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Pennsylvania’s Approach to 

Integrated Wastewater Management:  

A New Paradigm

Executive Summary

In many rural areas of Pennsylvania, houses were constructed before there were any guidelines for sewer construction.  As a result, many existing on-lot sewage systems are inadequate due to age, poor maintenance, poor siting or just lack of knowledge.  Similarly, many small town sewer systems are inadequate, due to past neglect and utilization of poor practices such as using stormwater facilities as an outlet.  Many rural municipalities have a significant sewage problem, whether they acknowledge it or not.  

Municipalities have been slowly addressing these problems but often do so only after DEP issues a consent order.  The high cost to construct needed improvements as traditionally defined (i.e., a centralized sewer system) is a major restraint to upgrading existing sewage facilities.  There are, however, low cost, non-centralized, effective options that can be implemented with proper planning and innovative thinking.  Integrated wastewater management is a way to provide sewage service to rural Pennsylvania.

Integrated wastewater management utilizes centralized treatment systems to provide sewage to the more densely populated areas and utilizes cluster and on lot systems for the sparsely populated areas of a municipality.  All the sewage service falls under a centralized  management system. Two municipalities that we know of in the Commonwealth are using such a system but many others would benefit if they utilized integrated wastewater management to deal with their sewage problems.

Centralized sewage, or the lack thereof, has often been used as a growth management strategy.  With adequate and accountable management, sewage systems and technology should stand on their own merit; what sewage law and regulation should address is quality of the water departing the owner’s property.  Innovations and the imagination of innovators should be encouraged; communities, property owners and developers that implement successful methods of providing solutions should be recognized for their success.

This paper is based on the case study provided by the Broad Top Township—Coaldale Borough Sewage Planning effort.  This multi-municipal cooperative effort was part of a broader Watershed Improvement Plan developed to address the watershed’s two predominant water quality problems: acid mine drainage (AMD) and sewage effluent.  This paper documents the sewage-planning portion of the effort as a case study, and extracts a number of applications for use elsewhere.  Our goal is to encourage the development and implementation of low-cost, effective sewage treatment options in rural areas through integrated management as a means of cleaning up local waters that may be contaminated by multiple non-point sources.  
Barriers and Motivations

There are a number of barriers to addressing sewage treatment needs in rural areas where clusters of houses and individual homes currently have some type of on-lot sewage system.  The paper discusses these barriers categorized by the players hindered by them: municipalities, citizens, state government, and consultants.  The paper then discusses potential motivators for each of the players to overcome the identified barriers.  Some of these exist now, and others need to be reinforced to effectively move local governments to address sewage concerns.

Lessons Learned

Broad Top Township and Coaldale Borough, two small, rural municipalities in the northeast corner of Bedford County, are working together to address their sewage problem. This does not entail consolidation or regionalization of their governing bodies, merely cooperation on a mutual issue.  Significant components of the success of this project include::

1.  Public support: Inclusiveness in decision-making and in coverage (100% in this case) leads to trust.  

2.  Meeting local needs:  The criteria for choice of the consultant and the project focused on best meeting local needs and conditions, at a set monthly cost.  

3.  Direct communication and close coordination with other government entities.  

4.  Availability of funding.  In the case of the Broad Top Project, a significant amount of grant money and other public funding was obtained, allowing the cost to residents to be kept very low.  We believe that a similar outcome can be achieved by other municipalities by: 
· Designing to meet local needs rather than relying on traditional approaches will reduce the cost, both capital and O&M;  
· Including broad public participation and close coordination with other government entities will help to identify available funding as well as make citizens more supportive (even financially) of the final outcome.

Recommended Actions Include the following:
Financial Incentives

· The Commonwealth must send a very clear signal that “business as usual” has changed. The current system has no incentives to lower either capitol or O & M costs, and in fact, has the opposite affect. A performance-based fee should be paid to consultants when they design and build low cost systems that work.  

· The Commonwealth should make funding available for integrated wastewater management utilizing innovative wastewater solutions.  To keep sewage costs affordable a combination of grants and long term (40 years) low interest (1-2%) financing is necessary. Low capital cost projects should be given priority.  Only low O & M sewer projects  with simple operation requirements should be funded.  Municipalities who use the integrated wastewater management approach should be given preferential treatment.  The objective is to give incentives to consultants to design low debt service and low O&M projects and to municipalities who assume responsibility.

DEP Oversight

· DEP must show more ingenuity and flexibility in dealing with the rural sewage problem.  Cluster and onlot systems should be evaluated on their ability to meet water quality objectives rather than arbitrary rules.
· Since cluster and on-lot management will be part of a municipality’s sewage management system, the ability to monitor and maintain each will be needed.  The Commonwealth should provide the monitoring and maintenance training.

· Onsite treatment systems must be driven by performance goals and not prescriptive requirements.
· The Commonwealth will need to hold the municipalities responsible for properly managing and maintaining these non-traditional systems.  Periodic inspections and reviews will be needed to insure that the municipalities are fulfilling their obligation to manage these systems properly.  Consideration should be given to developing standardized inspection protocols.
· The role of DEP should be to encourage municipalities to stand aside and let the community define their needs and how to deal with them.
Making Alternatives Available

· Examples of municipalities who are doing some level of management should be publicized and used by DEP and other municipalities who wish to observe a demonstration.

· Make information available on research into options (e.g., Rodale, Del-Val, and the cooperative DCNR State Parks demo project.).
· Townships assuming management responsibilities will have additional sewage technologies available to them.  Municipalities who do not want to assume management will be required to utilize standard technologies.

· DEP should encourage pilots for experimental systems.  When experimental systems have been shown to work they should then be replicated in other locations as pilot systems to see if they perform up to standard and to show municipal officials how they work.  

· There is an experimental technology verification protocol but the process of moving new technology on-line remains very burdensome and difficult.  The goal should be to encourage, not discourage, new sewage management approaches and technologies. 

· Aiming at no-waste systems.  The liquid portion of the waste stream can be used to replenish the ground water supply or provide water for plant growth.   In some places a stream discharge actually may improve the stream’s water quality.  The solid portion of the waste stream can be utilized on land needing organic matter and fertility, such as abandoned mine land.

Enhancing Public Participation

· From the decision to begin the process to the end of construction there must be inclusive public participation.  Municipal officials should help facilitate the process, not dictate.  Public involvement throughout the process will trigger citizen ownership of what is recommended.

Communication and Coordination

· Municipalities should be encouraged to work together and with other levels of government to deal with their sewage problems.
Municipalities

· Municipal officials who see their job on traditional lines (i.e. as road supervisors) may be slow to take on additional responsibilities unless education and assistance is provided to support them in undertaking non-traditional roles such as sewage management. If they do not assume sewage management responsibilities they will have fewer alternatives than a municipality who assumes management responsibility.

· The county planning commission helps municipalities develop a request for proposal (RFP) to do 537 sewage planning.  It is important that the RFP represents what the municipality wants and needs to address their sewage problems.

Consultants

· Consultants can continue to “low ball” bids that meet the letter of the law but do not meet the needs of the municipality and its residents.  Bid price must be secondary to bid quality in selecting a consultant. 

Citizens

· Citizens must be educated to realize that their sewer problem won’t go away unless they do something.  Also they should learn that they live downstream from someone and people live down stream from them.  
“If we are to succeed in convincing the public that ‘decentralized’ treatment should be seriously considered in small communities, we must elevate the perception of onsite and cluster systems to that of central sewerage…This will be achieved only through centralized management.  While ‘decentralization’ of treatment is the outcome, centralizationof management must be the approach.  Service rather than technology needs to be our focus!”
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