
HOH input to the Planning Commission  
for a proposed Septic Ordinance 

March 13, 2025 
 
Gerrish Township Planning Commission Members,  
 
The Gerrish Township Board continues to flesh out the recently created Health of Higgins 
Initiative.  A key part of this work is the need to address the domestic waste disposal 
throughout the Township.  Currently we have no means to identify problems, no rules, no 
inspections, and no way to monitor compliance.  In short, no Ordinance.  It is now apparent 
that it is time to address this Public Health objective and better understand the overall 
condition of septic’s in the township and be sure all are brought up to a minimum standard.   
 
Therefore, as you contemplate a septic ordinance, I would offer the following as a 
framework to consider.  We have received comments from many individuals and 
organizations in the township and I feel that something like this will begin to address the 
concerns and fit with our HOH initiative.  It may have a little different feel than a 
straightforward Septic System Compliance ordinance but hope it makes sense. 
 
A proposed Septic Ordinance for Gerrish could be presented in two primary sections. 
Investigative, Remediation as well as a supplement for recommendations to address the 
potential problems on Treasure Island prior to an ordinance being implemented. 
 
I would also like to investigate the possibility of getting information on the domestic water 
wells incorporated in the ordinance. 

  
Background 
In an effort to identify any outstanding Public Health issues on individual properties or their 
neighbor, it has become necessary to investigate the condition of onsite septic systems as 
well as individual domestic well's and facilitate their compliance with Health Department 
standards.  
  
Just as with your other major household components, (i.e.: roof, appliances, paint, yard, 
and other household components) septic systems are a costly and critical component to 
healthy, worry-free living and need to be maintained on a regular basis. 
  
INVESTIGATIVE 
  
On Site Septic Status determination 



The Central Michigan District Health Department now maintains records for all septic tanks 
that have been installed in their District, including Gerrish Township.  Some on-site septic 
systems were installed prior to the CMDPH keeping records and others were installed 
without a permit application notifying the department. 
  
Until recently, these records were maintained on paper and indexed in file cabinets.  There 
is currently a project at the Health Department to first digitize the paper files then enter 
those digitized files into a District wide database called FETCH Gis. With this new 
database, officials will be able to look at a map of the Township and immediately determine 
if there is a record of a septic system on each property description. Additional effort will be 
necessary to select properties that have a residence and onsite septic.   We expect this 
database to be populated by September 2025. (I have also created a simple database that 
can be sorted for improved residential properties, assisting in the effort to determine where 
inspections are needed). 
  
We anticipate using information from this database to then identify the properties with 
residences where either no record exists or those with old inspection reports on file.  We 
will notify the ‘owner of record’ of the missing information and ask that the CMDHP records 
be brought up to date. If information regarding your septic is non-existent or dated prior to 
2005, a new inspection will be required (this date/time frame is certainly open for 
discussion).  Notifications will be sent in 3 groups, starting with sections 1-12 on the North 
end of the Township first. (then sections 13-24, then 25-36) As the remaining data is made 
available, and resources permit, additional notifications will be sent. 
 
If an inspection is necessary, there will be a list of certified septic inspectors for residents 
to choose from.  A preliminary list is included as an appendix to this interim Ordinance. 
Residents are welcome to contract with the inspector of their choice, but the report must 
be acceptable to the CMDH to update their files.   
 
The status of a missing report will be reviewed each quarter, and a second notice will be 
sent if necessary.  Persistent non-compliance with this ordinance will result in further 
action including fines and/or court action as described in the ordinance. 
 
Domestic water well status Determination. 
Just as with on-site Septic systems, Domestic water wells can be an area of concern for 
Public Health.  The Health Department is also gathering information on the existence of 
well logs for each property and entering the FETCH Gis system.  As we are preparing to 
notify residents of the delinquent septic inspections, we will also identify the sites with no 
well information. This well information would include the depth of the well, depth to water, 
size, type, and age of well.  The inspection would also include a determination as to 



whether the well has been properly sealed so that surface or ground water cannot travel 
along the well casing and contaminate the domestic water aquifer. 
  
In addition to sites with delinquent well logs, we will be asking for each resident to 
participate in a program to test each water well in the Township.  These tests need to be 
conducted by a certified technician or under specific conditions acceptable to the Health 
Department to be added to their database.  There will be a minimum criterion for testing 
including - Nitrates, Nitrites, Phosphorus, Bacteria, Chloroform, etc.   
  
We will also select random locations throughout the Township and test for PFAS. The cost 
for these tests will be covered by grants or other public funds.  
  
The presence of Pharmaceuticals in our domestic water is also a concern and we will be 
rolling out a test program to identify the extent, if any, there are unwanted chemicals in our 
water supply and/or the lake itself. 
 
REMEDIATION 
  
If a septic system is inspected and does not comply with the Current Central Michigan 
Health Department specifications and Gerrish requirements, remediation will be required 
by the homeowner.  This could include minor modifications to update a cover for instance 
or significant upgrades up to replacement of the system.   
  
The District Health Department will determine the extent of the modifications/upgrades 
necessary.  Gerrish Township will also make available additional upgrade options for the 
owner’s consideration.  i.e., recommending high performance solution for areas that may 
have a negative impact on the lake itself. 
 
If remediation is found to be necessary, any new ordinance would need to spell out the 
timing, extent, reporting of completion, as well as other pertinent information.  
  
TREASURE ISLAND 
  
There are about thirty on-site septic systems on Treasure Island. These septic systems all 
operate on a limited parcel of land - approximately 20, 500 square feet per system.  While 
that may seem like a reasonable amount to some, these are all surrounded by the lake and 
contribute to its potential contamination.  
 
It should be noted that there is little empirical data to definitively declare that the septic 
systems on the island have a negative impact on the lake.  We will be addressing this as a 
part of the lake water testing component of the HOH.  



 
It is my understanding that any ordinance adopted by a municipality must apply to all the 
municipality – it cannot “single out” any individual group.  Should the testing confirm that 
the Island has a unique set of circumstances and needs special treatment, the PC will 
need to sort out how that can be accomplished without running afoul of the rules. 
 
If a solution can be found to treat the island as a unique condition, something like the 
following could be considered.   
 
This ordinance stipulates that the septic systems on the Island must either:  

a. Modify their existing septic system to the latest technology approved by the 
Township, (i.e., high performance anerobic treatment). or 

b. Prepare a collective solution that adequately addresses the onsite septic to equal 
the performance of the latest technology, or 

c. Construct a municipal sewer system that removes septage from the Island and 
properly disposes of it legally on the mainland or,  

d. Make a proposal to the Township within 1 year that equals or exceeds the 
requirements of option a. 

It is understood that the residents of the Island recognize the potential for negative impact 
by their septic's and are willing to help identify a solution.  This ordinance is intended to 
facilitate the speedy conclusion. 
 

 
Obviously, we are in the very early stages of the Health of Higgins Initiative and addressing 
on-site septic’s are a key component.  It is my intention to get our thoughts to the PC as you 
consider a solution so that we head in the same direction.   
 
The more unique approach I have laid out here is that we need to do some data collection 
prior to an enforcement laden ordinance.  Keeping the information gathering portion 
separate from the ordinance may be necessary but I had hoped to give it the same heft as 
opposed to just a suggestion from the HOH project and include it in an ordinance.  
 
Additionally, an ordinance will certainly take some time.  I would like to start the 
information portion likely sooner than an ordinance can take place and am looking to the 
PC to keep this in mind.   
 
Regards,  
 
Jim Ostling 
Gerrish Township Board – Health of Higgins Lake Initiative. 


