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[bookmark: _Toc225841800]ACRONYMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS
· ARM – Administrative Rules of Montana.
· ATU – Aerobic Treatment Unit
· BLM – Bureau of Land Management.
· BOD5 – 5‑day Biochemical Oxygen Demand.
· DEQ – Montana Department of Environmental Quality.
· DNRC – Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation.
· EA – Environmental Assessment.
· EIS – Environmental Impact Statement.
· EPA – United States Environmental Protection Agency.
· ET – Evapotranspiration.
· FOG – Fats, Oils, and Grease.
· GWIC – Ground Water Information Center.
· ISF – Intermittent Sand Filter.
· MCA – Montana Code Annotated.
· MBMG – Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology.
· MDT – Montana Department of Transportation.
· MEPA – Montana Environmental Policy Act.
· mg/L – Milligrams per liter.
· MPWSS – Montana Public Works Standard Specifications.
· MTNHP – Montana Natural Heritage Program.
· NSF – National Sanitation Foundation.
· ORW – Outstanding Resource Water
· OSHA – Occupational Safety and Health Administration.
· PVC – Polyvinyl Chloride.
· RSF – Recirculating Sand Filter
· RV – Recreational Vehicle.
· SHP – State Historic Preservation Office 
· SWTS – Subsurface Wastewater Treatment Systems.
· TOT – Time of Travel.
· TSS – Total Suspended Solids.
· USC – United States Code.
· USFWS – United States Fish and Wildlife Service.
· USFS – United States Forest Service.

[bookmark: _Toc225841801]1. PURPOSE AND NEED FOR PROPOSED ACTION
[bookmark: _Toc225841802]1.1 AUTHORIZING ACTION
Under the Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) (75-1-102, Montana Code Annotated (MCA)), Montana agencies are required to prepare environmental review for state actions that may have an impact on the Montana environment. The proposed action—issuing a certificate of subdivision approval or letter of approval to construct and operate a subsurface wastewater treatment system (SWTS)—is considered to be a state action that may have an impact on the Montana environment. Therefore, the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) must prepare an environmental assessment (EA). 

This Programmatic EA will examine the proposed action, the construction and operation of an SWTS, describe alternatives to the proposed action, and disclose potential impacts that may result from the proposed action. Also, for each application to construct and operate an SWTS, DEQ will determine the need for additional environmental review, beyond this Programmatic EA, based on consideration of the criteria set forth in Administrative Rules of Montana (ARM) 17.4.608. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841803]1.2 DESCRIPTION OF DEQ REGULATORY OVERSIGHT
DEQ has statutory authority and obligations to review the sanitation components of proposed subdivisions under the Sanitation in Subdivisions act (Title 76, Chapter 4, MCA). DEQ reviews subdivisions only to determine the adequacy of water, sewage, solid waste, and storm drainage systems. 

In addition, DEQ reviews public water and sewage treatment systems for compliance with the Montana public water supply laws (Title 75, Chapter 6, MCA) and with DEQ’s nondegradation rules (Title 17, Chapter 30, Subchapters 5 and 7, ARM) under the Water Quality Act (Title 75, Chapter 5, MCA). 

DEQ’s subdivision review excludes construction impacts and impacts related to the subdivision as a whole, which fall under county actions such as zoning, platting, and planning, when applicable. Mont. Wilderness Ass’n v. Bd. of Health & Envt’l Sciences, 171 Mont. 477, 559 P.2d 1157 (1976). 

The following laws and rules apply to the construction and operation of SWTS and are enforceable by DEQ:
· Sanitation in Subdivision Act (76-4-101, et seq., MCA)
· DEQ Subdivision Rules (ARM 17.36.101, et seq.)
· Circular DEQ-4 (Montana Standards for Subsurface Wastewater Treatment Systems)
· Public water supply laws (75-6-101, et seq., MCA)
· DEQ Public Water and Sewer Rules (ARM 17.38.101, et seq.)
· Water Quality Act (75-5-101 et seq., MCA)
· DEQ Nondegradation Rules (ARM 17.30.701, et seq.)

MEPA requires DEQ to review potential impacts to the Montana environment from water supply, sewage, solid waste, and storm drainage systems. Under MEPA, which ensures that agencies make informed decisions, DEQ must identify public concerns and evaluate alternatives to disclose and document potential impacts from state action. The extent of DEQ’s MEPA review of a subdivision is limited to the impacts relating to water supply, sewage, solid waste, and storm drainage systems.
[bookmark: _Toc225841804]1.2.1 Sanitation in Subdivisions Act (76-4-101, et seq., MCA)
Under the Sanitation in Subdivisions Act, for divisions of land that result in parcels smaller than 20 acres, DEQ reviews sanitation facilities for water, wastewater, and storm water. These parcels may include single or multi-family homes, apartments, townhomes, or condominiums. Also, regardless of parcel size, DEQ reviews sanitation facilities for recreational vehicle (RV) parks and mobile home parks. DEQ has created department circulars to provide engineering standards for wastewater treatment, water supply development, and stormwater drainage facilities. Of these, Circular DEQ-4 provides the relevant standards for constructing and operating an SWTS.

Of note, the minimum standards listed in Section 1.2 of Circular DEQ-4 apply to all SWTS in Montana, including any SWTS reviewed under this Programmatic EA. Design details described in Circular DEQ-4 are required for individual, shared, multiple-user, and public wastewater treatment systems that meet residential strength parameters (1.2.72, DEQ-4).

[bookmark: _Toc225841805]1.2.2 Public water supply laws (75-6-101, et seq., MCA)
DEQ implements the public water supply laws of Montana, which govern the protection, maintenance, quality, and potability of water for the public and for certain domestic uses (75-6-101, et seq., MCA). The public water supply laws also govern public sewage systems, which are defined as systems of collection, transportation, treatment, or disposal of sewage that serve 15 or more families, or that serve 25 or more persons daily for any 60 or more days in a calendar year. For purposes of this Programmatic EA, public sewage systems are limited to SWTS and their related appurtenances, which are also reviewed under Circular DEQ-4 (see Section 1.2.1 above).

[bookmark: _Toc225841806]1.2.3 Water Quality Act (75-5-101, et seq., MCA)
DEQ implements the Montana Water Quality Act, which governs discharges of pollutants to Montana state waters (75-5-101, et seq., MCA). For SWTS, DEQ must complete a nondegradation analysis for each system in relationship to ground water and surface water. That analysis is separate from the analysis in this Programmatic EA.

[bookmark: _Toc225841807]1.3 PROPOSED ACTION
DEQ has authority to issue approvals, under the Sanitation in Subdivisions Act, public water supply laws, and Water Quality Act, for the construction and operation of new and replacement SWTS that meet the design standards of Circular DEQ‑4, within defined sideboards on project size and disturbance area (described in Section 1.3.1. below). 
This Programmatic EA evaluates the impacts of issuing such approvals for SWTS statewide. In addition, DEQ will use a Categorical Exclusion Checklist, for each SWTS application, to screen for extraordinary circumstances that would warrant additional environmental analysis. 
SWTS are described in Section 1.3.2. This Programmatic EA uses representative examples of collection, treatment, distribution, and absorption components (e.g., septic tanks, advanced treatment, drainfields, mounds) to analyze impacts, but individual SWTS may include only a subset of these components or may connect to existing facilities. 

As further described in Section 1.3.2, SWTS typically include elements such as influent piping, treatment units, effluent conveyance, and subsurface disposal structures. The entire subsurface wastewater system may be colloquially referred to by a common name, such as drainfields, absorption systems, leach fields, or septic systems. 

For subdivision projects, this Programmatic EA evaluates only the action of approving water and wastewater facilities and the associated SWTS construction and operation; it does not evaluate or authorize broader subdivision development, which remains under local jurisdiction. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841808]1.3.1 APPLICABILITY
This Programmatic EA applies only to SWTS that: 

· Involve construction and operation of individual, shared, multiple‑user, or public SWTS, as defined in Circular DEQ‑4, excluding systems that discharge industrial waste (discussed further in this Section 1.3.1.2);
· Disturb 10 acres or less of ground during construction and operation, consistent with the disturbance assumptions outlined in Section 1.4;
· ​Include no more than 300 individual drainfields or equivalent absorption areas per project, as described in the assumptions outlined in Section 1.4; 
· Meet the applicable nitrate nonsignificance criterion at the end of the SWTS mixing zone (discussed further below in Section 2.1.2.1);  
· Are located beyond the statutory “adjacent to surface water” distances OR pass the “trigger” analysis of potential surface water impact (discussed further below in Section 2.1.2.3); and 
· Pass the 50‑year soil phosphorus capacity test (discussed further below in Section 2.1.2.3).

SWTS that do not meet the above criteria must have separate, project‑specific MEPA review and cannot rely on this Programmatic EA.
​ 
1.3.1.1 Residential waste

Some commercial uses, such as restaurants, shopping centers, or motels, are nonresidential sources that generate residential-strength wastewater or can treat their wastewater to residential strength, as defined in Circular DEQ-4. These facilities do not generate industrial waste substances (1.2.45, DEQ-4). 

Discharges of residential waste are covered under this Programmatic EA. 

1.3.1.2 Industrial waste

Industrial waste is composed of waste substances from the process of business or industry, or from the development of any natural resource, together with any sewage that may be present. Discharges of industrial waste must be reviewed and approved by DEQ’s Water Protection Bureau and authorized by a Montana Ground water Pollution Control System discharge permit. 

Discharges of industrial waste are not covered under this Programmatic EA.

[bookmark: _Toc225841809]1.3.2 SUBSURFACE WASTEWATER TREATMENT SYSTEMS
SWTS consist of up to four main components that disturb less than 10 acres during construction and operation. Those four main components are:

· Wastewater collection system (service connections and/or sewer mains)
· Treatment facility
· Distribution system
· Soil absorption system

Each component is discussed in more detail below.

1.3.2.1 Wastewater collection system   
Wastewater collection systems may consist of sewer service connections and sewer mains. A wastewater collection system conveys wastewater from the wastewater source(s) to a septic tank. A building service connection, which is a pipe, connects a building’s internal wastewater collection system to a sewer main or directly to a septic tank.

When multiple service connections connect to a central sewer pipe(s), the sewer pipe is considered a sewer main. Wastewater flows from a service connection to the sewer main and then into a septic tank. Sewer mains must be designed per Montana Circular DEQ-2 and may include manholes, lift stations, and pressure mains.

Some SWTS that are covered by this Programmatic EA may include only wastewater collection systems, if the applicant proposes to connect to an existing wastewater treatment system. 

1.3.2.2 Treatment facility 
Subsurface wastewater treatment facilities (also referred to as subsurface wastewater treatment systems (SWTS)) collect, hold, and treat influent wastewater before sending treated effluent to a disposal structure. A treatment system may be as simple as a septic tank that provides primary treatment, or it may also include an advanced treatment system attached to the septic system that provides secondary or tertiary treatment.

A septic tank is a buried, water-tight container made of concrete, fiberglass, or thermoplastic. It holds wastewater long enough to allow solids to settle to the bottom forming a sludge, while oil and grease floats to the top as scum. A septic tank provides primary treatment by allowing waste to separate into three layers: solids, liquid or effluent, and scum. The solids settle to the bottom where microorganisms decompose them. The scum, which is lighter than the effluent, floats to the top. The effluent layer is composed of relatively clear, partially treated wastewater. Compartments and outlets prevent scum from leaving the tank. The effluent exits the tank into a drainfield. A septic tank must be located where it is readily accessible for inspection and maintenance. The bottom of the septic tank should not be deeper than 12 feet from finished grade for ease of pumping and maintenance. All septic tanks must meet the requirements of Circular DEQ-4. 

Advanced wastewater treatment systems are designed to provide additional treatment while still utilizing the natural soil for final disposal. Treatment may include, but is not limited to, the lowering of the five-day biological oxygen demand (BOD5), total suspended solids (TSS), fats, oils and grease (FOG), and total nitrate nitrogen in the wastewater prior to discharge into the SWTS. Chapter 7 of Circular DEQ-4 recognizes six types of advanced wastewater treatment systems. 

An applicant may choose to add advanced wastewater treatment components to SWTS design for any of the following reasons:

· To lower the BOD5, TSS, and FOG to residential- strength wastewater, as defined in Circular DEQ-4 and required by ARM 17.36.320(3); 
· To lower the BOD5, and TSS to National Sanitation Foundation’s (NSF) NSF-40 Standards to allow reduction of the drainfield sizing;
· To lower BOD5 and TSS to NSF-40 to 30 milligrams per liter (mg/L) BOD5 and 30 mg/L TSS, respectively, to allow trench separation distances, other than 5.0 feet for gravity systems and 4.0 feet for pressure dosing systems, that meet manufacturer recommendations; or
· To lower the total nitrate nitrogen level being discharged from the system to a concentration that meets Level 2 standards.
 
The four types of advanced wastewater treatment systems covered in this Programmatic EA are described below.

Recirculating media trickling filters: These systems utilize aerobic, attached-growth treatment processes to biologically oxidize organic material and convert ammonia to nitrate (nitrification). A trickling filter consists of a bed of highly permeable medium to which a biofilm adheres in an unsaturated environment. Wastewater is applied to the top of the bed and trickles through the media. Microorganisms in the biofilm degrade organic material and may also nitrify the wastewater. An underdrain system collects the treated wastewater, plus any sloughed solids, and transports the collected material to a settling tank from which it is recirculated and trickled back through the media.

Intermittent sand filters (ISF): The term ISF is used to describe a variety of packed-bed filters of sand or other granular filter materials that are available on the market. Sand filters provide advanced secondary treatment of settled wastewater or septic tank effluent. They consist of a lined (e.g., impervious PVC liner on sand bedding) excavation or structure filled with uniform washed sand that is placed over an underdrain system (see Figure 1). With a sand filter, wastewater is dosed onto the surface of the sand through a distribution network and allowed to percolate through the sand to the underdrain system. The underdrain system collects the filter effluent for further processing or discharge. Sand filters use pressure dosing of effluent over sand media to filter out contaminants from wastewater. These filters are typically used as a secondary or tertiary treatment step following primary treatment to remove suspended solids. (Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems Technology Fact Sheet 10: Intermittent Sand/Media Filters, February 2002).

Recirculating sand filters (RSF): An RSF system is a modified version of the ISF. It was designed to alleviate the odor problems associated with open sand filters by recirculating the effluent through the sand filter, which increases the oxygen content of the effluent that is distributed on the filter bed. (EPA Decentralized Systems Technology Fact Sheet: Recirculating Sand Filters, September 1999).

Aerobic wastewater treatment units (ATUs): ATUs are concrete tanks or other containers of various configurations that provide for aerobic biodegradation or decomposition of wastewater components in a saturated environment by bringing the wastewater in contact with air by some mechanical means. ATUs are exclusively proprietary products that have a wide variety of designs, materials, and methods of assembly.

1.3.2.3 Distribution system 
Incoming wastewater displaces treated effluent, which exits the system and is distributed to the absorption system. Distribution may be driven either via gravity or by passing into a pump chamber where it is dosed into the absorption system via a pump or siphon.

Gravity dosing: If effluent flows by gravity into the absorption system, it typically “trickle flows" to a distribution box or level manifold. The effluent is discharged into the absorption system only when wastewater displaces the effluent out of the septic tank (i.e., one toilet flush of 1.6 gallons displaces 1.6 gallons of effluent out of the tank). Typically, septic tank discharges are too low to flow throughout the entire subsurface network; thus, distribution is unequal and localized and overloading of the infiltration surface may occur. Conversely, if flows are too high, without extended periods of little or no flow to allow the subsoil to dry, hydraulic failure is possible. This risk is mitigated by proper design, as required by Circular DEQ-4.

For gravity-dosed systems, the volume of each dose must be equal to at least 75 percent of the internal volume of the distribution lines being dosed. 

Pump/siphon dosing: To overcome the risk of hydraulic failure described above, a pump or siphon may be used to dose consistent volumes of effluent to the subsurface network. Dosed systems can pump/siphon effluent either to a distribution box where it flows via gravity throughout most of the system or through a pressurized system where it is distributed uniformly throughout the system. The dose volume of a pressure distribution system must be equal to the drained volume of the transport pipe and manifold, plus a volume that should be five to 10 times the net volume of the distribution pipe. Where the system is designed to operate on a timer, more frequent, smaller doses may be used. The minimum dose volume must be equal to the drained volume of the transport pipe and manifold, plus a volume equal to at least two times the distribution pipe volume. Where timers are used, additional controls are necessary to prevent pump operation at low-water level (4.2.3.3, DEQ-4).

In dosing systems, the effluent flows into a second chamber of the septic tank or a separate tank called a dosing tank. The effluent is then distributed "in doses" when a predetermined water level, water volume, or elapsed time is reached (4.2.3.3, DEQ-4).  

Periods between doses provide opportunities for the subsoil to drain and re-aerate before the next dose. As a result, dosed systems reduce the rate of soil clogging, more effectively maintain unsaturated conditions in the subsoil, and provide a means to manage wastewater effluent applications to the absorption system. Dosing outperforms gravity-flow systems because distribution is more uniform, is more controlled, and can be used in any application (4.2.3, DEQ-4).

1.3.2.4 Absorption system 
Effluent from a treatment system is discharged through subsurface piping onto porous surfaces that allow wastewater to filter though the soil. The soil accepts, treats, and disperses the wastewater as it percolates through, ultimately discharging the wastewater to ground water if ground water is present below the absorption system site. Some SWTS that are covered by this Programmatic EA may not include an absorption system if the applicant proposes to connect to an existing wastewater treatment system that receives and treats either raw wastewater or effluent that received primary treatment in individual septic systems. 

Absorption systems are defined as secondary treatment systems that use the subsurface for final disposal of pretreated waste effluent. Absorption systems include the wastewater treatment and disposal systems described in Chapter 6 of Circular DEQ-4:

· Absorption trenches
· Standard absorption trenches 
· Shallow-capped absorption trenches 
· At-grade absorption trenches 
· Deep absorption trenches 
· Sand-lined absorption trenches 
· Gravel-less trenches and other absorption systems as outlined in Section 6.6.6 of DEQ-4
· Elevated sand mounds
· Evapotranspiration absorption and evapotranspiration systems
· Subsurface drip systems 
· Gray water systems
· Absorption beds

The satisfactory operation of an absorption system largely depends on wastewater quality, proper site selection, and the design and construction of the absorption system. All of these considerations are addressed by design criteria in Circular DEQ-4.
 
Wastewater quality: All new and replacement absorption systems must be designed to accept and treat residential-strength waste. High-strength wastewater or water treatment waste residuals must comply with Subchapters 3.2 and 3.3 of Circular DEQ-4.

Site selection: Absorption systems must meet the location criteria in ARM Title 17, Chapter 36, subchapter 3 or 9, as applicable. The minimum area in any absorption system must be based upon the flow, as determined in Circular DEQ-4, Chapter 3, and must be sized using either (1) the soil type alone or (2) soil type and percolation rate when a percolation test is required by the reviewing authority, whichever results in a larger absorption system, in accordance with Chapter 2, Section 6.1.4, and Appendix B of Circular DEQ-4. The reviewing authority, which is either DEQ or a contracted county health department, may require a percolation test when the soil is variable or when other conditions create the need to verify system sizing. 

For SWTS that are covered by this Programmatic EA that involve replacing absorption systems, an area that can be used as a replacement area for the original absorption system would be designated and would meet the same criteria mentioned above. Interim use of the area would be compatible with future absorption system use. The replacement area would be located separately from the primary area and would not be interlaced within the primary area.

Design and construction: Construction equipment, unless needed to construct the system, would be kept off the absorption area to prevent undesirable soil compaction that could reduce infiltration capacity. Construction also would not be initiated when the soil moisture content is high because saturated or near‑saturated soils compact more easily and can permanently impair the absorption system’s performance. 

1.3.2.5 Non-discharging wastewater systems
Systems such as evapotranspiration (ET) systems, sealed pit privies, and holding tanks do not discharge wastewater into soils as the final disposal step. These systems are discussed below.

Evapotranspiration systems: ET Systems are similar to discharging wastewater absorption systems in that they have collection systems, septic tanks, and distribution systems. However, instead of having an absorption system, the effluent is discharged into a bed lined with an impermeable poly vinyl chloride (PVC) liner. Also, instead of relying on percolation of the wastewater through the soils, ET systems utilize evaporation and transpiration to dispose of wastewater. 

Sealed pit privies: A sealed pit privy is an underground vault used for the temporary storage of non-water-carried wastewater. Sealed pit privies involve the disposal of human waste into a sealed vault such as a concrete septic tank. The sealed vault is leak-proof and eventually pumped out and disposed of by a licensed septage hauler. 

Per ARM 17.36.321(5), sealed pit privies may be used only in facilities owned and operated by a local, state, or federal unit of government, or in facilities where use of a sealed pit privy is authorized by the Montana Department of Public Health and Human Services (e.g., “pit toilets” in public recreation areas).

Holding tanks: Holding tanks are used to hold wastewater until a licensed septic tank pumping service pumps the holding tanks and wastewater is disposed at an approved location. They are used for storage and do not, as part of their normal operation, dispose of or treat the wastewater. Holding tanks are septic tanks that have no standard outlets and are modified to provide full-time access for pumping. Holding tanks are generally employed where there is no viable disposal option at a site.

Per ARM 17.36.321(3), holding tanks may not be used for new systems but may be used as replacement systems, subject to the limitations provided in Circular DEQ-4. Holding tanks would be designed and maintained in accordance with the requirements in Circular DEQ-4 and all other requirements imposed by DEQ and the relevant local health department. 
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Figure 1: Image of residential-use septic tank post-installation
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Figure 2: Image of a septic tank during installation
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Figure 3: Image of an absorption system (drainfield) during installation
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Figure 4: Image of an elevated sand mound and inspection risers post-installation
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Figure 5: Image of a septic tank access riser and an alarm box

[bookmark: _Toc225841810]1.4 ASSUMPTIONS 
This Programmatic EA evaluates the potential impacts of constructing and operating SWTS, as described above. For clarity, when describing the components of a system (such as the septic tank, treatment system, pump tank, sewer main and connections, and the drainfield or other absorption area) and the potential impacts from their construction and operation, DEQ explains these features using a single, representative system. Not every facility or component discussed in this Programmatic EA will be included in every individual application. 
Also, although most impacts from constructing a SWTS are similar regardless of how many wastewater systems are installed, the combined, or cumulative, effects on the shallowest aquifer (ground water) could increase as more systems are added. Cumulative ground water impacts may require supplemental analysis by DEQ on a case-by-case basis, as determined by completion of DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist, which is discussed further in this section. 
The needs of a treatment system depend upon the amount of water used (water demand), the type of residence or business producing the wastewater, and the soils present to treat the wastewater. 
The Programmatic EA evaluates a disturbance area of up to 10 acres to construct and operate the SWTS. The size of the 10-acre area is derived from the following assumptions: a drainfield for a single living unit, as defined in DEQ-4, requires approximately 1,000 square feet, and tanks or other treatment facilities and service lines would span approximately 300 feet, for a total of 1,300 square feet per single living unit. Three hundred multiplied by 1,300 square feet is 390,000 square feet (8.9 acres). Ten acres is 435,600 square feet, providing a buffer for test pits and additional ground disturbance caused by related construction activity, such as site access. Any proposed SWTS whose construction and operation would disturb more than 10 acres would necessitate supplemental analysis by DEQ and could not rely on this Programmatic EA alone. 
DEQ conducted the analysis described in this Programmatic EA to determine if the state action does not individually, collectively, or cumulatively result in a significant adverse effect on the human environment that would require further MEPA analysis per 75-1-220(3), MCA. 
[bookmark: _Toc225841811]1.4.1. CATEGORICAL EXCLUSION CHECKLIST AND CUMULATIVE IMPACTS
Because an SWTS may be proposed in a wide range of hydrogeologic and land use settings throughout Montana, this Programmatic EA provides an analysis of typical direct, secondary, and cumulative impacts associated with SWTS construction and operation. For each individual SWTS that is covered by this Programmatic EA, DEQ would also complete a Categorical Exclusion Checklist to evaluate whether site‑specific conditions or cumulative effects warrant additional environmental review beyond this programmatic analysis.
In the Categorical Exclusion Checklist, DEQ would review past and present actions at and around the proposed site; screen for impaired or sensitive surface waters, over‑appropriated or heavily developed aquifers, and other environmental constraints such as nearby wells, source‑water protection areas, floodplains, wetlands, and habitat for wildlife or plants classified as Species of Concern, threatened, or endangered; and document whether the SWTS, as proposed, could trigger extraordinary circumstances that would require preparation of a project‑specific EA or EIS. 
The Categorical Exclusion Checklist also assesses whether multiple SWTS or related developments in the same area may result in cumulative physical drawdown of the aquifer, increased risk to water quality, or other impacts that were not fully addressed at the programmatic level.
If the Categorical Exclusion Checklist identifies that the SWTS, as proposed, could trigger extraordinary circumstances—such as site‑specific or cumulative impacts that are not adequately addressed in this Programmatic EA—DEQ would determine that reliance on the Categorical Exclusion Checklist and this Programmatic EA alone is not appropriate and would prepare supplemental environmental analysis beyond the analysis that is provided in this Programmatic EA.
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	Summary of SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA

	General overview
	A project applicant has requested a new or replacement SWTS within Montana:

· Individual SWTS (1 connection/1 treatment system)
· Shared SWTS (2 connections/1 treatment system)
· Multiple-User SWTS (3-14 connections/1 treatment system)
· Public SWTS (15 connections or more or 25 people per day/1 treatment system)

The proposed action is the construction, operation, and, in certain instances, testing of an SWTS. For projects that include subdivisions, the Programmatic EA evaluates only the impacts of the proposed treatment systems. This review excludes construction and impacts related to the subdivision as a whole, which fall under county jurisdiction (e.g., zoning, platting, and planning), when applicable. Mont. Wilderness Ass’n v. Bd. of Health & Envt’l Sciences, 171 Mont. 477, 559 P.2d 1157 (1976).

SWTS that require a ground water discharge permit under the Montana Water Quality Act (75-5-401, MCA, and ARM 17.30.10) are not included in this Programmatic EA. 

In addition, any subdivision lot that is subject to the proximity requirements of ARM 17.36.123 must connect to a public wastewater system and therefore would not construct an onsite SWTS under this Programmatic EA. 

Construction process:

· Site evaluation – prior to construction of an SWTS, a minimum of one soil profile per each individual or shared absorption system, and a minimum of three soil profiles per each multiple-user or public absorption system, is excavated using heavy equipment such as an excavator or backhoe within 25 ft of the absorption system. For this proposed action, DEQ assesses the potential impacts of one to 300 test pits to provide the maximum anticipated impacts from construction of an SWTS. Test pits are typically eight to ten feet in depth, as wide as the equipment’s excavating bucket, and approximately eight feet in length. The hole is backfilled and re-graded immediately after the soil is characterized. Percolation tests may also be completed in the area of the absorption system. Percolation test holes are excavated using hand tools such as post hole diggers, shovels, and digging bars. Percolation tests are six inches in diameter and two feet in depth. The percolation test holes are backfilled immediately after the test is complete.

Finally, a ground water observation well would be installed, as per Appendix C of DEQ-4, in the location of the proposed absorption system. Just like the soil profile, the observation well is excavated using heavy equipment such as an excavator or backhoe within 25 ft of the proposed absorption system. This hole is typically eight to ten feet in depth, as wide as the equipment’s excavating bucket, and approximately eight feet in length. Native soil is used to backfill around the monitoring well, and the ground surface around the well is graded to maintain a positive ground slope away from the well casing.

· Excavation would occur to build and install an SWTS and its features. Trenches would be dug for the sewer connection(s) and sewer main(s) using an excavator or backhoe. The trench is typically between three and five feet in width and may be as deep as 12 feet. More shallow trenches are dug for most soil absorption systems. These trenches are typically between two and three feet wide and no deeper than five feet in depth. Subsurface absorption systems typically utilize trenches between two and three feet wide and no deeper than five feet in depth, while above ground systems are installed in imported sand beds constructed atop the existing ground surface.

A large hole would be excavated for the septic tank(s) and/or pump chamber(s), as well as the nondischarging systems (pit privies and holding tanks) using an excavator or backhoe. The septic tank and/or the pump chamber would be placed in the excavation hole by a boom truck, excavator, or backhoe, and connected to the sewer connection or sewer main and the effluent distribution system. As per DEQ-4, tanks would be located where they are readily accessible for inspection and maintenance. The bottom of the tanks should not be deeper than 12 feet from finished grade for ease of pumping and maintenance.

· Backfilling – SWTS would be backfilled with soil, ensuring proper drainage and avoiding compaction using skid steers, excavators, backhoes, and dump trucks. Backfilling also ensures easy access to those system components that are needed for operation and maintenance, such as sewer cleanouts, tank inspection ports/risers, system monitoring pipes, effluent line/lateral cleanouts.

· Vegetative cover – SWTS would be seeded, sodded, or otherwise provided with shallow-rooted vegetative cover to ensure stability of the installation.

· Installation inspection – the subsurface wastewater system would be tested and inspected to ensure it would function properly and meet DEQ and local requirements. The inspection would be completed by the local health authority and/or the system designer.

Depending on the type of SWTS, the following may be completed during an inspection:

· Septic tanks may be tested in place for water tightness
· Distribution boxes and manifolds may be tested for water tightness, levelness, and equal distribution
· Pressure dosed laterals may be pump-tested to guarantee equal distribution and proper squirt height
· Components of advanced wastewater treatment systems such as pumps, fans, and solenoids, may be tested for function
· Effluent quality testing may be required for systems incorporating treatment or for nonresidential systems with unknown wastewater characteristics 
 

	Duration and hours of operation
	Construction:

· Individual SWTS (1 connection/1 SWTS) Less than two days 
· Shared SWTS (2 connections/1 SWTS) Less than two days  
· Multiple-User SWTS (3-14 connections/1 SWTS) Less than 14 days 
· Public SWTS (15 connections or more or 25 people per day/1 SWTS) up to 30 days 

Construction is expected during daylight hours, adjusted for seasonal variation

Operation: 20 years or more with routine inspection and maintenance

	Estimated disturbance
	Less than one acre per SWTS; less than 10 acres in total. Multiple systems may exceed one acre in the aggregate, triggering stormwater construction permit requirements if more than one acre of disturbance occurs. The applicant would be required to comply with all stormwater discharge requirements, and additional water discharge permits may be required as described in Section 1.6 below. 

	Construction equipment
	· Backhoe
· Boom truck
· Dozer
· Dump truck
· Excavator
· Front end loader
· Light duty passenger trucks
· Skid steer
· Water truck
· Small Trencher

	Personnel onsite
	Construction: A crew of two to 10 personnel is typically required to construct an SWTS, including up to three operators.

Operation: After county approval, no personnel would be required, except that certain advanced wastewater treatment systems may require one person to visit the system on a weekly basis. 

Maintenance: Every three to five years, the septic tank(s) would be pumped. A septage hauler, licensed in Montana, with a septage truck and crew of up to two personnel is typically required to complete the pumping. 

Effluent filters would be removed and cleaned annually. This can be completed by the landowner or a contractor.

Advanced wastewater treatment systems would have their own unique operation and maintenance plans. Personnel may be required to monitor the systems as often as monthly for the first two years of operation and quarterly thereafter. Owners of these systems are also required to provide annual effluent sampling. Operation and maintenance of these systems typically require one person to conduct the work needed.

	Location and analysis area
	An SWTS may be located anywhere in Montana, subject to state and local setback requirements from water resources and the practicalities of site locations. Site-selection requirements are provided in Circular DEQ-4, and statewide horizontal setback distances are prescribed in ARM 17.36.323 and 17.36.918. 

The estimated area of disturbance during construction would be no larger than one acre per SWTS. Multiple systems covered in this review may exceed one acre in the aggregate, with a maximum disturbance area of 10 acres. After construction is completed, the remaining disturbance would be minor because most of an SWTS operates below ground and the disturbed area above ground would be reclaimed, resulting in minimal remaining aesthetic impacts.

	For each of the following resource areas, the applicant is required to comply with all applicable local, county, state, and federal requirements:

· Air quality
· Water quality
· Solid waste
· Cultural resources
· Hazardous substances






[bookmark: _Toc225841812]1.5 PURPOSE, NEED, AND BENEFITS
DEQ's purpose in conducting this environmental review is to act upon subdivision or public water supply applications that include the installation of new or replacement SWTS and sewer connections. 

DEQ’s action is governed by 76-4-101, et seq., 75-5-101, et seq., and 75-6-101, et seq., MCA, and ARM 17.36.101, et seq., and 17.30.701 et seq. This review excludes construction impacts and impacts related to the subdivision as a whole, as these fall under county actions such as zoning, platting, and planning, when applicable. Mont. Wilderness Ass’n v. Bd. of Health & Envt’l Sciences, 171 Mont. 477, 559 P.2d 1157 (1976).

An applicant’s purpose and need, as expressed to DEQ through an application or wastewater engineering review submittal, is to construct and operate an SWTS under the requirements of 76-4-101, et seq., 75-5-101, et seq., and 75-6-101, et seq., MCA, as applicable.

[bookmark: _Toc225841813]1.6 OTHER GOVERNMENTAL AGENCIES AND PROGRAMS WITH JURSIDICTION
An SWTS may be located on private or public land. All applicable local, state, and federal rules must be adhered to in constructing and operating an SWTS. Other governmental agencies that may have overlapping or additional jurisdiction will assess an application on a case-by-case basis. Additional permits or approvals may be necessary. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841814]1.6.1 OTHER JURISDICTIONS 
Additional required permits or approvals may include, but are not limited to, Montana Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (MPDES) permits, other authorizations issued by DEQ’s Water Protection Bureau, and the following types of permits:

· General Permit for Discharges Associated with Construction Activity Permit, commonly referred to as a storm water construction permit for over one acre of disturbance.
· Construction Dewatering General Permit for construction dewatering that discharges to streams, creeks, or other applicable water bodies.
· Disinfected Water & Hydrostatic Testing Permit for discharge to state waters after treatment resulting from hydrostatic testing or disinfecting with water containing chlorine.

[bookmark: _Toc225841815]1.6.2 LOCAL GOVERNMENT JURISDICTIONS
· Local health boards (50-2-116, MCA) may administer local onsite wastewater and public health regulations and inspect SWTS installation and operation
· The Local Subdivision and Platting Act (76-3-101, et seq., MCA) governs subdivision review and approval, including lot layout and overall subdivision design
· Local zoning ordinances (76-2-101, et seq., MCA) regulate allowable land uses and densities that may affect where SWTS can be located
· Local health regulations may impose additional siting, design, or operation requirements for SWTS beyond state minimum standards
· Local county weed boards and districts may impose requirements for the control of noxious weeds pursuant to the Montana County Noxious Weed Control Act
	
[bookmark: _Toc225841816]2. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND IMPACT, BY RESOURCE
[bookmark: _Toc225841817]2.1 EVALUATION AND SUMMARY OF POTENTIAL IMPACTS 
This impact analysis will identify and evaluate direct and secondary impacts to Montana’s environment in the area to be affected by a proposed SWTS. 
Direct impacts occur at the same time and place as the action (construction and operation of an SWTS) that causes the impact. 
Secondary impacts are “a further impact to the human environment that may be stimulated, induced by, or otherwise result from a direct impact of the action.” ARM 17.4.603(18). 
Cumulative impacts are the collective environmental impacts, within the borders of Montana, of a proposed SWTS when considered in conjunction with other past and present actions related to the proposed SWTS by location or generic type. Related future actions that are under concurrent consideration by any state agency must also be considered, through pre-impact statement studies, separate impact statement evaluation, or proposed action processing procedures. ARM 17.4.603(7); 75-1-220, MCA (4). Cumulative impacts are discussed in this Programmatic EA and considered further in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist. 
To better ascribe a significance value to anticipated impacts, and in line with ARM 17.4.608 (further discussed in Section 3.3), DEQ analyzes the anticipated severity of impacts using the following terms:
· The duration of impacts is quantified as follows:
· Short-term: Short-term impacts are defined as those impacts that would not last longer than the installation and construction, including a squirt test, of the pressure dosed distribution system
Long-term: Long-term impacts are impacts that would remain or occur after construction and development, during operation
· The intensity of impacts is measured using the following:
· No impact: There would be no change from current conditions
· Negligible: An adverse or beneficial effect would occur but would be at the lowest levels of detection
· Minor: The effect would be noticeable but would be relatively small and would not affect the function or integrity of the resource
· Moderate: The effect would be easily identifiable and would change the function or integrity of the resource
· Major: The effect would alter the resource

[bookmark: _Toc225841818]2.1.1 GEOLOGY AND SOIL QUALITY, STABILITY, AND MOISTURE
DEQ considers information from an application, aerial photography, topographic maps, the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology, and the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Web Soils Survey to identify site-specific soil types, slopes, shallow bedrock, high groundwater, and any fragile, erosive, or unstable soil conditions that could affect the impacts of SWTS construction or operation.

The location of a proposed SWTS must be included in an application. The USDA Web Soils Survey and site evaluation data are used to map soil units and other restrictive soil horizons (e.g., shallow, seasonally high ground water or bedrock) at the proposed SWTS location and to flag any fragile, erosive, or unstable soils. These conditions, and any resulting need for modified design or construction practices, would be documented in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist.

Geologic information is compiled from records gathered from the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology to identify shallow bedrock, unstable slopes, or other special geologic circumstances. Where these conditions require special reclamation considerations, those measures would be discussed in the Categorical Exclusion Checklist. 

Potential impacts to soil quality, stability, and moisture are mitigated primarily through proper site selection and design standards. Circular DEQ-4 sets minimum requirements for allowable site slope, soil type, and depth to ground water or bedrock so that excavation does not destabilize slopes and the absorption area remains in unsaturated, structurally adequate soils. DEQ evaluates the proposed action against these requirements, and they are reviewed again by local boards of health, or their designees, for compliance at the time of construction. 

Because SWTS utilize soils as the final step of treatment, construction practices are required to preserve soil structure (e.g., minimizing compaction in the absorption area) so that long‑term infiltration and treatment capacity are not reduced. 

Best practices, including wattles, silt fences, and other BMPs required by DEQ’s general storm water construction permit for disturbances over one acre, are implemented to control erosion and sediment transport from stockpiles, disturbed slopes, and access routes. These measures minimize off‑site loss of topsoil and prevent sediment from being deposited in nearby drainages or low‑lying areas. As a result, any mobility of construction‑related sediment would be short term and limited to the active construction period and would cease following final reclamation and stabilization of disturbed areas.

2.1.1.1 Direct Impacts
Construction: Installation of the collection lines, tanks, treatment units, distribution piping, and disposal structures that comprise an SWTS requires stripping vegetation and excavating trenches and pits. These activities temporarily disturb and rework soils, alter topography, and can expose subsoils. 

For a typical SWTS, excavation and grading would disturb approximately one acre or less, but SWTS with multiple systems could disturb up to 10 acres and still be covered by this Programmatic EA. Stockpiled soil can also contribute to sediment being picked up by stormwater and transported to another location. Sediment run-off can be mitigated by best management practices such as wattles or silt fences as required by DEQ’s general storm water construction permit for SWTS with more than one acre of disturbance. These construction‑related impacts on erosion and sediment mobility are temporary and would occur only during the construction phase, with long‑term conditions reflecting the final reclaimed and stabilized site.

Construction would cause short-term, minor impacts to the topography and geology where trenches, tank excavations, and test pits are dug and backfill is placed and compacted. After initial construction is complete and disturbed areas are regraded and revegetated, no additional ground disturbance to geology or soils would be anticipated during normal operation of the SWTS. Final reclamation activities, including re-grading and reseeding disturbed areas with grasses, are intended to restore soil stability and minimize long‑term erosion and sediment transport.

Operation: The disposal structure (i.e., the drainfield or equivalent) disperses treated effluent into unsaturated soils, wetting them. This causes cyclic increases in soil moisture between dosing and drying periods within the design infiltration zone, but because systems are sized and located to maintain unsaturated conditions, these wetting cycles are not expected to impact the soil quality or stability. As a result, long‑term impacts to soil quality and stability from normal operation are expected to be negligible. Under long‑term operating conditions, no ongoing construction‑related sediment mobility is anticipated.

2.1.1.2 Secondary Impacts
Construction: Minor secondary impacts may be expected to soil stability from compaction of soils around the SWTS (e.g., along access routes and staging areas) due to trucks and construction equipment. If not managed, this compaction can reduce infiltration and increase runoff potential in those compacted zones. These secondary impacts are expected to be minor and short term, because construction specifications call for limiting heavy‑equipment traffic over the absorption area and for regrading and revegetating disturbed areas once work is complete. 

Following final reclamation activities, including revegetation and stabilization of disturbed soils, these secondary impacts to runoff and sediment mobility would be negligible over the long term.

Minor secondary impacts may also include temporary disturbance that creates bare ground favorable to colonization of noxious weeds. These risks are addressed through reseeding and weed management practices described in Section 2.1.4, which are intended to prevent long‑term spread of noxious weeds.

Operation: Treated effluent trickling through soil is anticipated to contain some amount of phosphorus. Soils beneath and downgradient of the drainfield are expected to adsorb and retain a portion of this phosphorus in the vadose zone, gradually increasing the phosphorus content in that limited soil volume over time. This is an intended part of the treatment process and is evaluated under DEQ’s nondegradation rules to ensure sufficient soil adsorption capacity.

2.1.1.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: No cumulative impacts to soil quality, stability, and moisture are anticipated from construction of an SWTS. The soil would be replaced, re-graded, and revegetated with grasses. Therefore, any construction‑related potential for erosion or sedimentation would be short term, limited to the construction window, and would diminish as final reclamation and revegetation become established. Should any past, present, or future actions be located in the proposed SWTS analysis area, they would be discussed in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist for the proposed SWTS.

Operation: After multiple years of operation, the phosphorus content of soils underlying a drainfield would gradually increase. The total increase in phosphorus would be held to nonsignificant levels by DEQ review under ARM 17.30.715 (1)(e), which ensures that there is no less than 50 years of capacity for drainfield soils to adsorb phosphorus. DEQ established this requirement based on data showing that if the absorptive capacity of the soil exceeds 50 years, it is likely that phosphorus would be effectively removed by infiltrating precipitation. Therefore, phosphorus discharges from SWTS are nonsignificant.

[bookmark: _Toc225841819]2.1.2 WATER QUALITY, QUANTITY, AND DISTRIBUTION
Constructing and operating an SWTS involves discharging treated wastewater to unsaturated soils beneath drainfields. DEQ anticipates that in some locations, a portion of this treated wastewater would move through subsurface materials and recharge shallow ground water, while in other areas with no identified shallow aquifer, the treated wastewater would not contact ground water. Wastewater is a recognized source of pollutants, primarily nitrogen, phosphorus, and pathogens, which could affect both ground water and surface water quality if they reach those resources in sufficient concentrations.

Under the Montana Water Quality Act (Title 75, chapter 5, MCA), Montana classifies its water bodies based on designated beneficial uses, such as aquatic life, agricultural use, drinking water supply, and primary contact recreation. The state adopts water quality standards so recognized pollutants do not interfere with these uses and implements a nondegradation policy that limits changes in water quality to levels that are “nonsignificant.” For implementation, DEQ uses numerical nonsignificance criteria and trigger values; in simple terms, these are thresholds that define how much a pollutant may change in a waterbody without causing a meaningful or harmful effect on its designated uses.

Ground water is classified from Class I to Class IV, with Montana’s nondegradation policy applying to high‑quality Class I and II ground waters. DEQ evaluates SWTS under nondegradation rules in ARM 17.30.715 and related sections, using conservative assumptions and a nitrate dilution model based on the Bauman‑Schafer approach or equivalent methods to estimate nitrate concentrations at the boundary of a ground water mixing zone and to determine whether those concentrations meet the applicable nonsignificance criteria. 

Mixing zones are designated areas downgradient of a discharge where pollutant concentrations may temporarily exceed standards but must meet nonsignificance criteria at the mixing‑zone boundary. DEQ’s rules prohibit siting drinking water wells within mixing zones and require additional setback distances to protect human health.

Many Montana streams and rivers receive a portion of their baseflow from ground water, so pollutants that move through aquifers could eventually reach surface waters. For high‑quality surface waters, DEQ applies nondegradation provisions in ARM 17.30.715 and Department Circular DEQ‑7, including a nitrate “trigger value” of 0.01 mg/L above background that defines a nonsignificant increase in in‑stream nitrate concentration. When a proposed subsurface discharge is located within specified distances (one‑quarter to one‑half mile, depending on soil and hydrogeologic conditions) of a downgradient state surface water, DEQ may require a “trigger analysis” that uses conservative mass‑balance methods to estimate potential in‑stream concentration changes and determine whether they remain below DEQ‑7 trigger values.

To evaluate the proposed action within a watershed context, DEQ determines whether surface water impact or “trigger” analysis is required (i.e., whether the proposed action is within one-quarter or one-half mile of a downgradient state surface water, depending on soil type). The quarter‑mile and half‑mile distance thresholds used in DEQ’s trigger analysis trace to hydrogeologic work in the Gallatin River Outstanding Resource Water (ORW) Final EIS (DEQ, 2007), which developed setback criteria based on one‑year ground water time‑of‑travel distances (approximately 1,320 feet and 2,640 feet, depending on aquifer vulnerability). That Final EIS explained that shorter travel times provide limited opportunity for dilution and attenuation before contaminants reach surface waters. That Final EIS derived the setback methodology from estimated depth to ground water, ground water velocity by hydrogeologic unit, geologic mapping of surficial deposits, and published studies.

DEQ’s October 2015 nondegradation guidance for onsite systems incorporated these distance thresholds as screening criteria for determining when an adjacent‑to‑surface‑water trigger analysis is required. 

More recently, Senate Bill 285 (2023) directed DEQ to adopt rules that limit the adjacent‑to‑surface‑water trigger analysis to a maximum of one-quarter or one-half mile from the drainfield to a surface water, depending on soil type, effectively codifying the thresholds that DEQ had used administratively.

If a trigger analysis is not required, DEQ relies on site‑scale hydrogeologic screening (distance to surface water, depth to ground water, and soil type), conservative mass‑balance modeling for all project phases, documented nutrient attenuation processes, and comparison to numeric standards and background conditions to conclude that the project’s nutrient contributions would result in only nonsignificant changes in ground water and would not measurably affect surface water quality.

If a trigger analysis is required, DEQ analyzes whether the SWTS discharge, in combination with other discharges, would cumulatively cause the in‑stream concentration of nitrogen to increase above the DEQ‑7 trigger value. In these cases, DEQ consults absorption‑system application rates and soil‑classification modifiers in ARM 17.30.715 and Circular DEQ‑4 to assess relative travel time and vulnerability for surface waters within one-quarter to one-half mile. Faster soil‑application rates and very cobbly, stony, or bouldery soils are associated with shorter travel times and reduced natural treatment, so systems in these settings receive closer scrutiny. Using the soil‑application rate and soil‑classification modifier provides a consistent process to estimate the relative amount of natural treatment and travel time between the wastewater discharge and surface water and to determine whether predicted in‑stream concentration changes remain below trigger values.

2.1.2.1 Direct Impacts
Construction: Stripping vegetation, and excavation for construction and installation of SWTS, would create bare or stockpiled soils that can be mobilized by stormwater runoff. Disturbances that exceed one acre must obtain authorization under DEQ’s construction stormwater general permit, which includes enforceable conditions to prevent off‑site transport of sediment to surface waters. 

Persons causing disturbances that are less than one acre are still expected to implement best management practices and must comply with state and local setback requirements (e.g., ARM 17.36.323 and 17.36.918), which effectively prevent stormwater impacts to surface waters at that scale. Following construction, disturbed areas would be recovered with stockpiled soil and revegetated, reducing the potential for ongoing sediment delivery.

Operation: During operation of an SWTS, treated effluent would recharge the shallow aquifer (if present) and may locally increase ground water concentrations of parameters that are higher in the effluent than in ambient ground water, such as nitrate and, to a lesser extent, phosphorus. These regulated parameters are defined in DEQ-7. At the scale of an individual system, this recharge can create a small ground water “mound” beneath and downgradient of the drainfield. 

DEQ evaluates each proposed action under nondegradation rules in ARM 17.30.715 using conservative mixing‑zone modeling to ensure that concentrations at and beyond the mixing‑zone boundary remain below nonsignificance criteria and applicable standards, so that any direct changes in groundwater quality are minor and localized.

[bookmark: _Hlk170385499]2.1.2.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: No additional secondary impacts from constructing an SWTS, beyond those described as direct impacts, are anticipated. Erosion and sediment controls and revegetation are intended to prevent off-site transport of sediment to surface waters.

Operation: Secondary impacts of constructing and operating an SWTS are associated with designated ground water mixing zones, where treated effluent disperses and dilutes in the receiving aquifer downgradient of drainfields. DEQ anticipates and authorizes exceedances of water quality standards within the mixing zone boundaries. Accordingly, certain uses such as drinking‑water supply wells are restricted by regulation from those areas, so the presence of the mixing zone can constrain future well siting in that localized area.  

Water quality outside a mixing‑zone boundary is required to remain high‑quality and protective of all beneficial uses, which limits the spatial extent of any degradation. In situations where the drinking water supply for development is drawn from a different aquifer or source than the one receiving treated effluent, any long‑term transfer of water between hydrologic units is negligible relative to background flows and does not measurably alter water‑resource function. 

2.1.2.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: None anticipated. Similar, small‑scale construction disturbances across multiple projects are individually temporary and regulated under stormwater and setback requirements, so their collective effect on water quality is negligible when best management practices are applied.

Operation at the site scale: For each proposed action, DEQ evaluates all proposed primary and replacement drainfields together, considering soil classification, application rate, depth to limiting layers (such as seasonally high ground water, clay horizons, or bedrock), and distance to the nearest surface water, and applies nondegradation criteria in ARM 17.30.715. 

Discharges that meet the nitrate nonsignificance criteria at the end of the ground water mixing zone (including 50‑year phosphorus soil‑retention requirements) are, by DEQ rule, considered to cause nonsignificant changes in water quality, so even in the aggregate, the systems within a single project are not expected to create significant nutrient loading to ground or surface water at the project scale. The nonsignificance criteria consider the quantity and strength of the pollutant, the length of time the changes will occur, and the character of the pollutant. 

Operation at the watershed scale: At the watershed scale, DEQ considers the combined loading from multiple compliant systems in relation to background water quality, existing impairments, and the assimilative capacity of downgradient surface waters. Individually, each system contributes a small, localized increase in groundwater nitrate or phosphorus that is constrained by nondegradation rules; cumulatively, these contributions could cause a de minimis change in watershed‑scale conditions mitigated by travel time and natural processes that cause denitrification and phosphorus adsorption. 

Because nonsignificance criteria, DEQ‑7 trigger values, and setback and mixing‑zone requirements are designed so that each individual discharge causes only a small, nonsignificant change, the cumulative effect of many such systems within a watershed would be expected to remain within water‑quality standards and would not measurably degrade high‑quality ground water. 

When multiple SWTS in an area all meet the applicable nitrate nonsignificance criterion at the end of the mixing zone (refer to ARM 17.30.715(1)(d)); are located beyond the statutory “adjacent to surface water” distances OR pass the “trigger” analysis of potential surface water impact; and pass the 50‑year soil phosphorus capacity test, then the potential impacts to state waters from nitrate and phosphorus are considered nonsignificant for nondegradation purposes. 

Under MEPA, DEQ relies on these scientifically developed thresholds and cumulative‑effect provisions to conclude that, for SWTS designed and reviewed in accordance with 75‑5‑301, MCA, and ARM 17.30.715 and 17.30.716, aggregate changes in ground water quality and any resulting influence on downgradient surface waters would be nonsignificant, would remain within applicable water‑quality standards, and would not alter the function or integrity of water resources.

[bookmark: _Toc225841820]2.1.3 AIR QUALITY
According to the Clean Air Act of 1977, any national park that is greater than 6,000 acres, and any wilderness area greater than 5,000 acres, are considered Class I airsheds. Although Class I airsheds are managed and regulated by the National Park Service, United States Fish and Wildlife Service, United States Forest Service, and Native American Tribes, Montana may still designate areas to be considered Class 1 airsheds to better protect the air quality of a certain area. A map of Class I airsheds in reference to the proposed site would be consulted for each proposed SWTS. 

The Clean Air Act requires EPA to set National Ambient Air Quality Standards for pollutants. Primary standards protect the health of "sensitive" populations such as asthmatics, children, and the elderly. Secondary standards protect against decreased visibility and damage to animals, crops, vegetation, and buildings. A person that constructs or operates an SWTS is required to abide by the federal standards. 

Construction of an SWTS may cause minimal fugitive dust and exhaust emissions. Accordingly, persons constructing SWTS would be expected to maintain compliance with Montana’s Air Quality Act (Title 75, chapter 2, MCA), including taking reasonable precautions to control airborne particulate matter. For each proposed SWTS, DEQ would identify the nearest Class I airshed, if any.

2.1.3.1 Direct impacts
Construction: During construction of an SWTS, activities such as stripping topsoil, leveling the site, and excavating for tank and drainfield placement may generate short-term emissions of exhaust from diesel-powered equipment and fugitive dust from disturbed soils and travel on unpaved access roads. These impacts would be localized around the construction site and limited to the construction duration (typically two to thirty days per project as described in Section 1.4).  

Best management practices (BMPs), such as minimizing the area of disturbance, applying water on access roads as needed, and restricting unnecessary travel on access roads, would be implemented to limit the impacts of particulate matter.

Operation: No direct air-quality impacts are anticipated from operation of SWTS. The SWTS are buried in soil and covered with vegetation and would not generate any airborne pollutants or particulates during normal operation.

2.1.3.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: Dust may be produced during construction of an SWTS along existing gravel or dirt roads to and from the area around the SWTS. These secondary impacts would be minor and short-term and are expected to be mitigated through BMPs such as speed management, limiting unnecessary travel, and water application when conditions are dry and dusty. 

Operation: No secondary air-quality impacts are anticipated from operation of SWTS because routine use and maintenance of SWTS would not involve other air-emitting activities that would generate airborne pollutants or particulates.

2.1.3.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: The production of dust and equipment exhaust from SWTS construction could add minimally to emissions from nearby roadway travel and other local activities. Because each SWTS disturbs a relatively small area for a short duration (two to thirty days per system type, as described in Section 1.4), and because BMPs are used to control dust, the cumulative contribution of these SWTS to regional air‑quality conditions is expected to be minor and would not measurably affect compliance with state or federal air‑quality standards.

Operation: No cumulative air-quality impacts are anticipated from operation of SWTS because installed systems do not emit air pollutants, and any intermittent maintenance‑related vehicle trips would be negligible relative to existing background traffic.

[bookmark: _Toc225841821]2.1.4 VEGETATION COVER, QUANTITY, AND QUALITY
The Montana Natural Heritage Program (MNHP) compiles an online report to classify plant Species of Concern and Potential Concern in the state, employing a standardized ranking system to denote global (rangewide) and state status. Species are assigned numeric ranks ranging from 1 (highest risk, greatest concern) to 5 (demonstrably secure), reflecting the relative degree of risk to the species’ viability, based upon available information. Species of Concern are native taxa that are at-risk due to declining population trends, threats to their habitats, restricted distribution, and/or other factors. 

Designation as a Montana Species of Concern or Potential Species of Concern is based on the Montana status rank and is not a statutory or regulatory classification. Rare plants or cover types would be evaluated in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist.

In addition to rare plant considerations, noxious weed prevention and control on disturbed sites are guided by Montana’s noxious weed laws, including the Montana County Noxious Weed Control Act, which requires county weed districts and landowners to manage listed noxious weeds and prevent their spread.

2.1.4.1 Direct impacts
Construction: Existing vegetation within the footprint of tanks, treatment units, drainfields, and associated piping would be removed to allow for excavation. For a single system, ground disturbance would typically be less than one acre, and construction of multiple systems is limited to a maximum of 10 acres of disturbance under this Programmatic EA. These impacts would be contained to the construction site. 

The direct impact of an SWTS on vegetative communities would be expected to be long-term and minor, because disturbed areas would be regraded and revegetated with shallow‑rooted grasses following construction. For each proposed SWTS, DEQ staff would check the MTNHP to identify any plant Species of Concern or rare plant communities within the area around the proposed SWTS.

Operation: During operation, the majority of SWTS components would remain underground and covered with soil and vegetative cover, and routine maintenance activities would not require additional vegetative clearing. No long‑term direct impacts to rare vegetation, cover types, or the general vegetative community are anticipated during normal operation beyond the permanent conversion of the small area occupied by system components and access paths established during construction. 

Should rare vegetative communities be present at the site proposed for the SWTS, those would be documented in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist. 
​
2.1.4.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: The buried components of an SWTS would be covered with shallow-rooted grasses. The previously existing vegetation would be converted to grasses. Stripping vegetation and ground disturbance would create bare soil that could be colonized by noxious weeds or other invasive species, particularly along access routes, staging areas, and around the SWTS footprint. Without management, this could lead to localized, long‑term changes in species composition and continued weed pressure in the disturbed areas. 

To minimize these secondary impacts, after constructing an SWTS, applicants would be expected to implement weed‑management and reclamation practices consistent with local county weed board or district requirements, which implement state noxious weed laws, including timely reseeding with appropriate species and monitoring and treating noxious weeds after construction. 

Operation: Once vegetation is re-established over the disturbed areas, no additional secondary impacts to vegetation cover, quantity, or quality are anticipated from routine operation of the SWTS. Any ongoing noxious weed management would be conducted in coordination with local weed control requirements implementing state noxious weed laws.

2.1.4.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: Propagation of noxious weeds could add to other noxious weed issues in the area around an SWTS. Also, construction of an SWTS and subsequent reclamation could cause a change in species composition in the vicinity. This impact could be long-term to permanent. 

However, applicants are required to implement weed‑management measures consistent with county weed district programs and the Montana County Noxious Weed Control Act, including reseeding disturbed areas with appropriate species and monitoring and treating noxious weeds for a period after construction. With weed control and reclamation measures in place, establishment and spread of noxious weeds are not expected to result in additional, measurable cumulative impacts on vegetation cover, quantity, or quality in the broader area around the SWTS.

Operation: No cumulative impacts to vegetation cover, quantity, and quality are anticipated from operation because SWTS components remain buried and revegetated areas are maintained under ongoing weed‑management requirements, so no additional long‑term change in species composition beyond the reclaimed condition is expected. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841822]2.1.5 TERRESTRIAL, AVIAN, AND AQUATIC LIFE AND HABITATS
Montana Animal Species of Concern are native Montana animals considered to be "at risk" due to declining population trends, threats to their habitats, and/or restricted distribution and are reported jointly between the MTNHP and Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (MFWP). 

Designation as a Montana Species of Concern or Potential Species of Concern is based on the Montana Status Rank and is not a statutory or regulatory classification. The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) reports federally threatened and endangered species defined in the Endangered Species Act (ESA), and these data are also compiled by the MTNHP. 

For each proposed SWTS, DEQ would consult the MTNHP to identify any terrestrial, avian, or aquatic Species of Concern or federally listed species within the analysis area, and document those findings in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist for the proposed SWTS. 

The Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Program (SGHCP) works to sustain viable sage grouse populations and conserve habitat. SWTS applicants are required to submit a development project application through SGHCP if the prospective site for a proposed SWTS is in core, general, or connectivity habitats, or in a BLM priority area. If the proposed SWTS site is located in one of these areas, the SGHCP-approved mitigation plan would be included with the SWTS application and relied on to address any required habitat conservation or offset measures.  

2.1.5.1 Direct impacts
Construction: The impacts on terrestrial, avian, and aquatic life habitats from a proposed SWTS would be negligible and short-term due to the small area of ground disturbance (less than one acre per system and up to 10 acres for multiple SWTS. under this Programmatic EA). 

Construction activities such as vegetation removal, excavation, and short‑term equipment noise may temporarily disrupt or displace wildlife from the immediate area and reduce the quality of habitat within the disturbance footprint. Animals present during construction would be expected to temporarily avoid the project area and use adjacent, undisturbed habitats, which are typically available given the small footprint. 

No long-term adverse effects on wildlife summer or winter ranges are anticipated from construction of SWTS because disturbance is localized to the area around the SWTS, construction is short-term (one to thirty days), and disturbed areas would be reclaimed and revegetated after construction. While there may be some disturbance, the scope of the project would allow terrestrial and avian wildlife to continue to travel through the disturbance area. 

Operation: During normal operation, SWTS components are buried and covered with soil and vegetative cover and do not produce continuous noise, light, or traffic beyond existing development patterns. As a result, no additional long‑term direct impacts to terrestrial, avian, or aquatic habitats are anticipated beyond the small area of permanent ground disturbance associated with system components and access routes established during construction. 

Potential changes to aquatic habitats from nutrient loading are evaluated in Section 2.1.2. Based on that analysis, operation of a compliant SWTS is not expected to result in significant impacts to aquatic habitats. 

2.1.5.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: Secondary impacts could include short‑term changes in wildlife movement patterns near the site of an SWTS due to increased human presence, equipment activity, and noise. These effects are expected to be minor and reversible because construction durations are brief (typically one to 30 days per SWTS, as described in Section 1.4) and most SWTS are located in areas already influenced by human activity. 

Operation: No secondary impacts to terrestrial, avian, or aquatic life habitats would be anticipated from operation of an SWTS. Routine inspection and maintenance would involve infrequent site visits and would not materially alter habitat structure, noise levels, or disturbance patterns relative to existing conditions.

2.1.5.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: No cumulative impacts to terrestrial, avian, or aquatic life habitats would be anticipated from construction of an SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA. Individually, each SWTS disturbs a small area for a short duration, and collectively these disturbances occur in dispersed locations and are subject to reclamation and vegetation recovery, which limits the potential for cumulative habitat loss or fragmentation.

Operation: No cumulative impacts to terrestrial, avian, or aquatic life habitats would be anticipated from operation of an SWTS. Mitigation and prevention of potential cumulative impacts to aquatic habitats from long term operation of an SWTS, including nutrient contributions to water resources, are addressed in Section 2.1.2, where DEQ applies nondegradation criteria, setback requirements, and trigger analyses to ensure that pollutant levels remain within protective thresholds. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841823]2.1.6 HISTORY, CULTURE, AND ARCHEOLOGICAL UNIQUENESS
The Montana Cultural Resource Database under State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) indicates where there are both inventoried and historical sites present within an area of Montana. An SWTS applicant would be required to search SHPO’s archeological resource files and include the results of the search in the file for the SWTS application.
It is SHPO’s position that any structure over fifty years of age is considered historic and is potentially eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. If any structures are within the area around a proposed SWTS and are over fifty years old, SHPO recommends that they be recorded, and that a determination of their eligibility be made prior to any disturbance taking place. Should structures over fifty years of age need to be altered, or if cultural materials were to be inadvertently discovered during construction of an SWTS, SHPO requests that they be contacted, and that the site be investigated.
2.1.6.1 Direct impacts
Construction: Installation of SWTS requires soil disturbance for excavation for tanks, piping, and drainfields, typically limited to shallow depths and small, scattered footprints (less than one acre per system and up to 10 acres for multiple SWTS, under this Programmatic EA). Where no cultural resources are present within the disturbance footprint, no direct impacts are anticipated. 

Persons locating SWTS on county, state, tribal, or federal land must consult with SHPO as appropriate prior to disturbing the soil. 

If a proposed SWTS would be located on private lands, the site may include historical or archaeological resources, and mitigating impacts to those resources would be at the discretion of the private landowner. If a proposed SWTS were on public land, additional cultural mitigations, survey, and regulatory actions could occur. 

Operation: During normal operation of an SWTS, all system components are buried, and no additional ground disturbance is expected. No direct impacts to historic, cultural, or archaeological resources are anticipated during operation.

2.1.6.2 Secondary impacts
[bookmark: _Hlk173151255]Construction: Where no cultural resources are present within the area that would be disturbed during construction of an SWTS, no secondary impacts to historic or cultural resources are anticipated. Construction‑related ground disturbance, noise and traffic would be temporary and would not alter the character or setting of historic properties beyond the brief construction period.

Operation: No secondary impacts to history, culture, and archeological uniqueness are anticipated from operation of a SWTS.

2.1.6.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: The SWTS covered under this Programmatic EA involve small, dispersed ground‑disturbance areas that are screened for cultural resources during project review. Because projects with potential to affect known sites would be further reviewed, the cumulative effect of these SWTS is not expected to measurably diminish the integrity or availability of historic, cultural, or archaeological resources at the local or statewide scale.
 
Operation: No cumulative impacts to history, culture, and archeological uniqueness are anticipated from operation of a SWTS. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841824]2.1.7 DEMANDS ON HUMAN RESOURCES OR ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES OF LAND, WATER, AIR, OR ENERGY
In this Programmatic EA, DEQ proposes to authorize construction and operation of SWTS. If an SWTS includes pumps, it could impose minor energy demands, consistent with the power use of a regular home. Related activities could use energy, water, air, and land resources in the area. No unusual demands on land, water, air, or energy are anticipated from SWTS

2.1.7.1 Direct impacts
Construction: Construction of an SWTS would use small amounts of fuel for equipment and temporarily occupy portions of land within the disturbance footprint (less than one acre per system and up to 10 acres for multiple SWTS, under this Programmatic EA). These short‑term uses are typical of small construction projects and are not expected to create unusual or significant demands on land, water, air, or energy beyond those already discussed for soils, water quality, air quality, and vegetation. 

Operation: During operation, SWTS may use a small amount of electricity for pumps or controls, comparable to the power use of a typical home or small facility. SWTS do not require continuous withdrawals of new water supplies, do not emit air pollutants, and occupy a small, fixed area of land. Therefore, operation of SWTS is not expected to create unusual or significant demands on land, water, air, or energy. 

2.1.7.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: No secondary impacts to demands on environmental resources of land, water, air, or energy would be expected from construction of an SWTS beyond those already described under direct impacts for other resource sections (e.g., temporary fuel use and small‑scale land disturbance). 

Operation: No secondary impacts to demands on environmental resources of land, water, air, or energy would be expected during operation of an SWTS because SWTS do not induce additional resource‑intensive activities beyond normal residential or small commercial use.

2.1.7.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: No cumulative impacts to demands on environmental resources of land, water, air, or energy would be expected from construction of an SWTS. Individually, each SWTS uses modest amounts of fuel and land for a short duration, and collectively these dispersed SWTS do not measurably alter regional availability or use of land, water, air, or energy resources.

Operation: No cumulative impacts to demands on environmental resources of land, water, air, or energy would be expected from operation of SWTS because SWTS energy and land demands are similar to other small‑scale development already occurring across Montana and do not require new large‑scale infrastructure or resource extraction.

[bookmark: _Toc225841825]2.1.8 HUMAN HEALTH AND SAFETY
As discussed above in Section 2.1.2, SWTS mixing zones effectively limit the potential impacts of an SWTS on the beneficial use of ground water to drinking water, rendering those potential impacts nonsignificant. 

Well isolation zones are areas around wellheads or other drinking water sources where contaminants are not allowed, for protection of human health. Dimensions of well isolation zones are specified in DEQ Circular DEQ-1 (for public supplies) and Circular DEQ-20 (for nonpublic supplies). Mixing zones or any of the SWTS components discussed in this Programmatic EA may not extend into well isolation zones without SWTS-specific review and the grant of a waiver. Mixing zones and well isolation zones are individual measures to protect ground water quality and the beneficial use of ground water for drinking water. Together they effectively limit potential impacts from SWTS to human health to nonsignificance.

Circular DEQ-4 imposes requirements on appropriate site selection, system design, and installation of SWTS that collectively ensure proper function from the SWTS.

DEQ uses the Virulo model, a probabilistic screening tool developed by EPA to predict how enteric viruses from wastewater or septic effluent move and are attenuated in unsaturated soils between a source (like a drainfield) and ground water. It uses Monte Carlo simulations to estimate virus removal (log attenuation) as effluent percolates through one or more soil layers, accounting for physical filtration, sorption, and inactivation processes and providing a probability of failing to achieve a target log reduction. 

Montana DEQ applies Virulo in sanitation review as part of its horizontal pathogen reduction and setback evaluations for onsite wastewater systems, using standardized soil inputs (limited to the soil textures available in the model) to estimate the log reduction of viruses that would occur between a proposed drainfield and nearby features such as wells or surface waters. Those Virulo‑based attenuation estimates are then compared to required pathogen reduction goals under DEQ’s standards to determine whether proposed lot layouts, drainfield locations, and separation distances provide adequate public health protection or whether design changes or increased setbacks are needed before DEQ can issue a certificate of subdivision approval.

An SWTS applicant would be required to adhere to all applicable state and federal safety laws. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) has developed rules and guidelines to reduce the risks associated with labor such as constructing an SWTS. Few, if any, members of the public would be in immediate proximity to an SWTS during construction. 

2.1.8.1 Direct impacts
Construction: Direct impacts to human health and safety of a proposed SWTS are mitigated by OSHA rules and guidelines. No direct risks to human health and safety are expected from construction of SWTS. Contractors are required to follow applicable state and federal safety laws, including use of temporary fencing and barricades to protect the public from entering the construction area, and trench boxes if excavating deeply to prevent injury to workers. Few, if any, members of the public are expected to be in immediate proximity to SWTS during construction, so direct risks to the public are minimal.

Operation: Protection of drinking‑water quality is addressed through multiple, overlapping safeguards. Under the Montana Water Quality Act and the nondegradation and mixing zone rules (ARM 17.30 Subchapters 5 and 7), DEQ evaluates each SWTS using conservative groundwater mixing‑zone modeling to ensure that nitrate and other pollutants remain within nonsignificance criteria at and beyond the mixing‑zone boundary. Well isolation zones around public and nonpublic drinking‑water sources, as defined in Circular DEQ‑1 and Circular DEQ‑20, prohibit siting SWTS components or mixing zones within specified distances of wells. In addition, DEQ uses the Virulo model, a probabilistic screening tool, to evaluate virus attenuation between drainfields and nearby wells or surface waters and to confirm that required pathogen‑reduction goals are achieved. Together, these design standards, setback requirements, and pathogen and nutrient analyses limit potential impacts to human health from operation of SWTS. 
2.1.8.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: No secondary impacts to human health and safety would be anticipated from construction of SWTS. After construction, disturbed areas would be backfilled, covered with stockpiled soil, and revegetated, eliminating open excavations or other physical hazards.

Operation: No secondary impacts to human health or safety would be anticipated from operation of SWTS. Because SWTS must meet design, setback, and nondegradation requirements, and because mixing zones and well isolation zones are designed to protect drinking‑water supplies, routine operation of compliant SWTS is not expected to create additional health risks beyond existing background conditions.

2.1.8.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: No cumulative impacts to human health or safety would be anticipated from construction of SWTS. Construction activities are short‑term and localized, and standard safety practices and regulations apply to each project individually, so there is no mechanism by which many small SWTS would combine to create broader construction‑related health or safety risks. 

Operation: No cumulative impacts to human health or safety would be anticipated from operation of SWTS. Because each individual SWTS must meet nondegradation criteria, mixing‑zone limits, Virulo‑based pathogen reduction goals, and well isolation requirements that are specifically designed to protect drinking‑water use, the collective operation of many compliant systems is not expected to cause overall degradation of public health conditions within a watershed or aquifer.

[bookmark: _Toc225841826]2.1.9 AESTHETICS
Activities related to the proposed SWTS may be visible from nearby roads, houses, or businesses. 

The area around the SWTS would be temporarily visible to those passing by during the construction activities, which could last from one to 30 days, but there would be no permanent, significant change to topography or the viewshed as the SWTS would be located below ground and covered with grass. An elevated sand mound over an SWTS would cause a local increase in soil surface, but it would be small and covered with grass.  

[bookmark: _Hlk160623466]Noise associated with construction of an SWTS may be heard by receptors located in an area where sound related to the project has not been fully diminished by distance or another sound-dampening feature.

Please refer to the photographs in Figures 1-5 for illustrations of in-progress and completed construction of SWTS.

2.1.9.1 Direct impacts
Construction: Installation of an SWTS would temporarily alter the visual character of the immediate area around the SWTS through the presence of excavation equipment, open trenches, stockpiled soil, and disturbed vegetation. These changes may be temporarily visible to or heard in the surrounding area, or from observation points that are unobstructed by topography or forested vegetation. 

Aesthetic impacts from construction activities would be minimal and short-term. After installation, some components may be visible above ground such as alarm boxes, tank access risers, ventilation pipes, and inspection risers, resulting in minor visual impacts that would be expected to conform with surrounding land uses (e.g., utility components in residential areas). After construction, disturbed areas would be backfilled, regraded, and revegetated, and construction equipment and materials would be removed.

Noise would only be generated during excavation and installation an SWTS.
 
Operation: During operation, the SWTS would be buried and covered with soil and vegetative cover, with only minor above‑ground features such as access risers or control panels visible at the surface. These elements are small in scale and typically similar in appearance to other utility features found in residential or small commercial settings, so no long‑term, noticeable adverse impacts to the overall viewshed are anticipated. The site location would be converted from pre-existing vegetation to a grassy field. If the SWTS includes an advanced treatment system, an above-ground alarm would provide notice of malfunction as a safety mechanism. Alarms are designed to attract attention, but the noise impacts to nearby receptors would be short-term and local.

2.1.9.2 Secondary impacts
Construction: No secondary impacts to aesthetics would be expected from construction of an SWTS. Temporary construction‑related changes in visual quality would subside once work and reclamation is complete.

Operation: No secondary impacts to aesthetics would be expected from operation of an SWTS. An SWTS does not introduce new lighting, large above‑ground structures, noises, or noticeable emissions that could degrade visual quality.

2.1.9.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction: No cumulative impacts to aesthetics would be expected from construction of an SWTS. Each project affects a small area for a short duration, and these dispersed, temporary disturbances are not expected to measurably change the visual character of landscapes at the community or regional scale.

Operation: No cumulative impacts to aesthetics would be expected from operation of an SWTS. Because the systems are largely subsurface and above‑ground components are small and similar to existing utilities, the presence of multiple compliant systems within a given area would not be expected to noticeably alter the overall appearance of the landscape.

[bookmark: _Toc225841827]2.1.10 INDUSTRIAL, COMMERCIAL, AND AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES AND PRODUCTION
Construction and installation of an SWTS would not be expected to have any impacts on industrial, commercial, and agricultural activities and production. 

2.1.10.1 Direct impacts 
Construction and operation: Construction and installation of an SWTS would occur within a small disturbance footprint (up to 10 acres under this Programmatic EA) and would not change the type of land use, or restrict access to existing industrial, commercial, or agricultural operations. During operation, an SWTS functions as utility infrastructure and does not, by itself, alter crop production, grazing capacity, or the viability of industrial or commercial activities. Therefore, no direct impacts to industrial, commercial, and agricultural activities and production are anticipated as a result of SWTS. 

2.1.10.2 Secondary impacts 
Construction and operation: No secondary impacts to industrial, commercial, and agricultural activities and production are anticipated as a result of the construction and operation of SWTS. However, construction and operation of SWTS would indirectly affect how nearby lands are managed for industrial, commercial, or agricultural purposes.

2.1.10.3 Cumulative impacts 
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to industrial, commercial, and agricultural activities and production are anticipated as a result of SWTS. The small, dispersed SWTS projects covered by this Programmatic EA do not, in aggregate, measurably alter the overall extent, productivity, or economic viability of industrial, commercial, or agricultural sectors at the local or regional scale.

[bookmark: _Toc225841828]2.1.11 QUANTITY AND DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYMENT
 Construction and operation of SWTS could create new jobs, but it is unknown whether they would require an applicant to hire additional employees. It is not anticipated that construction or operation of SWTS would create, move, or eliminate jobs.

2.1.11.1 Direct impacts 
Construction: During construction of an SWTS, it is estimated approximately two to 10 people for a short duration would be employed. Given the small workforce size and limited construction period, these jobs can be absorbed by existing local and regional labor markets without noticeably changing the overall quantity or distribution of employment.

Operation: During operation of an SWTS, one or two workers may be involved in periodic inspection, maintenance, or pumping activities, typically on an intermittent basis. This level of ongoing employment is small relative to existing employment in nearby communities and would not be expected to create, move, or eliminate jobs or otherwise affect the distribution of employment opportunities. 

2.1.11.2 Secondary impacts 
Construction and operation: No secondary impacts to quantity and distribution of employment are anticipated as a result of the construction and operation of SWTS. 

2.1.11.3 Cumulative impacts 
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to quantity and distribution of employment would be expected from the construction and operation of SWTS. Taken together across Montana, the minimal employment opportunities associated with SWTS construction and operation is expected to follow existing subdivision and development patterns rather than stimulate new economic centers and therefore would not noticeably redistribute jobs among communities.

[bookmark: _Toc225841829]2.1.12 LOCAL AND STATE TAX BASE AND REVENUES
Local, state, and federal governments would be responsible for appraising the property on which SWTS are located, setting tax rates, collecting taxes, etc., from the companies, employees, or landowners benefiting from activities related to construction and operation of SWTS. It is unlikely that the tax base would change as a result of SWTS.

2.1.12.1 Direct impacts 
Construction and operation: Approving SWTS would entail authorizing onsite wastewater treatment. The tax base could increase due to the improvements to parcels hosting new or updated SWTS. However, because each SWTS is small in scale and limited to a maximum of 10 acres of disturbance under this Programmatic EA, any resulting increase in local or state property tax collections would be negligible relative to overall tax rolls. 

2.1.12.2 Secondary impacts 
Construction and operation: No secondary impacts to local and state tax base and revenues would be anticipated as a result of constructing and operating SWTS. Authorizing an SWTS does not by itself induce new development, alter land values at a community scale, or change how tax rates are established or applied.

2.1.12.3 Cumulative impacts 
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to local and state tax base and revenues would be expected from construction and operation of SWTS. Even when considered collectively across Montana, the minor parcel‑level value increases associated with SWTS improvements are not expected to measurably affect overall tax revenues. Incremental tax revenue associated with SWTS improvements would reflect underlying subdivision and land‑use decisions and would not, by itself, drive new development patterns or shift the geographic distribution of the tax base.
​
[bookmark: _Toc225841830]2.1.13 DEMAND FOR GOVERNMENT SERVICES 
In Montana, multiple levels of government share responsibilities related to subdivisions and wastewater infrastructure. Local governments provide routine services to project areas (e.g., road maintenance, emergency response, zoning and permitting). In addition, local governments may levy impact fees on new subdivisions and other development, but only for certain public facilities, only to cover a development’s proportionate share of capital expansion costs (not maintenance or to fix existing deficiencies), and only if supported by formal service area reports and adopted by ordinance or resolution. 

County and city governments also implement subdivision review under the Subdivision and Platting Act (Title 76, chapter 3, MCA) and coordinate with DEQ on sanitation review under the Sanitation in Subdivisions Act (Title 76, chapter 4, MCA), either by forwarding applications to DEQ or, where certified, by serving as the reviewing authority for water and sanitation components. 

Local health departments or boards of health may adopt onsite wastewater regulations that are equal to or more stringent than state minimum standards and typically issue local septic permits and conduct inspections, operating in parallel with DEQ’s oversight under Circular DEQ‑4 and DEQ’s subdivision rules. As a result, approvals and oversight for SWTS occur within an existing framework of overlapping state and local jurisdiction, with DEQ focusing on water quality and sanitation standards and local governments focusing on land use, local public health requirements, and providing services.

2.1.13.1 Direct impacts 
Construction and operation: Construction and operation of SWTS would not materially change demand for government services. The limited duration of the construction phase, which would require about two to 10 people for the SWTS and a maximum of 10 acres of disturbance, for SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA, would not be expected to require any changes to government services. 

Individual projects would continue to be reviewed and permitted via existing state and local frameworks, including DEQ’s sanitation and water‑quality review and any applicable local subdivision, zoning, building, and onsite wastewater permitting processes, without creating new types of service obligations for local governments. 

DEQ’s review, approval, and compliance activities for SWTS are part of its existing statutory responsibilities under the Sanitation in Subdivisions Act, public water supply laws, and the Water Quality Act. This Programmatic EA does not expand DEQ’s jurisdiction or create new programs.

2.1.13.2 Secondary impacts 
Construction and operation: No secondary impacts to government services would be anticipated from constructing and operating SWTS. Authorizing compliant SWTS does not induce large‑scale growth, alter emergency‑response patterns, or create new service obligations beyond existing development trends. 
Any incremental workload increase for local governments (e.g., subdivision co‑review, septic permitting, or inspection) would be covered by staff who already manage similar development proposals.

2.1.13.3 Cumulative impacts 
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to government services would be anticipated from constructing and operating SWTS. When considered collectively across Montana, the SWTS projects covered by this Programmatic EA remain within the scope of existing regulatory and service frameworks and are not expected to necessitate long‑term expansions of government services. 

State and local agencies already plan for and manage demands on infrastructure, emergency response, and public health services through comprehensive planning, capital‑improvement programming, and routine budgeting. SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA would represent a continuation of these existing patterns rather than a new, distinct driver of government‑service demand. 

Over time, changes in demand for government services are expected to mirror broader patterns of changes related to subdivision and land‑use decisions, with SWTS authorizations functioning as a component of already anticipated development rather than a separate catalyst for expanded services.

[bookmark: _Toc225841831]2.1.14 ACCESS TO AND QUALITY OF RECREATIONAL AND WILDERNESS ACTIVITES 
The location of a proposed SWTS will be evaluated in relationship to recreation and wilderness sites during site‑specific review and in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist. There would be no anticipated impact to access to and quality of recreation and wilderness activities from the construction or operation of SWTS. 

2.1.14.1 Direct impacts 
Construction and operation: Direct impacts will vary depending on the site of a proposed SWTS. Thus, direct impacts will be evaluated on a site-by-site basis in DEQ’s Categorical Exclusion Checklist. 

2.1.14.2 Secondary impacts 
Construction and Operation: No secondary impacts to recreational and wilderness activities are anticipated as a result of constructing and operating SWTS. 

2.1.14.3 Cumulative impacts 
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to recreational and wilderness activities would be expected from constructing and operating SWTS.

[bookmark: _Toc225841832]2.1.15 DENSITY AND DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION AND HOUSING 
In this Programmatic EA, DEQ proposes to authorize the construction, installation, and operation of a SWTS, which would not, by itself, cause population growth or create or necessitate additional housing. 

SWTS serve individual homes or small developments proposed by private applicants and are sized to meet those specific demands, and this Programmatic EA only covers proposed SWTS that disturb no more than 10 acres and consist of up to 300 individual drainfields, which constrains the physical scale of any associated development.

2.1.15.1 Direct impacts
Construction and operation: The construction and operation of SWTS would not cause population growth or create or necessitate additional housing. Thus, impacts to the density and distribution of the population and housing would not be anticipated as a result of the construction and operation of SWTS. 

The operation phase would require less than two people for the life of the project. Most communities that are located near the SWTS have the ability to absorb two to 10 construction personnel for less than 90 days without a noticeable change, and this level of staffing would expected for one to two personnel for the operation phase as well. 

2.1.15.2 Secondary impacts
Construction and operation: No secondary impacts to the density and distribution of the population and housing would be anticipated as a result of constructing and operating SWTS. Approval of SWTS does not change zoning or otherwise influence where growth occurs; those decisions remain with local planning and zoning authorities.

2.1.15.3 Cumulative impacts
Construction and operation: No cumulative impacts to the density and distribution of the population and housing would be expected from the construction and operation of SWTS. Even when considered collectively across Montana, the SWTS projects covered by this Programmatic EA are expected to track existing subdivision and land‑use decisions, rather than inducing new growth patterns, and therefore will not measurably alter the regional population distribution or housing density.

[bookmark: _Toc225841833]2.1.16 SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND MORES 
The limited duration of constructing SWTS, which would employ about two to 10 people and cause a maximum of 10 acres of disturbance would not be expected to have direct, secondary, or cumulative impacts on the social structure and mores of areas around new or improved SWTS. Also, approving SWTS will not induce large‑scale in‑migration, tourism, or commercial activity that might alter local traditions, social networks, or civic participation.

[bookmark: _Toc225841834]2.1.17 CULTURAL UNIQUENESS AND DIVERSITY 
The construction and operation of SWTS would not be expected to affect cultural uniqueness or diversity in the areas around the SWTS. SWTS are buried utility infrastructure that serve existing or planned residential and small commercial uses and do not change the mix of cultural groups present, the languages spoken, or the distinctive cultural practices that characterize a community. 

The limited construction workforce (about two to 10 workers per SWTS for a short duration) and minimal long-term operational staffing (one to two workers) can be absorbed by nearby communities without noticeable changes in cultural uniqueness and diversity. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841835]2.1.18 PRIVATE PROPERTY IMPACTS 
The proposed action is to authorize construction and operation of a SWTS. DEQ has determined, however, that the authorization includes conditions that are reasonably necessary to ensure compliance with § 76-4-101 et seq., 75-5-101 et seq., and 75-6-101 et seq., MCA. Because the approval implements these statutory requirements and does not deprive property owners of all reasonable, economically beneficial use of their property, DEQ has determined that the proposed action is not expected to have private property‑taking or damage implications.

[bookmark: _Toc225841836]2.1.19 OTHER APPROPRIATE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES 
In this Programmatic EA, DEQ propose to merely continue its existing role in reviewing SWTS and is not expected to introduce other social or economic circumstances beyond those already discussed in Sections 2.1.11 through 2.1.18. From a broader social and economic perspective, SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA are anticipated to track existing planning and land‑use decisions, so they are not expected to create new growth fronts or substantially alter the long‑term distribution of communities across the state.

[bookmark: _Toc160623258][bookmark: _Toc225841837]2.1.20 GREENHOUSE GAS ASSESSMENT
DEQ is required to evaluate greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions for proposed actions that meet the statutory definition of a fossil fuel activity, in accordance with 75-1-211 and 75-1-220, MCA. However, pursuant to 75-1-220(8), MCA, water quality-related actions are excluded from the definition of fossil fuel activities and therefore a GHG assessment is not mandatory. 

Instead, when assessing the construction and operation of SWTS, to determine if a GHG assessment is needed, DEQ applies the normal MEPA standard of whether GHG emission impacts are potentially significant. ARM 17.4.609(3)(d)–(e).

Based on the short duration of constructing SWTS, the limited amount and size of construction equipment, and the absence of any combustion‑based processes during normal operation of SWTS, DEQ concludes that the construction and operation of an SWTS would not meaningfully increase GHG emissions. Thus, no additional GHG assessment is necessary for purposes of this Programmatic EA. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841838]3. DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES
[bookmark: _Toc225841839]3.1 ADDITIONAL ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED
Pursuant to ARM 17.4.609, when an applicant proposes an action with the potential to have an impact on the Montana environment, the associated EA must include a description of reasonable alternatives. For purposes of MEPA, the alternatives analysis must include the “no action” alternative. 

However, if an applicant demonstrates compliance with all applicable rules, a “no action” alternative would not be appropriate. Rather, a “no action” alternative forms the baseline from which the impacts of a proposed action can be measured. 

Pursuant to 75-1-201(4)(a), MCA, DEQ “may not withhold, deny, or impose conditions on any permit or other authority to act based on” an EA. Therefore, if an application to construct and operate an SWTS meets all the requirements for permit approval, DEQ cannot require any alternative to the proposed SWTS, including a “no action” alternative. 

[bookmark: _Toc225841840]3.1.1 NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE 
Under MEPA, when considering a proposed action, DEQ must also consider a "no action" alternative. The "no action" alternative would deny the proposed action. Thus, an applicant would lack the authority to construct an SWTS, and any potential impacts that would result from constructing the SWTS, as discussed in Sections 2.1.1 through 2.1.20, would not occur. 

If an SWTS applicant demonstrates compliance with all applicable rules described in Section 1.2, the “no action” alternative would not be appropriate because DEQ could not deny the application. Rather, the “no action” alternative forms the baseline from which the impacts of constructing and operating SWTS can be measured where the requirements described in Section 1.2 are met.

[bookmark: _Toc225841841]3.2 CONSULTATION
DEQ engaged in internal and external efforts to identify substantive issues and/or concerns related to the constructing and operating SWTS. Internal scoping consisted of internal review of this Programmatic EA document by DEQ staff. External scoping efforts included queries to the following:

· Montana State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO)
· Montana Department of Natural Resource and Conservation (DNRC)
· Montana Department of Transportation (MDT)
· US Geological Society – National Hydrography Data Set
· Montana Natural Heritage Program (MTNHP)
· Montana Cadastral Mapping Program
· Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology (MBMG)
· Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Program (SGHCP)
· U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Threatened and Endangered Fishes
· Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks Bull Trout Conservation website
· United States Department of Interior, Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
· United States Forest Service (USFS)

[bookmark: _Toc225841842]3.3 NEED FOR FURTHER ANALYSIS AND CONSIDERATION OF DEQ SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
When determining whether the preparation of an EIS is needed, DEQ is required to consider the seven significance criteria set forth in ARM 17.4.608, which are as follows:

· The severity, duration, geographic extent, and frequency of the occurrence of the impact;
· The probability that the impact will occur if the proposed action occurs, or conversely, reasonable assurance, in keeping with the potential severity of an impact, that the impact will not occur;
· Growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects of the impact, including the relationship or contribution of the impact to cumulative impacts;
· The quantity and quality of each environmental resource or value that would be affected, including the uniqueness and fragility of those resources and values;
· The importance to the state and to society of each environmental resource or value that would be affected;
· Any precedent that would be set as a result of an impact of the proposed action that would commit DEQ to future actions with significant impacts or to a decision, in principle, about such future actions; and
· Potential conflicts with local, state, or federal laws, rules, or formal plans.

Severity, duration, and extent: The severity, duration, geographic extent, and frequency of the occurrence of the impacts associated with construction and operation of an SWTS would be limited. Construction and operation of an SWTS would result in disturbing less than 10 acres, for SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA. Construction activities at the site of an SWTS would be temporary and short-term. The impact on any disclosed unique, endangered, fragile, or limited environmental resources would be limited to the disturbance area of less than 10 acres. After construction activities were complete, the site would be revegetated.

There could be temporary impacts to viewshed aesthetics from the construction and from equipment associated with the construction. The disturbance may be visible from nearby public roads or residences. However, the visual disturbance would be temporary and would not dominate the landscape. Due to the temporary nature of construction, disturbances to the viewshed would subside once work was completed.

As discussed in this Programmatic EA, DEQ did not identify any significant impacts, for any environmental resource, associated with DEQ approval to construct and operate an SWTS. 

Growth-related and cumulative considerations: DEQ does not believe that constructing and operating SWTS would have any growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects. Specifically, the limited duration of the construction phase, which would require about two to 10 people and cause a maximum of 10 acres of ground disturbance, would not be expected to create noticeable changes to the area around the SWTS, and operation of the SWTS would require fewer than two people for the life of the SWTS. Most nearby communities will have the ability to absorb two to 10 construction personnel for less than 90 days without a noticeable change, plus one to two personnel for operation of the SWTS. 

 There would be minor impacts to water quality within the designated SWTS mixing zone due to the addition of treated effluent to local ground water (if present). A nonsignificant increase in nitrogen and phosphorus at the watershed scale represents a negligible, nonsignificant impact. Because nonsignificance criteria, DEQ‑7 trigger values, and setback and mixing‑zone requirements are designed so that each individual discharge causes only a small, nonsignificant change, the cumulative effect of many SWTS within a watershed would not exceed water‑quality standards and or measurably degrade high‑quality ground water.

Vegetation would be minimally impacted due to the small area affected by construction and operation of an SWTS. Minor impacts to terrestrial and avian life and habitats could occur. During construction, animals may temporarily avoid the area around the SWTS. The presence of any unique, endangered, fragile, or limited environmental resources would be carefully evaluated. If such a resource is discovered, SHPO would be notified immediately, and the site would remain untouched until further evaluation is conducted.

Demands on environmental resources of land, water, air, or energy would not be significant. The impacts from construction and operation of an SWTS would be temporary and would disturb less than 10 acres, for SWTS that are covered by this Programmatic EA.

Human health and safety, and legal implications: Impacts to human health and safety would not be significant because access to the construction area around the SWTS would be closed to the public. The SWTS applicant would be required to follow health and safety regulations for construction sites, including those set by OSHA.

Finally, DEQ does not believe that constructing and operating SWTS would have any growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects that would conflict with any local, state, or federal laws, rules, or formal plans. If a proposed SWTS were to be developed on local, state, or federal property, the persons constructing and operating the SWTS would have to comply with all applicable laws and rules.  

DEQ’s approval of proposed SWTS would not set any precedent that commits DEQ to future actions with significant impacts, or to a decision in principle about such future actions. If an SWTS applicant submits a second SWTS application, DEQ would not be committed to approving the second SWTS application 

DEQ’s approval of a given proposed SWTS, under this Programmatic EA, would not set a precedent for DEQ’s review of other SWTS applications, including the level of environmental review. Instead, DEQ’s level of environmental review of a proposed SWTS is determined based on case-specific consideration of the criteria set forth in ARM 17.4.608.

Based on consideration of the criteria set forth in ARM 17.4.608, construction and operation of SWTS covered by this Programmatic EA is not predicted to significantly impact the quality of the human environment. Therefore, preparation of this Programmatic EA is appropriate under MEPA.

[bookmark: _Toc225841843]4. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT
DEQ will determine if an SWTS application falls under this Programmatic EA after careful review of the application materials. Once that determination has been made, the application materials and completed Categorical Exclusion Checklist are retained in DEQ’s files and are available to the public upon request. DEQ is accepting comments on this draft Programmatic EA. Should DEQ receive any comments, they would be addressed below.
[bookmark: _Toc225841844]5. CONCLUSIONS AND FINDINGS 
Persons who prepared this Programmatic EA
	Anne Spezia
	MEPA Coordinator

	Craig Jones
	MEPA Coordinator

	Jackie Kuhl
	Plans & Specifications Review Section Supervisor

	James Erven
	Subdivisions Section Supervisor

	Isabelle Nebel
	Attorney

	Aaron Pettis
	Attorney

	Aurora Goddard
	Attorney

	Eric Sivers
	Policy Analyst



[bookmark: _Toc225841845]6. REFERENCES
1. Administrative Rules of Montana (ARM) https://rules.mt.gov/
2. Bauman, B.J., and W.H. Schafer, 1984. Estimating Ground water Quality Impacts from On-site Sewage Treatment Systems. Proceedings of the 4th National Symposium on Individual and Small Community Sewage Systems. New Orleans. pg. 285-294.
3. Center Septic: https://centerseptic.com/septic-risers/ (2026).
4. Denny’s Excavating Inc: https://dennysexcavating.com/residential-excavating/ (2026).
5. DEQ 2007. Final Environmental Impact Statement Amending and Adopting the Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the Gallatin River Outstanding Resource Water Designation.
6. DEQ  2023a Circular DEQ-4. Montana Standards for Subsurface Wastewater Treatment Systems
7. DEQ 2019 Circular DEQ-7. Montana Numeric Water Quality Standards
8. Endangered Species Act of 1973
9. Montana Administrative Register 1994, p. 2207
10. Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology Ground Water Information Center (GWIC) Database https://mbmggwic.mtech.edu/sqlserver/v11/help/go/signin.asp
11. Montana Code Annotated (MCA) https://leg.mt.gov/bills/mca/index.html
12. Montana Natural Heritage Program, (2022) Animal Species of Concern Report. https://mtnhp.org/SpeciesOfConcern/?AorP=a 
13. Montana Natural Heritage Program, (2022) Plant Species of Concern Report. https://mtnhp.org/SpeciesOfConcern/?AorP=p 
14. Montana Natural Heritage Map Viewer.  Montana Natural Heritage Program http://mtnhp.org/MapViewer/ 
15. Montana Public Works Standard Specifications (MPWSS), 7th edition, April 2021
16. Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Program Map. https://sagegrouse.mt.gov/ProgramMap 
17. Natural Resources Conservation Service, United States Department of Agriculture. Web Soil Survey. https://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/ 
18. Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA) https://www.osha.gov/
19. Septic Check: https://www.septiccheck.com/post/the-better-choice-alarm-posts-vs-power-junction-boxes-in-septic-systems (2026).
20. Splash Plumbing: https://www.splashplumbing.com/why-do-septic-tanks-need-to-be-pumped-essential-maintenance-for-proper-functioning/ (2026).
21. USEPA State Inventory Tool
22. US Fish and Wildlife Service National Wetlands Inventory https://www.fws.gov/program/national-wetlands-inventory
23. Voss Septic: https://vossseptic.com/septic-system/ (2026).
24. 16 USC 35 §§ 1531-1544
25. 42 USC 7401 et seq.


image1.png
Montana Department \
of Environmental Quality




image2.png




image3.png




image4.png




image5.png




image6.png




