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The Real Estate Transfer Evaluation Report educates buyers on the condition of the water supply system and/or the 
wastewater disposal system at the home they are interested in purchasing.  This report disclosures potential issues to the 
home buyer as well as identifies and corrects environmental and public health hazards.   
 
Water Supply Systems 
When conducting an evaluation of the water supply system the Environmental Health Specialist will complete the following: 
 Record review—A review of well logs, permits, finals, and other documentation which allows for a general overview of 

the property and any previous issues.  Previous issues are investigated during the site visit. 
 Site Inspection—Visual inspection of well components and water distribution system, measurement of well isolation 

distances, sampling of water supply for coliform bacteria and nitrates. 
 
The evaluation of the water supply considers both water quality and well construction.  However, the main emphasis is on 
well construction, as the construction of the well is a better indicator of potential risk.  If the well does not meet code, the 
reasons are listed on the report.  Depending on the number and type of construction deficiencies found, a new well may be 
recommended or required. 
 
The risk presented by the well is not determined by water quality results.  It is important to understand that a water sample is 
a very small part of the total water supply and not a protective barrier.  A water sample is a “snapshot in time” and one non-
detect result does not necessarily indicate that the water supply is in compliance or free of contaminants.  It is like dipping a 
net into a fish tank without looking; sometimes the net catches fish, sometimes it does not.   
 
Wastewater Disposal System 
When conducting an evaluation of the wastewater disposal system the Environmental Health Specialist will complete the 
following: 
 Record review—A review of permits, finals, previous real estate evaluations, and other documentation which allows for 

a general overview of the property and any previous issues.  Previous issues are investigated during the site visit. 
 Site Inspection—Measurement of isolation distances, visual evaluation of the wastewater disposal area, auger boring 

into the absorption area and/or adjacent soils, probing for septic tank(s) and drainage area location, visual inspection of 
plumbing to verify where water softener and footing drain discharge. 

 
The evaluation of the wastewater disposal system examines the construction of the system.  Systems that are found to be in 
a state of failure and causing harm to the community (discharging to surface, illicit connection, or installation in the water 
table) are required to be replaced.  Systems that cannot be located after significant investigation may be required to be 
replaced, it is the responsibility of the buyer or seller to locate the system and contact this office for a re-evaluation. 
 
Think of your septic system as a 2-stage filter.  The tank is the first part of the filter: as wastewater enters the tank, the solid 
materials contained in this wastewater settle in the tank.  The liquid moves on to the drainfield where naturally occurring 
bacteria in the trenches and soil surrounding the trenches then "eat" the parasites and viruses present in this liquid.  These 
bacteria are aerobic, meaning they require an environment rich in oxygen to function properly. 
 
It may be noted that the “size of the drainage system does not meet current standards”.  This statement indicates that the 
system is smaller than current code requirements.  If the system is too small, it is likely to become saturated and proper 
treatment can not occur.  The heavy water load will drown the aerobic bacteria.  Once the aerobic bacteria are gone (leaving 
only anaerobic bacteria which are 20 times less efficient than aerobic bacteria) the system goes into failure.  What you have 
is essentially a dead pool of water because now the cleaning solvents build up in the field killing off the rest of the bacteria.  
While the system may continue to function temporarily, the system will likely need to be replaced soon.   
 

 



It may also be noted that the “age exceeds normal life expectancy”.  Septic systems have a limited life.  The life expectancy 
may vary between types of systems, but the typical system can be expected to last between 15 and 20 years.  Systems 
older than this are likely to be undersized and not meet current code requirements.  A system given this notation will likely 
need to be replaced soon.     
 
If the report states that a re-inspection is due in 60 days due to vacancy, this is because the system cannot be observed 
under normal working conditions.  In order to fully evaluate the system, the absorption area needs to be receiving water and 
under normal use conditions.  It is difficult to determine the performance of the system unless the system is in use. 
 
There is a chart at the end of this report outlining some common reasons for septic system failure as well as solutions.  
 
Approval of Systems 
The systems are not given an approval and are not grandfathered.  The Michigan Water Well Construction and Pump 
Installation Code and the Ottawa County Environmental Health Requirements for Construction of Sewage Disposal Systems 
establish the minimum construction standards against which the system is evaluated.  Deficiencies in construction can 
increase the risk of contamination either to the groundwater (through improper treatment of septic waste), or drinking water 
(through well construction deficiencies).  If deficiencies have been found, then they are listed on the report. 
 
Recommended Replacement vs. Required Replacement 
Depending on the type and number of deficiencies found a recommendation to replace or requirement to replace the system 
may occur.  If the deficiencies are not creating an imminent health hazard, then a recommendation to replace the system 
may be listed on the report.  This recommendation notifies the buyer that the system does not meet code, and is at a higher 
risk of presenting a health hazard.  However, it is the buyer’s choice to replace the system or to continue to utilize the 
existing system, until such a time that failure occurs. 
 
If the system is presenting an imminent health hazard, then the system is required to be replaced.  The Real Estate Transfer 
Evaluation Report will clearly state under the conclusions: “The system presents an imminent health hazard and shall be 
corrected”.  A correction order will be attached to the report that outlines what is required, and the timeline for completion.  
When a correction order is issued, it does not mean the sale of the home cannot be completed.  It is a condition that must be 
fixed prior to occupancy.  
 
A recommendation does not require replacement, and the buyer can choose to utilize the existing system until failure.  A 
required replacement will be clearly stated on the report and a correction order attached.  
 
 
 
Should you require further clarification, or have other questions regarding your Real 
Estate Transfer Evaluation Report please feel free to contact our office at 616-393-5645. 
 


