GUIDANCE MANUAL TO THE CLARKE COUNTY ZONING & SUBDIVISION ORDINANCES
2025 VERSION

K | INFORMATION ON ONSITE SEWAGE
DISPOSAL SYSTEMS (“SEPTIC SYSTEMS”)

This section provides basic information about residential onsite sewage disposal systems and
how they are regulated and maintained.

Contact Person:
Lorien Lemmon, Conservation Planner/GIS Coordinator (Planning Department)
(540) 955-5134, llemmon@clarkecounty.gov

What is an onsite sewage disposal system?

Properties that are not served by public sewer dispose of wastewater using an onsite sewage
disposal system, or “septic system.” In Clarke over 64% of residents in the County’s rural areas
rely on septic systems for wastewater removal and private wells for the water supply. Residents
of the towns of Berryville and Boyce and the village of Millwood are served by public sewer —
the vast majority of the remaining areas must use septic systems to dispose of wastewater.

A typical septic system is made up of several basic components: a conveyance line, a septic tank,
distribution box, and a drainfield. Each component serves a unique purpose and helps to
accomplish the primary goal of the septic system — to safely disperse wastewater away from the
residence to help protect human and environmental health. Wastewater from the home drains to
the septic tank where solids break down and separate from the liquids. The liquid effluent passes
on to the distribution box and finally into the drainfield where it is allowed to percolate into the
ground. Soil type and condition is critical to the function of a septic system and can be a limiting
factor in the amount of wastewater that it can handle.

Septic systems are classified as either conventional or alternative systems. Alternative onsite
septic systems (or “AOSS”) include additional components to allow for pretreatment of
wastewater and/or managed flow of effluent to the drainfield. All septic systems require periodic
maintenance and alternative systems require maintenance on an annual basis.

Why should I have my septic system inspected and maintained?

Owning a home served by a septic system comes with certain owner responsibilities. Most of
these are common sense and in keeping with the maintenance of other household systems such as
electrical, heating and cooling components, appliances, roofs, and so forth. Other
responsibilities are associated with operating permits and applicable laws. Having a septic tank
pumped and alternative onsite sewage system maintained at appropriate intervals is as critical as
changing the oil in a car.

One of the main causes of ground water contamination in the United States is the effluent (out-
flow) from septic tanks, cesspools, and privies. Approximately 64% of all homes in Clarke
County rely on septic systems to dispose of their human wastes and ground water for their
drinking water supply.
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Clarke County encourages voluntary
regular maintenance to ensure septic
systems function properly to avoid costly
repairs and protect groundwater from
contamination caused by inadequate or
failing systems. Conventional septic
systems should be pumped every 5 years
on average.

The Virginia Department of Health (VDH)
requires all alternative septic systems to be
inspected annually by a licensed service S
provider. Alternative systems typically o ~ Groundwaté
cost two to four times that of a
conventional septic system. If an alternative system is not maintained, repairs can be much more
costly than with conventional systems. In addition, if not maintained these systems may fail and
discharge untreated sewage into the County’s groundwater and potentially contaminate nearby
wells and drinking water supplies. In many cases, an alternative septic system is the only
method of sewage disposal available on a lot and if that system fails, repair or replacement may
not be possible.

What type of maintenance do onsite septic systems require?

Conventional septic systems should be inspected and pumped at least every five years by a septic
service professional. Alternative septic systems are required to be inspected annually by a
licensed operator. Because of the complex design of alternative systems, AOSS owners are
required to have a Department of Professionals and Occupational Regulation (DPOR) licensed
AOSS Operator submit an Operation & Maintenance (O&M) report annually to VDH.

Alternative systems have associated performance requirements, including requirements for
groundwater protection; laboratory sampling and monitoring; and field measurements, sampling
and observations. Owners of these systems are responsible by law to:

1. Have the system inspected and maintained by a licensed operator.

2. Ensure that the licensed operator inspects the system at the frequency identified in the
operating permit; at least annually.

3. Ensure the operator collects required samples.

4. Keep a copy of the log provided by the operator where the system is located (may be

electronic or hard copy), make the log available to the VDH upon request, and make
reasonable effort to transfer the log to any future owner.

5. Follow the Operation and Maintenance (O&M) Manual and keep a copy of the O&M
Manual on the property where the system is located (may be electronic or hard copy),
make the O&M Manual available to VDH upon request, and make reasonable effort to
transfer the O&M Manual to any future owner.



Many alternative systems are also equipped with an alarm that will alert in the event of issues
with the system functions. If your alternative system alarm sounds, contact your licensed
operator for service.

Who do | contact to get my septic system inspected or maintained?
A list of Septic System Service Providers can be found at
https://www.clarkecounty.gov/residents/septic-pump-out

Please be advised: Not all service providers are licensed to inspect alternative systems, ask your
provider before they come to the property. Certain licensed operators may also provide
maintenance and can combine visits for maintenance and inspection. However, please recognize
that maintenance is not inspection and inspection is not maintenance.

How do | access my onsite sewage disposal system records?

Clarke County and the Virginia Department of Health (VDH) implemented the Online
Responsible Maintenance Entity (OnlineRME) database in 2025 in order to provide an online,
publically accessible, complete and up-to-date database of all County septic system records.
These records will assist homeowners, contractors, and septic professionals in understanding the
system type, maintenance requirements, and in some cases, the location of wells and septic
systems. The system can also be used to remind property owners when inspection and
maintenance of conventional and alternative systems are due.

Click here to access OnlineRME

Tips for Searching Online RME
o Confirm the search criteria and update if necessary: STATE=Virginia and
COUNTY=Clarke County

J Search by Site address or Tax ID:

o Site address using the "Street Name and Number" or just street name, don’t add rd
orLn

o Tax ID — enter with dashes 32-A-75 not 32 A 75

. If you receive a “No Results Found” message, contact the Clarke County Planning
Department for general assistance at 540-955-5177, ateetor@clarkecounty.gov or the
Clarke County Health Department, with technical questions at 540-955-1033.

o For information on navigating ORME click here --
https://onlinerme.atlassian.net/wiki/spaces/ON/overview

What types of systems are included in OnlineRME:

o Conventional — Systems that have a septic tank, distribution box, and drainfield.

o Alternative — Systems that have a complex pretreatment system and require annual
inspection and maintenance.
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Low Pressure Distribution (LPD) — considered alternative systems, use discontinued in
2011. These systems require annual inspection and maintenance.

Cesspool — Very old systems not approved for sewage disposal by VDH.

Unknown — These are systems with no VDH approval. In many cases there are no
records or there is a permit to install or construction permit with no record of inspection
or final approval. All residents with these systems will be encouraged to have the system
inspected to obtain approval.

No system — These are parcels that have addressed structures such as historic churches
and water towers that do not necessarily require a system, or properties that have an
address but the structure has not been built.

Public sewer — Provided by the Clarke County Sanitary Authority or Town of Berryville.
Vacant parcels — If available files have been uploaded.

Conditional permits - Systems are no longer permitted but prior to 11/19/2002 the Health
Department issued permits to allow the number of bedrooms to exceed the permitted
occupancy. Currently 1 bedroom would require 150 gallons/per day capacity and provide
for 2 full-time occupants. A conditional permit might allow for 2 bedrooms not to exceed
2 occupants and include a requirement for installation of low flow plumbing fixtures.

Notes for landowners:

Vacant parcels may have records uploaded that include certification letters, subdivision
plats, and previous applications.

There are many parcels with multiple addressed structures and in most cases multiple
septic systems. Only the largest or alternative systems are entered for data tabulations
and analysis, information on other systems, if present, will be found in the uploaded files.
No system — these are parcels that have addressed structures such as historic churches and
water towers that don’t necessarily require a system, or properties that have an addressed
structure that haven’t been constructed yet and have no associated septic system records.
Unknown — these are structures with no VDH approval on file. In many cases there are
no records or there is a permit to install or construction permit with no record of
inspection or final approval. All residents with these systems will be encouraged to have
the system inspected to obtain approval.

All Health Department records existing prior to 2018 were scanned by VDH to create
digital records. The files may not be in chronological order and in some cases there are
duplicate records in the files.

Who do | contact if my septic system maintenance has not been reported on OnlineRME?
Keep a copy of your service record. Although the County has reached out to all service providers
and encouraged them to submit inspection and maintenance reports through OnlineRME or the
County, it is ultimately the responsibility of the property owner to provide evidence of service.
Send copies of septic service receipts to Lorien Lemmon, llemmon@clarkecounty.gov.

Who do | contact with questions regarding my septic & well records?
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The local Clarke County VDH office is located at 100 N. Buckmarsh St. in Berryville, Va. Call
and ask for an Environmental Health Specialist -- 540-955-1033. Additional information can be
found at https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/lord-fairfax/

What are the State and Local regulations regarding onsite septic systems?

State Regulations

Maintenance of alternative systems is required by Code of Virginia 8 32.1-164 and enforced by
the Virginia Department of Health (VDH). With the database complete, the County has online
access to all Health Department records and addresses of landowners with alternative and Low
Pressure Distribution (LPD) systems. LPD systems are considered alternative; use of these
systems was discontinued in 2011 and replaced by systems utilizing more current technology.
All of these systems are we required to be inspected annually.

Alternative system owners are required to have a licensed Alternative Onsite Sewage Systems
(AOSS) Operator submit an O&M report annually. Failure to maintain an onsite septic system
can cause partially treated or raw sewage to surface on the ground or discharge into the
groundwater creating an unsanitary condition. This effect may be local or may extend for miles
in certain cases, due to the County’s sensitive karst geology. AOSS typically cost two to four
times that of a conventional on-site system therefore, if these systems are not maintained, repairs
can be costly. In addition, if not maintained these systems may fail and discharge untreated
sewage into the County’s groundwater, the rural drinking water supply.

Local Requlations

Clarke County has adopted a County Septic Systems Ordinance (Code of Clarke County Chapter
143) to minimize the potential for groundwater contamination resulting from improper siting and
construction of septic systems in the County. Clarke County has Karst topography and a fragile
hydrogeology that has the potential for depletion and contamination of groundwater sources and
the potential for hazards to public health, safety and welfare. The regulations in this ordinance
are more stringent than the State regulations applied by VDH. Examples of these regulations
include:

o Prohibition on alternative discharging systems and mass drainfields

o Detailed soil evaluation requirements including subsurface investigations using resistivity
testing (ERI)

o Greater setback requirements from features when locating systems in Karst
o Limitations on placement of systems near streams, floodplains, and steep slopes
VDH staff applies the County’s Septic System Ordinance in conjunction with its permitting

processes. For specific questions about the Ordinance, please contact Lorien Lemmon in the
County’s Department of Planning -- (540) 955-5134, llemmon@clarkecounty.gov.
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Click the link below to view the Septic System Ordinance:
https://www.clarkecounty.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/10021/638097412169800000

Where can | find more information?

Virginia Department of Health (VDH)

100 N. Buckmarsh St., Berryville, Va

Carter Neiswander -- 540-955-1033, carter.neiswander@vdh.virginia.gov
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/environmental-health/environmental-health-services/onsite-
sewage-water-services/

Town of Berryville — Water & Sewer Information
Utilities Clerk -- (540) 955-1099, utilityclerk@berryvilleva.gov
https://www.berryvilleva.gov/2160/Water-Sewer

Clarke County Sanitary Authority

129 Ramsburg Lane in Berryville, Va.

Sarah Shiley, Sanitary Authority Senior Billing Manager-Clerk
(540) 955-5185, ccsa@clarkecounty.gov
https://www.clarkecounty.gov/government/water-sewer
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