
Funding options are ex pand ing 
too. Although no community has 
yet applied, municipalities can now 
obtain funds through the Strate-
gic Water Quality In i ti a tives Fund 
(SWQIF) to help individual home-
owners repair or replace their sep-
tic systems.

What are on-
site systems?
Onsite wastewater treat ment 

systems can be an ex cel lent al ter -
na tive to mu nic i pal sewage ser-
 vice. They make use of a stor age 
tank and the soilôs natural ý l ter ing 
prop er ties to safely and eco nom i-
 cal ly recycle wastewater and return 
it to the local water table.

In contrast, a city or town-
 ship municipal system typ i cal ly 
re quires a costly in fra struc ture 
with long-term maintenance costs. 

P
roperly installed and 
   maintained, onsite 
  (septic) waste wa ter 
 systems can be an en vi-
ronmentally friend ly, 

cost-effective option for treating 
residential sewage. Mich i gan home-
owners now operate 1.2 million 
onsite sys tems. How ev er, because 
in spec tions or repairs haven't been 
required, our water re sourc es are 
being placed in jeopardy.

The Department of En vi ron -
men tal Quality (DEQ) es ti mates 
that 10 percent of systems ex pe -
ri ence problems at any one time. 
That means an estimated 26 mil-
lion gal lons of wastewater per day 
discharge into failing sys tems. 

Rainwater can carry raw waste-
 wa ter from a failed tank or drain-
age ý eld to nearby water sources, 
jeopardizing public health and 
con tam i nat ing drink ing and rec re -
ation al waters. 

How do you tackle the prob lem 
of aging septic sys tems? A hand ful 
of re source ful counties in Mich i gan 
have devised methods for uncov-
ering failing systems and ensuring 
that they are repaired or replaced. 

Com mu ni ties must install sewer 
lines and often enlarge waste wa ter 
treatment fa cil i ties. 

Who uses them?
In Michigan, approximately 1.2 

million onsite systems han dle 264 
million gallons per day of sew age. 
The DEQ estimates that more than 
half of new single-family homes 
now include an onsite wastewater 
system. This ý gure ð over 25,000 
new onsite systems per year ð is 
expected to grow, given housing 
growth patterns outside metropoli-
tan areas. 

How do they work?
Most onsite wastewater sys tems 

handle household waste using a 
combination of an un der ground 
tank and drainage ý eld. Solids and 
oils accumulate in the tank; the 
solids partially de com pose with 
the help of bacteria. Wastewater 
is distributed through the un der -
ground drain age ý eld, where it is 
absorbed by gravel and soil. The 
natural properties of the soil ý lter 
the water before re turn ing it to the 
water table.

Living with septic systems:
Actions you can take to 
protect wa ter quality

Learn how onsite 
wastewater treatment 

systems are used in 
Michigan. 

Find out about new 
procedures you can 

advocate to use onsite 
systems & protect 
water resources.
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