
PSATS’ POLICY STATEMENT    Environmental Protection: Sewage and Water    Summer 2019     1

T
he Association believes that government at all levels 
has a responsibility to ensure that future generations 
will be able to enjoy a clean, safe, and bountiful envi-
ronment. 

Accordingly, the Association has consistently supported 
local, state, and federal policies that will ensure the preser-
vation of our environment for all Pennsylvanians without 
imposing an undue burden and cost on the residents.

The state Department of Environmental Protection and 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency should recognize 
local governments as partners and work with them in the pro-
tection of the environment. To that end, both agencies should 
recognize the variety of environmental problems faced by 
Pennsylvania’s municipalities and the need for diverse, multi-
faceted alternatives to meet local environmental needs.

Sewage
In many areas of the state, DEP has determined that the 

soils are unsuitable for traditional onlot sewage disposal sys-
tems. This halts growth and closes the door on economic 
development for more and more municipalities and limits 
property owners’ ability to provide adequate sewage disposal. 

Given the commonwealth’s large rural population, cen-
tral collection systems are both economically and technically 
impractical for many municipalities because there is insufficient 
population density to provide such systems at a reasonable cost 
to the residents. Also, federal funding for the construction of 
sewage systems has been eliminated, and available state fund-
ing sources do not meet the needs of municipalities.

State funding for the construction and maintenance of 
sewage systems must be available to communities across the 
commonwealth. Act 13 of 2012 provided the first new, recur-
ring funding source for the construction of sewer systems 
in a very long time. However, more is needed to meet the 
mandates to install or provide sewage service that have been 
imposed by DEP.

PSATS urges the legislature to restore funding to the 
Sewage Facilities Enforcement Grants Program at a level suf-
ficient to provide at least 85 percent reimbursement for local 
agency sewage enforcement activities. 

In addition, the state needs to provide funding to reimburse 
townships for 50 percent of the costs incurred to prepare or 
update Act 537 plans as mandated by DEP for current costs, 
as well as for the previous five years. This program is a part-

nership between the state and local government to protect the 
health of our citizens. Funding for these programs was elimi-
nated over a decade ago and has created an unfunded mandate. 

The General Assembly should amend the state’s Sewage 
Facilities Law to increase the $25 maximum fee for verifica-
tion of siting requirements for 10-acre septic system exemp-
tions and allow municipalities to set a fee to cover their costs 
to verify these exemptions.

Also, DEP has mandated upgrades to sewage treatment 
systems without regard to the cost of these significant capi-
tal improvements. It is our position that DEP must provide 
partnership funding to municipalities that are mandated 
to upgrade sewage treatment. The magnitude of initiatives, 
such as the Chesapeake Bay Tributary Strategy and future 
Watershed Implementation Plans, cannot be borne alone by 
local government or its taxpayers. It is essential that the com-
monwealth provide adequate funding to carry forward the 
mandates it imposes on local government.

Also, DEP should not approve permits for public sewer exten-
sions into areas of a municipality not planned for public sewer by 
the municipality provided that its Act 537 plan has been updated 
within the last 10 years or it is in the process of updating its plan. ‰ 

PSATS believes that the state Department of Environmental Protection should 
provide partnership funding to townships that are mandated to upgrade 
sewage treatment. The magnitude of such initiatives as the Chesapeake Bay 
Tributary Strategy and future watershed implementation plans cannot be 
borne alone by local government or its taxpayers.
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DEP should not require municipalities to implement and enforce a 
sewage management program in any area of the municipality with-
out documented need in its Act 537 plan.

In addition, DEP should continue to fund the develop-
ment of new economically feasible sewage disposal systems to 
reduce the potential for groundwater contamination and allow 
rural areas to encourage new growth and economic develop-
ment. DEP should allow holding tanks for new construction 
on properties with less than one acre that were created before 
May 15, 1972, when there is no other means of sewage dis-
posal available.

Also, DEP and its regional offices must follow uniform, 
consistent criteria for the approval of township sewage facili-
ties plans. If a township meets the criteria, the plan should be 
approved. DEP should not be allowed to require additional 
time-consuming criteria in the middle of the plan approval 
process or refuse to approve sewage planning modules while 
new regulations or policies are being developed.

To ensure consistency and better understanding of its 
policies, DEP must provide uniformity in the interpretation 
and administration of its regulations among the department’s 
regional offices.

Sewage sludge
PSATS urges DEP to strengthen its regulations and 

enforcement of the land application of sewage sludge and 
biosolid materials. DEP should incorporate greater opportu-
nity for input from municipalities prior to issuing a permit for 
sewage sludge or biosolid waste application. 

Also, DEP should notify a township when a sewage sludge 
permit is issued for land within their borders and when sew-
age sludge is scheduled to be applied to the land.

Water
PSATS supports reasonable legislation for water supply 

planning that gives townships a voice in this important pro-
cess. Land use and water supply planning should go hand in 
hand to make sure that future generations have an adequate 
water supply.

The elimination of federal grants for local drinking water 
and sewage treatment projects magnifies the importance of 
PENNVEST, the state’s revolving loan program for clean-wa-
ter infrastructure. The Association supports an expansion of 
this assistance to help municipalities meet the more stringent 
state and federal water quality standards and believes that every 
effort should be made to offer this assistance to the state’s 
smaller municipalities, much the same as PENNVEST’s onlot 
system repair fund has made sewage-related funding available 
in smaller municipalities.

The Association supports the development of flexible 
and affordable safe drinking water standards that will enable 
small systems to implement all necessary health protection 
measures without financially burdening the system. Above all, 
the Association believes that water resource planning should 
remain in the hands of local officials and not take place at the 
county level. 

PSATS supports the expansion of PENNVEST clean-water assistance to help town-
ships meet stringent state and federal water quality standards and believes that 
every effort should be made to make this assistance available to the state’s smaller 
municipalities.

  The Association supports the development of flexible  
  and affordable safe drinking water standards that will enable 
small systems to implement all necessary health protection  
   measures without financially burdening the system.
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