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Policy Regarding the Department’s Review of 

Variance Requests and the use of 

Advanced Treatment or Advanced Tertiary Treatment 

on Marginal or Failing Sites 

Policy SSW-002-2017 
 
 
This policy is intended to provide clarity and certainty for property owners, Site Evaluators and Local 
Plumbing Inspectors regarding the Department’s variance review process in general (all Department 
level variance requests) and the use of advanced treatment systems to overcome technical difficulties 
on sites with marginal or failing conditions. 
 
The intent of Maine statute is clear, the Department is charged with writing regulations (rules) for the 
design and location of subsurface wastewater disposal systems and municipalities are charged with 
administering and enforcing those rules through their Local Plumbing Inspector.  To that end, the 
Department has been drafting and redrafting the Subsurface Rules since 1974, and towns have been 
administering the rules locally.  The rules, including criteria for “First Time Systems”, “Replacement 
Systems” and “Expansions”, are used by LPI’s to evaluate system designs provided by SE’s.  The 
standards in the rules are the limits of the authority for LPI’s.  Designs that include criteria that exceed 
the limits outlined in the rules require a “State Variance”. 
 
Historically it has been assumed that the Department (i.e. the State) is limited to the same criteria 
found in the rules used by LPI’s when it reviews a variance application.  In reality the Department has 
the authority to evaluate a variance request based on a review of the potential impacts to public 
health and the environment.  The criteria found in the rules, specifically Sections 7 and 8, may be 
used by the Department as guidance.  The Department has expertise not available at the local level 
that can be utilized to evaluate more complex designs and the methods and devices proposed to 
mitigate for local site limitations.  For example, the Department can evaluate the local surficial 
geology to determine the likelihood of a proposed disposal system impacting a well on a neighboring 
property or a protected natural resource.  The goal of both the rules as implemented at the local level 
and the Department’s reviews is to ensure the protection of public health and the environment.  
Meeting the criteria found in the rules is considered adequately protective of public health and the 
environment allowing decisions to be made at the local level without any further review being 
required.  The Department has the expertise and authority to consider designs, methods and devises 
that exceed the limits found in the rules and determine on a case-by-case basis the potential impacts 
to public health and the environment. 
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Definitions: 
 
For the purpose of this policy the following terms are defined.  All terms defined in the Subsurface 
Wastewater Disposal Rules, 10-144 CMR 241, shall be applicable when used in this policy. 
 
Advanced Tertiary Treatment:  An advanced wastewater treatment system approved for use in 
Maine by the Department that the Department has determined will reliably and consistently discharge 
wastewater that is sufficiently treated to require no further treatment in either a septic tank or disposal 
field. 
 
Advanced Treatment:  An advanced wastewater treatment system approved for use in Maine by the 
Department that reduces the effluent strength of discharges, but may require additional treatment by 
other system components to meet the standards in the rules.  Proprietary devices for use in disposal 
fields are not considered advanced treatment. 
 
Marginal or Failing Sites:  For the purpose of this policy a marginal or failing site is a property that 
must meet first time criteria in the rules and requires a variance for one or more criteria found in the 
rules that the Department determines may result in a malfunction as defined or a disposal system that 
will not be adequately protective of public health and the environment. 
 
 
Department Variance Reviews: 
 
The Department shall review all variance applications submitted by the LPI as quickly as practical.  
When additional time is required the Department shall promptly notify the applicant and LPI.  In all 
cases the Department shall strive to complete the variance review within 30 days.  When additional 
information is required the review period may be extended by the Department. 
 
The Department shall evaluate variance applications using the criteria found in the rules as guidance. 
 
All variance requests must demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Department that there are no 
alternative locations that could reasonably meet first time criteria.  Meeting first time criteria, including 
for replacement systems, should always be the goal of the Site Evaluator. 
 
Variance requests for replacement systems that cannot meet first time criteria must also demonstrate 
to the satisfaction of the Department that the replacement criteria found in Section 8 of the rules 
cannot be reasonably met or exceeded. 
 
Variance requests must demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Department that the variance(s) 
requested are the minimum possible that can reasonably be implemented on the subject property. 
 
The Department shall utilize information regarding local surficial geology, the type, location and 
construction of drinking water wells in the vicinity of the proposed disposal system location, the 
proximity of sensitive natural resources and any other information required to evaluate the potential 
impacts which may result should the variance be approved. 
 
The Department may require additional information be provided by the applicant when not readily 
available through state government.  For example, well construction information may be required if 
this information is not available at the Maine Geological Survey. 
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The Department may require design alterations or the inclusion of advanced treatment or advanced 
tertiary treatment when it determines additional effluent treatment is required to provide adequate 
protection of public health and the environment. 
 
The Department shall approve variance applications that demonstrate to the satisfaction of the 
Department that the variance request has no reasonable alternatives, has been minimized to the 
greatest extent practical by the Site Evaluator, and the Department determines that the design will be 
adequately protective of public health and the environment. 
 
 
Department Reviews of Variance Requests on Marginal or Failing Sites: 
 
A wise man (who shall remain nameless) once stated at a M.A.S.E. annual meeting that “not all 
variances are created equal”.  The Department concurs.  A variance request for a setback reduction 
between a water tight tank and a foundation wall does not include the same risks as reducing the 
setback between a disposal field and a drinking water well.  The Department shall review variance 
applications with the relative risks associated with the proposal being the focus.  
 
For the purpose of this policy marginal or failing sites shall include locations with proposed systems 
that are required to meet first time criteria, require a Department variance, and: 

• Cannot meet the minimum depth to limiting factor(s) requirements found in the rules; or 

• Cannot meet the design requirements found in Table 4F in the rules; or 

• Cannot meet applicable setbacks to drinking water wells as required in the rules; or 

• Cannot meet applicable setbacks to protected natural resources as required by the rules; or 

• Cannot meet applicable setbacks to property lines from disposal areas as required by the 
rules, or 

• Cannot meet applicable slope requirements as required by the rules, or 

• Cannot achieve a score of 65 points or greater using Tables 7C-7M in the rules when the 
disposal field would be located within the Shoreland Zone. 

 
For review of variance requests on marginal or failing sites the Department must receive a complete 
application from the LPI that includes: 

• A completed and signed HHE-200; and 

• A completed and signed HHE-204; and 

• Written confirmation from the LPI that all applicable local and state Shoreland Zoning 
requirements are met; and 

• A statement from the Site Evaluator verifying that the proposed design and system location is 
required by site conditions and that no more compliant location with reduced variance 
requirements can be reasonably identified and developed; and 

• A description from the Site Evaluator of the site limitations and the design elements included to 
overcome those limitations.  
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Approval of variances for marginal or failing sites shall require: 

• Department verification that no reasonable alternative exists; and 

o For system discharges proposed outside the required Shoreland Zone protective buffer: 

▪ Advanced treatment is included in the design; and 

▪ The Department after evaluating the proposed design makes a determination 
that no unreasonable risks to public health or the environment shall result. 

o For system discharges proposed within the required Shoreland Zone protective buffer: 

▪ Advanced tertiary treatment is included in the design, and 

▪ A maintenance contract that ensures the advanced tertiary treatment system is 
inspected and serviced as recommended by the manufacturer; and 

▪ The Department after evaluating the proposed design makes a determination 
that no unreasonable risks to public health or the environment shall result. 

 
 
 
Special Considerations: 
 
The Department will evaluate variance applications for marginal or failing sites on a case-by-case 
basis. 
 
It is incumbent on the Site Evaluator to demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Department that native 
soils can a) handle the hydraulic load anticipated and b) when advanced treatment systems are 
utilized (not advanced tertiary treatment systems) the native soils can provide any necessary 
treatment required to ensure proper functioning of the system and protect public health and the 
environment. 
 
The Department recommends that the applicant and Site Evaluator request a pre-application meeting 
with the Department to review the proposed design prior to submitting a formal application to the 
town. 
 
A lack of information required for the Department to make an informed decision may result in denial of 
the variance application.  The Department must have the information required to evaluate the surficial 
geologic and hydrologic conditions on the subject property.  If the required information is not available 
within existing state government resources the applicant shall provide it to the Department at their 
expense.  Providing data and information in no way guarantees Department approval. 
 
Local requirements more stringent than the rules always prevail. 
 
In no instances shall a variance for a marginal or failing site be approved for a system that requires 
disturbing the Shoreland Zoning protective buffer required by the state or local Shoreland Zoning 
ordinances.  For existing disposal system components located inside the buffer, further encroachment 
or disturbances inside the buffer shall not be approved. 
 
A variance approval by the Department in no way compels local approval.  The LPI makes the final 
determination. 
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The site must not be a lot approved during subdivision review by either a municipality or the Maine 
Department of Environmental Protection. 
 
The lot must comply with the Maine Minimum Lot Size Law and relevant regulations. 
 
The Department may consult with other state agencies, public water suppliers, municipal officials and 
other entities that may help the Department make appropriate and informed determinations. 
 
Nothing in this policy shall prevent the Department from requiring additional information from 
applicants nor compel the Department to approve variance applications.  Department determinations 
shall be made on a case-by case basis using the information available and shall be based entirely on 
the evaluated risks to public health and the environment. 


