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ORIENTATION:

Understanding the Powers and Duties
of the Sewage Enforcement Officer

OBJECTIVES:
A�er completing this chapter, you will be able to . . .
• Discuss the powers and duties of the sewage enforcement
oﬃcer (SEO).
• Identify the three major responsiblities of the SEO as described in the Sewage Facilities Act (Act 537).
• Understand and describe the SEO’s role in the four stages
of the permit process.
• Articulate what the SEO’s role is in investigating and enforcing Act 537.
• Identify some of the essential skills that an SEO must have
to perform his or her job eﬀectively.
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ORIENTATION:

S

Understanding the Powers and Duties
of the Sewage Enforcement Officer

o you think you want to become a sewage enforcement
oﬃcer (SEO). Before you begin the ﬁrst step in doing
just that (by taking the Precertiﬁcation Academy), we’ll
review what it takes to be an SEO in today’s world. Begin by
asking yourself the following questions.
___ Do you like working outside in all kinds of weather, and
do you think you’ll enjoy ge�ing dirty as you learn more
about soils?
___ Do you believe you have the eye required to look at soils
(color, texture, structure) and determine their suitability
for onlot sewage treatment? Are you able to discern diﬀerent colors from each other? (Keep in mind that you will be
taught what to look for during the soils portion of the SEO
Precertiﬁcation Academy.)
___ Do you have the skills and tact necessary to deal calmly
both with municipal oﬃcials and with homeowners and
builders who may at times become irate or unreasonable
when things don’t go as they planned?
___ Are you prepared to learn all the ins and outs of onlot sewage systems, and are you willing to make the o�en tough
decisions that will accompany your job?
___ Will you be a good representative of the local agency for
which you work?
___ Will you be honest, diligent, and trustworthy in your role
as goodwill ambassador for sewage management?
___ Do you have the time management and organizational
skills you’ll need to juggle a myriad of responsibilities and
to tackle the paperwork that goes along with the job?
___ Do you have the patience and the verbal skills necessary to
explain to the public what sewage management is and why
it’s important?
If you answered yes to these questions, then you just may
have the personality and work ethic required to be an SEO.
Only time will tell if you can develop the skills necessary to
serve as an SEO, but understanding some of the expectations
of the job is an important ﬁrst step in making sure you are a
good candidate for continuing with the SEO Precertiﬁcation
Academy.
O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES
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WHO IS THE SEO?
By far, the most recognized aspect of a sewage enforcement oﬃcer’s job is the willingness
to get dirty out in the ﬁeld, but the job of today’s
SEO goes well beyond dirt. Today’s SEO must be
a public relations professional, an educator, an
administrator, an investigator, and sometimes an
arbitration expert.
An SEO works for a local agency (whether it’s
a township, a county, or a county department of
health), not the state, but his ultimate responsibility is to protect the environment of Pennsylvania,
or more speciﬁcally the waters of the commonThe job of the SEO is varied and
wealth. In eﬀect, the SEO creates a ﬁrst line of de- ranges from measuring contours
fense between homes and the environment and
outdoors to reviewing paperwork
ensures the health and safety of the public where indoors.
onlot sewage systems are in use. That means
sometimes having to make the tough decisions that may not
always be what a landowner or developer wants to hear.



The Gatekeeper of Act 537

The position of sewage enforcement
oﬃcer in Pennsylvania was established in
1966 when Act 537 (the Sewage Facilities
Look for these boxes
Act) was passed. The act requires local
throughout this chapter. They
agencies to retain both primary and alidentify speciﬁc essential
ternate SEOs who have been trained and
skills that an SEO must have
certiﬁed by the state.
to perform his or her job
SEOs could be called the gatekeepers
successfully.
of the Sewage Facilities Act. When a developer wants to build houses that will use onlot sewage systems,
he must work with the SEO of the local agency to obtain the
required onlot sewage permits. When a municipality has a
property with a malfunctioning onlot sewage system, the SEO
must investigate the malfunction, give recommendations on
how to correct the problem, and sometimes issue a permit
to perform the repairs. If a homeowner wants to replace the
sewage treatment tank in her backyard with a larger model,
she ﬁrst must obtain a sewage permit from her local agency’s
SEO. As the gatekeepers of the Sewage Facilities Act, you must
become very familiar with Act 537 and the associated regulations.
Sewage enforcement oﬃcers are regarded as the experts
SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL
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How Local Agency SEOs Are Employed
What is a local agency?
 A single municipality
 A combination of
municipalities
 A county
 A county or joint
county health
department

SEOs may be either employed or hired under contract by a
local agency to ﬁll the position of primary or alternate SEO.
Under this arrangement, a local agency SEO may work for a
single municipality, a multimunicipal local agency made up of
several municipalities, or a county health department.
Six counties in the state have their own health departments
to handle onlot sewage enforcement. And, about one-third of
Pennsylvania’s 2,566 municipalities have met their onlot sewage enforcement needs by either forming multimunicipal local
agencies with other municipalities or by being served by their
county health departments.

when it comes to onlot sewage system issues. They must
know soils and be able to understand which onlot system will work best on what kind of soil. Where does this
knowledge come from? Three sources: the SEO Precertiﬁcation Academy, continuing education training courses,
and on-the-job experience.
1) During the SEO Precertiﬁcation Academy, you will
learn about the basics of onlot sewage systems
and the SEO’s role in enforcing Act 537 and related
regulations.
2) Continuing education training courses, which
SEOs must take to maintain their certiﬁcation,
will provide SEOs with more details about
various onlot systems and components and the
SEOs’ responsibilities in enforcing Act 537 and
related regulations. A menu of courses (class-



SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

The SEO is expected to be the expert when it comes to onlot
sewage system issues. As such, an SEO must be familiar with
Act 537 and its regulations and know where to reference
information about onlot sewage systems.
Familiarity with the laws governing onlot sewage systems
will come from training (through the Precertiﬁcation Academy
and continuing education courses) and job experience.
O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES

The SEO Precertiﬁcation
Academy provides plenty of
hands-on activities for SEO
candidates.
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SEOs have an opportunity
to learn more about issues
surrounding their job
at continuing education
courses. SEOs must earn
at least 15 credit hours
every certiﬁcation cycle.
A cycle runs two years,
ending June 30 of every
even-numbered year.
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room and online) is oﬀered to SEOs.
3) Nothing can take the place of on-the-job training
and the day-to-day experience gained when an
SEO is out in the ﬁeld employing the information learned during his or her training courses.

THE SEO’S DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES

Nothing beats on-the-job
training for SEOs to become
more proﬁcient in their jobs.

The SEO works for the local agency and is the only
person who can issue, deny, and revoke permits for
onlot sewage systems with a ﬂow of less than or equal
to 10,000 gallons per day. In Chapter O-1, Historical Context,
of the Orientation, you read the deﬁnition of an SEO in the
regulations book. Let’s review that deﬁnition and take a look
at the three identiﬁed responsibilities of the SEO.

Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following exercise:

O-2a—Definition of SEO

O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES
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SEO’s Responsibilities
Now, we will examine in more depth each of
the three responsibilities that were identiﬁed in the
deﬁnition of a sewage enforcement oﬃcer.
SEO RESPONSIBILITY #1:
REVIEW SEWAGE FACILITIES PLANNING MODULES
Whenever a new subdivision or development is
proposed that will generate sewage ﬂow, a municipality may have to revise its oﬃcial plan to include
the subdivision or development. (We brieﬂy reviewed
the oﬃcial plan in Chapter O-1, Historical Context, of the
Orientation.) To revise the oﬃcial plan, a municipality requires the developer to complete sewage facilities planning for new development by submi�ing a
planning module.
Planning modules are forms developed by DEP
for a municipality to use to revise its oﬃcial sewage
plan. A municipality must take action on a planning
module, and an SEO typically reviews each submission for completeness and accuracy.
SAMPLE:View Planning Module

What is an ofﬁcial plan?
Act 537 requires all municipalities
in the state to develop and maintain
an up-to-date sewage facilities
ofﬁcial plan. This plan, which can
be developed individually or jointly
with other municipalities, addresses
the present and future sewage
disposal needs of a community. Each
municipality’s ofﬁcial plan should
show the areas where central
sewage collection is provided and
where onlot sewage systems are
used.
In addition to describing
sewage disposal methods used by
existing development, the ofﬁcial
plan should address the methods
proposed for use in areas not yet
developed. When new development
is proposed, planning modules are
used to update a municipality’s
ofﬁcial plan.

Go to Precertiﬁcation Academy Material, Courses, at
www.seotraining.org and click on Orientation, Chapter O-2,
Resources, Planning Module, to see a sample of a planning
module.You will learn more about planning modules during the
Precertiﬁcation Academy.
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More speciﬁcally,
the SEO’s role in planning is to determine if a
proposed site is generSEOs must understand planning and
ally suitable for onlot
what is required within the various planning
systems. General site
documents. There are six planning module
suitability is determined
components (DEP forms) that an SEO must
through a variety of tests
be familiar with.
at the site, including meaYou will learn more about planning and
suring the slope of the
planning modules during the Precertiﬁcation
site, checking isolation
Academy.
distances, and examining
the soils. The SEO will
either conduct these necessary tests or observe the testing to
verify that it was conducted properly. The tests conducted for
planning are the same types of tests that must be completed
before a permit can be issued. Testing results obtained during
planning may be used to issue permits. These on-site tests will
be described in more detail in Chapter O-3, On-Site Testing, of
this Orientation.
SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following exercises:

O-2b—SEO’s Responsibility #1
O-2c—Review Questions
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SEO RESPONSIBILITY #2:
REVIEW PERMIT APPLICATIONS AND ISSUE, DENY,
OR REVOKE PERMITS
Before an onlot sewage system can be
constructed on a site, a permit must be issued. The local agency’s SEO is responsible
for issuing this permit. To issue a permit, the
SEO must review the permit application and
decide . . .
1) whether the site qualiﬁes for an onlot
system (this is done through on-site
testing), and
2) whether the proposed onlot system
meets the requirements of the Sewage
Facilities Act and related regulations
(this is done by reviewing the permit
application, conducting or observing on-site testing, and verifying the
proposed system design).

The Permit Process
The permit process consists of four
stages. At each stage, the applicant and SEO
must complete certain tasks. The permit
process will be explained in greater detail
throughout the Precertiﬁcation Academy.

What is a permit?
An onlot sewage permit gives the
applicant permission to build an
onlot sewage system at a speciﬁc
site. A property owner who
intends to install an onlot system
with a ﬂow of less than or equal
to 10,000 gallons per day must
apply for a permit through a local
agency. An Application for Onlot
Sewage System form created by
the Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP) will begin the
process. As part of the permit
review, a proposed site is evaluated
and an onlot system is designed.
The local agency SEO reviews the
permit application and either issues
or denies a permit.
The permit must be posted at the
building site, and installation of a
system may begin. After the system
is installed, the SEO inspects it, and
approval to cover is documented
on the permit.

1) Preliminary stage, where the applicant begins the permit process.
2) Site evaluation stage, where on-site testing may be
conducted to determine whether a site is suitable for
an onlot sewage system. On-site testing may include
conﬁrming minimum isolation distance requirements,
measuring the maximum slope, evaluating a soil probe,
and conducting percolation tests or a soil morphological analysis. On-site testing will be introduced in Chapter 3 of the Orientation and covered in more detail in
the Precertiﬁcation Academy.
3) System design stage, where an onlot system is designed based on the on-site test results. The local agency SEO may not design a system if he or she will be issuing the sewage permit. Usually, the applicant retains
O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES
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a professional designer or
engineer to design a system.
The SEO reviews this design
to make sure it conforms
with the requirements of the
regulations. This includes
verifying all calculations and
making sure the most appropriate component will
be used. A�er ensuring that
the entire permit application
is complete, the SEO either
issues or denies the permit
at the end of this stage. You
will learn more about system
design during the Precertiﬁcation Academy.
4) Inspection stage, where a
system is inspected during
and a�er the installation and
prior to being covered and
put into use. Inspections will
be reviewed under the SEO
Responsibility #3 later in this
chapter. More detailed information will be provided
during the Precertiﬁcation
Academy.

Issuing and Denying Permits
A person cannot install, award a contract
for construction, construct, occupy, or use
a building to be served by an onlot sewage
system until a permit is obtained from the
local agency.
Once the local agency SEO determines
that an application is complete and the
proposed onlot system complies with Act
537 and the regulations, then he or she may
issue a permit. Only after a permit has
been issued may construction of a system
begin.
If the SEO determines that an application
is not complete and the proposed onlot
system does not comply with Act 537 and
the regulations, the applicant may revise
and resubmit the application. If that is not
possible, then the local agency SEO must
deny the permit. Notice of denial of a
permit must be in writing to the applicant,
include the reasons for denial, and advise the
applicant of the right to a hearing before the
local agency.

The permit process is summarized in the graphic on the next
page.

SAMPLE:View Permit
Go to Academy Course Material, Courses, at www.seotraining.org and click on Orientation, Chapter O-2, Resources,
Permit Application & Permit, to see copies of the permit
application and the permit itself.
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SEO’s Role in the First Three
Stages of the Permit Process
SEO veriﬁes planning. If
planning was necessary, the SEO
would have reviewed the planning module and on-site testing
information before the permit
process begins to determine if a
site is “generally suitable” for an
onlot sewage system.

SEO conducts or observes
on-site testing. Then, SEO uses
this data to determine if a site
is suitable for an onlot sewage
system.

SEO veriﬁes the design of
the proposed system is appropriate given on-site testing
results and site features. SEO
also determines whether the
system design meets state and
local requirements.

SEO issues permit if the
system is appropriate and meets
all requirements. If not, and if
necessary changes are not made,
the SEO could deny the permit.
Construction of the system may
now begin.
The SEO’s role in Stage 4
(Inspection) will be reviewed
later in the chapter.
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REVIEW

SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

SEOs must know how to
conduct on-site testing
at a site. This includes
isolation distances, slope
measurements, soil testing,
and percolation testing. If
the SEO does not conduct
the testing him or herself,
then he or she must observe
when someone else does
the testing, and verify the
testing results.
On-site testing will be
introduced in Chapter
O-3, On-Site Testing, of the
Orientation and will be
taught in more depth during
the Precertiﬁcation Academy.

What speciﬁc role does the SEO play
in the permi�ing process?
The SEO veriﬁes whether a planning module is necessary and if so
whether one was completed.
• The SEO must either conduct the onsite tests or verify the testing results
if someone else does the testing.
• The SEO may suggest onlot system
options that would comply with
the testing results obtained at a site,
but the SEO may not select the ﬁnal
system design.
• The SEO may not design the onlot
sewage system if the system would
be located within the SEO’s jurisdiction.* Instead, he or she reviews the
system design and makes sure it
complies with the regulations.

•

* Unless the local agency
provides for this design
service in its fee schedule and
the other SEO for the local
agency issues the permit.
(Section 72.41(i))

Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following exercises.

O-2d—SEO’s Responsibility #2
O-2e—Review Questions
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RECAP
So far, we have reviewed the ﬁrst two responsibilities of
the SEO as speciﬁed in the regulations:
1) Review sewage facilities planning modules.
2) Review permit applications and issue, deny, or revoke
permits.
We will now turn to the third responsibility of the SEO.
SEO RESPONSIBILITY #3:
CONDUCT INSPECTIONS AND INVESTIGATIONS
The SEO has two major responsibilities under this directive. The ﬁrst—inspections—usually falls within the ﬁnal
stage of the permit process during construction of the onlot
system. The second—investigations—may stand independent
of the permit process and is usually employed when system
malfunctions are suspected.
Let’s examine each of these responsibilities in more depth.
1) CONDUCT INSPECTIONS
Recall the permit process we reviewed earlier. The ﬁnal
stage of this process is called the inspection stage. A�er the
system is installed, it is inspected prior to being covered and
put into use. This inspection of the system is the SEO’s responsibility.
The SEO may inspect the installation of the system during
construction (interim inspections) and a�er it is installed (ﬁnal
inspection).

O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES
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SEO’s Role in the Inspection
Stage of the Permit Process
SEO veriﬁes system was
constructed according
to the permit and regulations. This may occur during
optional interim inspections
throughout the construction
and must be conﬁrmed during
a mandatory ﬁnal inspection
before the system is covered,
seeded, and used.



SEO revokes permit if
changes are not made.

SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

SEOs must be organized
and be able to handle the
paperwork requirements
that accompany the issuance
of a sewage permit.
Sewage permits and SEO
activities are permanent
records of the local
agency and may have to be
referenced in the future
for planning, permitting, or
even litigation purposes.
These records also are
submitted as part of the
state’s reimbursement
program for local agencies.
Under this program, local
agencies may apply to DEP
for reimbursement of
eligible expenses for sewage
permitting and enforcement.
Proper record keeping
will make all of these tasks
easier. The record keeping and
administrative responsibilities
of the SEO will be reviewed
later in the Precertiﬁcation
Academy. Final Inspection
O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES

SEO gives permission to
cover the system.

Interim Inspections
The SEO may not be able to be on
site during every step of the installation
process. That’s why it is important that
the SEO is comfortable that the installer
knows the proper soil conditions for
installation and the materials and procedures to use when installing the system.
In addition, SEOs may want to make interim inspections during various stages
of the construction to make sure a system is being installed properly.
Preconstruction and interim inspections are not mandated by the regulations; however, it is highly recommended that SEOs conduct them. O�en, a
local agency may require them.
For example, during interim inspections, SEOs may inspect and verify
excavation of a system, ground surface
preparation, construction of the berm,
placement of stone and pipe, placement
of treatment tanks, and installation of a
pump or siphon.
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The purpose of a ﬁnal inspection is to make sure the
system is installed according to the regulations and the permit that the SEO issued. During this ﬁnal inspection, which is
required under the regulations, the SEO will evaluate the entire system to make sure
that all components of the system were installed correctly.
A�er the ﬁnal inspection is completed and the system is
approved, the SEO grants permission for the system to be
covered, seeded, and used. No part of any system may be covered, seeded, and used without ﬁnal wri�en approval by the
SEO. If the system passes ﬁnal inspection, then the SEO signs
the permit giving approval to cover.
If the system fails ﬁnal inspection, corrections to the system must be made before the SEO may sign the permit. If the
system is not installed according to the approved design and
corrections cannot be made, the local agency SEO revokes the
permit.

Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following exercise:

O-2f—Revoking Permits

O-2 SEO’S POWERS & DUTIES

SELF-STUDY GUIDE

page 14 of 19

Academy Orientation

O-2 Self-Study Guide
Other Inspections
The SEO also may conduct periodic inspections of existing
onlot systems as part of a municipality’s sewage management
program. Sewage management was reviewed in Chapter O-1,
Historical Context, of this Orientation.
Under the SEO Responsibility #3, we just reviewed the
SEO’s role in conducting inspections. We will now turn to the
other role under this responsibility—conducting investigations.



SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

SEOs must be very familiar with the design
and siting requirements of an onlot sewage
system. The SEO will employ this knowledge of
system speciﬁcations during the review of the
system design before issuing a permit as well as
during the inspection of a system installation. If
a system is not designed or installed according
to Act 537 and its regulations, it is the SEO’s
responsibility to make sure this is rectiﬁed or
else the permit must be denied or revoked.
You will learn about design and installation
requirements for an onlot sewage system during
the Precertiﬁcation Academy.
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2) CONDUCT INVESTIGATIONS
As part of his or her responsibilities, the
SEO must conduct investigations related to
malfunctioning onlot sewage systems. The
SEO must learn how to identify, investigate,
and help resolve malfunctions. Because malfunctions must be ﬁxed to eliminate health
hazards, an SEO must know how to quickly
and eﬀectively resolve a malfunction.
The SEO is also known as the enforcer of
the Sewage Facilities Act and its regulations.
As such, the SEO must take action, typically
through an investigation, to prevent, stop,
correct, or prosecute violations of the Sewage
Facilities Act and any related regulations.
Initial enforcement responsibility belongs
to the SEO and should be taken independently of the local agency. Although assistance
from the local agency may be required at a
later date, the SEO does not have to wait for
permission to act on a violation.



SEO ESSENTIAL SKILL

As part of his or her role as an enforcer, the SEO
must be familiar with investigation techniques
and courtroom procedures. For example, during
an investigation, an SEO may have to obtain a
search warrant to look for evidence. Or, if a case
goes to court, an SEO must understand how a
courtroom operates and how to be an effective
witness.
Certiﬁed SEOs may take a continuing
education course to become more proﬁcient in
the enforcement responsibilities of the job.
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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 or installation of
a system is inadequate
and does not follow the
regulations.
• Operation and maintenance
activities (such as regular
pumping of the tanks) are
neglected.
A malfunction is a 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, insect, or pet.
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It is the SEO’s legal responsibility to . . .
•
•
•
•
•

Investigate all complaints.
Take action upon any knowledge of a violation.
Formally notify the local agency of a violation.
Restrain the violation (with enforcement actions if necessary).
Ensure that the situation is corrected.

Sometimes, an SEO may have to take formal enforcement
actions. This may mean assessing civil penalties ($300 to
$2,500 per violation) or criminal penalties (these may result in
monetary ﬁnes of up to $5,000 and imprisonment of up to 90
days). However, only a law enforcment oﬃcer may arrest a
violator of Act 537.

Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following exercises:

O-2g—SEO’s Responsibility #3
O-2h—Review SEO’s Job Responsibilities
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Conduct of SEOs
Because the SEO represents the local agency and is involved in every aspect of administering Act 537, the conduct
of the SEO must be above reproach. Even the appearance of
wrongdoing can damage a local agency’s program and cast
doubt upon the SEO’s credibility.
Section 72.41 of the regulations clearly deﬁnes which actions an SEO may take and which must be avoided in the
course of performing his or her job. As an SEO, you should
be familiar with these restrictions and allowable actions. The
table below lists some of these restrictive and allowable actions.

ALLOWABLE ACTIONS FOR SEOS

RESTRICTIONS FOR SEOS

An SEO may issue permits only within
the jurisdiction of his or her employing
local agency.

An SEO may not install, design, or
sell materials for any onlot sewage
system in any area under his or her
jurisdiction.

An SEO must give timely wri�en
notice to all applicants or permi�ees of
any approval, denial, or revocation of a
permit.

An SEO may not accept any fee for
services or work performed other
than his or her salary, wages, or other
agreed-upon compensation with the
local agency.

Before issuing a permit, an SEO
must observe, conduct personally, or
otherwise conﬁrm all tests used to
determine the suitability of a site for an
onlot sewage system.

An SEO may not conduct a test or issue
a permit for an onlot sewage system
for any lot in which the SEO, a relative
of the SEO (by blood or marriage), a
business associate of the SEO, or an
employer of the SEO (except the local
agency) has a ﬁnancial interest.
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Go to workbook O-2 to complete the following activity:

O-2i—Chapter Review

KEY POINTS
•

The SEO is the gatekeeper of the Sewage Facilities Act and
an expert when it comes to onlot sewage system issues.

•

Today’s SEO must be a public relations professional, an
educator, an administrator, an investigator, and sometimes an arbitration expert.

•

The SEO works for the local agency and is the only person
who can issue, deny, or revoke permits for onlot systems.

•

The SEO’s main responsibilities include reviewing sewage
facilities planning modules, reviewing, issuing, denying,
and revoking permits, and conducting inspections and
investigations.

•

Because the SEO represents the local agency and is involved in every aspect of administering Act 537, the SEO
must perform his or her duties with conduct that is above
reproach.

•

If good records are kept of the SEO’s expenses and activities related to permi�ing and enforcing, then the local
agency may be eligible to participate in the state’s Act 537
reimbursement program.

CHAPTER QUIZ
Go to Academy Course Material, Courses, Orientation, at
www.seotraining.org and click on O-2, Chapter Quiz, to take the
end-of-chapter quiz before proceeding to Chapter O-3.
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