
Onsite Sewage 
Facilities (OSSFs) 

and Water 
Quality 

Will Merrell 
 



Introduction: Critical Need 

• Estimated 2 Million 
OSSFs in Texas 

• H-GAC Region 
Estimation: 
300,000+ or 15% of 
all OSSFs 

  

Critical Need 
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   “In order for a Designated Representative to 
fulfill the responsibilities of the job, it is 
important to have a complete 
understanding of the number and location 
of the OSSF systems within his/her 
jurisdiction.” 

 

Study to Determine the Magnitude of, and Reasons for, Chronically 

Malfunctioning OSSFs in Texas, TOWTRC, 2001, p. 71. 

Critical Need 
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Challenges to Addressing OSSFs 
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• Permitted 
– No combined dataset of all regional OSSFs 
– No common source/format of data 
– Different DRs track data at different levels of precision 
– Not all existing data has spatial reference 
 

• Unpermitted/Grandfathered 
– Very little location data 
– Unknown condition 
– 1989  



History of OSSF Database  
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• Identified as priority in BIG, et al. 
– Stakeholders identified location data as primary 

need for addressing OSSFs 

 

• Funded under ARRA contract 
– Initial two years of effort 

 

• Continued Funding through 604b 

 



Getting Started/Collecting Data 

• Contacted AA’s 

• MOST 
Challenging 
Part of the 
Project 
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Phase II: Editing Data 

      

OSSF Database 

Access 
Databases 

Paper 
Documents 

Latitude and 
Longitude 

Coordinates 

ArcGIS 
Shapefile 

Excel 
Spreadsheets 

Editing Data 

107,986 Records Received  



Phase II: Editing Data 
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Phase II: Editing Data 

“Three Houses Down from Rosie” 

Rosie 

Three Houses Down? 

Editing Data – Insufficient Records 
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Phase III: Building the Geodatabase Building the Geo-database 

ArcGIS Shapefile 
& Latitude and 

Longitude 
Coordinates 

Insufficient 

Unable to 
Geocode 

Parcel ID 
Centroids 

Street Address  
Points 

37% 

28% 

16% 

15% 

4% 
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Permitted OSSF 
Locations 
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• 107,986 
Records 
Collected 

• 73,870 
Records 
Identified 

• 34,116 
Records 
Remaining  



Applications: 
BIG Project Area 
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Applications: 
OGCOW TMDLs  
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Phase II: Editing Data 
Limitations of Address Matching: Street 
Network and Parcel ID Centroids 
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Phase II: Editing Data 
Limitations of Address Matching 
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Phase II: Editing Data 
Limitations of Address Matching 
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Future Endeavors: 319 Grant 

• Precision and Accuracy 

• Eliminating “Lost” Records 

• Using TCEQ OPP 8.12 
Standards 

 - Receiver Procurement 

 - Training 
 

 

Implementing GPS 
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GPS 

• Garmin eTrex Vista H 

-  High-Sensitivity GPS 
Unit 

- 24 MB Internal Storage 

- USB for Electronic 
Storage 
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GPS 
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GPS Training 
GPS 

Handhelds 

H-GAC 

Authorized 
Agents 

D
A
T
A 



Phase II: Editing Data 
GPS 
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Brazoria, Chambers,  
Fort Bend, Galveston,  
Liberty, Montgomery,  
Walker, Waller,  
and Wharton  
currently  
participating 
 



Phase II: Editing Data 
GPS 
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H-GAC OSSF 
Database Update 
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• 73,870 
Permit 
Locations 
Originally 
Identified 

• 7,994 Added 
in October 

• 81,864 Total 
in Permits 
Database  



Unpermitted/Grandfathered OSSFs 
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Analysis to Identify  
Probable 
Unpermitted, 
Grandfathered,  
and/or  
Undocumented  
Residential 
Septic Systems 



Unpermitted/Grandfathered OSSFs 
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Unpermitted/Grandfathered OSSFs 
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Unpermitted/Grandfathered OSSFs 
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http://arcgis02.h-gac.com/ossf/ 

http://arcgis02.h-gac.com/ossf/
http://arcgis02.h-gac.com/ossf/
http://arcgis02.h-gac.com/ossf/
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• Tool Bar 



Interactive Tools 
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Interactive Tools 
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Interactive Tools 
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Interactive Tools 
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Interactive Tools 
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Interactive Tools 
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Armand Bayou 
OSSF Analyses 
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• 27 Permitted 
OSSFs 
Identified   



Armand Bayou 
OSSF Analyses 
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• 8 Residential 
(Purple) 

• 19 Commercial 
(Yellow) 



Armand Bayou 
OSSF Analyses 
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• 9 Permitted 
Through Harris 
County (Green) 

• 18 Permitted 
Through TCEQ 
Region Twelve 
(Blue) 



Armand Bayou 
OSSF Analyses 
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• 10 Potential 
Residential 
OSSFs 
Discovered 



Armand Bayou 
OSSF Analyses 
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• 9 Service Area 
Boundaries 



Ongoing and Future Endeavors 

• Expanding Permit 
Geodatabase 

• Collecting Violation Data 

• Expanding Unpermitted, 
Grandfathered, or 
Undocumented OSSF 
Analysis by Including 
Commercial and 
Industrial Parcels 

• OSSF CEU Real Estate 
Inspection Course  45 



Questions? 

Will Merrell 
Environmental Planner  

Houston-Galveston Area Council 
Phone: (713) 993-4594 

will.merrell@h-gac.com 

 
 


