
WHY LOSS?

Should central sewer be extended to a new subdivision or do we rely on home onsite
systems for new development? This narrow either/or public policy choice, often made by
default through lack of adequate resources and resistance to growth, has major
implications for shaping the future character of our communities. In recent years, an
important third choice for providing sewer capacity has emerged, designed to address the
inherent limitations of both central sewer and home onsite systems. Variously known
around the country as “decentralized sewer”, “cluster systems” and “small community
sewer”, these systems all rely on discharge of treated wastewater to the soil and are
categorized by the State as Large Onsite Systems (LOSS).

Current DOH/DOE/UTC policy, rules and regulations, however, severely limit the
potential for LOSS in Washington State. Though LOSS does not eliminate the need for
central sewer or home onsite systems, it represents an important third choice that should
be more readily available for managing the development of our communities.

What Is LOSS?

LOSS systems typically have the following design elements:
1. Clustered wastewater treatment and dispersal fields placed at one or more

strategic locations in a development. Each cluster may support 20 residences or
500 residences.

2. Use of technology that is reasonably easy to manage and maintain. Skilled
operators are not typically required to be on site every day. Weekly or even
monthly inspection intervals are adequate for many sites. As a result, ongoing
operating costs can be more affordable.

3. Use of drip or spray irrigation for dispersal of treated wastewater. This provides
flexibility in locating dispersal fields and provides effective distribution of treated
wastewater across larger areas.

4. Provides the ability to meet advanced nutrient reduction goals (e.g., nitrogen and
phosphorus) through a cost effective combination of mechanical treatment and
treatment in the soil.

5. Operating permits and regular discharge monitoring reports provide
accountability for performance. In sensitive areas, groundwater monitoring wells
and regular sampling may also be required.

6. Responsible management entities (RMEs) provide the needed management
infrastructure to insure performance over time. RMEs many be either publicly or
privately owned and operate within a utility framework. The State (UTC)
typically regulates sewer service rates. A utility structure best provides long-term
sustainability.

Land-Use Planning Benefits

A 100-acre property filled with 50 to 200 large lots is one definition of suburban sprawl.
Yet that is the result we often see when our land use choices are limited by home onsite



system design constraints and when central sewer is unavailable. Community green
space areas and playfields are economically limited by the large lot sizes. Development
with a mix of ¼ acre, ½ acre, and 1-acre lots is often not feasible. Providing more
affordable townhome style development or multi-family housing in suburban areas can
be out of the question. LOSS can overcome these obstacles. Figure 1 illustrates a
development based on home onsite systems. Figure 2 outlines this same development at
equivalent density designed with LOSS.
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As Figure 2 illustrates, it is possible to maintain significant community green space,
provide a variety of lot sizes and achieve target development densities all at the same










