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TYPICAL CHARACTERISTICS
ÂCENTRALIZED

ïConventional gravity sewers (deeply placed 
with manholes & lift stations)

ïOne treatment facility (normally activated 
sludge variation)

ïEffluent discharge directly to surface water

ÂDECENTRALIZED

ïOnsite or cluster systems

ïMultiple treatment and soil dispersal or reuse 
facilities

ïLow-cost, shallow sewer systems for clusters



GENERAL COMPARISONS

ÂCENTRALIZED
Â Old and taught in 

engineering schools
Â High capital cost
Â Transfers water away 

from source basin
Â Long, disruptive 

construction
Â Highly trained operator 

needed
Â Potential for catastrophic 

failure

ÂDECENTRALIZED

ÂNew and not taught 
in engineering schools

ÂLower capital costs

ÂKeeps water close

ÂShort, less-disruptive 
construction

ÂBasic operation skills 
required

ÂFailure consequences 
felt in smaller area



VISUAL COMPARISON

Centralized wastewater treatment Decentralized approach



WHY IS DECENTRALIZED 
VALUABLE?

Â Existing Communities

Á Minimal investment and maximum flexibility to solve 
wastewater and other water-related problems.

ÁWater stays in original watershed 

Á Minimal disruption to community

Â Developers

ÁAllows more lots and greater open space.

ÁOpen and common areas can serve as soil 
dispersal and/or reuse facility locations and 
social amenities.

Á Increased developer profits and resident 
aesthetics.

http://www.tetratech.com/


WHY IS IT BEING IGNORED ON 
THE CAPE?

ñToo expensive to buildò

ñToo many systems to operateô

ñToo much land needed for satellite systemsò

ñCannot meet TMDLôs 100% nitrogen reduction 
like sewersò

ñCannot put soil dispersal under roadsò

ñNot enough data on small-diameter sewersò

ñUsers and developers dislike these systemsò



WHAT IS A CONVENTIONAL 
SOLUTION?

Collection System ïDeep (8 to 25 feet) pipes, 
with frequent manholes, and lift stations as 
needed to maintain gravity flow at minimum 
velocity

Treatment System ïA single large treatment 
facility, usually some form of activated sludge, 
with additional processes as necessary

Discharge - Usually, surface water discharge, 
extracting waters from several upstream 
basins to one downstream location; however, 
on the Cape discharge must be to soil


