Summary of Conference Call May 10, 2010 - Assessment of Shallow Water Table Sites for Intermittent Flooded/Standing Water Conditions
In attendance:  John Harper, Vincent Day, Valerie Rourke, Marcia Degen

Purpose:  The Emergency Regulations allows onsite dispersal systems in sites with 0 inch vertical separation to seasonal high water table.  In some cases, these 0 inch water table sites have standing water on them for extended periods of time.  Current soil evaluation methods, however, are not capable of ascertaining a water depth OVER the mineral soil surface.  VDH is investigating procedures for determining if a site has standing water over it for extended periods of time.
 The discussion was broken roughly into wetlands and non-wetlands sites.
Wetlands
Valerie brought up the jurisdictional issues with wetlands.  Wetlands are considered surface waters of the State and DEQ typically authorizes direct discharges to surface waters of the State, which can include wetlands, under a VPDES permit.  DEQ may also authorize a direct discharge to ground waters under a VPA permit.  Valerie is working on those jurisdictional issues of direct discharges to surface waters and ground waters by AOSS's that perhaps should be covered by DEQ permits.  The group agreed that we could not resolve that issue today, but we could address when a wetland delineation is expected.
John noted that anytime a site is suspected as a wetlands, that VDH needs evidence that the site is or is not a wetlands.  The owner/applicant must supply the documentation that the site has been evaluated for wetlands.  If it is a wetlands, VDH must establish procedures for notifying the owner that an onsite system is not approvable, based on DEQ’s jurisdiction in wetlands.  

In discussing what type of triggers could be used to request/require the wetlands evaluation, the group debated always requiring an evaluation when seasonal high water table indicators are at less than 6 or 12 inches from the soil surface.  The group discussed that there are some sites that may have indicators to the surface, but they aren’t wetlands so trying to use a hard and fast depth for delineations would be cost prohibitive and not warranted.  Wetlands delineation/identification is not covered in VDH training so it would not be practical to rely on VDH staff to make the call on when a delineation is needed. 
It was noted that designs submitted under the Emergency Regs have a PE associated with them and generally an AOSE.  The AOSE could be required to answer the question "In your professional opinion and based on your evaluation of the site, is this a suspected wetlands and a delineation is required for this site?"  or something to that effect.  In other words, we rely on the professionals who have been at the site to determine if there are sufficient indicators to cause concern that the site may be a wetland.  This had general consensus.
Non-wetland wet sites
Vincent brought up the non-wetland wet sites that are typically found on broad flat plains.  On these sites, he suggested that the potential for flooding or standing water could be evaluated by first establishing the hydraulic gradient on the site using a 3 well/piezometer approach and then determining groundwater flow direction, velocity, hydraulic conductivity and transmissivity on the site.  After these characteristics were known the evaluator would determine what effect rainwater and the additional wastewater loading will have to the proposed drainfield site.  There was some discussion that the soil indicators would tell the max height of seasonal water table, however, this exercise might help if you suspected the flooded condition at times as the soil would show indicators to the surface.  It was noted that the situations we are discussing are flat with very low gradients thus the water applied to the ground (including rain) will move laterally and that is a lot slower compared to vertically (sites with higher gradients tend to have “room” in a vertical direction)

The three (3) well/piezometer construction is quite simple and inexpensive and can be accomplished with a hand auger. Screened intervals are needed (to account for fluctuations in the water table) with a sand pack (in the annular space) just above the screen, followed by stand-pipe to the appropriate height (in some cases this may extend above the surface). The construction details would likely include  bentonite above the sand to stop surface water infiltration and a locking cap..  In the cases we are discussing here, the wells would be very shallow, three (3) to five (5) feet into the ground.  Very detailed attention must be made to the construction of the wells in order to collect meaningful and useful information.

Marcia had shared some thoughts from Jay Conta, VT soil scientist, on how to detect seasonally flooded sites.  In looking at those, the discussion noted that many of the indicators listed were indicative of moving water and that might be just as easily identified by looking at topographic position.  In general the group did not feel that it was unreasonable to request a study through the winter, perhaps monitoring a piezometer, or periodically visiting the site and observing.  In general, if there's topography and it can be demonstrated that the site can drain (maybe with drainage added), then ok.  If the site is in the middle of a large broad float plain with no relief, drainage, etc., then the designer would need to do more study and conduct it during an appropriately wet year.
Other Discussion
We also discussed DEQ concerns over the deep sand trenches and the direct application to groundwater that is allowed by the E Regs.   It was recognized as a side discussion.  In general, VDH does not have the appropriate standards to develop appropriate limits for direct injection to the ground water.  VDH limits and program are built around having a soil barrier between the effluent application point and the groundwater.  Direct injection would require a much more active evaluation and more complex permit and monitoring program - more like what DEQ or EPA are set up for.  DEQ has raised the question and is investigating.
 

