
ORIENTATION:
Understanding the Onlot Sewage Program 

in Pennsylvania, the Historical Context

 OBJECTIVES:
 
 After completing this chapter, you will be able to . . .

• Articulate what an onlot sewage system is.
• Discuss the historical context of why onlot sewage systems 

are regulated in Pennsylvania.
• Explain how onlot sewage management and be�er-trained 

sewage enforcement officers (SEOs) help to protect the 
public health.

• Recognize the Pennsylvania regulations book, which regu-
lates the state’s sewage facilities planning and permi�ing 
programs.
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Understanding the Onlot Sewage Program 
in Pennsylvania, the Historical Context

 Most people don’t think about where their water or 
wastes go a�er they flush the toilet or run the fau-
cet. They simply take for granted that the unwanted 

water and wastes safely exit their homes. But just where does 
this wastewater go a�er it has le� your kitchen, bathroom, or 
laundry room?

In the more densely populated urban and some suburban 
areas, wastewater is sent through miles of piping to a com-
munity’s central collection area where it is treated as sewage. 
Sewage treatment plants are regulated by the state and o�en 
operated and maintained by a municipality or local authority.

But what if you live in a rural area where the distance 
between houses makes it impractical and too costly to run 
miles and miles of sewage piping? In these areas, onlot sew-
age systems are used, and local agency sewage enforcement 
officers (SEOs) are responsible for regulating these systems. 
The Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) is the 
state agency that oversees and trains SEOs.

WHAT IS AN ONLOT 
SEWAGE SYSTEM?

  
Think of an onlot sewage system as a miniature 

wastewater treatment system on an individual prop-
erty. It uses primarily soil-based processes to treat 
and dispose of sewage. 

This individual onlot disposal system typically is 
composed of a series of components, usually con-
sisting of a building sewer, treatment and distribu-
tion methods, and an absorption area. Some systems 
are designed and built with several treatment com-
ponents. Each component of an onlot system usually 
has required operation and maintenance, for which 
in most cases a homeowner is primarily responsible. 

NOTE: In the academy, 
the term SEO refers to a 
regulatory SEO hired by a 
local agency as described 
in Act 537 and the 
regulations.

What is sewage?
Sewage is a substance that contains 
the waste products or excrement 
or other discharge from the 
bodies of human beings or animals 
and noxious substances that are 
harmful to the public health, or to 
animal or aquatic life, or to the use 
of water for domestic water supply 
or recreation.
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A BASIC ONLOT SEWAGE SYSTEM

  In a basic onlot sewage system, wastewater from a struc-
ture flows through a building sewer to the required treatment 
tank(s), then through a distribution method to an absorption 
area. In the treatment tank, the heaviest solids (sludge) se�le 
to the bo�om and lighter ma�er (scum) floats on top of the 
liquid. Sludge and scum must be pumped regularly out of 
the tank by a septage pumper/hauler and taken to an ap-
proved location offsite for disposal. 

  The liquid waste (effluent) is directed out of the tank 
through a distribution method (either by gravity or pres-
sure distribution) to an absorption area. Here, the waste-
water moves down through the soil, where it is further 
renovated. 

  The illustration above shows only a basic system. Many 
systems are designed and built with additional compo-
nents, such as secondary and advanced treatment units and 
disinfection units. The type of absorption area will vary de-
pending on site testing results and site conditions.

 O-1i—ACTIVITY: View Video

 For Orientation, Activity O-1i, watch the 11-minute film Down 
the Drain: Septic System Sense, which can be accessed on the 
Orientation DVD. (The DVD is located in the Course O Resource 
Book under O-C.) This short video provides details about one 
family’s experiences with finding out more about the upkeep of an 
onlot sewage system. The video covers how an onlot system works, 
provides the trouble signs of a malfunctioning system, and offers tips 
on how to keep a system running properly.

 Also watch the 17-minute film Onlot System Components, which 
can be accessed on the Orientation DVD. (The DVD is located in 
the Course O Resource Book under O-C.) This short video pro-
vides details about the four components of two different onlot sew-
age systems.

Did you know that 
approximately 

one-third of 
Pennsylvanians rely 

on onlot sewage
 systems?
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A�er World War II, people began to move 
out of cities and boroughs and into new 
housing developments in the suburbs.

ì
ì

 The Historical Context: 
A Half-Century of Onlot Sewage Systems

Let’s take a look at the history of onlot sewage systems in 
Pennsylvania.

1940S+
                     SUBURBAN HOUSING BOOM

When World War II ended in 1945, Pennsylva-
nia, like many other states in America, saw a mi-
gration of people out of its cities and boroughs and 
into new housing developments in the surround-
ing open land. As the decades passed, the initial 
housing boom in the suburbs continued to spread 
farther out into the rural areas of Pennsylvania.

With this shift in population came concerns 
about how the wastewater created by these new 
homes would be treated and disposed of. In more 
developed areas, central sewer systems could be 
economically justified. But in the less populated 
suburban and rural areas, onlot sewage 
systems on individual lots—initially  
primitive methods, such as cesspools, 
seepage pits, and simple septic tanks 
with gravel-lined trenches that led to a 
nearby stream or ditch—were used.

                 1960S

                  MALFUNCTIONING ONLOT SEWAGE SYSTEMS

 
  Without any uniform standards for 

onlot system design or installation or 
maintenance practices, a high percent-
age of onlot sewage systems began to 
malfunction. These systems either pol-
luted or threatened to contaminate the 
rural drinking water supply. 

  Within two decades of the start of 
the post-World War II housing boom, 
Pennsylvania found itself with over-
loaded central sewage treatment sys-
tems, a proliferation of poorly operated 

What is a malfunction?
You know you are dealing with a malfunctioning 
onlot sewage system if sewage backs up into 
a structure, untreated sewage is discharged 
to the ground surface or surface water, or 
groundwater contamination occurs.  Any of these 
circumstances pose a threat to the public health.
A malfunction may result if . . .

•  Site testing was not properly conducted.
•  Design and installation of a system is 

inadequate and does not follow regulations.
•  Operation and maintenance activities 

(such as regular pumping of the tank) are 
neglected.

A malfunction is a public health hazard. People 
may become seriously ill if they drink from a well 
with contaminated groundwater, come in contact 
with untreated sewage that has backed up into 
their house, or encounter raw sewage in their 
yard, either directly or through a rodent or pet.
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ì
ì

small treatment systems, and between 500,000 and 1 million 
malfunctioning onlot sewage systems. The resulting surface 
and groundwater deterioration posed a serious public health 
concern.

 

  1966
 PROTECTING PUBLIC HEALTH

In 1966, the Pennsylvania General Assembly passed the 
Sewage Facilities Act (Act 537) to address the problems 
caused by malfunctioning onlot sewage systems and the need 
for adequate wastewater disposal. The act established the fol-
lowing mandates:

• Municipalities were now required to 
develop a plan to address a community’s 
sewage needs. The official plan must 
address public sewer needs and ensure 
proper siting and operation of onlot sew-
age systems.

• The state was empowered to set standards 
and require municipalities to issue per-
mits for onlot sewage systems.

 1970S

 REGULATING ONLOT SYSTEMS

Act 537 of 1966 required proper sewage planning and 
oversight, which has resulted in fewer sewage problems and 
improved public health protection. Municipalities now consid-
er adequate sewage treatment in the conceptual stages of land 
development. This is called sewage facilities planning. Dur-

ing the academy, you will learn more about 
planning and the role that the SEO plays in 
the planning process.   

In the 1970s, state regulations were 
created for the administration of sew-
age facilities planning and permi�ing. 
The regulations require every local 
agency in Pennsylvania to employ or 
contract with a sewage enforcement of-
ficer (SEO). (Local agencies must now 
have a primary and alternate SEO.) 
The SEO works for the local agency 

What is a local agency?
A local agency is a municipality 
(or any combination 
of municipalities acting 
cooperatively or jointly under 
the laws of the commonwealth), 
a county, a county department 
of health, or a joint county 
department of health.

RESOURCE:
Act 537 can 
be found in 
the Course O 
Resource Book 
under O-A or 
online at www.
seotraining.org 
under “Resource 
Materials.”

RESOURCE:
The regulations 
can be found in 
the Course O 
Resource Book 
under O-B.

What is a municipality?
A municipality is a city, town, 
township, borough, or home 
rule municipality other than a 
county.
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Expanding Technologies

ì
A steep slope elevated 
sand mound is an  
absorption area option 
for sites with steeper 
slopes of 12 to 15 percent.

A CO-OP RFS III is an 
advanced treatment 
component option for 
sites with limiting soil 
conditions.

ì

and is responsible for issuing, denying, and revoking 
permits for onlot sewage systems. This is called permit-
ting. During the academy, you will learn more about the 
permi�ing process.

 1980S–1990S 
 EXPANSION OF TECHNOLOGIES

 
Sometimes, conditions on a site made it impossible to 

permit an onlot sewage system as specified in the regula-
tions. This meant that at times a landowner could not get 
a system approved. To address this situation, DEP began 
to evaluate the use of other onlot technologies.

These technologies may now be viable options for a 
site with limiting conditions (such as shallower soils or 
steeper slopes) that may have precluded another type of 
onlot system from being installed there. Acceptable tech-
nologies were first expanded to include pressure-dosed 
sand mound and individual spray irrigation systems. 
Since the mid-1990s, drip irrigation, at-grade absorption 
areas, and a variety of media filters have become ap-
proved technologies.

 
 1990S–2000S 

                          ONLOT SEWAGE CONSIDERED A LONG-TERM SOLUTION/
 SEOS BECOME BETTER TRAINED 
 

After decades of being looked at as temporary, short-
term fixes until public sewer (“the big pipe”) was avail-
able, onlot sewage systems have become recognized as viable 
long-term solutions for treating onlot sewage in a community. 
As a result of this attitude change, onlot sewage systems today 
are viewed as part of a municipality’s permanent infrastruc-
ture, much like roads and public sewers are.

Also around this time, DEP revamped its training require-
ments for SEOs. In the past, DEP had required SEOs to take 
a certification exam and attend regular continuing education 
courses to maintain their certification. But, in hopes of provid-
ing better trained, more professional SEOs, DEP contracted 
with the Pennsylvania State Association of Township Super-
visors (PSATS) in 1998 to develop and provide SEO training. 
First, a hands-on Precertification Academy was created for 
applicants to take before sitting for the certification exam. As 
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a result of attending the academy, applicants 
scored better on the certification exam and 
were better prepared to go out into the field 
once they became certified. Next, DEP re-
vamped and expanded its continuing educa-
tion courses to provide SEOs with quality 
training and skills. Together, DEP and PSATS 
have created a menu of courses offered in the 
classroom, on the Web, and in the field. This 
training provides SEOs with up-to-date infor-
mation on technologies, policies, and issues 
associated with the job.

HOW ACT 537 HAS IMPROVED PENNSYLVANIA

Before Act 537 After Act 537

Small septic tanks 
connected to “wildcat” 
sewers, which discharged 
to gullies, small pits, and 
streams

 

Sufficiently sized septic tanks

Onlot systems designed 
according to household need 
and site characteristics that 
have been proven to renovate 
wastewater

 
Out-of-sight, out-of-mind 
mentality

Science of sewage treatment 
now considered

Unregulated cesspools 
and seepage pits provided 
sewage disposal for 
households

Municipalities must plan for 
sewage needs

No oversight of individual 
onlot systems

SEOs trained to permit and 
inspect onlot systems 

Increase in stream and 
groundwater pollution 

Reduction in stream and 
groundwater pollution

The Precertification Academy provides 
hands-on training for applicants 
interested in becoming SEOs.
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BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH ACT 537 

  Among the materials provided to you with this Orientation 
is Act 537, the Pennsylvania Sewage Facilities Act. Pull out 
your copy of Act 537 from the Course O Resource Book under 
O-A. Open to the first page and review the index. Note that 
the act is divided among various sections. In particular, take 
notice of Section 5. Official Plans, which provides informa-
tion on municipalities’ official plans; Section 7. Permits, which 
gives details about permits for onlot systems; and Section 8. 
Powers and Duties of Local Agencies, which references the lo-
cal agency and the SEO in more detail.

To become more familiar with navigating around the act, 
complete the following exercise. 

 
 Go to workbook O-1 to complete the following exercise:

 O-1a—Act 537 

RESOURCE:
Act 537, 
Orientation O-A
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What Is Sewage Management?

As a result of Act 537 in 1966, all municipalities 
are required to develop and maintain an up-to-
date sewage facilities official plan. Such a plan is 
created to help . . .

• Protect public health from diseases. 
• Prevent sewage treatment and disposal 

problems in a community.
• Protect the quality of the state’s surface wa-

ter and groundwater. 

The sewage facilities plan shows where central 
sewage collection is provided in a municipality, 
and designates those areas where sewage disposal 
is handled by onlot sewage systems. Management 
and maintenance of these onlot systems are ad-
dressed in this plan. You will learn more about the 
sewage facilities plan during the planning portion 
of the academy.

The SEO has the most up-to-date training and knowledge 
of onlot treatment systems and should play a critical role in 
managing onlot sewage systems for a municipality. Each mu-
nicipality must address long-term operation and maintenance. 
The regulations require that municipalities develop a compre-
hensive sewage management program as part of their official 
plan update. By developing and enforcing such a program, 
municipalities can meet their obligations to ensure that onlot 
systems are properly operated and maintained before malfunc-
tions occur. Some ways that a municipality addresses sewage 
management are by . . .

   educating homeowners and the public at large about   
the importance of maintaining onlot systems,

 requiring periodic pumping of septic tanks, 
 requiring operation and maintenance of the system 

components, and 
  instituting testing and monitoring procedures as well 

as periodic inspections of onlot systems.

Every municipality in the state is 
required to enact an Official Sewage 
Facilities Plan. This plan identifies 
the current and future sewage 
needs of a municipality.
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A sewage management program is a positive, preventative 
approach. By instituting and enforcing this program, a munici-
pality is meeting its obligation to Act 537 and taking proactive 
measures to keep malfunctions at bay.

 
 O-1ii—ACTIVITY: View Video

 For Orientation, Activity O-1ii, watch the 16-minute film The 
Care and Feeding of Your Septic Tank, which can be accessed 
on the Orientation DVD. (The DVD is located in the Course O 
Resource Book under O-C.) This short video provides general 
information about onlot sewage systems and the importance of 
maintaining them.
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Becoming Familiar with the Regulations
Among the materials provided to you with this Orienta-

tion is the Pennsylvania Code Title 25 regulations book. You 
will refer to this book frequently. It contains the regulations 
developed by the state to govern the administration of the 
Sewage Facilities Planning and Permitting Programs (as laid 
out in Act 537). Referred to as the regulations, this book will 
become invaluable to you as an SEO. You must become famil-
iar with the general content of this book as well as where to 
find specific references within it. 

  You will use the regulations book regularly during the 
academy and a�erwards while on the job. This Orientation 
will provide an introduction to the book and its organiza-
tion. Pull out your copy of the regulations from the Course O 
Resource Book under O-B and review the front cover. (The 
seal of Pennsylvania and the title “Pennsylvania Code: Title 
25. Environmental Protection” are on the cover.)

  Note that the book is divided into three chapters:

• Chapter 71. Administration of Sewage Facilities 
Planning Program. This chapter provides informa-
tion on preparing, approving, and administering an 
official plan as well as revising an official plan for 
new land development.

• Chapter 72. Administration of Sewage Facilities 
Permi�ing Program. This chapter provides informa-
tion on permit requirements, the administration of 
permi�ing, and the certification of SEOs.

• Chapter 73. Standards for Sewage Disposal Facilities. 
This chapter provides specific information on siting, 
designing, and constructing onlot systems.

 
  The three chapters contained within the regulations 

provide much of the information you will need to know as 
an SEO. The regulations in the book are current through the 
date recorded on the cover. Occasionally, the regulations are 
updated; final approval of any revisions is made by the state 
Environmental Quality Board.

RESOURCE:
Regulations, 
Orientation O-B

This icon is 
used throughout 
the academy 
whenever 
reference to the 
regulations is 
made.
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 Go to workbook O-1 to complete the following activities:

 O-1b—Regulations Exercise

 O-1c—Chapter Review
 

 KEY POINTS:

• An individual onlot system typically consists of a building 
sewer, treatment and distribution methods, and an absorp-
tion area.

• Act 537 (the Sewage Facilities Act) of 1966 has helped to re-
duce malfunctioning onlot sewage systems, many of which 
resulted a�er a post-WWII housing boom in suburban and 
rural areas of Pennsylvania.

• Act 537 requires municipalities to develop an official sew-
age plan to address current and future sewage disposal 
needs.

• Every local agency must have a primary and alternate SEO 
who is responsible for issuing, denying, and revoking per-
mits for onlot sewage systems.

• An SEO is responsible for permi�ing in a local agency and 
plays a key role in planning and onlot management and 
maintenance.

• Every SEO must be familiar with the Pa. Code Title 25 
book, which sets standards for the administration of the 
Sewage Facilities Planning and Permi�ing Programs. 
Referred to as the regulations, this book is an invaluable 
resource to SEOs.

 CHAPTER QUIZ

 Go to Academy Course Material, Courses, Orientation, at 
www.seotraining.org and click on O-1 Chapter Quiz to take the 
end-of-chapter quiz before proceeding to Chapter O-2. 

 


