
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Private On-site Wastewater Treatment System (POWTS) MAINTENANCE PROGRAM 

The purpose of this document is to outline and describe the current status of Marathon County’s POWTS Maintenance 
Program and future requirements for the program.  POWTS is an acronym for Private On-site Wastewater Treatment 
Systems, commonly referred to as “septic systems”.  POWTS refers to all types of private sewage systems, including 
conventional, at-grade, mound, holding tank and other types of systems.  Information is being provided to facilitate 
discussion and to increase understanding of the requirements in order to develop administrative guidelines for an 
expanded maintenance program as mandated by Wisconsin Statutes and Administrative Code by no later than October 
1st, 2019. 
 
Background Information 

Wisconsin Statutes 59.70(5) and 145.01(5) requires counties to enact ordinances governing private on-site wastewater 
treatment systems which conform to the state plumbing code.  In 1969, Marathon County adopted the Private Sewage 
Systems Ordinance to promote and protect public health and safety by assuring the proper siting, design, installation, 
inspection and management of private sewage systems and non-plumbing sanitation systems, and to assure the timely 
repair or replacement of failing private sewage systems. 
 
On July 1, 1980, Marathon County adopted the Wisconsin Fund Grant Program and implemented a POWTS 
Maintenance Program (at that time a condition of grant eligibility was that participating counties administer a 
maintenance program).  This maintenance program applied only to those POWTS installed after July 1, 1980. 

Since July 1, 2000 several revisions have been made to Wisconsin Statutes and Administrative Rules which affect county 
POWTS maintenance programs.  Among these are the following: 

 requirement for all counties to administer a maintenance program (is no longer tied to participation in the WI 
Fund grant program); 

 expansion of maintenance requirements to include all POWTS, regardless of age; 
 specifications for administration; and  
 deadlines for implementation. 

In order to comply with these mandates, Marathon County will need to implement an expanded maintenance program 
as outlined below. 
 
POWTS Maintenance 

The purpose of the maintenance program is to assure that all POWTS are inspected, maintained, and serviced (pumped, 
clean filters, etc.) so that the POWTS will operate as designed and thereby protect the public health along with surface 
and ground waters.  POWTS are biological systems and proper maintenance ensures adequate treatment of 
wastewater and longevity of the system. 

POWTS maintenance standards are as follows: 

 must be completed every three years (maintenance of a holding tank or pretreatment system is more 
frequent); 

 typically involves: 
o A visual inspection of the system (for surface discharge/ponding of sewage and of tank condition), 
o Pumping of tanks (when sludge/scum >1/3 tank volume), 
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o Submittal of a maintenance report to the CPZ Department which includes information whether sewage, 
wastewater, or effluents discharge to, or pond on, the ground surface (paper reports or online reporting 
accepted); 

 must be completed by a licensed individual (pumper, plumber, POWTS maintainer…); 
 is the responsibility of the property owner. 

The county POWTS maintenance program must meet the following requirements: 

 Accept and record maintenance information for each POWTS; 
 Notify property owners that are delinquent in reporting;  
 Include enforcement action to ensure compliance. 

 
Current POWTS Maintenance Program 

Marathon County currently administers a POWTS Maintenance Program which applies only to POWTS installed on or 
after July 1, 1980.  This program includes a total of 13,836 POWTS. 
 
Expansion of the POWTS Maintenance Program 

 Wisconsin Statutes and Administrative Rules require that counties do the following: 

 complete an inventory of all POWTS in the county before October 1, 2017 (The CPZ Department completed the 
initial POWTS inventory in 2015), and 

 adopt and implement the maintenance program for all inventoried POWTS before October 1, 2019. 

In order to comply with the October 1, 2019 deadline, a plan must be developed for expansion of the current 
maintenance program to include an estimated 7,374 additional POWTS. 
 
Specific Aspects/Challenges with Implementation of Expanded Maintenance Program 

 Potential to identify a large number of failing POWTS requiring replacement.  Considerations include: 
homeowner expense, replacement timetables, increased permit/inspection activity, need for enforcement, 
reluctance of pumpers to report failing or defective POWTS (“turning in” their customers); need for effective 
and accurate initial inspection of current systems; 

 Potential for lack of cooperation by property owners and the need for education followed by stepped 

enforcement; 

 Education of the public officials relating to the importance of maintaining POWTS because of human health 

concerns and the need for replacing failing POWTS; 

 Informing POWTS professionals, the public, and elected officials of the implementation plan/process/timelines; 

 Lack of grant funding for economically disadvantaged citizens needing to replace failing POWTS; 

 Need for development of a plan for administration (education and notification of property owners, timetables, 
informational materials, database changes); 

 Procedure for handling inaccurate maintenance reports; 

 CPZ workload for onsite waste & support staff (public inquiries, tracking/database management, enforcement, 
failing POWTS, monitoring compliance of state program requirements, etc. …); 

 Mandatory implementation deadline; 

 Public support for effort; 

 Funding sources for implementation. 
 

Summary 

To meet the state mandated deadlines, the CPZ Department must develop and implement a plan which would add over 

7,000 POWTS to its current maintenance program by October 1, 2019.  This effort will result in the identification of 

numerous failing POWTS which will need replacement.  Administrative guidance is needed to address how to phase in 

implementation and how to prioritize enforcement actions.  For planning and budgetary purposes, this administrative 

guidance should be finalized by Spring, 2017. 


