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I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
Effective Jan. 1, 2022, the Township of Marion will begin implementation of an On-lot Sewage 
Management Program (SMP). The general intent is to require everyone who owns a building 
served by an on-lot sewage system to maintain that system properly and have repairs made as 
needed to keep the system functioning correctly, thereby minimizing groundwater pollution 
and environmental health hazards that result from a malfunctioning sewage system. 
 
Marion TownshipΩǎ {at ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƻƴ-lot sewage 
system ς the SMP is not applicable to owners of vacant land or property served by public 
sewer. 
 
This document was prepared to help residents understand the nature of on-lot sewage 
systems, the need for regular maintenance, ways to address sewage system malfunctions, and 
the specific requirements of the on-lot SMP. Please take the time to read all information; an 
understanding of how on-lot sewage systems work, for example, will be very helpful with 
understanding why system maintenance and repair are so important. 
 
Many properties within the Township of Marion are served by on-lot sewage systems. An on-lot 
sewage system is defined as any infrastructure (pipes, tanks, pumps, drainfields, etc.) located 
outside of a building which is intended to convey, treat and dispose of wastewater. While most 
properties have their own exclusive system, there are some locations where a single system 
serves two or more properties. The specific nature of on-lot sewage system components can 
range widely depending upon the age of the system, soil conditions, and size of the home or 
building in question. While there may be varying types of systems and components, they all 
have one thing in common ς regular maintenance is essential to protect both the natural 
environment and human health, and to avoid unnecessary and expensive repairs. 
 
Many property owners take their on-lot sewage system for granted ς as long as wastewater 
goes Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǎŜǿŀƎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 
maintenance. Unfortunately, failing to properly maintain on-lot sewage systems can result in 
polluted groundwater, polluted streams, health hazards, and very expensive repairs that could 
have otherwise been avoided. Quite simply, on-ƭƻǘ ǎŜǿŀƎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ 
properly without regular maintenance. 
 
While these systems mostly serve individual residences and are privately owned, Pennsylvania 
law dictates that all municipalities are ultimately responsible for assuring that the sewage 
systems within their borders are properly maintained. In order to address this responsibility, 
the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) strongly encourages 
municipalities to adopt ordinances that provide for on-lot sewage management programs. 
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Marion TownshipΩǎ {at ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ 59t ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴs with the conditions of on-lot 
sewage systems throughout the Township. Marion Township was required to undertake an 
Official Sewage Facilities Plan (Act 537 Plan) to address all areas of the Township not served by 
public sewer. The Marion overall Act 537 Plan determined that for all lots not currently served 
by public sewers, existing on-lot sewage systems may continue in use, subject to adoption and 
implementation of a SMP. 
 
The Township must annually report the SMP data to DEP. If DEP determines that the conditions 
of on-lot sewage systems in certain neighborhoods do not warrant continued use of the 
systems, DEP may, at any time, require the Township of Marion to complete additional Act 537 
planning ς this may require consideration of public sewers to serve these areas.  
 
As discussed in detail in Section V, the SMP property owner responsibilities include inspection 
of each on-lot sewage system by a qualified contractor, regular sewage system pumping by a 
licensed septic waste hauler and additional maintenance and/or repair activities as needed to 
correct any problems. 
 
The Township of Marion has instituted an On-Lot Sewage Disposal Maintenance Fee to support 
the SMP. This fee is necessary to cover the costs of maintaining the program, including the 
costs of the On-Lot inspections property owners are required to schedule with the Township 
SEO, administration of the SMP and enforcement. The fee is intended to make the program 
self-supporting. 
 
The fee for the first 4-year cycle has been established at $200.00 but is being spread out over 4 
years for an annual amount of $50.00. To minimize administrative costs, this $50.00 annual fee 
will appear on the County/Township bill issued in March. 
 
The Township of Marion will evaluate the fee on an annual basis. 
 
Although these responsibilities are not optional, it is hoped that once residents understand that 
the SMP consists of activities that will benefit each homeowner as well as our shared 
environment, there will be little or no need to enforce the requirements. The Township SMP 
responsibilities do, however, require enforcement of the penalty provisions in the SMP 
Ordinance to assure a successful program. The enforcement and penalty processes are 
discussed in Section VI. 
 
Thank you for properly maintaining your on-lot sewage system and helping to keep a healthy 
community. If you still have questions after reading this document, please refer to the contact 
information for the Township of Marion Sewage Enforcement Officer (SEO) and other resources 
on page 33. 
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II. TYPES OF ON-LOT SEWAGE SYSTEMS 
 

On-lot sewage systems are designed to treat and dispose of domestic household sewage 
through natural processes. In its most basic form, an on-lot sewage system consists of a 
treatment tank (i.e., septic tank) and a disposal area (i.e. drainfield). Both components play 
important roles in cleaning up the wastewater and disposing it into the soil in an 
environmentally friendly manner. It is important to note that there are various types of on-lot 
systems. The information below describes a basic system (septic tank/drainfield) as well as 
older systems (cesspool and ǎŜŜǇŀƎŜ Ǉƛǘǎύ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿŜǊ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ 
sometimes be found on properties with more challenging soil, slope, and/or area restrictions. 
 

Septic Tank/Drainfield 

¢ƘŜ ǎŜǇǘƛŎ ǘŀƴƪκŘǊŀƛƴŦƛŜƭŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ǘŀƴƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǘƛƎƘǘ άōƻȄέΣ 
usually made of concrete, with an inlet and outlet pipe. Wastewater flows from the home to 
the treatment tank through the sewer pipe. The treatment tank treats the wastewater naturally 
by holding it in the tank long enough for solids and liquids to separate. The wastewater forms 
three layers inside the tank. Solids lighter than water (such as fats, oils, and greases) float to the 
top forming a layer of scum. Solids heavier than water settle at the bottom of the tank, forming 
a layer of sludge. This leaves a middle layer of partially clarified wastewater. The layers of 
sludge and scum remain in the septic tank where bacteria found naturally in the wastewater 
continue to break the solids down. The sludge and scum that cannot be broken down are 
retained in the tank and build up until it is pumped. 
 

Baffles in the tank serve a very important role in preventing accumulated solids from traveling 
out of the tank. Any solids which escape the tank can clog up the drainfield and cause 
premature (and expensive) failure. The illustration below shows how sludge and scum layers 
separate and how baffles serve to keep these layers from leaving the tank. 
 

 

2.1 
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Illustration 2.1 shows a tank constructed with 2 compartments in series, which has been 
required in Pennsylvania for homes built since approximately 1997 so that an additional level of 
protection is in place to prevent solids or scum from flowing out of the tank. Sometimes two 
separate single compartment septic tanks are installed in series to achieve the same purpose. 
 
The layer of clarified liquid, also known as effluent, flows from the septic tank to the disposal 
area. A drainfield (also known as a leach field, disposal field, or a soil absorption area) 
represents the most common disposal component of a septic system. This is the place where 
the effluent from the septic tank percolates through the soil for final treatment and disposal. 
There are many different kinds of drainfields, but most involve an excavation in the ground with 
perforated pipe set in crushed stone. The diagram below shows one of the more common 
layouts in Marion Township, with several long and narrow excavations, or trenches. 
 

 
The most common types of drainfields are: 
 
ü  Subsurface Beds and Trenches 

Subsurface beds and trenches are the most conventional on-lot sewage system 
absorption area configuration. In both cases, perforated pipe is placed in a layer 
of stone within an excavation in the ground. Wastewater from a treatment tank 
flows into the perforated pipe and seeps through the stone to the underlying 
soil. The technology is essentially the same for both beds (single large 
rectangular excavation) and trenches (multiple narrower rectangular 
excavations), and the type used is largely a function of site slope; at slopes of 
greater than 8%, trenches are required in Pennsylvania. 

2.2 
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These designs may also include a pump and associated pump tank to convey 
wastewater from the septic tank to the bed or trenches in cases where gravity 
flow is not possible, or in cases where a poor percolation rate requires the piping 
in the bed or trenches to be pressurized. This type of design is typically called 
άǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŘƻǎƛƴƎέΦ 
 
 A variation of subsurface beds and trenches is often used called a subsurface 
sand filter. Subsurface sand filters include sand placement over the entire 
excavated area to bypass soils with unacceptable permeability prior to 
placement of stone and pipe. Minimum sand depth is 12 inches and all such 
designs require pressure dosed distribution. 

 
ü Elevated Sand Mounds 

An elevated sand mound is typically used when rock or a water table is too close 
to the ground surface to allow for an in-ground system. Sand is placed on top of 
the ground to make up for the lack of soil depth, and the stone and pipe are 
placed on top of the sand. All of this is covered and surrounded by a soil berm. 
As with subsurface sand filters, DEP regulations require that all elevated sand 
mounds be pressure dosed. 

 

Cesspools and Seepage Pits 

Given the age of many of the residences in Marion Township, there are numerous cesspools or 
seepage pits that provide on-lot sewage disposal. A typical cesspool is a cylindrical excavation 
with an open bottom and walls lined with un-mortared stone or concrete block. Raw sewage is 
discharged into the cesspool from a sewer pipe connected to the building drain. Most solids 
accumulate in the cesspool, and the remaining liquid sewage waste is absorbed into the soil 
through the open bottom and porous sides of the cesspool. 
 
Cesspools were used frequently in the past but have been prohibited for new homes in 
Pennsylvania for over 40 years due to a high risk for groundwater contamination. Many of the 
ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƭŜŀƴ ǳǇέ ǿŀǎǘŜǿŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŜǇǘƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƻŎŎǳǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
cesspool. 
 
Of particular concern is the depth where wastewater seeps into the soil. Most cesspools were 
constructed without regard for soil limitations which may affect groundwater quality. These 
limitations commonly include a high groundwater table or fractured bedrock which may cause 
wastewater to flow through open channels directly to groundwater. Sewage which is 
discharged close to groundwater or fractured bedrock greatly increases the chance that 
groundwater may become contaminated. Sewage that seeps into the soil at the depths that are 
usually found in cesspools also does not get renovated by aerobic bacteria as much as would be 
the case with modern, shallower drainfields. Aerobic bacteria are naturally occurring 
microorganisms that live ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻȄȅƎŜƴ ǊƛŎƘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻȄȅƎŜƴ ƛn 
shallow soil than there is in deeper soil.  
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A seepage pit is very similar to a cesspool in design, but wastewater flows first into a septic 
tank, and then into the seepage pit, which is a porous block or stone lined pit like a cesspool. 
The addition of a septic tank improves the quality of the wastewater that seeps into the 
ground, since septic tanks are designed to filter out solids and scum, as well as provide some 
microbial decomposition of sewage wastes. From an environmental standpoint, this type of 
sewage system is an improvement over a cesspool but still deficient with regard to current 
criteria. A seepage pit still has much greater potential for groundwater contamination than a 
modern drainfield, since ǘƘŜ ǿŀǎǘŜǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŜŜǇǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƛƭ ŀǘ ŘŜǇǘƘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ the 
beneficial aerobic bacteria, and which may be too close to groundwater and/or rock. 
 
!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎŜǇǘƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŎŜǎǎǇƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜǇŀƎŜ Ǉƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ άƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊŜŘέ 
from a regulatory standpoint. If sewage does not appear on the ground surface or back up into 
a dwelling, their use may generally continue. However, should a property served by these 
technologies exhibit any of these problems; repair will usually entail replacing the cesspool or 
seepage pit with a new sewage system that meets all current standards. 
 
Although these designs work a little differently than more modern sewage systems, a similar 
level of maintenance is still required to help them last longer and minimize the threat of 
groundwater pollution. 
 

Alternate On-lot Sewage Systems 

The information aōƻǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƻƴ-lot system, the septic 
tank/drainfield system, as well as the older types of systems found in the Township ς 
cesspools/seepage pits. Due to the varied environmental conditions in the Township, some on-
lot systemǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ōȅ 59tΦ !ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ 
systems typically employ more sophisticated treatment components which are specially 
designed in order to overcome limitations such as poor soils, shallow bedrock, steep slopes, and 
limited space, among others. Many of these alternate systems require more intensive operation 
and maintenance efforts than a typical septic tank /drainfield system because of the more 
sophisticated technology, and regular oversight by a qualified maintenance contractor is 
needed in these cases. 
 
DEP considers alternate systems as those which generally have a proven track record but are 
not currently described in the regulations governing sewage treatment facilities. There is also a 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ άŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ άŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
the most severe situations, often in cases where no other feasible repair can be made for an 
existing house. A few of the more common alternate systems which have been approved for 
use in Pennsylvania are discussed below. 
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ü Drip Irrigation 
This technology employs the use of small diameter flexible tubing to distribute 
effluent into the upper 12 inches of the soil at a controlled rate. Its primary 
advantage is applicability for sites that may otherwise require an elevated sand 
mound. In these cases, many homeowners prefer the buried drip tubing for 
aesthetic reasons. Other advantages include use on steeper slopes with marginal 
soils, and increased soil oxygen (due to shallow tubing depth) for more efficient 
renovation. 

 
Drip irrigation sometimes requires more advanced treatment technologies than 
a conventional septic tank. The advanced treatment component(s) and the drip 
irrigation itself may require regular maintenance oversight by a qualified 
contractor. 

 

ü [ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ όάDǊŀǾŜl-ƭŜǎǎέύ /ƘŀƳōŜǊǎ 
Leaching chambers are semi-cylindrical plastic chambers installed with the open 
face on the bottom of a seepage bed or trench excavation. Multiple rows of 
chambers connected end-to- end may be installed in lieu of stone and pipe. 
Wastewater flows through the void space created by the chambers and is 
absorbed by the soil at the bottom of the absorption area excavation. DEP has 
approved a reduction of up to 40% in minimum absorption area square footage 
when using leaching chambers to repair an existing on-lot sewage system, which 
can facilitate installation where limited space is available. Although this area 
reduction can be beneficial in repairing on-lot systems, leaching chambers are 
also commonly used due to homeowner preference and site access concerns; it 
is much easier for an installer to transport plastic chambers than truckloads of 
stone to a site with difficult access. Unlike most other alternate sewage systems, 
the use of leaching chambers typically does not require any more maintenance 
activities than those associated with a conventional on-lot sewage system. 

2.3 
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ü Peat/Coco Filters 
A peat filter is typically an enclosed unit which contains specially harvested peat. 
Peat is the byproduct of the partial decomposition of organic matter, in an 
oxygen-poor environment. It contains an abundance of carbon and is very 
effective in wastewater treatment. Peat filters are large tanks typically installed 
downstream of a treatment tank, ŀƴŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǘƻ άŎƭŜŀƴ ǳǇέ ǘƘŜ 
wastewater more than a conventional system. Regular maintenance is crucial, as 
the peat typically must be replaced after several years for the filter to function 
correctly.   Coconut husk fibers are now also in use. 
 
 

 
  

2.4 

2.5 Typical Peat/Coco Filters 

Polyethylene Concrete 

http://www.ecoflobiofilter.com/media/7897/ecoflo-polyethylene-phenix-environment-awards-2012.pdf
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ü At-Grade Absorption Areas 
These are a variation on the conventional elevated sand mound system, whereby 
the use of a pre-treatment filter (such as a peat filter) can allow the elimination 
of the sand. Lowering the height of a sand mound by eliminating the sand can 
have both cost and aesthetic benefits. 
 

 
 
 
 
A sloping at-grade, shown below, is a variation where the finished grade of the 
mound follows the existing grade. 

 

 

 

 

2.7 Cross-Section of Sloping At-Grade 

2.6 Level At-Grade Bed Cross-Section 














































