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What are setbacks?

Required horizontal distance 
separating 2 features.

Ex. OSS drainfield and well
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Why are setbacks important?

1. Function - Ensure site 
has adequate 
environmental carrying 
capacity to treat 
wastewater.

2. Risk Reduction - Reduce 
potential contamination 
from malfunctioning or 
failing OSS.
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OSS Plumes

OSS drainfields tend to create long, narrow effluent plumes

USEPA
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Contaminant Transport in Plumes

According to the EPA: 
• Plumes can reach 65 feet after only 1.5 years and 426 feet after 12 

years in a shallow sand aquifer typical of areas near rivers.
• Fecal coliforms can travel 50 feet through groundwater in 1 hour.  
• Viruses that reach groundwater can travel up to 1,338 feet in some 

soils.
• Nitrate plumes exceeding 10 mg/L can extend more than 328 feet.
• Models that assume complete nitrate dilution are likely inaccurate.
• 100-foot setbacks will not always protect surface water from nitrate 

and other highly mobile contaminants. 

 



Washington State Department of Health | 8

Source Water Protection in Drinking Water

• WAC 246-290-135
• Groundwater – 100 ft Sanitary Control Area (SCA)
• Springs – 200 ft SCA
• Surface water – no prescriptive requirement

• Surface Water Protection
• Required to have a watershed control program
• “Setbacks" of any potential contaminants aren’t directly 

regulated – require an inventory of potential contaminants 
• Control pushed more to local/utility level

• Wellhead Protection Program
• Required for all groundwater wells
• SCA for wells/springs has an expectation of control



2019 Rulemaking
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Recent Rulemaking for Chapter 246-272A WAC

• Timeline
• Rule revision process began in 2019
• SBOH adopted revisions in March 2023
• Most parts of the rule became effective in April 2025

• Intent of changes to WAC 246-272A-0210 
• Proactively protect source water around surface water intakes
• Better match drinking water rules
• Not to increase setbacks on properties across hundreds of 

miles of streams and rivers
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Table IV Changes
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Comparison of minimum setbacks for surface water used 
as a public* drinking water source:

OSS Component Previous Setback Current Setback

From edge of soil dispersal component 
and reserve area 100’ 200’

From sewage tank and distribution box 50’ 200’

From building sewer, and 
nonperforated distribution pipe 50’ 100’



Recommendations
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Department Recommendations

• File a CR-101 to initiate rulemaking to consider changing 
setbacks for surface water used as drinking water.

• Potential ideas the rulemaking could explore include: 
• Reverting the previously discussed setbacks in Table IV to the 

original distances;
• Separating surface water as a public drinking water source 

from springs used as a public drinking water source;
• Providing a pathway for a local health officer to reduce the 

setback if OSS would be low risk to drinking water; and 
• Other ideas from interested parties.

• Include several clarifications/corrections in the scope of the 
CR-101 to address cleanup items from recent rulemaking.



Questions?



 

To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of
hearing customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email doh.information@doh.wa.gov. 
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