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THE SEPTIC QUESTION PROJECT REPORT: 
Executive Summary

The Septic Question Project is a grant partnership between the Health Department of Northwest
Michigan and Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council, funded by the Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality.  The goal of the project is to closely examine septic system policies
for the entire watershed, identify any problems, and examine potential ways to solve them.
The committee was also charged with creating a Final Report for decision makers. This is the
Final Report, which includes specific policy options for local units of government to consider,
in order to best protect Lake Charlevoix, Lake Michigan, and connected lakes and streams
in the watershed.

Statement of the Problem: Most on-site septic systems in the state are never inspected
again, once installed.  Michigan is the only state in the nation without uniform standards for
how on-site septic systems are sited, designed, built, installed and maintained.  Public health
officials in Michigan believe reported septic system failures represent only a fraction of the
total number of failures statewide, and many go undetected or remain unreported for years.
In most counties in Michigan, after a system is built, the counties do not follow up to make
sure those systems are functioning properly.  Because this important follow up is non-existent
in most places, it creates a potential threat to public health and water resources. To further
support this point, as recently as June 2015, brand new research was published in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America. The study,
conducted by Michigan State University, used microbial source-tracking tools to show that
pollution arising from septic system discharges is likely much more severe than previously
realized.  Results suggest human fecal contamination is affecting 100% of the studied river 
systems in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula.

Key Findings: This Final Report includes a simple analysis that demonstrates potentially one
third of the aging septic systems in Charlevoix County have not been replaced.  Considering
that typical septic systems usually have a lifespan of 25 to 30 years, those older systems still
in use may have already failed, or could be on the verge of failing soon.  We want to see
changes that require additional oversight, to ensure failing systems are discovered before
they fail, completely.  Research and data collection point to warning signs that we can take
into account, in support of making changes to oversight requirements.

Therefore, we have created a menu of Policy Options for decision makers to consider and
to help get the discussion started in the community. This report will be presented and 
distributed to local officials in the County and all of the Townships, and we will seek feedback
from them.  During summer 2016, the Septic Question Committee will sponsor a public event
where this report will also be presented to the public, and public comment will be sought.
Upon completion of the event and compilation of feedback from officials and the general
public, we will meet with the County Board of Supervisors to continue the discussion and
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encourage action, tailored to specific needs in our watershed. Our intent is to make change that
is positive, not punitive or burdensome for citizens, businesses, and local governments.

We researched what is working in other areas of Michigan and the US, and interviewed 
individuals in charge of implementing those policies.  This report summarizes each policy
option, provides interview responses, and outlines the Advantages and Disadvantages for
each of the following:

          •   Maintain the Status Quo
          •   Time of Transfer Inspection Ordinance
          •   Mandatory Pumping Ordinance
          •   Mandatory Inspection Ordinance

We also address the use of a Pilot Program, where appropriate, and Overlay Districts. Finally,
the Health Department is also currently seeking to update the Septic Code in a parallel effort,
which this committee supports.


