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Virginia Collaborative Indoor Plumbing Pilot Project
· 2003 President’s Award for Innovation Winner 
KEY ISSUE ADDRESSED 

Many areas of Virginia developed prior to the adoption of on-site wastewater regulations.  In addition, many homes were built in areas with poor soils and/or a high water table, making those sites unsuitable for conventional on-site waste disposal systems.  Since the inception of the state-administered Small Cities Block Grant program, the Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) has attempted to improve the quality of life for underserved citizens by providing indoor plumbing and wastewater systems in low and moderate-income communities.
Summary
Type of Project/Program:  Community Development – Infrastructure
Agency/Contact Link: Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD)
Project/Program Staffing:   Existing staff
When Project/Program Began:  2002
Project/Program Description: DHCD assembled representatives from the Virginia Department of Health (VDH), the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Charles City County government, and Quin Rivers Agency for Community Action.  DHCD was convinced that this newly formed federal, state, and local partnership could find a way to bring indoor plumbing to low and moderate income households in Charles City County and establish a collaborative model that would be transferable to other hard-to-assist areas in the commonwealth.
VDH and the county signed a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA).  The MOA represented a new model in the management of on-site wastewater systems.  The protocol developed calls upon the partners to  determine a standard for effluents and their treatment in non-point systems, utilizing new, effective, and affordable systems and media, permitting minimal, yet effective drainfields, establishing performance criteria and management level, developing a plan for permitting, monitoring, reporting, and maintenance, and adding bathrooms and rehabilitating houses.

This process represented a substantial change in VDH’s testing process because the performance testing replaced drainfield permitting.  Complying with the MOA’s performance parameters means the county is protecting the public health and environment while providing its LMI households with indoor plumbing.  Failure to meet the performance parameters would be treated by VDH as if the county was operating a wastewater system without a permit.
Project/Program Cost: DHCD awarded over $1.5 million in CDBG and HOME funding to Charles City County to implement the project.  USEPA gave VDH a $150,000 Water Quality Cooperative Agreement Allocation grant, with a $75,000 in kind match from VDH and Charles City County.
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Percentage of Funding Federal, State and Other: Federal funding from CDBG and HOME funds comprised 87 percent of the overall funding, while the federal USEPA funding contributed 8.7 percent of the overall funding, and 4.3 percent came from VDH and Charles City County.
EVALUATION

Lessons Learned: 
In addition to utilizing new technologies for effective and affordable wastewater systems, this pilot program essentially created a “community laboratory” of innovative technology and management practices that can be replicated in numerous rural settings with poor soils.  Through this program, the traditional health department permit process was replaced with a performance-based regulatory program that provides rural communities with a new tool for providing wastewater systems to low and moderate income households.  In addition, the county assumed both ownership and maintenance of onsite septic systems, which have traditionally been viewed as the responsibility of individual owners or groups of owners.  The program represents a unique partnership that makes the community’s needs paramount.  The collaboration helped eliminate red tape and project delays due to permit problems and other bureaucratic issues.
Evaluation Framework/Performance Measures: 
The system includes a performance monitoring program.  The effectiveness of that program and of the system itself is being examined in depth through a separate EPA grant that seeks to develop affordable alternatives to conventional laboratory testing for compliance with established performance criteria.  The grant was also used to train both wastewater system professionals and state and county regulators of innovative onsite decentralized wastewater systems.[image: image1.png]



