Onsite Sewage Program
Management in Nova Scotia
Leah Boutilier, Onsite services program coordinator
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History and evolution of Nova Scotia’s
onsite sewage program
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 1970 (?) first regulations
respecting subdivision of lands
• 1975 first on-site sewage
regulations
• 1975-1997 NS Department of
Health delivered the on-site
sewage program
• Health inspectors
performed site assessments
and system design
Photo provided by Richmond County’s waste water
management district project
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 1986 Centre for Water Resources Studies (CWRS),
Dalhousie University launched an applied on-site sewage
research program in partnership with the NS Agricultural
College and the Province of NS.
• Local research findings continue to influence NS’s
technical guidelines.
• Supports unique experience opportunities for graduate
and coop students.

5

History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 1997 NS government “Privatized” on-site services:
• Program was taken over by NS Department of
Environment.
• Regulation changes were introduced including
certification requirements for installers, cleaners, and
Qualified Persons (QP1-engineers and QP2-selectors).
• Changes were phased in between 1997 and 2000.
• Wastewater NS (WWNS) was formed to represent
members of the industry, and formalize an education
and training program.
• Initially, a mentorship program was implemented by the
Province for installers, and QPs.
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 1997 NS government “Privatized” on-site services continued:
• NS Department of Environment staff reviewed applications
and issued approvals for each system installation, and
frequently performed site inspections.
• A memorandum of understanding (MOU) was established
between the Province of NS and WWNS:
• WWNS manages the industry training program, and performs
public education and outreach activities.
• NS government manages certification process in collaboration
with WWNS, and provides WWNS with funding.
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 2002 NS On-Site Wastewater Research, Evaluation and
Training Facility was developed by the CWRS at Dalhousie
University in partnership with the Province of NS.
• On-going research related to on-site sewage systems
long term treatment performance.
• Local technology testing & training facility.
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 2004 WWNS members voted in support of implementing a
continuing education program:
• Under a revised MOU WWNS is responsible for the administration
of a mandatory continuing education program for individuals
certified under the on-site sewage regulations (QPs, installers, and
cleaners).
• Certification renewal requirement.

• 2007 “The matrix system” was introduced by NSE as a tool to
randomly determine review level of on-site applications: 33%
no review, 33% desktop review, 33% full review.
• 2010 NSE created a full-time on-site services coordinator
position.
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History of NS’s on-site sewage program
• 2010 NS Environment (NSE) initiated a program review to
identify potential resource savings.
• 2011 NSE implemented a risk based review policy in two
regions of the province, then province wide in 2014.
• Notifications were introduced under the NS Environment Act
in 2011.
• On-site sewage regulatory change project started in 2013.
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NS on-site sewage applied research:
• NSE continues to maintain a partnership with Dalhousie University
and the CWRS’s applied research program.
• Performance & hydraulics of lateral flow sand filters for on-site
wastewater treatment, Journal of Hydrologic Engineering, August
2008.
• Effects of hydraulic loading rate and filter length on the performance
of lateral flow sand filters for on-site wastewater treatment, Journal
of Hydrologic Engineering, August 2011.
• The effects of dosed versus gravity-fed loading methods on the
performance and reliability of contour trench disposal fields used for
onsite wastewater treatment, Journal of Environmental Quality,
volume 42 (2013).
• + numerous graduate theses
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Current program and recent changes
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Current program & recent changes
• 2015 NS government approved changes to the on-site sewage
regulations to allow notifications for on-site sewage system
installations.
• Regulatory changes to implement a notification based
process came into effect May 1, 2016.
• Notifications are a streamlined regulatory process tool that
will;
• rely on the industry to design and install systems that meet a
technical Standard;
• allow system installations to proceed without a decision from NSE;
• allow NSE to maintain regulatory oversight through an audit
process;
• maintain an approval process for systems that can not meet the
technical Standard.
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Current program & recent changes
• On-site sewage systems Standard contains the minimum
requirements for the design, selection, and installation of
an on-site sewage system.

• A best practices manual is also being developed to update
previous technical guidelines.
• WWNS continues to administer the training program for
new applicants, and the continuing education program for
individuals certified under the on-site regulations.
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NS Environment Roles & Responsibilities
On-site Services Program Coordinator
Sustainability & Applied Science Division
• Provincial program/project
management
• Regulatory development (onsite
services)
• Compliance support & technical
advice
o Inspector training & support
o Support Admin for certification
processing & requirements
• Industry liaison (WWNS & NSGWA &
ENS)
o Support & advice
o Education & Training
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Inspectors, engineers & admin
Inspection, Compliance, & Enforcement (ICE)
Division
• Operational/front-line division
• Manage on-site sewage
notifications/approvals & other activities
regulated under the Environment Act
• Process notifications, review applications
for approval & perform site
inspections/audits
• Enforce OSSDS Regulations & Standard
through application review (pre-approval),
audit process (notification/post-approval at
installation stage), and responding to
complaints.
• Manage & issue certifications for QPs,
installers, septic cleaners

On-site Industry Roles & Responsibilities
Program delivery to the public
• Site assessment
• On-site system selection, design, & installation
• On-site system assessment & maintenance
3 Classes of Certificates of Qualifications:
• QP (can only select an on-site system)
• Installers (construct systems)
• Cleaners (Pump Septic tanks & portable toilets, bed flushing)
• Professional Engineers (can select or design)
• Engineers NS (Certifying body)
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WWNS Roles & Responsibilities
Waste Water Nova Scotia (WWNS)
• Industry association
• Help manage government communications through Board of
Directors (Regional representatives)
• Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with NSE
• Manage industry education & training
• Administer continuing education program
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Engineers NS Roles & Responsibilities
Any professional engineer licensed to practice in NS may select or
design on-site sewage systems.
OSSDS Regulations state:
Selection and design of systems
3 (1) A system must be selected from the Standard or designed.
(2) A person must be a professional engineer or a qualified person to select a system from the
Standard.
(3) A person must be a professional engineer to design a system.
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Engineers NS Roles & Responsibilities
Licensing and regulatory body for professional engineers and
engineers in training practicing in Nova Scotia.
• Nova Scotia Engineering Professions Act
• By-laws
- Code of Ethics
- “2. Offer services, advise on or undertake engineering
assignments only in areas of their competence and
practice in a careful and diligent manner;”
• Manage complaints and disciplinary process
- Recently, working more closely with NSE on-site
coordinator to better align ENS process with NSE’s onsite program
19

Private-public partnership
• NSE’s partnership with WWNS has;
• helped build capacity within the private industry;
• contributed to a natural evolution of the on-site sewage
program towards greater industry reliance;
• increased public awareness of on-site sewage systems and
maintenance requirements;
• provided both organizations with a formalized process for
facilitating change and improvements to the program.
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Provincial & program stats
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Nova Scotia and Canada comparison of rural population change over time
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Water Wells & On-Site Systems in NS
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Compliance & enforcement
2015 on-site sewage approvals & audits by Region
Region

Approvals
Issued

Audits completed % audit

Northern

387

35

9%

Eastern

232

118

51%

Central

671

108

16%

Western

804

105

13%

2094

366

17%

Total =

2015 on-site sewage approvals & audits Province-wide
Number of approvals issued in 2015
Number of audits related to approvals

366

% audit based on approvals

17%

2015 compliance & enforcement related to approvals
Warnings
18
Directives
19
Summary Offense Tickets (SOT)
3
Long form/Ministerial orders
TOTAL =
Approximate compliance rate =

24

2094

0
40
89%

Compliance & enforcement
2015 compliance & enforcement not related to approvals

Inspections completed

245

56% of inspections (136 of 245) related to malfunctions/release of
substance
Warnings

13

Directives

72

Summary Offense Tickets (SOT)

1

Long form/Ministerial orders

0

TOTAL =

25

86

Questions & discussion

Photos provided by Richmond County Wastewater Management District Project
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