  
Ms. Locklear said between now and the next meeting, staff is going to draft a draft program plan.  Someone asked when the committee would receive the plan, and Ms. Locklear said hopefully by next Friday (December 7th).  Ms. Locklear discussed what a program plan will look like.  The plan will include a timeline, dependencies, funding requirements, code changes, staff requirements, capital expenditures, and activities such as inspections and outreach. 

Ms. Lightner asked what the plan would be for certifying private inspectors.  Ms. Locklear said because the state rules have changed prior to the County requiring more inspections, certification of inspectors is already underway.  By January 1st, 2009, everyone performing inspections in North Carolina will have to be certified.  A committee member said it shouldn’t be only local government employees who are allowed to perform inspections.  John Fountain asked if there will be enough people with the proper certifications to perform all the inspections.  Members of the committee responded that there will be, but not by January 1st, 2009.  Ms. Locklear said although there would likely be enough certified inspectors by the time Wake County required inspection, that staff will be mindful of unintended consequences.  

A committee member asked if the program plan will include ways to assess the effectiveness of the various options.  For instance, will the plan include any program evaluation?  One committee member suggested success will be tracked by the number of failing systems that are remediated.  To track this, Wake County could measure how many repairs are done currently (roughly 500) and compare it to numbers after the plan is employed.  He stated that we need measurable goals and that one of our goals should be to reduce the number of failures in the county.  But what percentage is acceptable?

Bob Rubin pointed out that we’re talking about statistics 15 years in the future because we’re going to find more failures the first time we do all these inspections, simply because we currently lack data on all systems.  He reminded the committee that it will take a long time to see these positive effects.  He went on to say if there is an increase in the number of repairs, that doesn’t mean the program is unsuccessful, but that it’s doing what it’s intended to do.  Tracking remediation of failures is an important criterion.  Another committee member said he performed two inspections yesterday, and one was easily fixed while the other was not. There can be simple fixes for problems before they reach the level of a full repair, but if the systems are never inspected the simple problems may progress to being major problems.  

Ms. Locklear discussed the minimum plan elements:

· Step up education

· Establish comprehensive database of systems

· Develop criteria for inspections

· Step up inspections

A committee member asked whether we are still considering a tiered inspection schedule based on the type of system.  Ms. Locklear reviewed what the county is currently spending on inspections.  Right now, the cost is increasing slowly.  Mr. Readling wanted to reiterate that the program plan will speak to the issues the group thought were the most important.  The plan won’t be too detailed to be useful but will be detailed enough to be logical and coherent; for instance, it will not mandate privatized inspection before the inspectors exist. 

Ms. Locklear then brought the committee’s attention to Willem van Eck’s question on whether on-site management rules constitute deed restrictions.  She presented the information gathered from two attorneys on the question.  Mr. Fountain said changing deeds is really difficult, and we may not be competent to deal with it.  Ed Duke said there is something similar to a deed restriction (a notification of the maintenance schedule for the problem) but it doesn’t always transfer with every ownership because the documentation is eventually lost.  There was a suggestion that Wake County do the same thing for a conventional system.  Mr. Fountain said including a piece of paper on what septic system exists on the property is a good idea, but that keeping it with the deeds is not the same as making it a deed restriction.  

Mr. Hoover pointed out the world class training center in the area and suggested that it be strongly considered in the program plan.  He said it should figure into the education portion of plan.  For instance, we could include an environmental field day once a year, and bring kids from high schools out there.  

To wrap up the meeting, Ms. Locklear told the committee that the next meeting will be at new location, the Yates Mill County Park classroom.  Ms. Locklear promised to provide directions ahead of time.

