
Subject: # 08-12 Drainfield Loading Rates 
 

Issue: Current loading rates in Florida are significantly higher 
than loading rates for similar soils in other states. 

 
Issue Originated By:  Florida Onsite Wastewater Association (FOWA) 
 
Justification: Reducing loading rates by approximately 20 percent while 

reducing unobstructed area from 2X to 1.6 X drainfield size 
thus enlarging drainfield while keeping the unobstructed 
area approximately unchanged.  

 
Proposed Rule Change: The specific rule language is posted on the DOH/TRAP 

website. 
 
Summary: Reducing loading rates by approximately 20 percent while 

reducing unobstructed area from 2X to 1.6 X drainfield 
size. 

 
Possible Financial Impact: Cost of systems will increase with larger drainfield size but 

impact on space occupied will be negligible. Could save 
money in long run by extending life of system before repair 
is required. 

Issue First Raised at 1/24/08 TRAP

Note – DOH rule language in handout does not match 
FOWA proposal exactly

Roxanne Groover, FOWA.



Relationship Between Drainfield Size and Failure Rates

1998 ASAE



Onsite Failure Rate Study in FL
• Statewide failure data were collected from county health departments 

and analyzed with regard to mean age of failure (445 systems were 
examined).

• The results showed consistent life spans of just over 18 years.

• While not discussed in the study, this compares with an experience 
of 25 to 30 years in other states such as Georgia, Alabama and 
Kentucky that have lager drainfield sizes. 

• A ten year increase in this life expectancy (28 years) was found in 
Sarasota County and attributed to a change in county ordinance. 

• This ordinance increased drainfield sizes from 10 to 30 percent.

• Prior to enactment of this ordinance, failure rates in Sarasota were 
similar to the rest of the state (18 years).



FOWA Soil Loading Rate Proposal Impact

Comparison of Sizing in Nearby States: 
 
Area (Square Feet) Comparison of Gravel Drainfield System Sizing (3 Bedroom System) 
between Florida and Neighboring States: 
 
Soil Type        Florida          Florida               Georgia        Alabama    
(gpd/sf)      (current) (proposed)    (current)    (current) 
1.2 soils               250                      313   282 to 375               600 
0.9 soils               334                      418   409 to 600               750 
0.65 soils             462       577              642 to 1154              900 
0.35 soils             857                  1071           1169 to 1233           1620

Florida drainfields (for a given soil type and dwelling size) are roughly 
half the size of drainfields in neighboring states .



Lifestyle Changes to Consider
Relative to System Size

• Multi head showers.
• Large capacity garden tubs.
• Use of grease emulsifiers in cleansers “Dawn”.
• Scented oils and other personal care products.



USEPA Onsite Manual Rates (2001) Florida Rates - Trenches
(gal/sf/day)

Texture Existing FOWA 
Proposed

Coarse Sand & 
Loamy Coarse 
Sand

1.2 0.96

Loamy Sand, 
Sandy Loam, 
Coarse Sandy 
Loam, Fine Sand

0.90 0.72

Fine Sandy Loam, 
Silt Loam, Very 
Fine Sand, Very 
Fine Sandy Loam, 
Loamy Fine Sand, 
Loamy Very Fine 
Sand, Sandy Clay 
Loam

0.65 0.52

Clay Loam, Silty 
Clay Loam, Sandy 
Clay. Silty Clay, Silt

0.35 0.28

EPA – 0.80

EPA – 0.2 to 0.80

EPA – 0.2 to 0.4

EPA – 0.2 to 0..4



DOH Proposal (from DOH website)

FOWA Proposal –
Decrease all loading 

rates by 20%

0.96 0.64

0.72 0.56

0.52 0.28

0.28 0.16

FOWA Recommends 1.5  
multiplier (instead of 1.6)  if 
75% language is eliminated 

to maintain 
“footprint” size of 

drainfields



DOH Proposal (from DOH website)

0.80 0.60
0.64 0.52
0.52 0.32

FOWA Proposal –
Decrease all loading rates 

by 20%





Additional Cost Estimates
Installers were asked to estimate the selling price of a typical 3 
bedroom system in their area. Then they were asked to estimate the 
price if the drainfield increased by 25 – 30% in size.
(Note: FOWA proposal increases size by 25% in all soil types, DOH 
proposal increases size from 0% to 50%)

North FL Central FL South Florida

Conventional 3538 3143 5125

w/new rule 4948 3981 6625

$ increase 1410 838 1500

% increase 40 27 29

Mound 7100 5096 8595

w/new rule 9100 6847 11140

$ increase 2000 1750 2545

% increase 28 34 30



Summary
Impacts of  Proposed Change

– Improves protection of public health and the environment (significantly 
reduce risk of system malfunction) 

– Improve value of home (improves market value of systems built under 
this new standard)

– Minimum increased annualized cost will significantly increase system 
life (increased from 18 year to 28 year mean life in Sarasota)

– Brings Florida closer to standards already in place for onsite systems in 
nearby states and USEPA recommendations

Recommendation: Approve DOH language with 
modification to unobstructed area multiplier (change 
1.6 to 1.5)

Thank You Very Much for Your Consideration


