Fall 2018

CPC Pub. # 42887518

Helping Hands in Haiti
Sustaining Counties
Understanding Float Switches
Convention Information for AOWMA and
WCOWMA-BC
Industry News From the Provinces

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association

CONTENTS
Fall 2018

Inside this issue:
Printed for:

WCOWMA

Message From WCOWMA

3

21115 – 108 Ave NW
Edmonton, AB T5S 1X3

Toward a More Sustainable County

4

Tel: (780) 489-7471
Toll-Free: (877) 489-7471
Fax: (780) 486-7414
Toll-Free Fax: (855) 420 –6332

Advertising and Sponsorship

13

Convention Information

14

info@wcowma.com

Upcoming Events

16

What’s Happening in Western Canada...

18

Industry Forum

20

Newsletter Signup Information

21

Heart for Homes

22

Understanding Float Switches

26

Membership

28

Training

29

Managing Wastewater in a Tiny House

30

Advertising Options

36

Marketplace

38

Published by:
WCOWMA
Publications Agreement #: 42887518
Return undeliverable Canadian Addresses to:
21115 – 108 Ave NW
Edmonton, AB T5S 1X3
Toll-Free: (877) 489-7471
Toll-Free Fax: (855) 420-6332
www.wcowma.com

© 2018 Western Canada Onsite
Wastewater Management Association
(WCOWMA) All rights reserved. Contents
may not be reproduced by any means, in
whole or in part, without the prior
written consent of the publisher.

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association

ONSITE INFORMER

we’re
accepting
articles!

submit an article
ARTICLES SHOULD BE
EXPERIENCE, RESEARCH OR
EDUCATION BASED

2

contact us today
877-489-7471
media@wcowma.com
www.wcowma.com

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association

A Message from WCOWMA
There is significant talk amongst politicians and the general public about climate change and greenhouse gas emission. The talk
focusses on air quality and appears to disregard other ecological systems stressed by modern life such as water.
The onsite wastewater industry has been practicing wastewater recapture and reuse for decades, if not centuries. Water drawn
from underground aquifers enters the residence being served, is utilized and enters the onsite wastewater system where it is
treated, reintroduced to the soils interface for completion of the treatment process and ultimately returned to the aquifer or water
source for re-use.
Onsite wastewater systems ensure the maintenance of the hydraulic cycle. This cycle can become disrupted through centralized
sewage treatment where water may be drawn from underground aquifers and then returned to a water body, whereas typically in
a decentralized system, water drawn from underground sources is returned to recharge and replenish the aquifer.
Maintenance of the hydraulic cycle helps to maintain weather patterns and revitalizes the soil. Decentralized systems are effective
and economical over the long term. New research indicates that they produce less greenhouse gas per capita than centralized
systems.
Onsite wastewater systems are part of the solution.
It is important to remember our critical role in this ongoing process of wastewater collection and treatment. While the economy
seems uncertain, one thing remains constant and that is the need for the services our industry provides to the general public. We
provide an essential service to rural homes and businesses. The onsite industry’s ability to provide reliable and affordable
infrastructure in an environmentally sustainable and responsible manner is something to take pride in.

Lesley Desjardins
Executive Director

Connect with WCOWMA
www.wcowma.com is your access point to the association and all its activities. The website gives visitors instant access to
training information, upcoming news and events, WCOWMA membership benefits, and other industry resources.
In addition, the website provides easy access to professional installers in each of the 4 Western provinces. This ensures
that when homeowners are looking for qualified companies to do their work, they’ll find everything they need to know on
the website. The “locate a pro” feature allows homeowners to choose their province, and then further narrow down their
choices to sub-categories including installers/contractors, pumpers, and inspectors. From there, homeowners can choose
their specific location and then they are taken to a page listing of all the WCOWMA members offering the services
required.
Becoming a WCOWMA member ensures that your name and contact information is at the fingertips of those homeowners
who need your services. Join the 1000+ onsite wastewater professionals in this handy online go-to guide.
For more reasons to join, please contact WCOWMA directly or visit www.wcowma.com
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Toward a More Sustainable County
Written by: Bob Boersema, F.B. Boersma Acreage Developers
As the years move along, almost every rural municipality is

quarters or maybe a section or two, it meant we had several

faced with the problem of how to sustain their social

families with kids on each six or eight sections of land and this

infrastructures. These include schools, churches and sports

was reasonably evenly spread across the country landscape.

facilities.

Density was a little higher on the irrigated lands and a little

They also include social support people, like medical

lighter on the drylands, with a substantial reduction in the

professionals, and social interactions, like 4H clubs and

special areas.

recreational sports teams.

This spread of kids throughout the county gave a reason for

Every year more schools are shutting down or consolidating

hamlets and villages to have general stores, schools, churches

into regional schools. Kids need to be bussed for greater

and recreation facilities. If there are enough of these hamlets,

distances.

one or two of them will have some type of medical service.

Villages lose their grocery stores and gas stations. Everyone has
to go to the “Big City” to get supplies.
Can we stop and reverse this trend?

Maybe even a hospital.
Kids are of course, a product of the parents that raise them. So
with enough kids come enough people to maintain voluntary
fire departments and other volunteer positions that keep a

What can we do about to prevent the depopulation of our rural

county moving. Every summer a few ball games are played

counties?

because there are enough adults to make it worthwhile in each

First, we need to look at what is causing this attrition to happen. small urban center. There may be a curling rink and an arena.
Simply put, the cause is a lack of kids living in the country. We

Without the kids, some of these will survive. For a little while.

no long have a critical mass of kids in many of our rural

Pretty soon you need three or four of these hamlets just to get

communities. If you increase the number of kids in any

a ball team together. Churches close or combine with adjacent

geographical region, you will reverse these trends.

churches and so it goes.

There are any number of reasons why we don’t have as many

In this day and age, it is almost impossible for a farmer to make

kids out in the rural counties as we use to but the number one

a living on a few acres unless they are into specialty products or

reason is corporate or large farms.

into confined operations.

In the past, when most farmers could survive with a number of

Farmers also have much bigger equipment so need fewer
employees, therefore fewer families are
involved in agricultural pursuits.
These farmers are very good at producing
food for the world, with some of the
highest yields anywhere. Unfortunately,
they just are not that good at raising kids.
Anyone want to guess at their yield rate?
Maybe only one kid per five thousand
acres? Maybe only one per ten thousand?
I don’t know what the exact yield is but
probably the long form census can tell us.
If we can’t get the farmers to raise a large
crop of kids, what can we do?

4
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•

We can look at ways of increasing other

employment opportunities that will sustain families.

•

We can develop hamlets, towns and acreages

that act as bedrooms for the bigger centers.

•

We can understand that many employment

The idea is to encourage growth nodes and to cluster
population growth in these areas. This should prevent farmland
fragmentation.
Has this actually encouraged growth of these small urban
centers?

opportunities now include consultants and work from

With the exception of some villages in close proximity to large

home situations, which would work well in hamlets or

urban areas, most villages are barely holding their own, many

on acreages.

have dissolved and returned to county management.

•

Either the counties need to get more aggressive in finding ways

We can look for ways to develop

methodologies that make it easier for companies

to promote the growth of the hamlets and villages or we need

that provide employment, to relocate into the

to look at alternate growth patterns.

counties.
For some counties that are blessed with good
health care facilities nearby, it may also be
worth looking at residences designed to allow
aging in place. While this does not necessarily
help county sustainability the way a good
crop of kids will, it might be part of the
solution.
When designing this type of residence, it
would be good to look a little further afield
than your standard three-bedroom bungalow
with five steps leading up to the front door.
One or two bedroom, slab on grade, energy
efficient homes would be more suitable for
this type of resident.
These would be smaller homes on smaller
lots and therefore a bit more affordable.
Grandparents could increase the size of our
hamlets.
So how do we implement this? Really, there
are only two main options: increase the size
of our hamlets and villages or develop more
acreages.
Designing and building larger self-standing
town-sites may help in some ways but are
also problematic in others.
However, with great care, sometimes
developing lands suitable for commercial/
business/employment centers and industrial
parks will help.
Some municipalities have bylaws in place to
encourage the expansion of existing hamlets.

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association
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Village and Hamlet Growth
If we want to increase the size of existing hamlets or villages in
order to increase the number of families in the county, we need
to examine what the obstacles to doing this may be. We should
also consider why hamlets may not be attractive to young
families or why they may not succeed regardless of the effort put
into promoting them. The idea that existing hamlets are natural
growth nodes may not be correct.
In order to attract families to hamlets, we must meet several
conditions.

We need to ask ourselves, why would anyone want to live here
rather than in a bigger town or actually out in the country? One
or more of the above will be required to make the move
attractive to the family. People do not just up and move to a
hamlet or village. There needs to be a reason why they would
move to what is essentially the same lot and house as in a city or
town but with fewer amenities. If the village does not provide
some of the above, people will just stay in the larger urban
centers with more amenities.
Lower cost of living can be a major draw to these small urban
centers so if we want to expand the hamlet; we need to make

The lots and houses must be more affordable than those

sure that the lots are affordable and the taxes competitive. For a

in towns and cities that have more amenities, or they must lot to be more affordable than in larger urban centers, the cost of
developing these lots must be less than in the bigger town.
offer something that the bigger urban centers cannot.
Sometimes, this is just a larger lot or the pleasure of small
town living.

The cost of a new lot is the sum of the cost of the acquisition of
the land, plus the cost of developing it, plus the cost of a return

There must be a method of earning a living either locally

to the developer. There is not much that a county can do about

or within commuting distance.

the prevailing cost of land but they do have a lot of control over

Again, there will be a number of factors that help persuade the
family to move to a particular village:
Proximity to schools that meet the requirement of the
kids.
Proximity to family or friends.
Proximity to churches or other social infrastructure.

the cost of developing it.
The cost of adding five or six lots to an existing village or hamlet
is not as high as doing a larger town site but still requires some
investment.
It may also require rezoning and subdivision bylaws, which take
time and money to obtain.
The standards that the county sets for the development has a

Proximity to sports facilities that meet the goals of the

dramatic effect on the final cost of each lot. If the county insists

kids. (Or the goals parents have for their kids)

on developing the hamlet lots just like a town lot, the costs are

Proximity to amenities such as groceries, drug stores and
eateries.

going to be too high. On the other hand, if the county does not
set the standards high enough, the developer will be happy but
the end user or the county rate payers may have
to pay more for the ongoing maintenance.
The following are some of the factors that the
county and the developer need to consider.
Stormwater Management
If the surrounding area is suitable, maybe they
don’t need a large stormwater management
infrastructure. If the development is in lowland or
the development is very flat, some means of
stormwater management will be required.
Potable Water
This can be either private wells or municipal
water mains. Many areas can sustain a water-well
for each lot but not all areas can.

6
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Town of Bentley (http://www.townofbentley.ca/)
does not have to maintain sewer and water treatment plants and

Sewer
Hamlets and small villages can seldom afford the cost of
installing municipal sewage treatment facilities so most often
private septic systems are used. Due to the small footprint of the
lot, it is essential that advanced treatment units be used to
pretreat the sewage. This will go a long way to prevent the
contamination of the ground water.

pipelines. In areas where municipal water systems already exist, it
may be cost effective to tie into these lines but care should be
taken not to fall into the “bigger is better” way of thinking. The
high cost of developing municipal systems can often be offset by
provincial or federal grants but the maintenance costs fall back
to the local ratepayers. We often see large pipe municipal

infrastructure fall into disarray because sufficient monies are not
If the soils are suitable, a relatively small area is needed for septic budgeted for maintenance!
treatment however we may need a little more land than was
If the area to be developed meets other criteria but does not
originally called for when hamlets were serviced by the little
have good soils for private septic systems, or if there is a desire
house out back.
to have smaller lot sizes that may not have sufficient land area
Streets
for septic systems, small pipe septic treatment systems are
If we look at 1/4 to 1-acre lots as a minimum size for self-

usually more cost effective than large pipe systems going to a

contained hamlet lots, we still have a substantial amount of

municipal treatment plant. These are sometime referred to as

roadway to develop. If the county standards call for paved streets STEP (septic tank effluent pump) systems.
complete with curbs and gutters, these costs will probably
prevent the development of lots.

If the hamlet already has a natural storm water management
plan, that is, if the storm waters can naturally flow from the

The smaller the lots, the more lots you have to share the cost of

streets to an adjacent stream or wetlands, there would not be a

the road, therefore the cost of each lot will remain more

need for a more extensive storm water plan than can be done

affordable if we can put more lots along the same amount of

with well graded roads and grit and oil separators. Sometime

roadway. All lots do not have to be the same size.

retention systems need to be in place to prevent flooding during

Most older hamlets were not developed with paved roads but

high volume rain events.

had the streets paved later, either by way of local improvement

We need to consider if the roads need to be paved, as this is

tax or at the expense for the general taxpayer base.

another large cost component of developing lots. Both paved

The most cost effective way of developing or extending hamlets
is to allow smaller lots, serviced by their own water-well and
septic treatment system. With self-contained lots, the developer
is spared the cost of water and sewer infrastructure.
This also means there is no ongoing general ratepayer cost to
maintain water and sewer services. The savings to the county
adds up to tens of thousands of dollars each year if the county

and gravel roads need ongoing maintenance. As a rule, roads
that have low daily trip counts are easier to maintain as gravel.
There are a number of studies that suggest that roads with fewer
than 200 trips per day would be more efficiently served with a
gravel surfaces.
If the hamlet is strictly residential, there should not be a lot of
heavy traffic on these roads.

The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association
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As most hamlets would have low speed limits, dust would not be These cannot be sloughs or areas with high restrictive layers.
a large issue.

Soils-based septic treatment systems cannot be developed on

If the roads were just well-based gravel roads, the cost of the
development would allow for the sale of lots that are more

soils with high ground water or soils that have been disturbed or
trucked in.

affordable. This of course does not mean just laying a few inches Areas that are marginal farmland are seldom suited for village
of gravel on top of prairie soils.

lots or private septic systems.

The roads would have to be properly built up and based.

We need to be assured that the area has sufficient ground water

Should the traffic volumes increase due to further expansion of
the hamlet, these well-based roads would not be exorbitantly
expensive to pave at that time.
So when we look at which hamlets might be good targets for
adding affordable lots, we need to look at several issues.

of good quality to develop private wells rather than incur the
high cost of treating and piping the water unless the hamlet
already has a municipal water system. Hamlets that already have
municipal systems, either water or sewer or both, that are in
good shape, would be natural areas to look at expanding.
We should look for hamlets that have natural storm water

We want soils that allow for private sewage treatment facilities

management areas. If we can deal with the stormwater without

on each lot rather than piping sewage to a treatment center.

incurring the expense of curbs, gutters and large pipelines, we
have a chance of keeping the cost of the lots reasonable.
Additionally, we should look at what the neighbourhood already
has or needs. Is there a commercial/industrial area nearby that
needs a source of labour? Are there schools, medical facilities
nearby? Is there a possibility of a convenience store in the
neighbourhood?
Maybe we need to accept that not all hamlets or villages can be
saved and concentrate our efforts on those with a higher chance
of success.
To avoid making the situation worse, we should look at some
things that we should not do.
We probably should not look to establishing any new hamlets.
We should not try to expand villages that really have no reason
to exist. When the tracks got pulled up and the elevator torn
down, many hamlets lost their reason to exist. Maybe there is
some other industry or employment center that could be put
into these scenarios but let’s not just wish. In other words, we
need to look carefully at each hamlet or village and make sure
there is a reasonable chance that adding lots or commercial
areas will increase their viability. If there are already empty
buildings or lots, adding more is unlikely to help. If we want to
save that village, we don’t have to add to it, we need to find
something to fill up the space we already have available.
We should not expand hamlets into sloughs or lowlands. It really
does not matter how passionately the developers plead their
case, it is a losing proposition. The council has to have the guts
to say no. Yes, in the big city, these sloughs are developed all the
time. We have to understand that this is done by big developers,
with big equipment and deep pockets. Furthermore, these big
city developments are done all at one time because the

8
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developer has the financial ability to do so. More importantly,

will encounter will be in excess of 200 trips per day. It would not

these developers have the reasonable belief that they will recoup make sense to use gravel roadways in these developments.
their costs and make a profit based on big city lot prices. It is
unlikely that a county developer will be able to realize sufficient
return on their money if the slough is properly developed. If a
slough is developed, it will have disturbed soils; this impacts the
ability to install private sewage systems for these lots.
These areas should be used as part of a stormwater
management plan while the higher grounds are developed into
residential lots or light commercial areas. These lowlands can be
developed as stormwater management areas and also be
developed as an environmental asset.
This might require that several landowners get together to
propose a development so that both high and lowlands are
available for the project.
We need to be aware that hamlet and village lot prices cannot
approach the cost of town lots or they will not be in demand.
We also have to understand that some people may prefer the
ambience of small town compared to the big city but most
people who want to move to the country are not thinking of

Due to the density of the housing, a municipal water system
must be developed, either from a local, high producing aquifer
or more often from surface water. There must be sufficient water
for both potable use and firefighting. As this is a municipal water
supply, the system must meet provincial standards.
A building must be maintained for treatment and water must be
piped to each lot for potable use and down the streets for
firefighting.
For sanitary sewer services, most of these developments will use
large pipe sewer infrastructure. This requires large diameter
pipes in the streets or alleys that receive the sewage from each
individual house.
As big pipe systems need to be accessed and cleaned, manways
complete with covers must be installed at frequent intervals.
These are not watertight, so when designing the treatment plant
additional volumes must be calculated to account for surface
water entering this infrastructure.

villages. They want a place with three to five acres. They also may These big pipe systems transport the sewage to a municipal
treatment facility where the sewage is treated and returned to
prefer some privacy that small urban centers do not provide.
Increasing the size of existing small urban centers can definitely
increase the amount of kids in the area, but we need to make

either the local aquifers or more likely to a local waterway that
will remove these resources away from the source.

sure the lots are affordable to young families otherwise these

In many areas of North America, developments with up to

families will not relocate to them.

several thousand housing units are routinely serviced with STEP

These smaller centers could sustain slightly higher lot prices if
they are targeted to those who would like to retire there and age
in place.

(septic tank effluent pump) sewer systems. The advantage of a
STEP system for collecting sewage is that the solids remain in
each homeowner’s septic tank and only the effluent or liquids
are pumped to the final receiving area. This is done with small
pipe force mains, two to four inches in diameter. This means

Self-Standing Town Sites

they do not have to be graded for gravity.

The costs of developing multi-unit subdivisions are very high, so

These STEP systems have been used in Alberta for a number of

developers tend to want to develop villages or towns, preferably

years now with good results. They are more cost effective than

with golf courses. This way the cost of the development can be

large pipe systems and usually the effluent is discharged back

subsidize these costs or at least provide financing for the town-

Apart from their considerable savings in start up infrastructure

site through membership sales.

costs, STEP systems are also more environmentally friendly than

Apart from the costs of obtaining the land and subdividing it,

big pipe systems. These systems often site-treat the effluent and

services as well as, stormwater management. If there is no

The effluent can also be used to meet the irrigation

existing nearby infrastructure to tie into, these costs can be too

requirements of golf courses and other public spaces. The ability

high to be sustained by lot sales.

to restore the source water back to the local environment goes a

Most self-standing town-sites will require roadways that are well

long way to offset the environmental impact from towns.

built, complete with curbs and gutters. In any development with

Storm water management systems are required to prevent

more than a couple dozen lots, the day trips that the roadways

flooded neighbourhoods or streets. The runoff waters from the

spread over many units and sometimes the golf course is able to into the local groundwater reservoirs.

the primary costs are road infrastructure, power, water and sewer may discharge to either local groundwater or wetlands.
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streets are usually directed by the curbs and gutters to of some
type of primary treatment and then discharged into local
streams, canals or rivers.
Unfortunately, this removes water from the local watershed,
depleting the local groundwater aquifers. Solutions that return
the stormwater to the local environs should be considered.

base of the development.
We also need to consider the cost of connectivity to the highway
systems. If the town-site is developed on a secondary or primary
highway, road access support may be reasonable.
If however, the town-site is developed on county roadways, the
ongoing cost of maintaining these roads will use up a

In some cases, the county will allow the developer to start the

considerable portion of the taxes generated by the development.

sale of lots and a building program before all infrastructure is

If the town-site goes on to self-governance, the original county

complete, so that the developer has cash flow from the sale of

will still be stuck with the road maintenance without any tax-base

lots and homes to fund the completion of the development.

to support the costs unless this can be negotiated at the time of

There is good logic in doing this as it saves some financing cost
that must otherwise be applied to the cost of the lots at resale.
This method of financing the development is not without risk to
the county and or the lot purchaser. If something goes wrong
and the developer cannot finish the required infrastructure, those
that have already purchased housing in the development may be
left without the required services and have to come up with the
money to complete the services.

separation.
High-density town-sites also increase firefighting costs. Unless
the county mandates some type of firefighting as part of the
development approval, the county must provide the fire
protection. As a rule, these are small lots with close adjacencies in
the location of the homes. This provides for high fuel loads with a
high risk of spreading to neighbouring houses, just as in the big
city. Volunteer fire staff cannot be expected to handle these
situations. These situations can be mitigated to a certain extent

These people of course look to the county that allowed this to

by development and building regulation such as internal

happen for financial aid.

sprinkler systems, fire resistant exteriors and closed soffits.

Unfortunately, the cost to the county in which these town-sites

As a rule, the county has little to gain by allowing the

are developed is very high. Even if the county does not

development of self-standing town-sites. There is much short-

contribute any actual monies to the development and tries for

term pain and little long-term gain. From the county’s

full cost recovery on all oversight issues, this seldom happens.

perspective, there are better ways to increase revenue and

Staff time and the cost of hearings etc. simply cannot be met by

resources.

way of development fees.

In spite of some drawbacks to self-standing town-sites, they do

If the development is a success, it moves on to a self-governed

provide the children needed to sustain the surrounding
town, depriving the original municipality of any chance to recoup municipality. Sometimes these town-sites can provide the
the cost through long-term taxation. If the development is not
schools, churches, arenas etc. that the surrounding areas need.
that successful, there may be ongoing costs to the county by way
of services and maintenance that cannot be covered by the tax-

This can be a real benefit IF the adjoining municipalities can get
along and work to a common good. It does not work if the cities
and towns want to drive their own agendas over the interests of
the rural municipalities.
If the town-site is designed with jobs in mind, commercial areas
could be developed as part of the urban infrastructure as the
town-site is designed. This would make the self-standing townsite more useful to the county than if the town-site is just
designed as a bedroom community.

Acreages
Some counties are becoming less receptive of acreage
subdivision applications. The feeling is that acreages should not
be allowed, as this fragments farmland. I think most people agree
that farmland is a precious commodity that should not be readily

10
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carved up.
On the other hand we also have to
consider if the counties can survive with
just an agricultural component. Without
additional human resources in close
proximity, will schools and other social
infrastructure remain available to the
farm community?
In some areas it is already more cost
effective and less stressful, especially on
young kids, to home school or use
distance learning.
If we consider how settlement
progressed throughout the prairies, it
was generally one section at a time. Each
of these sections, or even quarter
sections had a homestead on it. Look at
all the abandoned homesteads. These
used to be family homes. It was these
families that supported the hamlets and other social
infrastructure. As these homesteads were abandoned, the
survival of the hamlets came into question.
To add more acreages would not necessarily add to
fragmentation but just restore the balance.

Please consider how little it costs the county to service these
three-acre parcels.
There is really no cost of grading the road in front of the parcel,
which would have to be graded anyway and a few day trips per
acreage has substantially less impact on the road than most of
the other traffic the roadway sees.

From a fragmentation point of view, it might not make sense to
carve out five or six acreages out of one quarter-section of good
There is, of course, the cost of performing the assessment and
farmland. But to develop a parcel out of the corner of every
mailing out the tax form. From net revenue to the county,
fourth or fifth quarter will not have that much impact on the
acreages are impossible to beat.
farmability of the quarter.
An added benefit is that this tax revenue will continue to accrue
Developing triangles rather than rectangles may further mitigate
to the county as long as the parcel is not reabsorbed into the
the fragmentation. Farm equipment can turn 45-degree corners
quarter. The revenue will never go to another jurisdiction.
much easier then 90-degree corners. Yes, this still leaves thin
Because of the high tax revenue stream that acreages provide to
slivers of land in the acute corners of the divided parcel but
the county, and the spin-off taxes that these acreages allow, the
acreage owners can use these areas much more efficiently than
large farm corporations. In most cases, taking a three to six acre overall tax rate in the county can remain much lower, which in
triangle out of the corner will have little impact on the balance of turn allows the taxes on the agricultural land to remain low.
the quarter.
In areas where permanent pivot irrigation exists, several parcels
could be taken out of the waste area not reachable by the pivot
or these areas could be subdivided and developed into hobby
farms or intensive pursuits like vegetable production for farmer’s
markets. There is an increasing demand for small holdings for
market produce production, equestrian pursuits and other
legitimate agricultural business pursuits that would not fit on
three acre parcels but don’t need a full quarter.
When we consider tax revenue, in many cases, the taxes paid on
just the three acre residential parcel generates more return to
the county than the 157 acres remaining as farmland. Then also,
consider that many of the residential parcels have fairly large
improvements on them. These 3 or 4-acre parcels complete with
improvements often pay more taxes than a number of sections
of farmland.
Of course, tax revenue means nothing to the county if the
county needs to spend most of it servicing the tax generator.

When discussing acreage development, another concern that is
sometimes brought into the discussion is whether acreage
owners are desirable citizens.
These displaced city folk don’t meet county standards.
They have junky places.
They’re fire hazards.
You may have heard many more reasons. While there may be
some truth to some of these concerns, they represent a very
small portion of acreage owners. Even if these concerns exist,
land-use bylaws may not be the proper place to address these
concerns. There are other bylaws that regulate many of these
concerns.
This also follows with the size and type of house that is
permitted in different jurisdictions. Does it really make sense to
set the minimum size of a house so large that mobile homes are
excluded? If you don’t want mobiles just say so. Many of our
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homes today are way too large to be efficient. If the plan is to
age in place, 800 square feet is more than enough. It is also
enough for a starter home for a young family. A well designed
home can be added onto if need be.
It might be best if land-use bylaws are just based on the most
pertinent details of land use. Other limitations, such as animal
units and unkempt premises are better dealt with through
enforcement bylaws. This makes the subdivision and
development procedures much simpler.

There are many parcels that are more suitable for residential use
than agricultural use but swamps and sloughs do not fit in that
category unless the parcel includes an acre or two of high land.
If the lands are not easy to cultivate due to physical barriers, for
example, if 3 to 10 acres are cut off from the main area due to a
road, stream or other obstacle, they may be perfectly suited for a
residential acreage or a small farm.

If the lands are treed as in recreation land, they may be better
left as treed and a house built on a small clearing. As a rule, it is
If you meet the intent of the basic land-use bylaws, staff can deal not that difficult to develop a septic system that meets the intent
with both subdivision and issuance of the development permit in of the Alberta Private Sewage System Standard of Practice on a
short order. It does not have to be political and go before full
treed parcel and it is usually better for the environment to
council. Council meetings will be much shorter. By simply
maintain as many trees as possible.
allowing an appeal process, adjacent landowners can be
Another thought to consider is the actual survivability of the
protected.
farm. In the past, as agriculture has gone through its up and
One of the criteria for subdividing a parcel in the past has been
downs, quite a number of farms remained solvent due to the
its lack of value as good farmland. This has lead to many issues
ability to generate cash flow through the sale of one or two
when it comes to water-well and septic treatment locations. If
acreages. This of course is not a sustainable business model but
the land is mostly swampland, it is often allowed to be
neither is BSE.
subdivided. After all, it can’t be farmed. However, in most cases it
One thing acreages do well is to raise kids. Many young families
is not going to have land area that is suitable for soils-based
want to move to the country to raise their kids for many different
septic systems.
reasons. They do not want to move to hamlets or town-sites. It is
In order to properly treat septic effluent, soils must be well
these kids that will lead to the sustainability of the county.
aerated and be able to let the effluent drain down through
Two to five acre parcels are the most efficient way to increase the
theses aerated soils to achieve proper treatment before they
amount of kids in the county. They generate a high rate of tax
reach the ground water. The Alberta Private Sewage System
revenue for the county. They cost the county very little to build
Standard of Practice (SOP) requires a minimum of five feet of
or maintain.
good soil below the infiltration trenches before there is an
encounter with restrictive layers or saturated soils, so we need an Bob Boersema is a senior private sewage system designer,
eight-foot depth of good soils for primary septic treatment. By
specializing in small lots and difficult soils inventories. He lives in
using an advanced treatment unit or secondary treatment, this
the south central part of Alberta. “Every home deserves a
distance can be reduced to between three and five feet.
If you dispose of effluent into a swamp, you greatly increase the
risk of groundwater contamination. You also increase the chance
of runoff and smelly algae blooms in the surrounding wetlands.
This becomes a very serious situation when you develop a series
of septic systems in a high-density acreage subdivision that
contains or is surrounded by swampland.
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treatment system that meets the intent of the SOP.” Bob is also a
building designer and contractor with a perchance for energy
efficiency.
Bob may be contacted at aftertheflush@hotmail.com or
www. aftertheflush.ca
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ADVERTISING & SPONSORSHIP
OPPORTUNITIES
PROMOTE YOUR BUSINESS TODAY
Did you know that are plenty of opportunities to support your industry organization and
promote your business? We have options for a variety of price points.
•

Sponsor a training event with any of our provincial chapters

•

Advertise in our monthly newsletter

•

Have your ad featured in an upcoming issue of this magazine (see page 34 for details)

•

Promote your business at the upcoming trade shows in British Columbia and Alberta,
either in the printed convention magazine, on the delegate bags, by sponsoring a meal,
or by exhibiting in our trade show hall

Contact WCOWMA, or your provincial chapter, today for more information.

Office Toll Free: 877.489.7471
Office Tel: 780.489.7471
Fax: 780.486.7414
Fax Toll Free: 855-420-6332
info@wcowma.com
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9TH ANNUAL
CONVENTION & TRADE
SHOW
MARCH 14—16, 2019
NANAIMO, BC


Building Relationships—with industry, with regulators, with the public



Join us for education and networking!



Support our industry partners by attending the trade show



Contact us for further details:
www.wcowma-bc.com

1.855.872.2645

Call for Papers:
The WCOWMA Onsite Wastewater Management Association of BC (WCOWMA-BC) welcomes
abstracts for papers to be presented at the Annual Convention and Trade Show.
The WCOWMA-BC annual conference serves the onsite professionals in British Columbia by
providing the opportunity to learn about the newest information, research, technology, regulatory changes, experiences and practices in their field as well as the opportunity to network
with their peers and view the newest technologies available to the industry.
Two types of abstracts are open for consideration:

1. Technical topics including both case studies with limited data and research projects with a
larger data set.

2. Policy topics dealing with regulation and policy, management issues, etc.
They can be presented in a range of formats:

1. Poster
2. 30 – 45 minute presentations in either breakout or plenary sessions
3. Panel discussions and topic seminars 45 minutes to 1 ½ hours
For more information, including deadlines, topic suggestions and submittal procedures,
please visit our website or call 855-872-2645.
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21ST ANNUAL
CONVENTION & TRADE
SHOW
FEBRUARY 7—9, 2019
RED DEER, AB


Refresh, Update, Master your skill sets during the convention
sessions!



Visit the trade show Marketplace!



Network, Network, Network!



More information?
www.aowma.com

1.877.489.7471

Call for Papers:
The Alberta Onsite Wastewater Management Association (AOWMA) welcomes abstracts for
papers to be presented at the Annual Conference being held in February 2019.
The AOWMA annual conference serves the onsite professionals in Alberta by providing the
opportunity to learn about the newest information, research, technology, regulatory changes, experiences and practices in their field as well as the opportunity to network with their
peers and view the newest technologies available to the industry.
Two types of abstracts are open for consideration:

1. Technical topics including both case studies with limited data and research projects with a
larger data set.

2. Policy topics dealing with regulation and policy, management issues, etc.
They can be presented in a range of formats:

1. Poster
2. 30 – 45 minute presentations in either breakout or plenary sessions
3. Panel discussions and topic seminars 20, 45 or 90 minutes
For more information, including deadlines, topic suggestions and submittal procedures,
please visit our website or call 877-489-7471.
The official publication of the Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management Association
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UPCOMING EVENTS
October 22 - 26, 2018
Ontario Water Innovation Week (OnWIN)

November 7 - 9, 2018
2018 SWWA Annual Conference

Where: The Design Exchange , Toronto, ON

Where: Holiday Inn Downtown, Saskatoon, SK

Organization: WaterTAP

Organization: Saskatchewan Water and Wastewater
Association

About: Ontario Water Innovation Week (OnWIN) is Canada’s
only week-long celebration focusing on the business of
innovative water solutions.
Website: https://waterinnovationweek.com/

October 26, 2018
Van Isle Water Trade Show
Where: Four Points Sheraton, Victoria, BC
Organization: Van Isle Water
About: This event will focus on water systems professionals in
the well pump, sump & sewage, pool & spa, and water
treatment industries. This is your opportunity to learn more
about new and existing products as well as attend seminars
from these industry leaders.

December 5, 2018
World Soil Day
Where: FAO Headquarters, Rome, Italy
Organization: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations
About: Be the Solution to Soil Pollution! With 201 registered
events and celebrations organized in 72 FAO member countries
World Soil Day 2017 was a huge success. More people than
ever took part in the celebrations, conveying the FAO message
on the importance of soil quality for food security, healthy
ecosystems and human well-being.

Website: http://www.vanislewater.com/

Website: http://www.fao.org/global-soil-partnership/resources/
events/detail/en/c/1069423/

November 4 - 7, 2018
National Water & Wastewater Conference 2018

February 7-10, 2019
AOWMA Convention & Trade Show

Where: Hotel Bonaventure Montréal, Montréal, QC

Where: Sheraton, Red Deer, AB

Organization: Canadian Water and Wastewater Association

Organization: Alberta Onsite Wastewater Management
Association

About: This will be the fourth in our National Water and
Wastewater Conference series. Merging all aspects of water
management – from wastewater to drinking water to water and
wastewater research to utility and infrastructure challenges, this
event is a truly unique event that fosters national dialogue on
the most important national water issues.
Website: https://www.nwwc2018.ca/
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Website: https://swwa.ca/events/2018-swwa-annualconference/

About: The theme for this event will focus on Continuing
Education, as that will soon be mandated for those holding their
Certificate of Competency. The event will also feature
advanced design workshops to accommodate the upcoming
separation of the designer and installer designations as well as
a pumper workshop for vacuum truck operators.
Website: http://www.aowma.com/convention-and-trade-showinformation/
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UPCOMING EVENTS
February 20 -23, 2019
WWETT Show 2019
Where: Indiana Convention Centre, Indianapolis, IN
Organization: Water & Wastewater Equipment, Treatment &
Transport
About: Why is the WWETT Show – Water & Wastewater
Equipment, Treatment & Transport – called the Industry
Marketplace? Because it is the only place where professionals
in the wastewater and environmental services industries can
gather to do all this under one roof:
•Check out the latest products and technology – ready
to be bought right off the show floor.
•See the equipment in action at live demos – on the
Expo floor and at WWETT Live! at Lucas Oil Stadium
•Attend best-in-class education sessions, to earn your
CEUs or just to up your game.
•Add in certification classes, workshops, and technical
tours
•Kick back with friends and peers at Industry
Appreciation parties, then hit the town and find out why
Indy’s food and brewery scenes are attracting national
attention.
Website: https://www.wwettshow.com

FIND US ON
FACEBOOK
Stay in-touch on industry news, learn about our latest
training sessions, and check out photos of some of our
events all on our Facebook pages.
https://www.facebook.com/wcowmabc/
https://www.facebook.com/
AlbertaOnsiteWastewaterManagementAssociation
https://www.facebook.com/
SaskatchewanOnsiteWastewaterManagementAssocia
tion/
https://www.facebook.com/ManitobaOnsite/

March 14 - 16, 2019
WCOWMA Onsite Waste Water Management
Association of BC Convention & Trade Show
Where: Vancouver Island Conference Centre, Nanaimo, BC
Organization: WCOWMA Onsite Waste Water Management
Association of BC
About: The theme for this event will focus on Building
Relationships—with industry, with regulators, with the public
Website: http://www.wcowma-bc.com/convention-trade-show/
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WCOWMA-BC includes information on their web site about
the do’s and don’ts of caring for septic systems. As well,
WCOWMA-BC is developing a homeowner education
program which will be made available to interested
communities upon request. This program is in the final
stages and should be rolled out to Regional Districts by
early 2019.

Alberta
Western Canada Onsite Wastewater
Management Association
The Western Canada Onsite Wastewater Management
Association is a federally registered not-for-profit
organization created to support its provincial chapters in
Western Canada in their mandate to educate, train and
certify onsite wastewater practitioners and professionals
and to engage onsite wastewater members and
stakeholders in the development of strong practices that
strengthen the industry and ensure safe and effective
septage management. Under its overarching umbrella are
four organizations: WCOWMA Onsite Wastewater
Management Association of BC, the Alberta Onsite
Wastewater Management Association, the Saskatchewan
Onsite Wastewater Management Association and the
Manitoba Onsite Wastewater Management Association.

British Columbia
Onsite Wastewater Practitioner Training
Program
Our Onsite Wastewater Practitioner Training Program is
currently under review for accreditation by ASTTBC.
Additional training days have been added to allow for
increased practice on soils assessment, and system design.
The program will now involve eight days of classroom time
along with a mandatory site and soils field evaluation
training day. As well, participants to the training will be
required to complete an online home-study module
entitled: Intro to Onsite.

Homeowner Education
One of the goals of WCOWMA-BC is to educate the public
about the value of recycling wastewater and the need for
properly designed, installed and maintained onsite
treatment systems.
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Septic Sense Workshops
The AOWMA, in partnership with the Land Steward Center,
is hosting a series of Septic Sense workshops through the
province over the course of 2018.
Designed for members of the public, attendees will learn
how to understand, assess and manage their private septic
systems, enabling them to protect their investment and the
environment.
By the end of the year, a total of 30 workshops will have
been held throughout the province. Check out the events
page at www.aowma.com for a list of upcoming Septic
Sense sessions.

Outline for Separation of Designer and Installer
Designations Being Developed
Alberta Municipal Affairs is considering splitting the
disciplines of Onsite Wastewater Designer and Onsite
Wastewater Installer. Currently, those who successfully
complete the Onsite Wastewater Practitioner Training
Program may apply to Alberta Municipal Affairs for a
Certificate of Competency, which allows them to apply for
permits to design and install onsite wastewater systems up
to 1250 gallons per day.
Under the proposed change, there would be separate
training programs for Installer and Designer. Those wishing
to act as Installers would complete a shorter training
program focusing on that discipline with considerably
increased practical application, while those wishing to act
as Designers would take a more in-depth training program,
with additional training in soils science, business ethics and
performance-based design application.
Those who currently hold both Designer and Installer
designations can continue to do so and those coming into
the industry may complete the training for both disciplines.
Additional training will be required for Designers.
Continuing education will be required for all disciplines.
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The AOWMA is currently working on a breakdown of the
current training competencies and creating a draft of the
proposed training program being developed to
accommodate these changes.

New Alberta Standard of Practice Slated for
2020
The Private Sewage Working Group has begun meeting to
consider updates and edits to the 2015 Alberta Private
Sewage System Standard of Practice in anticipation of
releasing a new version in 2020. Any stakeholder in the
onsite industry may propose changes to the ABSOP.
Suggestions for change will be brought forward to the
working group for consideration and discussion.
The Private Sewage Working Group is made up of
representatives from all industry stakeholders and
disciplines: Safety Codes Council, Alberta Municipal Affairs,
Alberta Onsite Wastewater Management Association,
Safety Codes Officers, Engineers, Designers, Installers, and
members of the Plumbing Technical Sub-Council.

Saskatchewan
A New Saskatchewan Onsite Wastewater Disposal
Guideline For 2019
The Ministry of Health released the draft Saskatchewan Onsite
Wastewater Guideline to the public for review at the end of June.
Stakeholders were given until August 17, 2018 to submit their
comments and concerns.
SOWMA responded to the Ministry with a complete
summary review of the key changes. Positive changes
include:
•

A more detailed glossary.

•

An increase in septic tank working capacity to
include a factor for sludge and scum accumulation
and additional water use fixtures.

•

A change to the average flow per person from 56
gallons/day to 50 gallons/day.

•

A single detailed site and soil investigation to
determine the site’s capability of treating and
dispersing the effluent.

•

The use of linear loading in system design.

•

Updated hydraulic and linear loading tables.

•

The inclusion of the LFH At-Grade as a technology
for use in Saskatchewan.

•

The reorganization of the guideline to make it more
user-friendly.

SOWMA provided some suggestions for further change and
clarification in some areas, however overall the proposed
changes are largely positive and will provide for more
robust and sustainable onsite systems at the end of the
day.
Copies of the draft and a key changes document are
available through this link: http://www.saskatchewan.ca/
government/public-consultations/saskatchewan-onsitewastewater-disposal-requirements
It is anticipated that the finalized guideline will be released
for the 2019 installation season.
For a copy of the full response from SOWMA to the
Ministry, call our office at: 306-988-2102

Health Regions Amalgamation
Despite the amalgamation of the provincial health regions
into one entity as the Saskatchewan Health Authority, it is
business as usual in the various health offices.
Health officers attended and presented at six of the seven
education days hosted in April with the message that
contractors and installers could expect to go to the same
offices for their permitting needs. There might be some
crossover from one office to another, but the primary goal
of the amalgamation is to ensure that consistent
information and paperwork requirements are the same
from office to office.
The Saskatchewan Onsite Wastewater Disposal Guide is
undergoing significant revision and review and will be
ready for public consultation shortly, while the changes to
the Private Sewage Works Regulation tabled last year are
still awaiting ratification through Cabinet.

SOWMA Education Days
The Saskatchewan Onsite Wastewater Management
Association hosted a series of education days through the
province during the month of April. Attendance was strong
at each of the events held in Swift Current, Regina,
Weyburn, Yorkton, Prince Albert, Saskatoon and North
Battleford. A total of 130 participants were in attendance.
Presentations covered the following topics: Regulatory
Update; Designing Pressure Distribution Systems;
Pressurized Mound Design With Linear Loading; System
Component Certification; Design and Cost – Job Costing
A big thank you to all those who came out and attended
this event and to the event sponsors: Anderson Pump
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House, FRP Manufacturing (2010) Ltd., Souris Valley
Industries.

Manitoba
Changes to Graded Stone Requirements for
Prefabricated, Gravel-less Chambers
Government of Manitoba
Effective July 18, 2018, the placement of graded stone
beneath prefabricated, gravel-less chambers is no longer
required or recommended for disposal field systems,
including sand mounds and sand-lined trenches. This
change applies to chambers with an H-10 AASHTO load
rating (16,000 lbs/axle). Graded stone is still required
beneath chambers having an H-20 AASHTO load rating
(32,000 lbs/axle) to provide structural support. This change
is based on manufacturer recommendations and is
consistent with other jurisdictional requirements for
chamber systems.
Note: AASHTO = American Association of State Highway
Transportation Officials
OWMS Program Website: http://www.gov.mb.ca/sd/
envprograms/wastewater/industry-group/index.html

MOWMA / OWSIM Amalgamation
On June 3, 2017, representatives from WCOWMA met
with the Board and members of OWSIM to discuss the
potential to amalgamate under the Manitoba Onsite
Wastewater Management Association banner.
Following the meeting, the decision on whether or not
to join forces with WCOWMA was put out to the
OWSIM membership at large for a vote. The majority
results of the voting process were in favour of
amalgamation of the two organizations.
During the course of 2018 the staff at MOWMA and
OWSIM have been working together to serve our
members. OWSIM Administrator Rudy Hartfiel is the
go-to person for member questions and services. Give
him a call in the office or send him an email!
(204) 771-0455 admin@owsim.com
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Industry Forum
WCOWMA and its provincial chapters have an
online forum! If you haven’t tried it out yet,
here’s how to get started: go to
www.wcowma.com. In the upper right hand
corner, enter your username and password, then
click “forum login”. (If you do not have a
username, please contact our office.) You can
now click on the words “WCOWMA Forums” in
the upper right hand menu bar, or use the link
within the drop-down menu under “Members”.
You now have access to all of the WCOWMA
forums. Currently, there are 5 forums; one for
each province as well as a link to view the forum
Terms & Conditions. Select your provincial forum
(or check out what’s going on in another province) by clicking on the title of the forum you wish
to enter.
From here you can see, at a glance, all of the
topics that have been created so far. Join in on a
topic already created by clicking on its title, or
create your own topic toward the bottom of the
page. Simply enter a title in the “Topic Title”
block, and then start writing in the text block
below; once you are done you can click on the
“Submit” button.
To join a topic simply click on the topic link, read
the posts, and feel free to comment towards the
bottom of the page.
Please keep in mind that by using the forum you
agree to the Terms and Conditions, which can be
found on the main page of the forum. Your first
comment will need to be approved by a
moderator, so it may take a little while for it to
show up.
If you have any trouble, we are always happy to
help. Please contact the forum administrator at
reports@wcowma.com.
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Stay in Touch
Sign-up for our newsletters today
ALBERTA ONSITE WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION
21115 – 108 AVE NW, EDMONTON, AB T5S 1X3
www.aowma.com

PH: 1.877.489.7471 FX: 1.855.420.6332

Contact our office or sign up for our newsletter online: https://bit.ly/2yfpNvr

MANITOBA ONSITE WASTEWATER
MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION
BOX 386, STONEWALL, MB R0C-2Z0
www.mowma.org

PH: 1.855.872.2659 FX: 1.855.420.6338

Contact our office or sign up for our newsletter online:
http://eepurl.com/bqC8zj

SASKATCHEWAN ONSITE WASTEWATER
MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION
449 HAVILAND CRES, SASKATOON, SK S7L 5B3
www.sowma.ca

PH: 1.855.872.2650 FX: 1.855.420.6336

Contact our office or sign up for our newsletter online: https://bit.ly/2IDaT6X

WCOWMA ONSITE WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT
ASSOCIATION OF BC
BOX 342, 110-174 WILSON STREET, VICTORIA, BC V9A 7N7
www.wcowma-bc.com

PH: 1.855.472.2645 FX: 1.855.420.6330

Contact our office or sign up for our newsletter online: https://bit.ly/2P8Iubf
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Heart for Homes
Helping a Haitian Training Centre Install a Septic System
Written by: Barry Rumsey, BioHarmony Inc.
In November 2015, I was first approached to
take a look at some plans for a septic system
at a complex called Heart for Home, in PortSalut, Haiti. Well the next obvious question
was who and what was Heart for Home? This
started a journey of learning. Heart for Home
was a vision by Pastor Ricot Leon. Ricot and 7
other boys were taken into an orphanage and
raised by missionary parents. From the
orphanage, he was sent to Canada and
educated and received his calling to be a
pastor. Ricot felt that he needed to give back
to the people of Haiti, which evolved into a
mission call “Heart for Home”. In a nutshell,
the focus of Heart for Home was to provide a
“training
college”
atmosphere
where
individuals that “graduated” from Orphanages
had the ability to learn a business in a
Christian setting and then return to society
and become valuable positive members of
society enabling them to help return Haiti to
a productive country.
The business we speak of is not what we
envision here in Canada but of a far more
simpler and direct business. For example,
each candidate is provided a hive of bees, a
small plot of ground for growing vegetables,
some chickens and a goat. The person is then
taught how to grow and produce food that
can then be used for resale enabling the

successful candidates to start producing food
for resale within their country. The candidate
is also supplied with computer knowledge
and other business skills. There were future
projects such as aqua culture and other
endeavours in this vision of Pastor Ricot. A
very worthwhile cause to be involved with for
sure.

What could I say but sure, I can look at the
plans. Well one thing led to another and
before I knew it, I designed the system and
then shortly after I was on a plane heading to
Port Salut, Haiti to install the system the
spring of March 2016 with 4 others and
enough baggage to wear out a herd of mules
crossing the Rockies on the move west.
Upon review of the plans I had several issues
to that I needed to address, namely that
being:
1. Site constraints and
environmental considerations,
2. Equipment and manpower
available within the area and
3. Hard goods available within the
local area.
Above: setting up the flout chamber; left:
filling in pit that was used as the sewer
system.
Opposite, clockwise from top: drilling
holes in the pipe; screening loads of drain
rock; double flout; reaming out of the
holes in the sewer pipe.
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After a review of the plans, it was soon
obvious that the current plans had some
issues such as the field being on a
downward 5% slope as well as some ground
water issues. After much thought, I made the
decision to design the system as close to the
current BC standard as what was possible.
First I took the Daily Design Flows and perc
rate as identified by the engineers and
calculated out the field design for 5 different
phases to ensure that there was enough
room in the chosen area. Due to the field
previously designed with a 5% slope,
needless to say I was very conservative for
sure. As I was going into a virtually unknown
area of the world, I sat down and discussed
the project with Jeff Oland, P. Eng, who had
done some work in the Caribbean.
Once this was completed, next came the task
of trying to match the design to the
products available on the site. Simplicity was
the best direction. To keep the system as
simple as possible utilizing the technology
such as flouts ((Premier Plastics Inc.) to try
and increase maximum utilization per dose
thereby increasing the life of the field. As we
did not know exactly what hard goods were
available in Haiti we took down as much of
invenory as we could such as deburring
tools, filter fabric, plumbing fittings and
additional batteries as there was only
generator power available to name a few.
Well we made it as far as Port au Prince only
to be held up at the Customs and Excise and
“Taxed” for all the products we were
bringing into the country.
We landed in Port au Prince and what was to
be a 4 hour drive turned into 8 hours as we
came across street party after street party,

the entire way to Port Salut. People were
crowded into the street in every town on the
way to our destination, dancing to the beat
of a drum and a trumpet, saxophone or
trombone called raw raws. We found out
that it was the Easter celebration of Carnival,
We arrived to a beautiful oasis in Port Salut.
We met some of the local people and
started planning and laying out was to be
the first of 5 sewage systems for this
complex. Approximately 40 Haitians started
hand digging the trenches only to find out
that a foot below the surface was a hard
barrier of what we think was an old coral reef
which almost derailed the entire project. A
excavator was found (the only one in the
area), a price was negotiated and paid
before the machine would come onto the
site. The excavator (200) showed up and
started to work. What was to be a 4 hour job
turned into 2 days. The machine had trouble
to get through this barrier but it finally
succeeded. 15 loads of drain rock had to be
hand shovelled into trucks from different
places around the community (there are no
gravel pits), dumped at the site, screened by
hand to remove all the fines and then
packed in 5 gallon buckets (buckets were
only half to quarter full), by hand from boys
14 years old to men 90 years old, and placed
into the trenches.
This was only one of the numerous issues
that needed to be overcome. Another
serious issue, was there is no sewer pipe in
the country so we had to “make” our own
sewer pipe. 4 inch, Schedule 40 pipe, had to
be drilled in order to create our own sewer
pipes. Over 6,000 holes had to be drilled by
hand and then had to be reamed out to
remove burrs. Oh and did I mention that
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they do not have electrical power for drills so
after burning out two cordless drills, there
were two very tired Haitians that I am sure
still see holes in their dreams at night. Prior to
leaving Canada, I had a local manufacturing
firm, NorJay, make a template so we could
drill holes into the pipe at the correct spacing
and at the correct angle to simulate
perforated sewer pipe.
The septic tanks were all built by hand from
cinder blocks and then coated to prevent
leakage. D Boxes had to be sealed to ensure
proper distribution of the effluent. After
several tries and testing, the people building
the D Boxes by hand were able to seal the
Tanks and D Boxes by hand. We had twin
flouts in a dosing chamber discharge to
separate D Boxes which in turn dosed into
nine individual fields.
The interesting thing was to finally test the
system. After filling the dosing chamber by
hand with 5-gallon buckets, which in turn
activated the flouts and poured effluent down
into the field, we were short five feet of drain
rock on the last lateral but this turned out to
be a great feature. Upon the flouts being
activated, the Haitians were able to see the
effluent flow evenly out the holes they had
drilled. Now they were able to see how the
system worked.
Maintenance was discussed on the system. I
had a filter installed on the discharge of the
septic tank to prevent solids and nonorganic’s from entering the field which of
course is totally not a concern to them.
Thank you to the following companies and
people who provided products and
knowledge that were either donated or
provided as a support to this cause:
Coldstream
Christian
Church,
Oland
Engineering,
Norjay
Industries,
Farrer
Equipment
Rental,
Premier
Plastics,
BioHarmony
Inc.,
Fisher’s
Hardware,
Heartwood Homes, and Andrew Sheret. My
apologies if I have forgotten anyone.
The most important thing that we came away
from this project with was the connection
with the local people. They are people like
you and me, struggling on a daily basis to
earn enough money to buy food for their
families, put clothes on their families backs
and a roof their heads. Abrege, the foreman
for the Haitians summed up the connection
between the Haitians and ourselves. He
stated that this is the first time that he felt a
connection to the people that came to help
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them because this mission group was there
to not oversee them, BUT to work alongside
them. We related to them. We cared about
them not that they were a project but that
they were people in need of help.
Pastor Leon Ricot’s goal through Heart for
Home is to follow Christian teaching about
making fishers of men. That is what this
mission was doing for the people of Haiti. We
came alongside and worked with them.

Clockwise from top: one of the team members giving some toys to some of the local
children. moving rock into the trenches;
moving drain rock.; leveling pipe.

the centre of this devastation to set up a
water treatment system to help these people.
We will keep you appraised of what we find.

If you want more information about this nonprofit registered Canadian society, their
As a result of the recent hurricane which website is
swept through the centre of the Heart For www.heartforhomehaiti.com
Home college site in Port Salut, a team from
Vernon and Prince George will be heading to
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Understanding Float Switches
Written by: Garth Millan, JAB Site & Wastewater Solutions Ltd.
My work as a Maintenance Provider always offers interesting
learning experiences, unlike my work as a designer or an
installer. I come face-to-face with the unfortunate results of
information I take for granted when installing septic systems.
Of particular interest and sometimes great frustration is the
installation of floats to operate pumps and alarm signals.
When I price the materials required for installation, I often
forward a materials list to three of my main suppliers; this
offers an opportunity to compare pricing, and then follow up
with questions if I see some unusual discrepancies in my
costs. Over the years, I have had to complete some intensive
research regarding floats. I have learned I must not have
complete trust in the knowledge and expertise of the
salesperson on the other end of the telephone. This is
especially true regarding float switches.
For instance; did you know floats offer different current &
load tolerances? They also offer different on/off angle, often
listed as wide angle or narrow angle. Some are CSA certified
to meet NSF/ANSI 61 for potable applications. You can get
float switches that operate as a Pump Down (normally open)
or Pump Up (normally closed). Some float switches are
approved for tanks with minimum size specifications.
It is important installers take the extra time to understand the
specifications of the float they are purchasing and installing.
Some examples are as follows:
SJE Signal Master – This float comes as pump down, with
yellow colored cap or pump up with a white colored cap. The
electrical rating is 5 amps, with either 125/250VAC. This float
should only be used to carry a signal to and from an alarm
panel or a control panel. It usually does not have a piggyback
plug, which indicates you do not want to directly control a
pump. It also is narrow angle, as it only has a differential of 1
½” above or below horizontal.

possibly used the “rule of thumb” formula of multiplying 1 ½
times the tether to determine pump on/off range. The fact is
a 3.5” tether offers a range of about 7” and a 6” tether offers
about 10”. I have had numerous high alarm calls, where I find
pumps had not shut off early enough, lose their prime and
will not self prime when restarting. I have encountered many
pump chambers with extremely elevated water temperatures.
If the pump still operates when I arrive, I have to inform the
owner its life expectancy may have been compromised.
SJE Pump Master SPDT – This is a mechanically activated,
wide angle switch, with Single Pole Double Throw switch. It
has the same features as the SJE Pumpmaster, with three
conductors as opposed to two. This does not have a
piggyback plug attached. The extra conductor allows you to
wire the switch for either Pump Down or Pump Up capability.
The installer must know which wire to use for the specific
application.
A question that often springs to my mind is, “How do I
measure actual tether length?” Floats have a different shape
and colored caps for a very good reason. The color indicates
the operation of the switch, as normally open or normally
closed. Tether length is measured from the leading edge of
the float hanger to the lowest point of the float switch
housing. If the float has an extended cap, measure to the end
of the cap, or the point at which the electrical conductor
enters the float-switch housing. (Log in to
www.sjerombus.com to locate complete installation
instructions.)
When I am confused or do not know how accurate the setting
is, I run a mechanical test. I install the float to my float tree
and keeping the tree as close to vertical as possible, I lower
the tree until the float triggers. I mark the tree with tape or

I often encounter situations where this float is attached with a
3.5 inch tether, set about 2- 4 inches above a wide angle
pump float. This float often triggers the alarm before the
pump float activates because the installer has not considered
the quick trigger of the narrow angle switch. i.e. – a normal
3.5 inch tether will only have about a 2.5’ to 3” on/off range.
Whereas a wide angle float may offer in the range of 5” to 7”
inches on/off differential.
SJE Pumpmaster – Mechanically activated, wide-angle Pump
Down switch. It can be used to control up to ½ HP pump at
120VAC and 1 HP pump at 230VAC. It has a piggyback plug
with a variety of cable lengths. The minimum 3.5 inch tether
delivers a 7” on/off range. It allows a maximum “Pump
Running Current” of 13 Amps for both 120 VAC and 230VAC.

I have often encountered an installation where the installer
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ink and slowly raise the tree until the float de-activates. I remark
with tape or ink and then I can physically measure the operating
range. This process can be completed in the pump chamber
itself or in a tub of water with a diameter wide enough to allow
the float switch ease of operation.
Recently I was called to a high alarm on a sewage pump. I had
replaced this pump and floats 2 years ago and I was running
possible scenarios through my mind on the way to the site. It
was a rainy, cold Sunday morning, not an electrician in sight,
but a very angry and frustrated homeowner. During the earlier
repair, I had an electrician replace the dangerous electrical
receptacle lying on the ground near the tank. A nice
weathertight junction box was mounted on a treated 4X4 post
adjacent to the pump chamber and the floats were hard-wired
using waterproof marrette connectors.

revealed a small, barely discernable scorch mark on the
connector. As I removed the connector, it was obvious the wires
had arced. The lovely waterproof marrette had not been
installed properly and the load wire had arced. I cleaned up the
wires and reconnected, using a regular marrette. I completed a
minimum of 3 tests on the pump and float, testing also for
amperage draws. The pump was running at higher amperage
than normal for a 2 year old pump, but it is doing the job. It is
my conclusion the wires had not been delivering the proper
voltage all along and the pump life expectancy is compromised
due to a bad electrical connection - by a very good electrician I
use regularly - who may have been distracted or in a hurry to
leave the day of the installation.

This cold rainy Sunday reminded me I should take more time
when I am doing my installs and repairs as it will surely return
to haunt me or the homeowner. I encourage installers to
Today the sewage transfer tank was overflowing on the ground,
perform tests using different floats and see what the operating
the owner was very upset, and I was at a loss for explanation.
range actually is. I also encourage installers to complete several
After performing a series of tests I determined the new pump
tests on electronics, before they hand over the final invoice.
float was not operating. I bypassed the pump float and plugged
the pump in directly. We both were delighted to hear the pump Garth Millan ROWP IN, PL, MP is a septic system installer,
start and run quite normally. I said we would have to replace
designer and maintenance provider who lives on Hornby Island
the pump float switch. I deactivated the electrical panel and
and works in the surrounding area. He is a huge advocate of
disconnected the float wires in the junction box. (I know I am
septic system maintenance. Garth has served on the WCOWMA
not an electrician, but what do I tell this homeowner?) It was
-BC board since 2013 and was elected WCOWMA-BC President
while removing the marrette I noticed a dark spot on the
in February 2015.
marrette which looked like a dead insect. Closer inspection
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MEMBERSHIP
WCOWMA members continue to strengthen sessions.

The

WCOWMA

will

continue 60% more than pays for
and shape the onsite wastewater industry regional meetings in order to maintain open association membership fees.
through their role as important stewards of lines of communication with our membership.
the environment and key players in rural land
use planning.

Monthly newsletters are emailed or mailed

your annual

Credit Card Processing

If you have customers that want to pay with a
major credit card, and you do not have the
The WCOWMA continues to grow with its advancements in the onsite industry.
capability of accepting credit card payments,
membership of over 1000 onsite wastewater
On the business front, members can benefit then let us process that payment for you.
professionals.
Keep that cash flow moving by using our
from:
credit card processing service.
Influencing
provincial
and
municipal
out,

regulations, WCOWMA Board and Committee
Members

represent

all

keeping

members

abreast

with

Referral Service

members

Soils Sampling

by The WCOWMA regularly receives calls from
participating in and sitting on a variety of homeowners
requesting
referrals
to We have partnered with two great companies,
committees and boards both provincially and contractors in their region. The WCOWMA giving you options for soils testing. Take
advantage of member discounts for soil
nationally.
only refers callers to WCOWMA members.
sampling with either of the following
Setting the national standard for onsite Website Listing
companies: CARO Analytical Labs – just call
CARO at 587-333-7925 or Down To Earth
training. The WCOWMA training program is
Members
are
listed
on
our
website
directory
Labs – phone 403.328.1133 for more
recognized throughout Canada as the
information.
in
the
regions
in
which
they
work.
premier onsite wastewater certification
Homeowners utilize this directory service
program.
Influencing land use planning in Western
Canada.

The

WCOWMA

administration

consults with local, regional & provincial
governing agencies providing information on
onsite wastewater technologies and resources
to help them build effective and sustainable
wastewater treatment and disposal policies.
Spearheading onsite system research and
development. The WCOWMA participates in
ongoing research on onsite technologies.

Public Education and
Consultation
A key component of having a healthy and
effective onsite industry is ensuring that
homeowners have access to the information
they need to make sound decisions regarding
their

onsite

wastewater

systems.

The

WCOWMA provides that information to the
general public, acting as a resource and
providing

referrals

to

our

member

professionals.
Holding industry information and networking
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daily to locate contractors in their area.

Business Insurance Plans

Customized business insurance programs
through Lloyd Sadd or the Sustainable
Pose
technical
questions
on
onsite Infrastructure Society. This insurance program
wastewater issues and discuss solutions with provides those coverages not generally
fellow
practitioners
and
professionals. available through business insurance such as
Errors and Omissions coverage and Pollution
Network with your fellow members.
Liability.

Online Member Forum

Office Supply Discount Program
Every company has an office to provide
infrastructure to their business and every
office uses business supplies. Through a
partnership
with
Staples
Advantage/
Corporate Express, WCOWMA members may
take advantage of savings of 60% or more on
stationery and shop supplies. Staples
Advantage/Corporate Express delivers your
order right to your door, saving you time.
Because options are a good thing, members
can also choose to take advantage of a
partnership with Grand & Toy Office Max.
This program offers discounted office
supplies, free delivery, and Max Bucks.
Members can save up to 65% on stationery
and office supplies. Even if your small office
uses only $1000/ year in supplies, a savings of

Group Health Plans
A Group Health Plan with Lane Quinn Benefit
Consultants to help you with prescriptions,
eyeglasses, dental, critical illnesses and other
coverages you may require.

Additional Benefits
Complimentary subscription to Onsite
Installer Magazine. You can save 10% on work
clothes by presenting the wallet card included
in your membership package at the till with
your purchases from any Mark’s Work
Wearhouse outlet. Over the course of 2018,
the WCOWMA will continue to build its
business service discount program incentives
for members, so stay tuned for even more
benefits to come.
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TRAINING
Training is offered across Western Canada throughout the year

 Trial hand texturing

through the various provincial organizations.

 Lab testing availability and basic knowledge of lab
testing method

Onsite Wastewater Practitioner Training

 Recognize changes in soil horizons and understand

This training program is offered in British Columbia, Alberta and

effect on sewage system design.

Saskatchewan through the provincial associations. The training
program is comprised of a home study component, eight class
room days and one site and soil field training day. The training
program is recognized interprovincially under the Trade,

 Soils logging using various soils logs
•

Understand and apply the soil texture triangle.

•

Able to determine effluent-loading rate for a soil
texture set in Standard of Practice.

Investment and Labour Mobility Agreement (TILMA), the New
West Partnership and the federal Agreement on Internal Trade.
Completion of this training program qualifies candidates to apply
for a Certificate of Competency in Alberta, a ROWP Stamp for

•

Know what restricting/limiting layers are and able to
recognize major characteristic.

•

Ability to recognize major soil characteristics and
determine soil effluent loading rates or limitations.

Installer and Planner in British Columbia, a Certificate of
Qualification for Saskatchewan or recognition as a Certified
Installer in Manitoba.

Mound & Field Installation Training Days
As opportunities present themselves, the provincial associations

Site and Soils Field Evaluation
Over the course of the installation season, the provincial
associations offer Site and Soils Field Evaluation training. Proper
assessment of soils is critical to the design process. Those who

offer system installation field training days. These field days
provide practitioners with an opportunity to learn appropriate
installation practices for dispersal fields, mounds and LFH atgrades.

participate in a Site and Soils Field training event will learn the

Maintenance Provider Training

following:

•

Understand the general method of how to evaluate soil

Over the course of 2018, Alberta and BC will once again provide

characteristics that affect water movement. o Excavate

an opportunity for Maintenance Provider Training. The program

soil pit – depth, location (don’t ruin site)

being offered is an adaptation of the NAWT Operations and

 Available tools – soil auger, probe
•

Basic knowledge of how to examine the soil profile and
identify

 Major soil structure features (why it is important is
covered in soil/water)

 Colour – mottles and gleyed soils (washed out gray)
identified high water table or saturated soils
(reason saturated/ unsaturated flow in previous
module)

Maintenance Training Program. This training is split into two
parts, with the first part concentrating on business aspects of O
& M and the operation and maintenance required for
conventional systems including trenches, beds, mounds and atgrades with some aerobic tank discussion. The second part
concentrates more specifically on Aerobic Tanks, drip irrigation,
single pass and re-circulating media filters. Both parts are
conducted over a two day period, with a field hands-on session
and an exam administered at the conclusion.

 Soil texture, make up of sand/silt/clay, don’t count
gravel component

 Effect of gravel component

For more information on training course availability and
dates, go to www.wcowma.com

 Where to take sample
 Basic hand texturing procedures
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A New Kind of Small Flows?
Managing Wastewater in a Tiny House
Reprinted from: The National Environmental Services Center
The National Environmental Services Center developed a water conservation project titled “Future Water” that featured
information, articles, and products related to wise water use. Visit www.nesc.wvu.edu/futurewater/ to view this information
EPA’s WaterSense program is a voluntary partnership that promotes water efficiency and fosters market demand for water-efficient
products and services. Based on the successful Energy Star program, Water Sense seeks to raise awareness about the importance of
efficient water use and to ensure that consumers can easily identify products that meet EPA’s standards. Learn more at
www3.epa.gov/watersense/index.html.

One of the more fascinating developments in housing over
the last 15 years has been the emergence of the tiny house
movement. Interest in tiny houses—which have a living area
of between 100 and 400 square feet—has boomed in the
past several years—enough to support TV reality shows and
a multitude of blogs and YouTube videos.
The tiny house movement is bolstered by the participation
of both young people and retirees. Regardless of their age,
tiny house dwellers are frequently motivated by
affordability and the desire for a greener and simpler
lifestyle. With zoning laws and construction codes that
didn’t foresee tiny homes, though, sometimes achieving a
simple lifestyle can be complicated.
One of the challenges of tiny house living is finding the best
way to deal with wastewater: water from toilets, sinks,
showers, and other fixtures. There are a number of options,
all with their own set of plusses and minuses. The most
suitable option usually depends on the particular
circumstances of the house—is it mobile or permanently
sited, for example—and the preferences of the dwellers.
What options local environmental and public health
agencies will permit is also a consideration.

Sewers and Septic Systems
For permanently sited homes located in areas that have an
existing network of sewers, the house can usually be
connected to the sewer. There will be a fee for the
connection. These vary from place to place, but the total
cost for permit fees and connecting the line is usually
somewhere between $1,000 and $5,000, depending on how
close the house is to an existing sewer line. Most places that
have sewers also have city water, so residents typically have
a sewage bill that is based directly on the amount of water
used.
30

In areas where there are no sewers, one option for
permanently sited homes is to have a septic system
installed. Septic systems have two main components—a
septic tank that separates solids from liquids by allowing the
solids to settle to the bottom of the tank, and a drainfield
that receives the remaining liquid portion of the wastewater
and disperses it through a subsurface network of perforated
pipes into the soil where it is absorbed and further treated.
Different states and localities have varying design standards
for septic systems. All septic systems, however, are designed
to be able to absorb a certain volume of water per day. The
design volume is often based on the estimated number of
occupants in the house, which is usually based on the
number of bedrooms in the house.
Most agencies that issue permits for septic systems are
likely to view a permanently sited tiny house as a onebedroom house and require that a septic system be built
that would be able to absorb whatever minimum daily flow
has been established for that state. This may vary from 150
to as much as 400 gallons per day (gpd) depending on the
state. Some agencies may consider a tiny house on wheels
to be equivalent to a mobile home, which may have a higher
design flow standard than a one-bedroom house.
Although no formal studies have been conducted to
document how much water the occupants of tiny houses
actually use, it is likely much less than the typical average
American uses (between 80 and 100 gpd per person). This
means the owner of a tiny house may be required to build a
septic system that is larger—and more expensive— than
what is actually needed. It is also possible that an agency
permitting septic systems may consider a variance,
especially if the house is not connected to a water line or a
well.
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In addition to rules that determine the size of a septic system,
states also have rules that specify how far components of a
septic system must be from water lines, wells, lakes, streams,
and property lines. There are also rules that specify how much
vertical separation there must be from the bottom of a septic
drainfield to the top of the groundwater table. These rules,
and others, influence where a septic system can be installed
on a property.
Not all potential home sites have suitable soils and site
conditions that would allow for a conventional septic system
to be installed. Some sites require the addition of a
mechanical treatment unit or an alternative drainfield, which
can increase the cost of the system significantly. On some
sites, a properly permitted alternative septic system could
approach the cost of the tiny house itself.
However, being connected to a sewer or septic system allows
one to have a standard flush toilet, which is important to
some people. These systems also accept all wastewater from
the house, both toilet waste (or black water) and greywater
from sinks, showers, and clothes washers.

Composting Toilets
In circumstances where neither sewers nor septic systems are
options, many tiny house dwellers use composting toilets and
other alternative toilets. There are a wide variety of designs
for composting toilets—ranging from homemade versions
using five-gallon buckets to manufactured models costing
thousands of dollars. What they have in common is that,
when operating properly, they use natural biological and
physical processes to convert human excretions into an odorfree, humus-like material that can be used as a soil additive.
Composting toilets provide some major advantages. Most
don’t use water so they can be used without being connected
to a water line or without consuming stored water. Some
types require no energy, which is a big advantage for off-grid
houses that rely on just a few solar panels.
There are disadvantages, however. Many states regulate
composting toilets in such a way as to make their use in
permanently sited houses challenging. For example, many
states only approve composting toilets that meet standards
set by the National Sanitation Foundation International (NSF/
ANSI Standard 41, non-liquid toilets). This limits the choice of
composting toilets to a handful of manufacturers. States may
allow for the approval of non-proprietary or site-built units on
a case-by-case basis, but the approval process may be timeconsuming. And, unfortunately, the compost produced is
subject to federal rules regulating biosolids, which are

reflected in state rules that restrict how the compost can be
used.
There are a variety of types of manufactured composting
toilets. Some use a continuous process where the contents
slowly are converted to compost as the material works its way
down a sloped incline. Others use a batch process where a full
container composts while another is being filled. Some have
electrical components that speed the composting process by
aerating, mixing, or heating the contents.
A downside of manufactured composting toilets, in addition
to the price tag, is that they may be too large for tiny houses.
Most are more suitable for permanently sited homes. The
deluxe models with heaters and agitators may also draw too
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much current for an off-grid solar house with limited electrical
production.
At the low-tech end of the spectrum is the method developed by
Joe Jenkins and described in his book, The Humanure Handbook.
This method, sometimes referred to as the “sawdust toilet,” is
used by many tiny house occupants. It has the advantages of
being the most affordable and arguably the greenest method of
recycling human excretions—if managed conscientiously.
In brief, a plastic five-gallon bucket serves as the receptacle for
feces, urine, and toilet paper, which, after each deposit, are
covered with a layer of organic material to prevent odors.
Possible cover materials include rotted sawdust, peat moss,
coconut husk fiber, dried grass clippings, rice or coffee bean
hulls, or other suitable locally available material. A comfortable
housing for the bucket can be built with a standard hinged toilet
seat and a cover that allows for easy access to the bucket.
When the bucket approaches being full, it is carried to an
outdoor compost pile where the contents are placed in the
middle of the pile and completely covered with other organic

material such as straw, hay, or leaves. This allows the compost
to heat up to temperatures that will kill any pathogens that
might be present.
The main concern with this method is that it requires the
availability of a considerable amount of organic material for
both cover material for the bucket contents as well as for the
compost pile. For some, this may mean having suitable organic
material trucked in. The user also must be committed and fit
enough to carry the bucket to the compost pile and incorporate
it into the pile. Some people have modified this method to
successfully compost humanure in containers such as large
plastic drums.
Some tiny house dwellers use toilets that fall somewhere
between an NSF-approved toilet and a five-gallon bucket. These
tend to be smaller toilets that were developed for use on boats
or in seasonal cabins. They resemble a conventional toilet but
use no water for flushing. Urine is separated from the feces and
collected in a separate receptacle. Like the bucket method, feces
and toilet paper need to be covered with an organic material to
control odors. Both the liquid and solid contents need to be
removed as necessary, depending on the level of usage.
Users typically have either added the solids to an outdoor
compost pile or bagged and disposed of them with their regular
household trash. Users of these types of toilets still need to
dispose of their urine.
Because urine has fewer bacteria than feces and is a plant
nutrient, some tiny house dwellers have disposed of it by
sprinkling it on the ground. In many cases, because of the
volume of urine produced, this can create the potential for
nitrogen contamination of shallow groundwater and nearby
streams, as well as odor problems. Some users dispose of their
collected urine by draining it into an accessible toilet that is part
of a conventional sewer system.
These smaller dry toilets and sawdust toilets cannot technically
be considered composting toilets. Neither have the capacity to
allow much composting to take place within the toilet—almost
all of the composting takes place in an outdoor composting pile
or in larger outdoor containers. Many states have not specifically
addressed the acceptability of composting urine and feces so his
type of composting may fall into one of those gray areas where
it isn’t clear whether it is legal or not. It is likely that as tiny
houses become more common though that states will begin to
pay more attention to this practice.

Incinerating Toilets
Another option for disposing of toilet waste is an incinerating
toilet. Using electricity, natural gas, propane, or diesel, these
32
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units reduce human waste to a small volume of ash by heating outdoors however, which may be a consideration for houses
the waste to temperatures well above 1000° F, which
that are close to other houses.
evaporates the liquids and burns the solids.
Some models may require the use of additives to insure
Like other options, there are pros and cons. The benefits are
complete combustion and to prevent foaming.
that they use no water so there is no plumbing required.
Holding Tanks
Some models are NSF Standard 41 certified so getting local
approval may be easier than with some of the other options. Some tiny houses make use of wastewater holding tanks.
They are relatively compact.
These tanks are similar to those used in many recreational
vehicles (RVs). Typically, there are separate tanks for
A downside is the initial cost, which is usually in the range of
graywater and blackwater, although a single tank combining
$1,500 to $2,000. The energy use must also be considered.
all wastewater may be used.
The electrical models use approximately 1.5 kilowatt-hours
per incineration making them generally unsuitable for most
The toilet may be located directly above the blackwater tank
offgrid solar houses with a small number of panels. The gasto allow for gravity operation, although pressure or vacuumfired models use less but still require electricity to begin the
assist toilets are also options. A small amount of water—two
combustion process and for the auger that moves the waste
quarts or less— is used for flushing.
to the burn chamber.
When full, the tanks are emptied at a dump station found at
Users report minimal combustion odors indoors if the toilet is RV campgrounds, state parks, truck stops, and some highway
properly vented. Some combustion odor may be noticeable
travel plazas. Removable holding tanks make it possible to use
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holding tanks in permanently sited tiny homes.
The sizes of the tanks vary, with larger tanks usually having
wheels to make transporting easier.
An advantage of using holding tanks is that it allows for the use
of a conventional flush toilet, which some may prefer to other
options. As long as the tank contents are disposed of at
approved dump stations— which are fairly common— there is
no issue of questionable legality.
The disadvantages are that holding tanks, for reasons of weight
and portability, are limited in volume. This means emptying the
tank can often be a frequent chore. Many dump stations charge
a fee if the person dumping is not a guest at the facility. Dump
station fees can add up quickly.

deposit in plastic. The toilet uses a cartridge or roll that supplies
a continuous feed of plastic to, first, line the toilet bowl and,
then, wrap the deposit. The wrapped deposits are collected
inside a heavy-duty plastic trash bag underneath the toilet bowl.
Each cartridge or roll provides enough plastic for multiple uses.
When the cartridge runs out the bag containing the packaged
waste is removed and discarded with other household trash and
a new storage bag and cartridge is installed. Some packaging
toilets use a biodegradable plastic that allows the waste to then
be composted.
Packaging toilets are compact and, reportedly, odor-free. No
venting is required. The initial cost of the unit is less than half of
that of a manufactured composting toilet. However, depending
on the manufacturer, the cost of cartridges can make these
toilets expensive on a per-use basis.

Most people who use blackwater holding tanks use additives to
control odors, minimize the production of sewer gases, and to
liquefy solids to make disposal easier. Some additives in the past Pit Privies
contained toxic chemicals such as formaldehyde. Enzyme-based In some states pit privies (or outhouses) are still permitted under
additives are now available.
certain conditions. They are usually intended for use in remote
locations for buildings that are not permanently occupied, such
Packaging Toilets
as cabins. For tiny houses that are used as vacation cabins this
Another type of alternative toilet that has been used in tiny
may be an allowable option.
homes is the dry packaging toilet. Packaging toilets wrap each
States that permit the use of privies typically have requirements
about where and how they may be built. Privies are typically
required to be a specified distance from any habitations. There
are required to be a certain distance from any streams or other
surface water and the bottom surface of the pit must usually be
at least three feet above the top of the groundwater water table
at its highest seasonal level. Building requirements usually
address venting and insect-control measures. These
requirements vary slightly from state to state.
The benefits of a privy are that the pit and outhouse can be
easily and cheaply dug and built. Having the toilet facilities
outside of the house frees up a small amount of space and
provides more privacy. The downsides are that the user must go
outside to use the facility regardless of weather conditions.
Measures can be taken to control odors but no pit privy is
completely odorless. States also have regulations about the
disposal of the pit contents once it is full and for
decommissioning privies.

Dealing with Grey Water
If toilet waste is handled by using either a privy or a composting,
incinerating, or packaging toilet, the issue still remains of dealing
with the disposal of greywater. This can be quite confusing as
the regulations vary from state to state and, in some cases,
among local agencies. This variability includes how greywater is
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defined. Some states define greywater as wastewater from
as possible to protect the environment, the reputation of the
any household fixture except for toilets—so, water from sinks, tiny house community, and the health of their families and
showers, tubs, clothes washers, and dishwashers. Some
neighbors.
states, however, classify kitchen sink water as blackwater, not
greywater.
Although greywater has fewer bacteria and less
decomposable organic matter than blackwater, it still has the
potential to create malodorous nuisance conditions if
mismanaged. Even though there have been no documented
cases of illnesses related to contact with greywater, public
health agencies have historically been conservative about how
they regulate it. In some states this means that the
requirements for a greywater disposal system are similar to
those for septic systems receiving blackwater, with a settling
tank and subsurface dispersal lines. This could be
disproportionally expensive for a tiny house that is generating
a relatively small amount of greywater.
In recent years, some states, mainly those in the water-scarce
western U.S., have begun to change their rules to make reuse
of greywater easier. This may allow for the use of simpler, less
expensive greywater dispersal systems in some places.
Regardless of how small the volume of greywater is though,
regulatory agencies uniformly prohibit dumping it directly
onto the ground surface where people are more likely to have
contact with it, and where it is more likely to either form a
stagnant pool or run off directly into nearby lakes or streams.
Tiny house dwellers should keep in mind that the design of an
effective greywater dispersal system is site-specific: what
works well in one place may not work well in another. Besides
variations in regulations, site factors such soil characteristics,
slope, proximity to lakes or streams, and the water needs of
different types of vegetation must be considered. Tiny house
owners should seek the
advice of those who have
experience with greywater
system design in their area.

Additional Resources
For more information about alternative toilets, see:
Del Porto, David and Carol Steinfeld. 1999. The Composting
Toilet System Book
The Center for Ecological Pollution Prevention,
Concord, MA.
Jenkins, Joseph. 2005. The Humanure Handbook, 3rd
edition.
Accessed at : humanurehandbook.com.
These websites also have useful information:
Oasisdesign.net/greywater
greywateraction.org
www.recodenow.org

Where can I get more information about
conservation?
The National Environmental Services Center developed
a water conservation project titled “Future Water” that
featured information, articles, and products related to
wise water use. Visit www.nesc.wvu.edu/futurewater/
to view this information.
EPA’s WaterSense program is a voluntary partnership
that promotes water efficiency and fosters market
demand for water-efficient products and services.
Based on the successful Energy Star program, Water
Sense seeks to raise awareness about the importance
of efficient water use and to ensure that consumers
can easily identify products that meet EPA’s standards.
Learn more at www3.epa.gov/watersense/index.html.

Managing toilet waste and
greywater in tiny houses can
be challenging. In many
cases it is another example
of where existing
regulations do not match
the unique characteristics of
tiny house living. Tiny house
dwellers should, however,
strive to manage their
wastewater as responsibly
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