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Consumer Protection Tips: Septic System Inspections and Repairs

Across the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, falling seplic systems and cesspools are a major cause of contaminated
diinking water, tainted shellfish beds and pollited beachas, Title 5 of the State Environmental Code protects you, your
family and your naighbors from these public health threats by requiring inspection of private sewage disposal systems
hefore the sale, expanslon or change in use of properties where they are present. Inspection results are reported to focal
boards of health. Most systems will pass inspection. Systems that fall must be repaired or upgraded.

Water Hesources

if you own a home with a septic system or cesspool and have plans to put it up for sale, add a bedroom or comvert it 1o a
different use, you will need ta hawe your system Inspected - and possibly fixed or replaced. This information Is Intended to
help you make the dght decisions abkout who to hire and how to &nance repalrs if they are necessary.

You'd Better Shop Around

When you need to hire a sysiem inspector, there are two important things you need to bear in mind. First, inspeclion fees

. Ao Z Quick Links NS
are not regulaled by the Department of Endronmental Protection or anyone else. Inspectors can charge whatever their e y
customers are willing to pay. The fes also may vary (.fapendl.ng on the cemplexity of the inspection. Second, only cerlain Water Resources Index &
professionals are qualified to perform Title § system inspections: o

+ Professionals who meet experience requirements and have passed a MassDEP-administered axam;
+ Registered Sanitarians;

» Certified Health Officers; and

+ Registered Professional Engineers who specialize in ¢ivil, envirormental or sanitary engineering.
For a list of qualified system inspectors In your area, contact your local Board of Health.

But before hiring anyone, do some comparison shopping:

« Get written eslimates fom seweral inspectors. One key question to ask is whather the price of the inspection includes
pumping the system; often it does not.

» Ask for and check each inspector's identification and references.

« Before signing any contract, ba absolutely certaln that it spells cut precisely what work Is going to be done, how much
It is going 1o cost, what the payment temms are, and what, i any, guaranteas the inspectar is willing lo provide.

« And, once the inspection is complete, make sure the person who signs the form Is the same person who conducted
the inspection.’

What To do if Your System Fails

i your system fails inspeclion, Titla 5 allows up to two years for the completion of repalrs or an upgrade. The first thing you
should do is contact your local hoard of heallh, which naeds to approve all upgrades and most repairs, and can telf you
that will be required.

Again, shop around. Get witten estimates, check qualifications and references. Remember that you are under no
obligation to hawe the person who inspects your system perfonm any ather work on it. in fact, you may want to hire
separate contractors. While most septic system professicnals are honest business people, as in any cthar profession
there may be a few "bad apples” who try to take advantage of the consumer. Contact your MassDEP reglonal office and
speak to the staff respensible for Title 5. MassDEP will review your complaint and determine if further action is requlred. If
you receiva an inspection report that appears to have been altered or contains false or misleading Information, call the
Massachusetts Envronmental Strike Force at 817-556-1000 or tolf free at 1-888-VIOLATE (1-888-846-5283).

Repair or upgrade costs will vary depending on the nature of the problem, soil conditions, proximity of the system to water
suppties, and the size of the fot. Titlo 5 does not specify who must pay for the system inspections, repairs or upgrades.
Keep that in mind if you are planning to sell your home. You may find during negotiations that the prospective buyer is
willing to assume some or alt of the costs. Just be sure to consult with a lawyer or mortgage fender who is famifiar with
Title 5 before shaking hands on the deal,

Even if you hawe no plans to mowe, you may qualify for one or more programs designed to help homeowners pay for septlc
system or cesspool repair o replacement:

« Many cities and towns either hawe in place now or are working to establish "betterment® foan pregrams to provide
homeowners with long-temn, low-cost financing;
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+ The Massachusetls Housing Finance Agency (MHFA) and Federal Farmers Home Administration (FHA) offer low-cost
financing to those who qualify,

+ State law provdes for a system repair tax credit of up to $6,000 per homeowner.

For additional information, contact your local board of health; MHFA at 617-723-0800; or FHA at U.S. Deparment of
Agriculture, Washington, DC 20250.

Protect Your Investment

One of the best ways to ensure that your system will pass inspection is to keep it on a routine maintenance schedule. At
a minimum, you should hawe it pumped out every three years. if you use a garbage disposal, annual pumping is a must.

And a word about septic system additives: There isnt one on the market that can make a failing system pass inspection.
MassDEP approves septic system additives, but only to ensure that they will not hamm your system or the endronment.
MassDEP does not eveluate the accuracy of claims manufacturers make about the effects their products will have on
system performance.

Remember, that even tha best-maintained system in the world cannat last forever. Like anything else, it will wear our owver
time, stop working propery and need to be repaired or replaced.

Need Motre Information?

If you -lstill hawe questions about getting your septic system cr cesspool inspected, repaired or upgraded, please contact
your focal Board of Health.
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