
 

 

 

 

 

 

OSWTS pilot review  

Thursday 19 May 2016 

 

 



A review and evaluation of the Louth OSWTS pilot project 

Background 

Following on from publication in January 2015 of the review into the implementation of the 

EPA’s National Inspection Plan for domestic wastewater systems - and on foot of an invitation 

from Margaret Keegan - National Federation of Group Water Schemes (NFGWS) representatives 

Colm Brady (National co-ordinator) and Brian Mac Domhnaill (Research & Evaluation Officer) 

met with Margaret and Emer Cooney (EPA) on 11 February.  

Although it is not a statutory agency, the NFGWS had previously demonstrated its interest in the 

issue of on-site wastewater treatment systems (OSWTS), especially where these might impact 

negatively on drinking water sources. Over the past decade, the subject had been included as part 

of the National Source Protection Pilot Project and was addressed in several contributions to the 

annual Rural Water Conference and in articles published in the Federation’s quarterly magazine, 

Rural Water News.  

The risk posed by OSWTS (as a potential source of microbiological contamination) had also been 

highlighted by the EPA-funded VTEC E.coli study on group water schemes in the Tuam area of 

County Galway – Research Report 151. This study was conducted by the Antimicrobial 

Resistance and Microbial Ecology Group attached to the School of Medicine of the National 

University of Ireland, Galway in association with the NFGWS.  

In recognition of the demonstrable risk OSWTS pose to both surface and groundwater supplies, 

the Federation actively encourages group water schemes to regard them as a hazard if located 

within the zone of contribution to drinking water sources. Standard Operating Procedures 

formulated as part of the NFGWS quality assurance approach to drinking water safety specify this 

hazard. 

Because of its record on the issue and the fact that group schemes are embedded in rural 

communities, the EPA OEE Water Catchment team regarded the NFGWS and group water 

schemes generally as ‘a good fit’ when it came to identifying community organisations that might 

play an active role in resolving some of the issues arising from OSWTS. This prompted the 

invitation to the meeting on 11 February, at which the NFGWS representatives were informed of 

the National Inspection Plan implementation review’s core finding that lack of management of 

OSWTS is a particular problem to be addressed. 



Proposed pilot project 

Arising from this engagement and building on its own experience, in early March the NFGWS 

made a formal submission to the EPA in respect of the 2nd phase of the National Inspection Plan.1  

This submission suggested, inter alia, that misconceptions are a hindrance to proper management 

of such systems by householders. In particular, the submission referred to the view that OSWTS 

need only be managed where there is an evident problem with a system. The potential for a pilot 

project that would address such misconceptions and would also test the capacity of group water 

schemes to co-ordinate and incentivise septic tank desludging as part of an ongoing process was 

central to the submission. In terms of its other core objectives, it was decided that the proposed 

pilot would test: 

• challenges in organising a co-ordinated community approach to OSWTS management. 

• incentives that might be agreed with local authorised contactors and add-on incentives that 

a GWS might provide (e.g. an additional percentage reduction in water charge where bills 

are paid on time). 

• the extent of take-up by local householders. 

• the level of co-operation that might be anticipated from relevant statutory agencies, 

including the local authority. 

As co-ordination of the pilot fell to the NFGWS and EPA as an additional workload, time 

constraints proved an issue from the outset. The appointment of a dedicated project co-

ordinator/driver, working within an agreed timescale, would have helped avoid loss of 

momentum at various stages of the project. It was 14 May before the next meeting was held 

between the NFGWS (Brian Mac Domhnaill and Jean Rosney) and EPA (Margaret Keegan) to 

advance the project.  This agreed to proceed with the proposed pilot, inviting participation by five 

schemes in County Louth. While the focus would be on households in ZOC catchments as a 

priority, all GWS households within the selected schemes would be invited to avail of any 

incentives negotiated. It was further decided that householders would be asked to sign up for a 3-

year rolling desludging plan (rather than a once-off) and that the price agreed with contractors 

should, in so far as possible, remain fixed for each 3-year period. Besides delivering information 

packs as part of a door-to-door canvass, it was decided that a questionnaire/survey sheet should 

be used to gather basic data and to determine knowledge of and attitudes to OSWTS and the 

                                                           
1 See Appendix 1 for full submission. 



openness of householders to being part of a GWS co-ordinated approach to managing such 

systems.2  

 

The GWS participants 

From the initial meeting on 11 February, it was suggested that this pilot should be conducted in a 

number of groundwater schemes located close to Drogheda, County Louth. These included 

Ballymakenny/Sandpits GWS (550 connections), Drybridge/Waterunder GWS (55 domestic 

connections), Grangebellew GWS (32 domestic connections), Sheepgrange GWS (56 domestic 

connections) and Tullyallen GWS (172 domestic connections). All of these schemes had 

completed the delineation of the zones of contribution (ZOC) to their sources and the pilot would 

present an opportunity to test the application of their ZOC reports to the implementation of a 

practical source protection measure. Scheme representatives attending the Louth Federation 

AGM in February 2015 had expressed an interest in the proposed pilot project when it was 

flagged by NFGWS attendees.   

The committees of all five schemes were invited to a joint meeting in Tullyallen on 8 June 

attended by Margaret Keegan (EPA), Brian MacDomhnaill and Jean Gibson (NFGWS) and Seán 

Callaghan of the Louth Co. Council OSWTS inspectorate team. Two invited schemes, 

Grangebellew GWS and Ballymakenny/Sandpits GWS did not attend. In the case of 

Grangebellew, households in the area had been the focus of inspections carried out under the 

National Inspection Plan during 2015 and it was reported that most, if not all, OSWTS had 

already been desludged. When their non-attendance at the meeting was queried, the organisers of 

Ballymakenny/Sandpits GWS said that in the months since February they had spoken to 

householders about the proposed pilot and that they were not interested in being part of the 

project. 

Representatives of Drybridge/Waterunder GWS, Tullyallen GWS and Sheepgrange GWS, did 

attend, but the full committees did not. In retrospect, it would have been better to have engaged 

with each GWS committee on an individual basis to encourage active involvement by all 

committee members as potential ambassadors for the project, convincing their friends and 

neighbours to participate.  

                                                           
2 It was also proposed that the householder be asked if there system was registered. This item was not 

included in the final survey sheet, as it was not considered relevant to the purposes of the pilot project and 

it was felt that it might give rise to a misconception that the survey was a precursor to regulatory sanctions. 



The meeting heard a presentation from Margaret Keegan. This included maps of the zones of 

contribution to the respective group scheme sources, with an overlay of households within or 

immediately adjacent to that ZOC. These proved invaluable in conclusively demonstrating that 

the project was at a very manageable scale, with at most two dozen households in each of the 

ZOCs. Margaret also brought to the meeting a draft of the information pack prepared for local 

householders. The objectives of the pilot were also discussed as was a general outline of how the 

project might evolve. It was intended at this stage to complete the pilot before September. 

The maps provided by the EPA showed a total of 59 households within the ZOCs of the three 

schemes: 12 within the Drybridge/Waterunder ZOC, 23 within the Sheepgrange ZOC and 24 

within the Tullyallen ZOC. In the case of Tullyallen, 2 households had private bored supplies and 

were not members of the GWS, while only two of the Drybridge/Waterunder houses actually 

received their water supply from the scheme, all the remainder having private bored wells.3 Given 

their proximity to Drogheda, the schemes were asked at the June meeting to find out how many of 

their members were connected to a sewerage system. It emerged that 60 Tullyallen GWS 

households were on a mains sewer, none of which are located within the ZOC, leaving 112 

households on OSWTS. Most Drybridge/Waterunder households are also sewered, as are most of 

the households that fall within the ZOC but are not on the scheme. All Sheepgrange households 

rely on OSWTS.    

 

Preparation of printed materials for the household canvass/survey 

In the weeks after this meeting, the draft EPA-information pack was refined. The goal was to 

provide a succinct explanation of the importance of OSWTS management, so that householders 

would have answers to any questions that they might have, but would not be overwhelmed with 

information. As the pack was intended to influence attitudes to OSWTS management, it would 

probably have made more sense to distribute it in advance of the door-to-door survey, as there 

was no other opportunity to gauge if it had had an impact. This could have been done during 

distribution of the preliminary letter [see below].   

Care was taken when preparing the questionnaire to keep it brief. The NFGWS and EPA worked 

together to produce an agreed format.4 In light of the experience gained during this pilot, a 

                                                           
3 This left only 3 Drybridge/Waterunder households within the ZOC that have OSWTS.  
44 See Appendix 2 for a copy of the questionnaire/survey sheet. 



separate and more detailed ‘location’ survey sheet would have been useful, as this would have 

provided the desludging company with essential information when planning its work. 

At the suggestion of Sheepgrange GWS, it was decided that a preliminary introductory letter 

should be distributed to households within the respective ZOCs of the schemes in advance of the 

canvass. This letter, drawn up by the NFGWS, included a map of the relevant ZOC on its reverse 

side, so that the householders would understand that they live within a drinking water source 

catchment.5 This letter was hand delivered to households on all three schemes by Brian and Jean 

(NFGWS), accompanied by a representative from each of the three schemes.  

This initiative was of major benefit, as householders were then expecting a visit and understood 

the reason for it. In the case of Drybridge/Waterunder, however, distribution of the preliminary 

letter was their last involvement with the pilot project. It was not known at this stage that all but 3 

of the 12 houses within the ZOC were, in fact, sewered, so all households had received the letter. 

Questioned about the withdrawal of the scheme for the purposes of this evaluation, the 

chairperson cited the fact that most of the households involved are not scheme members, adding 

that members of the committee felt that it wasn’t really their business and/or that they would have 

little or no influence with them. A meeting with the full committee in advance of the project 

might have allayed any concerns. The pilot could easily have accommodated the 3 households 

within the ZOC that do rely on OSWTS, 2 of which are scheme members.  

 

Contact with desludging companies 

In advance of the household canvass/survey, it was planned to have a good idea of the likely cost 

of desludging and of the type of service offered. To this end, an NFGWS assessment was made of 

licensed desludging contractors that might be approached to take part if the pilot project. This 

search revealed that anybody can get a permit through the National Waste Collection Permit 

Office based in Offaly once they supply the relevant information and comply with the waste 

collection permit conditions. No fewer than 140 licensed contractors were returned for County 

Louth alone, some based as far away as Kerry, as the permit application allows them to select all 

counties. There are others who appear to be farmers/contractors with slurry tankers providing a 

tank emptying service. Anecdotal evidence suggests that desludging is being offered for as little 

as €100, even though it costs €25 per tonne at licensed wastewater treatment facilities for the 

                                                           
5 See Appendix 3 for a copy of the letter distributed to households in advance of the door-to-door canvass. 



disposal of sludge in this region and a single OSWTS will produce at least 4 tonnes of waste. This 

raises concerns as to where the sludge is being disposed of. The local authority is responsible for 

ensuring that the sludges collected by the permitted waste collectors are disposed of properly. 

For the purpose of the pilot, it was decided to confine our approach to desludging companies 

within a 30-mile radius of Drogheda.  In the event, six companies were contacted by phone and 

by e-mail, inviting their participation. All but one of these was contacted in early June, while the 

sixth was approached by e-mail in mid August, as its name had emerged during the door-to-door 

canvass. A number of these companies reportedly offer a discounted price for OSWTS 

desludging where households are part of their bin collection service. A description of the 

proposed pilot project was included with the e-mail.6  

Somewhat surprisingly (and despite the earlier telephone calls), only one company (JCEnviro of 

Carrickmacross) responded to the e-mail. As part of this evaluation, the other companies that had 

been contacted were asked why they had not responded to the offer to participate in the pilot 

project. Two companies replied that they didn’t, in fact, provide a desludging service but focused 

exclusively on ordinary household waste. Another company (Boyne Waste) reported that the 

person who received the original e-mail had misunderstood what was being asked of them and 

had expected further contact on the issue from the NFGWS. Two other companies (Mulwaste 

Environmental Services and Panda Waste Management) were unsure how the email had been 

‘missed’. All three of these companies said that they would like to be included in any further 

tendering process in respect of the wider roll-out of the project. 

JCEnviro’s response provided a detailed account of their desludging service, including 

traceability, engagement with householders and analysis of systems. The company’s service is 

normally provided at €220 per system. Following discussion with the NFGWS, it was agreed that 

a reduced cost (€190 per system) would be provided for group water schemes where at least 4 

households could be visited on a single run. It was decided that this figure would be put to 

householders as the maximum price that they would have to pay if they agreed to participate.7 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 See Appendix 4 for the letter attached to the e-mails sent to desludging companies. 
7 It was clearly understood that this was the VAT inclusive price. 



GWS incentive 

As per the project’s stated objectives, it was hoped that an additional financial incentive might be 

provided by the individual schemes to encourage take-up of the co-ordinated desludging. In the 

case of the schemes involved, this was not possible, given the narrow margins that they work on 

and in light of the reduction in the operational subsidy in 2015 from €140 to €95 per household, 

maximum. The subsidy reduction impacted especially on smaller schemes such as Sheepgrange 

and Tullyallen, as it left them with little or no financial surplus after normal running costs were 

met. This situation may change with any restoration of subsidy levels, where the incentive to 

encourage desludging might be included as qualifying expenditure. Representatives of the 

schemes felt that the inclusion of any additional financial incentive for desludging within a ZOC 

as qualifying expenditure for subsidy purposes would encourage schemes to provide such an 

incentive.  

 

Local authority involvement 

Another objective of the pilot was to test the extent to which local authorities might become 

involved in support of a community-based approach to OSWTS management. The limited 

checking of OSWTS under the National Inspection Plan (20 per annum in Louth), means that  

there is little capacity to follow-up on GWS concerns about particular systems, except where 

evidence of water contamination would trigger an inspection by pollution control officers. In the 

event, there was no active involvement by the local authority in this pilot. This is not to say they 

cannot play a constructive role, both in facilitating local GWS efforts at raising awareness about 

the OSWTS issue and in encouraging appropriate desludging by auditing the disposal of sludge 

by permitted contractors, especially where ‘cheap’ desludging is offered. Indeed, opportunities 

may exist to engage more fully with local authorities through the proposed National Septic Tank 

Engagement Strategy. 

 

Results of the door-to-door canvass 

Distribution of the introductory letter proved a major benefit when the active door-to-door 

canvass was carried out over two afternoons/evenings in July. Brian and Jean (NFGWS) were 

accompanied on this canvass by Jack Martin (Sheepgrange) and James O’Brien (Tullyallen). As 



expected, quite a few householders were not at home when called on, but it was arranged that 

further visits would be made by Jack and James to try and ensure that everyone was contacted 

directly. Even with these follow-up visits, there were a small number of households where 

nobody was at home when called on. Given this experience, it is clear that the timing of the 

canvass needs to be carefully considered, so that it coincides with when people are most likely to 

be at home (6.00 – 7.00pm is probably the optimum time to canvass most households). Even then 

further visits are likely to be required.  

As part of the canvass, the EPA educational pack was distributed and the brief 

questionnaire/survey sheet was completed to determine how much the householder knew about 

their system, whether they knew that it posed a potential risk, when they had last desludged and if 

they would be willing to participate in triennial desludging organised through their local GWS. 

Where the householder was a farmer, the visit was used to discuss the disposal of waste from 

their OSWTS, with a recommendation that it never be landspread within the ZOC, in order to 

protect the source.  

While not all householders were at home during the canvass, the response was almost universally 

positive from those that were. Indeed, only one householder refused to participate. Most of those 

spoken to fully appreciated the importance of managing their OSWTS and of ensuring the proper 

disposal of sludge. The presence of the GWS representative undoubtedly made them more 

receptive to responding to the questionnaire/survey sheet and to the idea that their local GWS 

would co-ordinate desludging on a triennial basis.8 Although no objections were raised during the 

canvass to the proposed cost involved, subsequent engagement with individual householders 

suggested that they were aware of ‘cheaper’ options.9 Some indicated that they used local farmers 

to desludge their systems, while others stated that they had already desludged at a more 

preferential rate from other service providers.10 Householders are required to have a receipt from 

the permitted contractor, or be able to prove that they (i.e. householders) have sufficient lands on 

which to landspread the sludge. 

 

 

                                                           
8 See appendix 5 for the outcome of the door-to-door canvass. 
9 This engagement was conducted by Julie Brannigan (NFGWS) and Siobhán Martin (Sheepgrange GWS) 

in March 2016 in response to the relatively low take-up of actual desludging using the approved contractor. 

See appendix 6 for sample householders responses. 
10 This included close relatives of farmers, but was not confined to relatives.  



From survey to desludging 

Again, due to other work commitments, there was a significant time delay between the 

completion of the door-to-door canvass and the organisation of actual desludging. The findings 

were immediately collated in Excel format, but it was a full 4 months after the door-to-door 

canvass that the next contact was made with householders. This loss of momentum may partly 

explain the initial low level of take-up by householders when asked to commit to a specific date 

to have their systems desludged, relative to the positive response that had been voiced on the 

doorsteps during the canvass. 

Shortly before Christmas, a letter was issued, thanking the householders for their agreement to 

participate and inviting them to select a year in which they would like the desludging to be 

carried out.11 This invitation, which was also extended to scheme members outside of the ZOC, 

was distributed by post through the local group water schemes, with the assistance of Julie 

Brannigan (NFGWS).12 A copy of the method statement provided by JCEnviro was included with 

this letter.13 While the intention had been to provide householders with a list of approved, 

competent contractors, as no other service providers had responded, it was decided to proceed 

with JCEnviro as the approved contractor for the purposes of the pilot.  

There was a disappointing response to the pre-Christmas letter (5 systems in total across both 

ZOCs and 8 outside the ZOCs), but a further door-to-door canvass proved very successful. 

Sheepgrange ZOC householders were again visited in early March by Siobhán Martin 

(Sheepgrange GWS) and Julie Brannigan (NFGWS), while Tullyallen ZOC householders were 

visited in Mid May by James O’Brien and Julie Brannigan. The visits were conducted between 

6.00pm and 7.00pm and this proved an optimum time for gettng people at home. In the case of 

the follow-up Sheepgrange canvass, Siobhán and Julie ascertained the views of householders 

about the pilot project. Several respondents indicated that ‘cheaper’ alternative services are an 

issue. 

To date (19 May 2016), the group water schemes have received a firm commitment from 31 

householders in total to avail of GWS-organised desludging over the period 2016-2018. Of these, 

11 are within Tullyallen ZOC and 10 are within Sheepgrange ZOC. In the case of Tullyallen, this 

represents 46% of the 24 systems within the ZOC, while Sheepgrange has secured a firm 

                                                           
11 As experience showed, it is not advisable not to send out such communications in the mouth of 

Christmas. 
12 See appendix 7 for a copy of this letter to householders. 
13 See appendix 8 for this method statement. 



commitment from 43.5% of the 23 households within its ZOC14. A further 7 households outside 

the Tullyallen ZOC have signed up (bringing the total to 16% of the available 112 households).15 

3 Sheepgrange households outside the ZOC have also signed up (bringing the total to 23% of the 

56 households on the scheme). Both group schemes believe that there will be a further ‘ripple 

effect’ once actual desludging commences, with neighbours wanting to avail of the service. 

In early March, JCEnviro was informed of the households wishing to have their systems 

desludged in 2016. The company responded that ground conditions are important in deciding 

when to proceed with desludging, as damage might otherwise be caused to lawns etc. Information 

in relation to the actual location of the septic tank on the property, access from the roadway etc. is 

also required in advance by the company. This information could have been compiled at 

‘positive’ households during the door-to-door canvass. Without such information in advance, the 

desludging company has to gather it. Given the educational dimension of the pilot project, it is 

important that, where possible, there is engagement between the desludging company and the 

householders during and immediately after the tank is emptied, so that the householders better 

understand their systems and the importance of having them desludged every three years (and not 

simply as a once-off). For their part, JCEnviro has committed to maintaining its reduced price for 

those houses that have signed up.16 It also informs us that the company is:  

• including on its evaluation sheet the source of drinking water into the household. 

• finding that (in contrast to a few years ago) customers are now interested in where the 

sludge is disposed of and are not complaining about  the cost of the service. 

  

 

 

 

                                                           
14 In the case of Tullyallen, 3 active farmers living within the ZOC should be subtracted from the list, while 

at least 2 further systems (owned by mothers of farmers) were also being emptied by their sons. A further 2 

householders got tired of waiting for the project to move to the desludging stage and these had their tanks 

desludged by other contractors during 2015. In actual fact, this means that 11 of 17 (65%) of available 

systems are currently signed up for triennial desludging. 
15 Tullyallen GWS actually has 172 domestic connections, but 60 of these, in addition to 4 non-domestic 

connections, are serviced by a public sewer. 
16 It is also important that householders receive certification of desludging without undue delay. This had 

not happened in the case of one householder whose tank had been desludged as part of the pilot project. 

This householder also expressed mild annoyance that the actual cost (€225) was greater than the €190 

charge they had been led to expect. This was because VAT at 13% was added to their bill. This issue is 

being addressed with the contractor. 



Conclusions: 

1. The level of awareness in relation to the potential health/environmental risk posed by 

OWTS was high, as was the stated preparedness of householders to be part of a co-

ordinated GWS approach to addressing that risk.  This suggests that there is potential for 

a community-based approach to this issue. However, the voluntary nature of GWS 

committees means that outside assistance will be required if this approach is to succeed, 

especially on smaller schemes that do not yet have paid management/staff. In the case of 

Sheepgrange and Tullyallen, the active involvement/support of the GWS chairperson was 

critical to the success of the pilot, but they would be the first to say that they relied on the 

NFGWS to drive the project.  

2. The success of a community-based  approach will depend on several factors, including: 

a. national co-ordination (preparation of ZOC maps with overlay of households, 

meeting with individual GWS committees to explain the project and provide 

subsequent back-up and assistance in the distribution of letters, conducting the 

door-to-door canvass, issuing follow-up letters and liaising with desludging 

contractors). There may be a role for the newly appointed LAWCO catchment 

officers currently being appointed to work with the NFGWS in co-ordinating this 

area of work. 

b. the preparedness of GWS organisers to positively engage in such a project and 

the relationship between those organisers and the local community. Engagement 

with the full GWS committee/board is recommended at an early stage to get a 

sense of their readiness to embrace a desludging project. In the pilot project, time 

was wasted preparing materials etc. for particular schemes without first getting a 

commitment that they would engage. To test their commitment, a definite task 

should be given to the committee from the outset, such as finding out the contact 

details for local desludging providers, identifying households within their ZOC 

or supply area not on OSWTS, having a notice inserted in the local parish 

bulletin etc. The ultimate role of most committee members will be to actively 

encourage participation by their friends and neighbours and to decide amongst 

themselves who would be best placed to assist with any letter drops and with the 

door-to-door canvass.  



c. ensuring that momentum is not lost by time-limiting each project from 

commencement (distribution of the preliminary/introductory letter) to the point 

where the desludging contractor is engaging directly with the householder. 

d. securing a price from desludging contractors that is competitive, while also 

offering an additional incentive from the GWS side, if possible, so that the 

attraction of ‘cheap’ alterative contractors would diminish. A €40 allowance for 

desludging of households on a 3-year basis would have reduced the cost to 

householders in this instance to €150, or €50 per annum, making participation 

very attractive.  

e. interaction with different sections of the local authority to curtail the activities of 

blackmarket or unauthorised desludging companies or individuals. 

 

3. As the pilot’s objective was to communicate the idea that OSWTS management must be 

viewed as a process (rather than as a once-off event), it is important that a text reminder 

be sent to households by their desludging service provider as often as required (following 

assessment), just as a dentist/vet will send a periodic reminder to householders. This 

point has been communicated to JCEnviro and should be built into all such projects. 

 

4. While it was originally thought that the individual group schemes might be responsible 

for raising monies due for desludging on an easy-payment basis over three years, it was 

later decided that this would simply impose another layer of organisational responsibility 

onto the scheme committees. It was decided, therefore, that payment for the service 

should be left to the householder and contractor. In the event that a GWS financial 

incentive is introduced, that portion of the payment would, of course fall to the scheme 

on receipt of verification that the work had been completed. 

 

5. In terms of take-up by householders, the organisers of both schemes felt that there would 

be a ripple-effect as neighbours saw desludging being carried out on homes in the area. 

      

Recommendations: 

1. The findings and recommendation of this pilot to be communicated to the NIECE Septic 

Tank Engagement Working Group for consideration in the development of the national 

engagement strategy. 



2. Local authorities (LA) to be encouraged to draw up a list of permitted contractors that are 

actively working within their county and have submitted appropriate returns to make it 

easier for homeowners to choose an appropriate contractor. 

3. LA enforcement should be increased to ensure that all domestic wastewater sludge is 

disposed or recovered in accordance with permit conditions. 

4. Best practice desludging guidelines should be developed for waste permit contractors and 

homeowners. 

5. An advice note on landspreading of domestic wastewater sludges specifically targeted at 

farmers to be developed. Teagasc and other agricultural advisors to be briefed on the 

regulations and requirements for landspreading of domestic wastewater sludge. The link 

to An Bord Bia’s farm assurance scheme guidelines should be highlighted. 

6. The wider roll-out of the GWS desludging scheme should be linked to the 

implementation by local authorities of the septic tanks engagement strategy under the 

National Inspection Plan. 

7. The scale of possible interaction with the new Local Authority Water and Communities 

Officers should be investigated prior to roll-out of a desludging scheme in other GWS 

areas. 

8. Local authority rural water liaison officers should facilitate closer linkages between 

individual schemes and relevant sections that might assist in implementing a community-

based approach to managing OSWTS, including pollution control officers and NIP 

inspectors. 

9. Funding support options/proposals that might encourage the roll-out of the desludging 

scheme to other GWS and community groups should be considered by relevant statutory 

agencies, including NRWSC, LAWCO and EPA.  

10. In particular, as a means of encouraging sign up to a desludging scheme, the inclusion of 

a ‘desludging incentive’ as an allowable item in GWS subsidy applications should be 

agreed with the National Rural Water Services Committee. 

11. The householder survey should be amended to include the postal code of the property, the 

GPS co-ordinates of the OSWTS, a mobile telephone number and information on the 

actual location of the tank (front or back of house, distance from a hard paving or road 

etc.) as this will be required by the contractor in advance of desludging.  

12. An additional awareness campaign (including a school visit and/or engagement with local 

voluntary organisations such as ICA) should be considered during the early stage of the 

project. 



13. The next phase of the roll-out should focus on those schemes where the ZOC 

delineation/preliminary source analysis work is complete and where there is a manager in 

place to expedite the project. 

14. A methodology to be developed prior to launching the scheme (e.g. a list/pack of all 

information required, including overlaying the Geodirectory house locations with the 

GWS ZOC maps, steps to be taken, recommended timelines (3 months), recommended 

timing of survey – Spring/Summer etc. 



 

Draft methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 1 

National Inspection Plan on Domestic Wastewater Treatment Systems 

NFGWS submission regarding Phase 2 

2 March 2015 

Addressing misconceptions 

The NFGWS feels that common misconceptions in relation to septic tanks need to be addressed as 

part of the 2nd phase of the NIP. In particular, there is a widespread view that; 

� systems are working properly if there is no physical evidence of a problem 

� systems are best left alone if there is no such evidence 
� desludging is unnecessary as an activator (e.g. a dead chicken) is dropped into the tank 

occasionally 

 

Practical information 
Homeowners would benefit from having practical information available to them, including; 

� names and contact details for approved contractors in their area 

� explanation of the difference between tank emptying and proper desludging and the 

potential dangers of the former (i.e. tank rupturing) 

� clear information should be provided which explains what the purpose of desludging is 

(apart from making place for more waste!) and what is likely to be happening in a system 

that hasn’t been desludged for years.  

� danger of landspreading contents of septic tanks 

� a guide to assessing your own system (i.e. where to check and what to look for) 

� health implications of poorly performing systems, in particular those sited near drinking 

water sources 

 

Call-back system 

The NIP should encourage approved contractors to put in place a system to remind former customers 

that their septic tank is ready for desludging. This might take the form of; 

� a simple text reminder 

� a phonecall 

� a letter drop 

 

Incentives 

Government and approved contractors should be encouraged to put in place price related incentives to 

encourage householders to desludge on a triennnial basis at least and to ensure that any remediation 

work is done properly. This might include; 

� a reduced price for householders to make regular (monthly/quarterly etc.) payments to 

have their system desludged on a regular and consistent basis 

� a tax rebate for those who sign up to such a system (this is something which should be 

considered for all desludging costs) 

� confining the remediation grant for new installations to systems that have been evaluated 

by a competent/ authorised individual or body  



 

Pilot community initiative 

The NFGWS believes that there is potential for a pilot project that will test the capacity of group 

water schemes to co-ordinate and incentivise septic tank desludging – particularly for bundles of 

householders with septic tanks sited in the ZOC of the GWS source. We propose that this pilot (with 

NFGWS and EPA input) be based in rural communities served by Group Water Schemes and close to 

Drogheda in County Louth. This will test; 

� the challenges in organising a co-ordinated community approach 

� the incentives and cost savings that might be agreed with local authorised contactors 

� the add-on incentives that a GWS might provide (e.g. an additional percentage reduction 

in water charge where bills are paid on time) 

� the extent of take-up by local householders 

� the level of co-operation that might be anticipated from relevant statutory agencies, 

including the local authority 

Such a project would have the added benefit of drawing the householder’s attention to the fact that 

their septic tank is in the GWS source ZOC and has the potential to impact on that source with 

consequent health risks for the general community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2 

Questionnaire from door-to-door survey 

Louth Group Water Schemes 

OSWTS Pilot Project Survey 

Householder name .....................................................Contact No………………… 

GWS No.:  ................... Project Ref house No……………………………. 

Townland/Road ..................................................... 

 

Q.1 Do you know where your wastewater treatment system is located? 

Q.2 Could you say if it is a concrete or plastic tank? 

Q.3        How old is your wastewater treatment system? 

Q.4 Is there ever any ponding or smell in the surrounding area? 

Q.5 Are you confident that the system is working properly? 

Q.6 Would you be concerned if your system wasn’t operating properly? 

Q.7 Are you aware that your system requires occasional cleaning out and that householders are 

legally obliged to do this? 

Q.8 Do you know that poorly performing systems pose a risk to human health and to the 

environment? 

Q.9 Has your system ever been cleaned out/desludged? 

Q.10 If your local group water scheme was to co-ordinate regular (every 3 years) cleaning of your 

wastewater system, would you consider availing of such a service? 

Q.11 Would financial incentives such as a reduced cost on cleaning out the tank, a reduction in 

your annual water bill and/or a gradual payment facility encourage you to join such a scheme? 

 

 



Appendix 3 

Sample of preliminary introductory letter hand delivered to 

households within the source ZOCs of Drybridge/Waterunder, 

Sheepgrange and Tullyallen  

 

Sheepgrange Group Water Scheme 

Jack Martin, Littlegrange, Drogheda, Co. Louth 

086-8878590 

 

6 July 2015 

 

Dear householder, 

As the accompanying map shows, your home is within the area from which our scheme draws its 

drinking water supply (i.e. the zone of contribution). To reduce our dependence on treatment to deal 

with microbiological contamination of the supply, we want to take steps to implement simple source 

protection measures that will reduce the risk of such contamination in the first place. 

A significant risk to sources such as ours comes from septic tank systems. To reduce this risk, we 

have joined with other local group schemes in this area in a pilot project that will introduce regular 

emptying of septic tanks by a competent service provider.  

In the event that we can organise emptying of a large number of tanks across these schemes, we will 

be able to secure a special reduced price for householders. 

We will be calling to your home in the coming days and weeks to provide details of the proposed pilot 

project and to encourage your participation in it.  

Yours sincerely 

Jack Martin 

Secretary 

Sheepgrange GWS 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 4 

Communication sent to desludging service providers 

To whom it may concern, 

Our Federation is currently involved with the EPA in an initiative to encourage regular and proper 

desludging of individual wastewater treatment systems (OSWTS) within parts of the country where 

group schemes are organised. We have approximately 80,000 households on privately sourced group 

water schemes and possibly as many on group schemes supplied by Irish Water. 

As part of the recent review of the first phase of the National Inspection Plan for OSWTS, we met 

with the EPA’s co-ordinating team and proposed a series of measures that might be adopted during 

the second phase of inspections. In particular, we wanted to help address the stark fact revealed by the 

inspections programme that the bulk of system failures arise from mismanagement. 

Amongst our proposals, we identified the district north of Drogheda, County Louth, as an appropriate 

area to conduct a pilot study that might determine the extent to which group water schemes (working 

individually or as part of a bundle approach) could influence their members’ behaviour in managing 

their OSWTS properly and the extent to which the ‘bulk buying power’ of such an initiative might 

attract a reduced rate from licensed service providers who carry out proper desludging and disposal of 

waste. 

The Drogheda area has 5 group water schemes in close proximity, incorporating about 1,000 domestic 

connections, all but a few of which are on OSWTS. These schemes have expressed an interest in 

participating in the pilot project and we will be meeting them next week to discuss it further. While 

they may wish to focus primarily on OSWTS located within the zone of contribution to their 

boreholes, we will be encouraging them to include all households within their scheme, if at all 

possible.  

In addition to any incentive that they may provide to members who sign up for the project, we hope 

that we can bring an additional incentive to the table from service providers such as yourselves. 

Could you please send me on a list of your normal rates for domestic OSWTS desludging and any 

reductions that your company currently offers (e.g. for people who sign up for their waste collection 

also)? Also, could you indicate if a different price structure is in place for older concrete systems 

compared to newer bio systems? 



I should say that we are not especially interested in one-off desludging. Our objective is to see regular 

triennial desludging become the norm and this will be the arrangement that will be presented to 

householders. This will entail agreement to pay a fixed regular easy-payment system over the 3 years. 

If the pilot proves successful, we will be rolling out this initiative to group schemes across the 

country. Would there be a possibility of meeting one of your representatives to further discuss the 

pilot and the possibility of your participating in it?  

 

Looking forward to hearing from you. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Brian MacDonald 

Research & Evaluation Officer 

National Federation of Group Water Schemes 

24 Old Cross Square 

Monaghan 

087-2028051 

ruralwaternews@gmail.com 

www.nfgws.ie 

 



Appendix 5 

Sample outcome of the initial door-to-door canvass 

LocationLocationLocationLocation    

Type of system 

 Age of 

System 

Ever cleaned 

out/desludged 

Details of 

clean out/ 

desludging 

Would consider 

joining the pilot? 

SHEEPGRANGE GWSSHEEPGRANGE GWSSHEEPGRANGE GWSSHEEPGRANGE GWS              

S1  Biocycle 7yrs Yes Farmer Yes 

S2 
Septic Tank >20yrs Yes  

12 yrs ago, 

Boyne Waste Yes 

S3 
Septic Tank >15yrs Yes 

5yrs ago, 

Farmer Yes 

S4 

Biocycle 

2yrs (new 

tank had to 

be put in) Yes   Yes 

S5 
Septic Tank >40yrs Yes 

Farmer’s son 

empties it Yes 

TULLYALLEN GWSTULLYALLEN GWSTULLYALLEN GWSTULLYALLEN GWS              

T1  Concrete >30yrs Yes 
Himself 

farmer 

More likely to do 

himself 

T2 
Concrete 

(probably) 
20 yrs Yes Unsure Yes 

T3 
Concrete block, 

built it himself 
30 yrs Yes 20yrs ago Yes 

T4 Concrete 21 yrs Yes 2 yrs ago Yes 

T5 Biocycle 10 yrs Yes 2012 Panda Yes 

 



Appendix 6 

Sample of householder responses from subsequent engagement 

 

SHEEPGRANGE GWS SHEEPGRANGE GWS SHEEPGRANGE GWS SHEEPGRANGE GWS     

Ref 
Year 

2016 

Year 

2017 

Year 

2018 
Second Visit 14 March 2016 

Expressed an interest 

in joining the project  

Joined 

the Pilot 

Photo of site taken 

from roadside 

S1     1 Householder took Form. Will get her husband to check their septic tank. Will return form to GWS contact Y Y   

S2      1 

Householder interested but believes all scheme members, not only members on ZOC, should be instructed to 

desludge ST. This may reduce the expensive charge. Will take part if everybody else takes part and if the price if 

frozen until 2018.  GWS have recently increased water charges. 

Y Y   

S3       House share ST with next door neighbour. If next door agree they will certainly share the cost.   Y     

S4     1 
Had their tank cleaned 2015 (2 adults & 1 child). Will take part if the price is FROZEN until 2018. Would like to speak 

to somebody re his own perculation unit. He's not sure it working 100%.   
Y Y   

S5S5S5S5          No one at home, left note to contact GWS rep if they still wanted to be part of the PP. Y     

TULLYALLEN GWS TULLYALLEN GWS TULLYALLEN GWS TULLYALLEN GWS     

Ref 
Year 

2016 

Year 

2017 

Year 

2018 
Second Visit 16 May 2016 

Expressed an interest 

in joining the project  

Joined 

the Pilot 

Photo of site taken 

from roadside  

T1     1 
Householder signed up for desludging in 2018. Septic tank behind the house on the left. Permission granted to take 

photo from the road.  
Y Y Y 

T2   1   

Had septic tank desludged 8wks ago by Leinster Environmental. He tried to contact GWS rep so he went ahead. 

New system installed and needs to be desludged every year. Householder will to take part in the project. JC Enviro 

to call to the house to inspect system. System to right of house. Permission was granted to take a photo from the 

road. Signed up for 2017 

Y Y Y 

T3       
Spoke to householder.  House currently up for sale. Tank was desludged 2 yrs ago - she will not desludge tank 

before sale. I gave her the contact numbers and JC Enviro Method Statement so the new owners could have on file.  
Y N   

T4   1   

They tried to contact GWS rep but had to get Panda to desludge tank. Panda gave 10% discount when they have 

bins too. Panda certification arrived 2-3days later. Biodisk system to left of house installed by Clargest, N.Ireland. 

Fibre glass with 3 compartments.Cleaned out - Jan2016 - wants tank cleaned our every 2yrs. Thought all systems 

should be powered by wind. Permission granted to take photo of site from the road.  

Y Y Y 

T5 1     System in lawn left of the house. Permission granted to take photo of site from the road. Signed up for 2016 Y Y Y 



Appendix 7 

Letters sent to householders who agreed to participate 

Sheepgrange Group Water Scheme 
Co-operative Society Limited – Registered Number: 5418R  

Littlegrange, Drogheda, County Louth 

Contact: Jack Martin Mobile: 086-8878590  

14 December 2015 

Dear member, 

Our scheme has been participating in a pilot project in relation to the desludging of septic tanks. As 

part of this pilot, we surveyed householders who live within the area (zone of contribution) from 

which our boreholes are replenished. The positive response from these householders was 

heartening, especially as it demonstrated almost universal awareness that periodic desludging of 

septic tanks is necessary. 

As part of this pilot, contact was made with several companies that provide a desludging service. 

One of these companies (J. C. Drains) has agreed to give a special reduced rate for householders that 

are part of a group scheme initiative. They are offering fully certified desludging and inspection of 

wastewater systems for €190 (reduced from €220).  While the main focus is on households within 

the zone of contribution, we believe that this offer should extend to all our members, if they wish to 

avail of it. 

While you may get a cheaper rate elsewhere, we are confident that this company will provide a 

professional and traceable service so that you can be certain that the contents of your septic tank 

sludge are being properly disposed of. 

We understand that some householders have had their tanks desludged already this year, or within 

the past two years. Therefore we are asking you to indicate which year suits you best. Desludging 

will then be co-ordinated by the GWS, so that J. C. Drains will have a number of tanks to desludge on 

a single visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: ________________________________  Mobile Number: ______________________ 



 

Address: _________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Please tick the appropriate box and return to me (Jack Martin) on or before 31st December 2015. 

 

 

2016   2017   2018   2019 

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

]tv~ `tÜà|Ç]tv~ `tÜà|Ç]tv~ `tÜà|Ç]tv~ `tÜà|Ç    

Jack Martin 

GWS Secretary 

M: 086-8878590 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 8 

Method Statement provided by JCEnviro 

 Septic Tank Method Statement 

 

1. Call house owner in advance of doing the job. Confirm time that is suitable and directions to 

house. Find out whereabouts of tank. If it can be accessed with lorry or tractor. 1 or 2 men 

needed? 

2. Arrival on site. Liase with the homeowner. Ask if the tank has been giving then any bother. 

Are the toilets slow to flush? Does the sink go to tank or percolation? When was the tank 

last done? Is there anything else they would like done we are here? 

3. Check where the septic tank is. Can you get to it easily? Any obstructions to reversing near 

to tank. Get someone to help reverse you to tank if necessary. 

4. Area safe to work in. Place a cone near the opening to the tank. (Could be kids around...) 

Make the scene safe. 

5. Remove the 3’’ suction pipes. Start at the tank and work your way back to the suction tank.  

6. Remove the lance and the washing hose. Pull out all the 3/8 hose to stop it coiling when 

turned on.  

7. Turn on the vacuum and the high pressure pump. 

8. Start vacuuming from the septic tank. If it is solid and crusted; mix the crust with the liquid 

below to ease suction. 

9. Wash and vacuum as needed to empty the tank. The primary tank (nearest the inlet) should 

be vacuumed first, this is the heaviest. Move on to secondary when this is done. 

10. When the tank is emptied there may be filters in the tank. Remove if possible to wash OR 

wash in the tank. Vacuum any waste from the washing. 

11. Check the percolation pipe. There should be a T piece on this in the tank. If not, there is the 

potential for the top layer of the tank or the crust to go into the percolation and eventually 

block it. Tell the homeowner and ask if they want one fitted.  

12. Try to get some info on the percolation from the homeowner before jetting it. Sometimes it 

may just go to a bed of stones with no percolating pipes at all. 

13. Jet the percolation slowly pulling the jet back occasionally in case it goes into a stone bed 

and gets stuck. No water should be coming back from the percolation pipes. If water is 

coming back, this is an indication that the percolation is clogged. Keep jetting. If still water is 

coming back advise the homeowner they might need to re-do the percolation. We can do 

this, (do up a plan, engineer…). 

14. Give the inlet pipe a quick jetting to ensure its running ok. 

15. Check any pumps / compressor in the tank. See if they are working or if they are blocked. 

Get homeowner to turn off inside before working them in case there is an electrical fault. 

16. Ask the homeowner to flush toilet. Ensure the lines are not blocked and flowing to tank. 

They might want more jetting done around house. Tell them this is normally €120 but ‘we 

will do it for less since we’re here.  

17. Let some of the sludge from the vacuum tank back into the tank. It advises in the regulations 

that a minimum of 75mm of sludge should be left in the tank to assist in re-seeding. Try to 

leave a foot (300mm). 

18. Remove the suction pipe from the vacuum tank. Holding it high, walk towards the tank 

allowing any liquids in the pipe to flow back into the tank. This will stop any small spillages 

when we take the pipes apart to load onto the jet-vac.  



19. Wash the area above the tank when all the suction hoses are gathered. Wash any spillages. 

Throw a small bit of disinfectant on top of the tank to leave a nice scent and spray it with 

water. (Not in the tank). 

20. Explain how the tank works and the need for regular de-sludging to the customer. Advice it 

is law that it needs to be de-sludge at least once a year. If its not a big house tell them that 

you would advice every 18 months – 2 years and that you’ll give them  a shout when its due 

again. If the sludge builds up and goes into the percolation pipes it could end up costing far 

more than the cost of regular emptying. 

21. Complete a Work Sheet outlining all works done and any other relevant information. 

22. Complete a Waste Transfer docket. Include on it: 

a. Name 

b. Address (detailed if possible) 

c. Phone number under address 

d. Our details, machine reg, etc 

e. Where its going; (CMX, C’Blayney) WWTP 

f. Volume (1.5m/3) 

g. 20 03 04 Septic Tank Sludge 

23. Give the customer the white page. Pink goes to WWTP. We keep the yellow. 

24. Tell the customer to hold onto the cert as the environment section may be calling round at 

some point and that is their proof that it was serviced legally. 

25.  Dispose of the waste at WWTP.  

26. Sign in to the office. Unload the waste at the inlet screen of the plant ensuring rags and 

contaminants from the tank do not block the screen. 

27.  Give yellow docket into office to record details for AER. (Annual Environmental Returns). 

The Waste Cert will be completed now based on the details provided on the Work Sheet and 

the Waste Disposal Docket.  

28. We will now know to call the homeowner in 18 – 24 months’ time. 

 


