
On-site wastewater 
management 
systems

THE ISSUE
As a large number of residents living in our 
drinking water catchments are located in 
unsewered areas, their wastewater (sewage) 
is managed by means of ‘on-site wastewater 
management systems’.

Wastewater contains pathogens – 
micro-organisms that can cause serious illness 
and disease such as bacteria, viruses and 
protozoa (such as Giardia*).  Poorly designed, 
installed, operated and/or maintained on-site 
wastewater management systems can release 
pathogens into groundwater and surface 
water.  If this occurs in a drinking water 
catchment, the drinking water source may 
become contaminated.

Therefore, the risk of contamination of 
groundwater and surface water by on-site 
wastewater management systems is a key 
concern of Rous Water.

Your local council has a critical role in ensuring 
the correct design, installation, operation and 
maintenance of on-site wastewater manage-
ment systems to ensure the protection of 
water quality and public health.

We need your help to 
manage this hazard 
and ensure it doesn’t 
enter our waterways! 

*Giardia

YOUR DUTY OF CARE - YOUR 
LEGAL RESPONSIBILITIES
If you live in, are intending to live, or are 
developing land in a Rous Water drinking 
water catchment, you have a ‘duty of care’ to 
protect water quality.  This means that you, 
along with all other land owners in the drinking 
water catchment, are legally required to 
minimise impacts on waterways in the 
catchment.

This ‘duty of care’ extends to on-site 
wastewater management systems.  You have 
a legal responsibility to make sure the design, 
installation, operation, and maintenance of any 
systems on your property are water sensitive.

Effective design, installation, operation, and 
maintenance of on-site wastewater 
management systems is critical in minimising 
the risk of these pathogens being present in 
our drinking water.

OUR DUTY OF CARE – 
INTRODUCING THE ROUS WATER 
ON-SITE WASTEWATER 
MANAGEMENT GUIDELINES
In association with other local and state 
government agencies, Rous Water has a ‘duty 
of care’ that includes promoting measures that 
protect water quality within our drinking water 
catchments.  

To help to prevent the release of pathogens 
to groundwater and surface water in drinking 
water catchments, Rous Water has developed 
the Rous Water On-site Wastewater 
Management Guidelines (‘the Guidelines’).

The Guidelines are designed to help those 
people who are living, intending to live, or 
developing land in a drinking water catchment 
to understand their duty of care to protect wa-
ter quality with respect to on-site wastewater 
management systems.  This brochure outlines 
the requirements set out in the Guidelines.

The chance of pathogens entering a nearby 
watercourse is infl uenced by two interrelated 
issues:
• The level of performance of the treatment 

process used in the on-site wastewater 
management system; and

• The distance the on-site wastewater 
management system is from the nearby 
watercourse.

The Guidelines have been developed to 
manage these issues when designing and 
installing new on-site wastewater 
management systems or upgrading 
existing systems.  They outline strategies for 
combining appropriate treatment processes 
with adequate distances between the on-site 
wastewater management system and 
watercourses.

Buffer distances and 
watercourses
THE IMPORTANCE OF BUFFER 
DISTANCE
Modelling completed by Rous Water has 
indicated that the distance that an on-site 
wastewater management system is from a 
watercourse is one of the key factors 
controlling the level of pathogen contamination 
risk.  As a result, this ‘buffer distance’ to the 
nearest watercourse is a key consideration in 
the design of any on-site wastewater 
management system.

DEFINITION OF A 
WATERCOURSE
For the purposes of the Guidelines, two types 
of watercourse are considered – perennial 
watercourses and intermittent watercourses.

Perennial Watercourses
These watercourses essentially fl ow all-year 
round but may consist of limited water fl ows 
during dry periods.

Intermittent Watercourses
These watercourses fl ow during certain times 
of the year when they receive water from 
surface runoff, springs or ground water.  
During dry years they may be reduced to a 
series of separate pools or may contain no 
water at all.

Your local council has a map of 
watercourses (the NSW Government 
Drainage Layer).  This will assist with the 
initial identifi cation of watercourses in 
drinking water catchments, but will need 
verifi cation on site in consultation with 
your local council.

INSIDE LEFT INSIDE RIGHT

What is your local council’s 
role in implementing the Guidelines?

Each individual local council has an active 
role in the implementation of the Guidelines, 
to ensure:

  New on-site wastewater management 
systems are appropriately designed 
for operation within a water supply 
catchment area;

  That upgrade works to existing 
on-site systems are adequate for 
future operation within a water supply 
catchment area;

  The design of an on site wastewater 
system considers the level of treatment, 
the capacity of that treatment train and 
the site conditions including distance 
to the nearest watercourse and the 
vegetation located within that area; and

  Promotion of the use of secondary 
treatment to ensure  the receiving 
environment is protected. 

Local councils may also request Rous Water 
to provide a review of any new system or 
upgrade to an existing system to ensure 
appropriate regulatory requirements are 
met, and that the treatment train of choice 
is appropriate for the location of the system 
within the water supply catchment area.

Your role in implementing 
the Guidelines?

Existing systems within 
drinking water catchments:

  Must have an “Approval to Operate” 
which requires that the owner/occupier 
must operate and maintain the entire 
system to ensure that risks to the water 
supply are minimal;

  Are subject to inspection by local 
councils on a routine basis; and

  Require an application for 
approval to install when an 
upgrade is being made.

New systems within 
drinking water catchments:

  Must be installed in accordance with 
regulatory approval to install based on 
a formal application;

  Must be designed to meet the 
requirements of Rous Water’s On-site 
Wastewater Management Guidelines;

  Must be based on a treatment system 
that is suitable for the site and will 
ensure minimal risk of watercourse 
contamination;

  Incorporates a Land Application Area 
design that ensures there is no release 
of pathogens or other pollutants to 
watercourses.

INSIDE FAR RIGHT - FLAP OPEN

The guidelines apply to property owners, tenants, plumbers and on-site wastewater designers 
and installers who install, operate or upgrade on-site wastewater management systems within
the four key drinking water catchments managed by Rous Water.  These four key drinking water 
catchments are the catchments of Rocky Creek Dam, Emigrant Creek Dam, the Wilsons River 
Source and the proposed Dunoon Dam.  The guidelines apply to on-site wastewater management 
systems on all land within these catchments.

Rous Water is a regional water supply authority.  It manages these catchments to supply 
drinking water to over 100,000 people in the local government areas of Lismore (excluding 
Nimbin), Ballina (excluding Wardell), Byron (excluding Mullumbimby), and Richmond Valley 
(excluding Casino).

Note: The Rous Water On-site Management Guidelines may also apply if you live within 250 m of 
a groundwater bore that is used for drinking water supply purposes.

Who do the Rous Water on-site wastewater
management guidelines apply to?

The following points outline 
the principles underlying 
the approach adopted in 
the guidelines for on-site 
wastewater management 
systems.

  Rous Water has a 
preference for secondary 
treatment of wastewater but 
acknowledges that the removal 
of pathogens from your system 
will be dependent on the type 
of system you own, the location 
it is in and the way in which 
you operate it.  A table, which 
evaluates specifi c treatment 
types can be found overleaf.

  In most instances 
where the wastewater Land 
Application Area (LAA) is 
located 100 metres or more 
from a perennial or intermittent 
watercourse, the likelihood 
of contamination of the water 
supply is signifi cantly reduced.

  The vegetation between 
a LAA and a watercourse 
will also infl uence the risk 
of contamination of the 
watercourse.  Native or heavily 
vegetated areas provide a 
greater barrier to the potential 
for surface migration of 
effl uent.

  Generally, higher levels 
of treatment are required 
for LAA’s that are closer to 
a watercourse to ensure 
adequate protection of that 
watercourse.

Overview of 
Guidelines

The four main drinking water catchments from which Rous Water provides drinking 
water to over 100,000 people Photo courtesy of Midcoast Reedbed Wastewater Systems

Photo courtesy of Midcoast Reedbed Wastewater Systems



Assess site

Selection of a treatment system and 
land application area based on 

Rous Guidelines

Submit application to 
local council

Local council assessment

Installation inspection

Issue Approval to Operate

Process for installing new 
systems

Process of inspection for existing systems

Site visit

System inspection

On
go

ing
 pr

oc
es

s o
f in

sp
ec

tio
n &

 re
ne

wa
l

NO

NO

YES

YESIs the system failing?

Improvements 
required

Improvements 
required

Approval to install

Improvements
implemented

Submit application 
/ works proposed to 
local council prior to 
works commencing

Enforcement as per 
council policy

Operation and 
maintenance 
acceptable

Minor failure Major failure

Work complies?

Ongoing / renewal of 
Approval to Operate

INSIDE RIGHT - FLAP CLOSED

CONTACT

BACK COVER FRONT COVER

ON-SITE WASTEWATER 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS IN 
DRINKING WATER CATCHMENTS
Do you live in a drinking water catchment? 
If so, you have duty of care to protect water quality.

Do you have an on-site wastewater management system?  
If so, inadequate systems can seriously contaminate waterways.

Do you install on-site wastewater systems as a business? 
If so, you have a professional obligation to follow guidelines and 
standards.  

This brochure will introduce you to Rous Water’s 
On-site Wastewater Management Guidelines

TR
EA

TM
EN

T 
TR

A
IN

S 
(T

R
EA

TM
EN

T 
SY

ST
EM

 A
N

D
 L

A
N

D
 A

PP
LI

C
AT

IO
N

 A
R

EA
)

PA
TH

O
G

EN
 

R
EM

O
VA

L 
C

A
PA

C
IT

Y 
O

F 
TR

EA
TM

EN
T 

TR
A

IN

SU
IT

A
B

IL
IT

Y 
O

F 
SY

ST
EM

 / 
LI

K
EL

IH
O

O
D

 O
F 

A
PP

R
O

VA
L 

(C
O

M
B

IN
ED

 P
AT

H
O

G
EN

 R
IS

K
 F

O
R

 L
O

C
AT

IO
N

 A
N

D
 T

R
EA

TM
EN

T 
TR

A
IN

)

N
ot

 s
ui

ta
bl

e
M

ed
iu

m
 S

ui
ta

bi
lit

y
H

ig
h 

Su
ita

bi
lit

y

Tr
ea

tm
en

t e
va

lu
at

io
n

D
is

ta
nc

e 
fr

om
 w

at
er

co
ur

se
 (p

er
en

ni
al

 o
r i

nt
er

m
itt

en
t)

S
ep

tic
 ta

nk
 w

ith
 e

va
po

tra
ns

pi
ra

tio
n 

(E
TA

)/a
bs

or
pt

io
n 

be
ds

 
la

nd
 a

pp
lic

at
io

n 
ar

ea
Lo

w
 to

 M
ed

iu
m

A
er

at
ed

 w
as

te
 w

at
er

 tr
ea

tm
en

t s
ys

te
m

 w
ith

 re
ci

rc
ul

at
in

g 
sa

nd
 m

ou
nd

 a
nd

 E
TA

 / 
ab

so
rp

tio
n 

be
d 

or
 s

ub
-s

ur
fa

ce
 

dr
ip

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
la

nd
 a

pp
lic

at
io

n 
ar

ea
   

M
ed

iu
m

 - 
H

ig
h

A
er

at
ed

 w
as

te
 w

at
er

 tr
ea

tm
en

t s
ys

te
m

 w
ith

 s
an

d 
m

ou
nd

 
an

d 
E

TA
 / 

ab
so

rp
tio

n 
be

d 
or

 s
ub

-s
ur

fa
ce

 d
rip

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
la

nd
 

ap
pl

ic
at

io
n 

ar
ea

M
ed

iu
m

A
er

at
ed

 w
as

te
 w

at
er

 tr
ea

tm
en

t s
ys

te
m

 w
ith

 c
hl

or
in

at
io

n 
di

si
nf

ec
tio

n 
an

d 
su

bs
ur

fa
ce

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
M

ed
iu

m

C
om

po
st

in
g 

to
ile

t a
nd

 g
re

yw
at

er
 tr

ea
tm

en
t d

ev
ic

e 
(i.

e 
re

ed
 b

ed
s 

/ s
an

d 
be

ds
) E

TA
 / 

ab
so

rp
tio

n 
be

d
H

ig
h

M
em

br
an

e 
bi

or
ea

ct
or

 te
ch

no
lo

gy
 (m

ic
ro

 fi 
ltr

at
io

n)
 w

ith
 E

TA
 / 

ab
so

rp
tio

n 
be

d 
or

 s
ub

-s
ur

fa
ce

 d
rip

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
la

nd
 a

pp
lic

at
io

n 
ar

ea
 (s

om
e 

re
us

e 
i.e

 fo
r t

oi
le

t m
ay

 b
e 

pe
rm

is
si

bl
e)

 

M
ed

iu
m

S
ep

tic
 ta

nk
 w

ith
 c

on
st

ru
ct

ed
 w

et
la

nd
 (r

ee
d 

be
d)

 a
nd

 
E

TA
 / 

ab
so

rp
tio

n 
be

d 
or

 s
ub

-s
ur

fa
ce

 d
rip

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
la

nd
 

ap
pl

ic
at

io
n 

ar
ea

M
ed

iu
m

S
ep

tic
 ta

nk
 w

ith
 re

-c
irc

ul
at

in
g 

sa
nd

 fi 
lte

r a
nd

 E
TA

 
/ a

bs
or

pt
io

n 
be

d 
or

 s
ub

-s
ur

fa
ce

 d
rip

 ir
rig

at
io

n 
la

nd
 

ap
pl

ic
at

io
n 

ar
ea

 

M
ed

iu
m

 - 
H

ig
h

S
ep

tic
 ta

nk
 w

ith
 s

an
d 

fi l
te

r a
nd

 E
TA

 / 
ab

so
rp

tio
n 

be
ds

 o
r 

su
b-

su
rfa

ce
 d

rip
 ir

rig
at

io
n 

la
nd

 a
pp

lic
at

io
n 

ar
ea

M
ed

iu
m

B
io

lo
gi

ca
l fi

 lt
er

 s
ys

te
m

 (b
as

ed
 o

n 
w

or
m

 fa
rm

 s
ty

le
 s

ys
te

m
) 

an
d 

E
TA

 / 
ab

so
rp

tio
n 

be
d 

or
 s

ub
-s

ur
fa

ce
 d

rip
M

ed
iu

m

10
0 

m
et

re
s 

he
av

ily
 v

eg
et

at
ed

Le
ss

 th
an

 
25

m
50

-1
00

m
 

he
av

ily
 v

eg
et

at
ed

25
-5

0m
10

0m
 

pa
st

ur
e

50
-1

00
m

 
pa

st
ur

e

Rous Water
L4, 218/232 Molesworth St  
Lismore NSW 2482
02 6621 8055
water@rouswater.nsw.gov.au
www.rouswater.nsw.gov.au

Lismore City Council
43 Oliver Ave
Goonellabah NSW 2480
1300 87 83 87
council@lismore.nsw.gov.au
www.lismore.nsw.gov.au

Contact
Address

Telephone
Email
Website

Ballina Shire Council
Cnr Cherry and Tamar Streets 
Ballina NSW 2478
02 6686 4444
council@ballina.nsw.gov.au
www.ballina.nsw.gov.au
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