
Community Septic System
Education Brief



Up to this point the majority of the educational process [per septic
systems] has been directed at contractors on how to design and install
proper systems, yet very little has been done about educating the
homeowners how to properly use those septic systems.  Even the best
system will fail if used improperly.
In 1995, Ken Olson of the University of Minnesota Extension Service
started a community education program for homeowners in the Twin Cities
metro area.  Follow-up studies have shown virtually 100% of the people
that attend these classes make changes in their life-styles to protect their
systems and a large percentage voluntarily replace/repair their failing
systems.  Requests from small communities outside the metro area and in
other states proved the nation-wide need for this educational process.
Having worked with the Extension Service on various educational
programs, I volunteered to take this a step further by working with Health
Depts. and communities performing these classes in other parts of the
country.  These agencies/groups welcome the help and have said this
[educational process] is long over-due.  Many have also stated
homeowners seem to listen to an outside source more readily than a local
source.
These 2-hour classes teach homeowners the health, environmental and
financial damages failing septic systems have caused, what a proper
system is, and how to use and maintain those systems.  Because of the
number of questions from the audience these classes run 2½-3 hours.
The need and support for this education is obvious.  Many have stated
waiting [years] for individual states and communities to organize and
implement these programs would be counterproductive, financially
devastating, and an un-necessary source of environmental damage.  A
common statement homeowners make is, “This is so simple.  Why didn’t
someone tell me this before my system failed?”
And these damages are going to dramatically increase with the many new
styles of septic systems that are being used extensively all over the
country.  Although they are excellent treatment systems, many are fragile
and are failing in 3-5 years under real life settings.  Entire developments
are finding this out the hard way.  There are however, steps homeowners
can take to prevent these failures, if they are made aware of them.
To prove their value these classes are being performed for expenses only.
These classes are inexpensive and extremely effective.  Many are now
repeat appearances and/or have been used as a “train the trainer” template
for on-going local educational programs.
For more information contact James vonMeier, 1-763-856-3800.



SEPTIC SYSTEM EDUCATIONAL CLASSES
When homeowners learn the environmental damages caused by failing and
inadequate septic systems they shake their heads and say, "Gee that's a
shame."  However when they learn they may be drinking today what they had for
dinner last night and how failing septic systems can drive down their property
values, the problem just got personalized.  Their health and pocketbook can be
affected.  This will motivate them to get their systems fixed.
When you teach those homeowners how to properly use those systems
(and dispel the myths) the systems stop failing and the resulting damages [from
failing systems] are dramatically reduced without cost to the city, county or state
because the homeowner replace their failing system on their own.  Zoning
officials have noticed a rush for up-grade permits following these classes.
This method of communicating information continues being transmitted
throughout neighborhoods.  For example, when a homeowner learns the true
facts on septic systems, they will voluntarily share this new found knowledge with
their neighbors, because after all, the only thing worst than having a failed septic
system is living next-door to one.
The format of these 2-hour classes is:
• How failed septic systems are and have been a significant source of health and

environmental damage.
• How a properly designed, installed and maintained septic system will treat waste

water more effectively than most sewage treatment plants, at a fraction of the
cost, and can last indefinitely.

• How and why failing septic systems have been an on going problem.
• The history/evolution of septic systems.
• How a proper septic system operates to purify wastewater.
• What causes them to fail and how to protect them from failing.
• Questions and answers.  The contact person should be available to participate.
Suggested steps:
LOCATE SITE(S)-City Halls, community centers, libraries, or schools with
capacity for 30 to 200+.
IDENTIFY COSTS-These seminars are performed as a non-profit public service.
Expenses are minimized by performing classes in 2, 3 or 4 nearby communities
on consecutive nights so networking with neighboring communities is advised.
Cost per class is usually $200-$400, well within the budgets of most agencies.
Schedule classes-Avoid conflicts with other scheduled events.  Evenings are
usually the most convenient.
IDENTIFY LOCAL MEDIA AND ISSUE PRESS RELEASES- Local papers,
radio and television stations will run these announcements free of charge.  Many
media sources will also do a news story on septic systems.  Local contacts
should be available as expert interview subjects.  Send out community
newsletters and information to local schools to be sent home with children.  A
contact number is advised to gauge the number of people that will be attending.



INSTITUTING CLASSES

In many cases it is a concerned homeowner that learns about these
seminars and initiates the process.  The local agency responsible for septic
systems or a city council member is then contacted and presented this
information.  Now comes the hard part, convincing them to try it.
Although some do recognize the value of such a program and agree to put
one on, others will voice objections like, “I don’t have the time to do it”
and/or “People are not going to attend a class to learn about septic
systems.”  This is the most frustrating part of this process, those that are
unwilling to try something new.
These classes are designed to take a minimal amount of time on the part of
local personnel, often requiring only a few hours to assign a location and
getting a media list.  As far as people not attending, there have been
occasions where we have had to make a last minute change to a larger
auditorium because the anticipated number of attendees swelled from a
few dozen to a few hundred.
The fact is septic systems are one of the most expensive and
misunderstood components of a home.  Homeowners are now realizing
this and want/need to learn more about them, but until now there have
been very few places to turn.  And a harsh reality is, many homeowners
are hesitant to contact local authorities fearing if they do have a faulty
system they will be forced into an expensive and immediate up-grade.
However if you offer this information in an anonymous group setting they
will come.  Show them how a bad system is a health and financial risk for
them/their families, they will fix those bad systems on their own.  Show
them how to use those now proper systems and they quit failing.  Problem
solved.

BILLING PROCEDURE

These classes are (currently) being performed for travel expenses only,
airfare, hotel and car rental fees.  In areas where 2, 3 or 4 classes can be
scheduled the costs per community will typically range $200 to $400.
After the trip these expenses are totaled and an invoice is sent to each
community contact indicating their share.  It is then up to that department to
decide on the amount to be paid.  If they do not feel the class was beneficial
to their community, they are under no obligation to pay anything.  However I
am happy to say they do see the benefits (with many homeowners voluntarily
ordering inspections and up-grades) and several communities pay extra to
insure future programs.



February 17, 1997

Mr. James VonMeier
14622  268 Avenue
Zimmerman, MN 55398

Dear Jim:

On behalf of the Village of Germantown and our residents, we would like to
thank you for the educational and informative septic system presentation you
gave to the community on January 16, 1997.

Despite the inclement weather, the attendance was testimony to the need for
educating the public on their septic systems.  Due to the demonstrated
interest and the needed component of ongoing education, we would like to
have you back in the summer as a follow-up to your earlier presentation.
Hopefully, a visit to Germantown will coincide with other classes in the area.
We can probably assure you that the weather will be better.

Once again, we greatly appreciate your time and the information you were
able to provide to our residents.

Thank you.

Very truly yours,

cc: Charles J. Hargan, Village President Paul E Brandenburg, Village
Administrator



Mr. James vonMeier
14622 268th Avenue
Zimmerman, MN 55398

Dear Jim,
On behalf of the members of the New Jersey Coalition of Lake
Associations and the members of Lake Mohawk Country Club, we
would like to thank you for coming to New Jersey to speak before
our groups.  You certainly have an art in making a rather
unmentionable subject extremely interesting, informative, and even
humorous.
Our Lake Fair was a huge success.  It was very rewarding to see
more than 250 people turn out to be educated on what they could
do to improve their lake.  It was particularly interesting to see how
many people were sincerely interested in the subject of septic
systems, which is not exactly the usual topic of conversation.  You,
as keynote speaker for the program did an excellent job in
continuing and enhancing the educational process we have started
here at Lake Mohawk.  The program you presented was
outstanding.  It contained so much new information, and it was
amazing how much the audience just wanted to hear more and
more.  We have had many requests for information about your
educational programs, which we continue to distribute.
We also want to congratulate you on the excellent job you did at
Sparta High School. I had a call from Ginger Nathanson, Head of
the Science Department, and she was very excited about your
program and felt that you really captured the interest of the young
people.
Jim, it was a pleasure working with you.  On behalf of Lake Mohawk
Country Club, and all who participated in the program, we thank you
for all of your efforts and sharing your knowledge with us.  We do
look forward to bringing you back to New Jersey for an encore.

                                               Sincerely,

                           
                                             Frances Smith-COLA President

The Boardwalk • Sparta, NJ 07871 • (973) 729-6156



May 4,1998

Mr. James von Meier
14622 268 Avenue
Zimmerman, MN 55398

Dear Jim:

On behalf Hilltown residents, I would like to thank you for the informative
educational septic presentation which you provided in Chesterfield on
April 16, 1998.

As a non-profit agency established to address the needs of ten rural towns,
most of which rely exclusively on private septic systems and drinking
water supplies, I was pleased that your presentation addressed so many of
the issues of concern to residents, young and old alike.  I saw many people
busily writing notes during your presentation, and since that evening, I
have fielded several phone calls following up on septic repair and
maintenance procedures.  Wastewater treatment is indeed a subject which
concerns all of us, but which is understood by few.  Your educational class
is a great tool for bringing an "out-of-sight, out-of-mind" subject to the
forefront in a simple, understandable format.

Thank you again for your time and effort in coming to our rural region.  It
was greatly appreciated by all.

Sincerely,

Bea von Hagke
Housing Rehab.  Program Manager





June 22, 1999

Mr. James von Meier
14622 268th Ave.

Zimmerman, MN 55398

Re: Septic System Educational Class on May 18, 1999

Dear Mr. Von Meier,

Your presentation about the use and function of private
septic systems last Wednesday evening, was, like last year,
educational, informative and appreciated by the seventy-five
(75) residents in attendance.  I have noted that your class
generated positive discussions throughout the community
during the past week!

You left a better impression with people that private septic
systems serve a necessary purpose as a part of the
development of Richfield.

On behalf of the Town Chairman, Town Board and Richfield
residents, I would like to thank you for the benefit you have
provided our community.  How about a county-wide
workshop next year?

In order to accommodate your travel and expenses, we have
included a stipend of $250.00.

Sincerely yours,

Jerry A. O’Connor
Town Administrator

JAO/mam




