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MICROPOLITAN WASTEWATER TASKFORCE MEETING NOTES

10:00 am-12:00 pm, April 29, 2010

Nisswa City Hall

Facilitator John Sumption convened the taskforce meeting at 10:00 am and asked for introductions (see attendee list).   He stated that the purpose of bringing this group together was to address on one of the four goals established by the Micropolitan Planning Taskforce:  “Develop or select model wastewater and storm water management policies and ordinance language for incorporation into land use ordinances”.  
The day’s agenda included:

· Review LGU interview wastewater-related desired outcomes 
· Municipal Wastewater Program Summaries

· Cass and Crow Wing Counties Wastewater Programs Summaries
· Cass and Crow Wing Counties Wastewater Ordinance Development 

· Selection of highest priority outcomes

· Next Steps
John summarized the wastewater-related comments received during interviews with representatives from the 6 jurisdictions around Gull Lake.  Those comments were:

· Counties and Cities should develop uniform subsurface sewage treatment system (SSTS)  ordinances and standards

· More emphasis on SSTS maintenance and upkeep

· Increased levels of technical assistance

· Coordinated inspection programs 

· Inventory of individual system in non-sewered areas—compliance status 

· System in place to get records from pumpers (“Septic Assist” program) 

· Create needs list for cluster systems

· Manage cluster systems within Cities along with the municipal system 

· Shared expertise on large system design and management 

· Explore merger of municipal system administration

Some of the comments are similar in nature and can be combined.  These were revisited later in the meeting as priorities were established.

Municipal sewer system and SSTS programs 

Overviews of the systems were presented by Joel Jasmer, City of East Gull Lake; Teri Hastings and Jim Thomes, City of Lakeshore; and Loren Wickham and Tom Blomer, City of Nisswa.  (see attached Municipal Sewer and SSTS Summary)

County SSTS programs

Brent Rud and Chris Pence gave overviews of the County programs (see attached County Summary)   Brent noted that Cass has been an active participant in lake-wide compliance inspection efforts.  Since 2000, over 8000 systems have been inspected.  Private inspectors contract directly with lake associations.   The County assists with technical support, landowner information and maps, and administration of permits for landowners needing SSTS upgrades.   Funding for these inspections comes from several sources:  The Cass County Environmental Trust Fund, private Foundation grants (Initiative Foundation Healthy Lakes Program), State programs ( BWSR and MPCA grants), and lake association cash or in-kind contributions.

Chris reviewed the Crow Wing County Sanitary District.   The District was authorized in 2006 by the Crow Wing County Board to provide for proper maintenance and continuing compliance of all SSTS in the County.  Recognizing the political and logistical difficulties of mobilizing this program on a county-wide basis, a pilot area consisting of 1st Assessment, Center, Mission, Lake Edward, Pelican and Ideal townships was selected.  Under a state grant, field inspection and data gathering for 800 SSTS is being completed and the information entered into the “Septic Assist” program.  This program tracks SSTS permits, designs, and maintenance records.  There was interest in a demonstration of “Septic Assist” and its potential use by Municipalities.   Chris offered the program free to anyone interest in using it, but cautioned that there are still some improvements to be made.   Chris will arrange a training/demonstration workshop on “Septic Assist” for all Gull Lake Micropolitan partners.

Common County SSTS Ordinance Development

Brent reviewed work done to date on the development of a single SSTS ordinance for the two counties.  Both had been considering ordinance updates in the wake of 2008 MPCA rule changes.  

Brent and Chris met in February to discuss ordinance differences and similarities.  On March 4th, staff and a stakeholders (SSTS designers and installers) group met in Backus.   The major ordinance difference was septic tank sizing.  Cass has historically allowed the state minimum 1000 gallon tank, while Crow Wing requires a 1500 gallon 2-compartment tank.  The consensus of the group was that the 1500 gallon standard is acceptable.   

Beyond the tank issue, differences are procedural and minor.  The group proposed that a panel representing the Counties and Municipalities be created to resolve technical issues.  An inter-governmental process is needed to address problem sites and designs, as well as to review rule and ordinance changes.

There was a discussion about procedures and forms.   Both Counties will continue to provide applications and design forms, but will accept any forms submitted with complete information.  

There was a discussion about possible mergers of municipal sewer system administration.   Tom Blomer noted that, without the creation of a sanitary district, capital and operating assessments outside of one jurisdiction would be problematic.  There is good cooperation between Nisswa and Lakeshore now. 

Brent will have a draft SSTS ordinance written this summer for review in September.  Hearings and adoption by the Counties will depend on a proposed legislative extension of the adoption deadline (originally set for February 8, 2010) and additional SSTS rule changes to be proposed by MPCA.  

Compliance Inspections

Jim Thomes asked about the recommended frequency of compliance inspections—is every 3 years too often?   Brent and Chris noted that the necessity for inspection is dependent on system age, use, and physical condition.  For year-around residences, every three years may be appropriate.  For seasonal cabins, every 8-9 years may be sufficient.  There is a need to develop SSTS maintenance plans.   Once compliance is established and soil conditions verified, periodic assessments should be sufficient to insure proper operation, saving home owners the cost of subsequent inspections.  Chris noted that the City of Orono has a good compliance inspection/assessment program.   He will provide information for John to distribute to all Gull Lake Micropolitan partners.

Selection of highest priority outcomes
The Taskforce ranked, in order of importance, the following wastewater-related outcomes for this project:

1.  Counties and Cities develop uniform SSTS ordinances and standards

2.  Coordinated inspection programs –Counties administer SSTS for Municipalities
3.  Increased levels of technical assistance-- Shared expertise on large systems 

4.  Inventory of individual system in non-sewered areas—compliance status 

5.  Real Estate, Contractor, and Property Owner training

6.  Inventory and data management
· System in place to get records from pumpers (“Septic Assist” program)
· Create needs list for cluster systems 
· Manage cluster systems within Cities along with the municipal system 
· More emphasis on SSTS maintenance and upkeep

Next Steps
· Draft Subsurface Sewage Treatment System (SSTS) ordinance for both Counties and all three Municipalities—Brent Rud 

· A workshop to demonstrate the “Septic Assist” program—Chris Pence 

· Information from the City of Orono on their compliance inspection/assessment program—Chris Pence 

· Organization of a staff level County-City technical review team to address questions, complex design issues, problem installations—probably interactive TV meetings 

· A workshop for Realtors on SSTS issues 

Next Meeting
The next meeting of the Gull Lake Micropolitan Wastewater Taskforce will be scheduled in September to review the draft ordinance and make recommendations to the Counties. 

Respectfully submitted,

John M. Sumption
Sumption Environmental
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