On-site Wastewater Management Stakeholders Committee Meeting 6 Summary

The sixth meeting of the Wake County On-site Wastewater Management Stakeholders Committee was held on December 12th, 2007 from 11:30 a.m. to 1:00 pm at Yates Mill County Park.  The attendees included stakeholders, Wake County staff, and AMEC staff.  The stakeholders in attendance were:

	John Fountain, Chair
	Bob Rubin
	

	Tricia Angoli 
	Kurt Smith
	

	Tara Lightner
	Dave Welch
	

	Shankar Mistry
	
	

	Sarah Bruce
	
	


Wake County staff members in attendance were:

	Mark Bailey
	Everette Lynn
	

	Ed Duke
	
	


Finally, AMEC staff members in attendance were:

	Henrietta Locklear
	Keith Readling
	April Camenisch

	Trina Ozer
	
	


Henrietta Locklear led the group in introductions and reviewed the day’s agenda, which was:

· Review the program plan

· Discuss outstanding issue #1: Inspections

· Next Meeting

She stated that the goals for the day were to receive comments on the draft program plan and have the committee recommend parameters for inspections to be incorporated into the next version of the program plan.  Ms. Locklear gave a brief description of the program plan, which the committee received a copy of prior to the meeting.  Ms. Locklear told the committee that if there are any typographical errors, she would like those sent to her via email and she will be happy to make those changes.  The discussion for this meeting should focus on substantive issues regarding the tone of the plan, facts that are wrong or misstated, lack of completeness, etc. 
Ms. Locklear discussed data collection briefly.  A committee member pointed out that the program plan talks about system data, but lacks performance measures related to environmental quality, which could be very valuable information in showing that the program had a positive impact on the environment.  Mark Bailey asked what specific data could be added, and the committee suggested measures such as ammonia in receiving streams and secchi disk depth.
Ms. Locklear then talked about education as described in the program plan.  John Fountain said the reason why education was ranked high was because there are only a few options on education.  He said that the details of the survey should be presented in the program plan with caution, since there are limitations on its validity based on the interaction among questions. Mr. Fountain suggested the plan could emphasize the committee’s strong endorsement for education in general.  

A committee member asked what the role of the new education staff person would be.  Keith Readling explained the costs and duties associated with the education specialist.  Trina Ozer explained the plan calculated 25 cents per owner for publication costs and 25 cents per owner for postage.  Mr. Bailey said a quarter per person may be too low, and Ms. Ozer said AMEC would increase those costs in the next version of the plan.
Ms. Locklear moved on to a discussion of inspections.  The committee members discussed the relative importance of inspections and education.  The committee members concluded that inspections can serve as a form of education, that both inspections and education are important, and that all four major themes of the plan – education, inspections, resources, and data development – are crucial to the success of a comprehensive program plan.  
Ms. Locklear moved onto the subject of resources.  She stated that staff estimated costs for establishing an annual fee and seeking grants.  A committee member raised the question of establishing an annual fee for the service of system inspections and what the basis of such a fee would be.  Mr. Bailey discussed some funding ideas staff had been working on.  One option would be to establish an enterprise fund, which would fund the program from user fees.  Another option would be to fund the program using ad valorem taxes.  Under this option, all property owners would pay, regardless of whether or not they owned a septic system.  Another option would be to privatize inspections.  Under this option, the homeowner would be required to hire a private business person to inspect their system, and market forces would drive the cost of the service.  

Everette Lynn pointed out that Wake County currently collects fees for the inspection of the larger on-site wastewater treatment systems.  Ms. Locklear said other systems have a system where private inspectors perform the service and charge a fee, but the contractor submits a portion of that fee to the government agency.  

Ms. Locklear moved on to discussing inspections.  She said the committee had previously recommended a schedule of inspections but had yet to talk in detail about what that schedule is or how many systems to inspect.  She used the example of the two extremes of the possible program: inspecting only those systems mandated by the state versus inspecting all 60,000 systems.  Ms. Locklear described the two programs’ levels of service and costs.  She explained that inspections of a greater number of systems will cost more for either the county, system owners, or a third party, but that the incremental cost should go down with more systems.  She also suggested that other options were for the committee to recommend that more systems be phased in over time or to employ the private sector.
A committee member asked whether with current staffing levels the County could inspect more systems than it already does.  Mr. Readling said that to do any more than is done right now would entail hiring more staff.  
Shankar Mistry expressed his support for the inspection of all 60,000 systems.  Mr. Fountain said that since the impetus for the project is the fact that 10 percent of the systems are failing, there is little point in recommending that only mandated inspections be performed because the state has already done that.  Mr. Fountain recommended inspecting those systems that are not currently mandated.  

Dave Welch asked if the thousand Type IV or Low Pressure Pipe (LPP) systems are under the high-risk category, and Mr. Lynn responded that they are.  Mr. Welch asked what the other 6000 high-risk systems are, and Mr. Lynn said it’s described on page 19 of the report, but that that definition can be altered.  In general, technology, location or impact on the watershed defines high-risk and the number given is just an estimate of systems.  Ms. Locklear said the definition presupposes we have data on the systems.
Bob Rubin said he thinks the inspection frequency should be based on the complexity of the system.  He suggested the committee could recommend the inspections of the low-risk systems on a less frequent basis than others.  Mr. Mistry said you could take a look at the frequency of failure and then base inspections on other suggested maintenance activities.  Sarah Robertson said frequency of inspections could relate to its location in the watershed.  The level of risk should impact the frequency.  Mr. Welch said, “To me, that would only make sense.”  He said the LPPs are very high-risk systems, and that they should be inspected more frequently than those that are lower risk.  
Another committee member asked whether the inspections being discussed were in addition to time of sale inspections.  Ms. Locklear said that in the County’s legal opinion it would be a substantial legal hurdle to require inspections at the time of sale because changes to state legislation would be required for that to happen.  Tara Lightner pointed out that some properties don’t change hands frequently and we will miss the boat if systems are only inspected at the time of sale.

Ms. Locklear summarized the committee’s comments by saying, “What I’ve heard people say is that we should inspect all systems and the frequency should be based on risk.  Are there any other opinions or dissenting opinions?”  The committee members were in agreement.  
Mr. Lynn said LPP systems require inspections once every three years.  If you follow that for pre-1992 systems, the proposed change in the administrative code is to change that frequency to once every five years.  Mr. Welch said, “If LPPs are supposed to be inspected every three years, and there are a thousand [pre-1992 systems] that aren’t inspected at all, to me it’s a no brainer that all those should be done every three years.  The pump systems are once every five years.”
Mr. Fountain said we should recommend that the schedule should be based on risk, hydrogeology, and type of system.  He said that we’re going to be getting a lot of data from this study that we didn’t have before, and it should be in the program plan to allow adjustment to the schedule based on the data from the study.  Ms. Locklear said the plan could initially concentrate on a frequency that would catch a lot of possible problems and then adjust based on what the data found.  


A committee member suggested that we could also investigate whether any additives would make the septic systems last longer.  One committee member said there had been some graduate level research on that topic but that the differences were subtle, and Mr. Lynn said that he did not believe that would solve the problem. Mr. Fountain said, “The concept is an excellent one, that we keep abreast of the developments in the field and educate people on that.  You shouldn’t do an educational package and keep the same information for years.”
Ms. Locklear began a discussion of private versus public inspectors.  Mr. Fountain indicated that if inspections are privatized to any extent, the county should provide oversight.  There was some discussion about building into the going rate for inspections a surcharge that goes back to the county.  Mr. Fountain said that if private inspections are done, the inspectors should feed back data.  
Ms. Locklear summarized the meeting by saying the inspection schedule should be based on risk and the private sector should be used for inspections where possible.  Ms. Locklear wrapped up the meeting by reminding the committee that the next meeting is on January 16th.  It will be held at a new location, and Ms. Locklear will provide directions well in advance.  

