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Description 

Date Completed: 9/17/15  

The 2002 Potomac Subregion Master Plan recommended a sanitary study for the Glen Hills neighborhood to allow 
formulation of a wastewater disposal policy for the community, which largely developed using septic systems and 
has experienced scattered septic system failures. The Master Plan recommended a sewer extension policy that 
would limit public sewer service to properties that could demonstrate septic system failures and where sewer 
service could be extended in an environmentally acceptable manner. The Department of Environmental Protection 
(“DEP”) completed the study in 2013, and the Executive recommended earlier this year that the new wastewater 
treatment policy establish on-site septic disposal systems as the primary disposal method for Glen Hills. The 
Executive’s proposal also establishes specific conditions for consideration of public sewer service in Glen Hills. The 
conditions would allow extension of public service when individual property owners can demonstrate septic system 
failures; when larger areas with public health problems are formally designated; when properties abutting existing 
or planned sewer mains meet existing policy standards; and for properties with septic failures that are located in 
the Piney Branch restricted service area. 
 
The County Council held a public hearing on the proposed amendment on September 17. The Council has agreed to 
hold the public record open to receive the Planning Board’s recommendation. The Council’s Transportation, 
Infrastructure, Energy and Environment Committee will discuss the proposed amendment on October 5. 
 

Proposed Text Amendment to the Comprehensive 
Water Supply and Sewerage Systems Plan for the 
Glen Hills Area Sanitary Study   
The County Executive has proposed a text 
amendment to the Comprehensive Water Supply 
and Sewerage Systems Plan, following a Department 
of Environmental Protection study of sanitary 
conditions in the Glen Hills neighborhood. The 2002 
Potomac Subregion Master Plan recommended the 
study to allow formulation of a wastewater disposal 
policy for the community, which largely developed 
using septic systems and has experienced scattered 
septic system failures.  
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RECOMMENDATION: Approval of the text amendment  

BACKGROUND 

The 2002 Potomac Subregion Master Plan, in its own words, “is based on environmental principles.” (p 
33) The Plan reinforces this concept organizationally by locating the Environmental Resources Plan as 
the first substantive chapter of the Plan. The Plan recognizes the importance of sewer service policies to 
the environment by including detailed policy recommendations in the Environmental Resources Plan. 
The Glen Hills area, an enclave adjacent to the City of Rockville, is one of three areas for which the Plan 
makes specific policy recommendations. 

 

In Glen Hills, these recommendations center on wastewater treatment. The neighborhood developed 
with septic systems rather than public sewer service. During the 1950s and 1960s, when much of the 
community developed, standards for septic systems were significantly less strict than they are now, and, 
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by the time the 2002 Master Plan development process began, some properties in the neighborhood 
had suffered septic system failures. In response, the Plan supported “a study of the septic system 
failures in Glen Hills to develop the measures necessary to ensure the long-term sustainability of septic 
service for new home construction and existing home renovations, and to address the need for limited 
sewer extensions if needed.” (p. 23-4)  

The Master Plan (p 24) specified six elements to be included in the study: 

• “Delineation and possible reasons for known septic failures. 
• Groundwater testing if needed. 
• Preparation of a logical and systematic plan for providing community sewer service if needed. 
• Emphasis on extension of sewer mains within public right-of-way rather than within stream 

valleys. 
• An evaluation and recommendation of the abutting mains policy for this area. 
• Exclusion of properties that are environmentally sensitive and cannot be developed in 

conformance with established environmental guidelines.” 

The Master Plan stated that the study should form the basis of “a policy outlining the measures needed 
to ensure the long-term sustainability of septic service for new home construction and existing home 
renovation, minimizing the need for future sewer extension.” It went on to state that, under the policy, 
“the sole basis for providing new sewer service would be well-documented septic failures where 
extension could be provided consistent with the results of the study and in a logical, economical and 
environmentally sensitive manner.” (p 24) 

The Department of Environmental Protection hired a consulting firm to do the study, which had two 
phases. The firm, AMT Consulting Engineers, completed the study in 2013. AMT stated in its final Phase 
1 report that “the purpose of this study is to gather and assess data to determine the future reliability 
and sustainability of septic systems within the study area…” (p. 5). AMT collected and analyzed well and 
septic permit data and GIS information. The firm confirmed the neighborhood’s topography and natural 
feature locations in the field. Community outreach included public meetings and surveys, as well as the 
creation of a citizens’ advisory committee made up of local residents with varying levels of experience 
with septic and public sewer systems in the neighborhood.  

Phase I of the study used eight parameters, ranging from the age of a property’s septic system and the 
rate at which water percolated through its system to the area’s soils classifications and topography. 
AMT used this information to create maps that it asserted would show areas that were unsustainable 
for septic systems under any of the eight parameters. The study identified nine failing septic systems in 
Glen Hills. The study nonetheless concluded that about a third of the study area—36 percent—was 
unsuitable for septic wastewater disposal under at least one of the eight parameters. It also concluded 
that half of the operating septic systems in Glen Hills were without reserve drainfields for use when an 
initial drainfield failed. For these reasons, the Phase I report recommended Phase II to evaluate 
alternatives for wastewater disposal in the community. 

Phase II assumed that satisfying current septic design regulations with a traditional method of septic 
disposal—deep stone trench systems—could prove problematic. So the study evaluated other types of 
disposal systems, including shallow stone trench systems, sand mounds and drip disposal systems. The 
study did not attempt to apply these prospective technologies to specific properties. The study also 
evaluated 13 conceptual alignments for public sewer throughout Glen Hills. The consultant developed 



broad cost estimates for both innovative septic systems and public sewer service, and concluded that 
septic disposal would cost less than extension of sewer lines. 

The study generated considerable controversy. Some residents, in the wake of the study, have 
advocated for a comprehensive solution to wastewater disposal in Glen Hills, arguing that, while 
reported septic system failures are few in number, a larger group of property owners have systems that 
are under considerable stress, leading to problems with odors and difficulties associated with marketing 
their homes. Opponents of the study coalesced into an informal committee, which was led by Glen Hills 
residents who had been on the citizens’ advisory committee. The group sharply criticized the study’s 
methodology, particularly its reliance on modeling in place of assembling and analyzing information on 
the actual condition of existing septic systems. The group noted that the Master Plan had recommended 
both analysis of known septic failures and groundwater testing if needed and asserted that the AMT 
study had provided neither. The group considered the identification of broad areas as “unsustainable” 
for septic disposal systems particularly inappropriate, and an illegitimate basis for the Phase II 
evaluation of conceptual sewer extensions. 

After reviewing the study and meeting with local residents, the County Executive made four 
recommendations: 

• To maintain consistency with sewer service policies articulated in the Potomac Subregion 
Master Plan, and because public sewer service is not generally available in Glen Hills, property 
owners should first consider septic disposal systems for new development or replacing existing 
systems; 

• Documented health problems caused by septic system failures should remain the only 
justification for constructing new sewer extensions; if larger areas suffer such failures, existing 
Water and Sewer Plan policies are available to address such situations; 

o WSSC, Montgomery and Prince George’s counties should develop a main extension 
process that improves affordability for property owners; 

• Allow use of the existing Water and Sewer Plan policy for abutting mains in Glen Hills; 
• Maintain the existing Piney Branch restricted sewer service access policy for the portions of the 

Glen Hills study area within that watershed.  
 

ANALYSIS 

The text amendment to the Water and Sewer Plan now under review reflects the Executive’s 
recommendations. It clearly indicates that individual, on-site septic systems are and should continue to 
be the primary means of wastewater disposal in Glen Hills. It strictly limits consideration of community 
sewer service to four conditions: 
 

• Relief for individual properties with health problems resulting from documented septic system 
failures; 

• Properties in a specifically designated public health problem area; 
• Properties that abut existing or planned sewer mains and satisfy the policy requirements in the 

“abutting mains” policy; 
• Properties located in both the study area and the Piney Branch watershed that meet 

requirements of the Piney Branch restricted sewer access policy. 
 



The proposed text amendment precisely conforms to the policy recommendations of the 2002 Potomac 
Subregion Master Plan. The Master Plan proposes a policy under which “the sole basis for providing new 
sewer service would be well-documented septic failures where extension could be provided consistent 
with results of the study and in a logical, economical and environmentally acceptable manner.” (p 24) 
The text amendment offers four conditions that will enable resolution of future septic system failures by 
allowing extensions of public sewer service: when septic failures can be documented; when public 
health problem areas are designated; when properties can meet abutting mains requirements (which 
requires the property or building on the property to have existed before the sewer line was extended to 
the area); and when the requirements of the Piney Branch restricted service policy can be met. (The 
Subregion Master Plan recommended modifications to the existing service policy that were included in 
the Water and Sewer Plan.) 
 
More broadly, the proposed text amendment reinforces the 2002 Potomac Subregion Master Plan’s 
long-standing land use vision for Glen Hills—as a low density residential community whose development 
using septic systems would contribute to protecting natural resources. Earlier master plans sought to 
use the provision of sewer service to help set appropriate densities in parts of the Subregion. The 1980 
Potomac Master Plan set four stages for providing public sewer service; it placed Glen Hills in stage 4, 
which would be evaluated only after higher priority areas (generally, unserved areas in the R-200 Zone 
that could take advantage of existing road capacity and would, at the time, provide moderately priced 
dwelling units) received service.  
 
By 2002, the Master Plan stated, “a comprehensive evaluation indicates that providing community 
sewer service to areas zoned for one- and two-acre development, and contrary to smart growth policies, 
has undermined the environmental emphasis of zoning areas for low-density development, especially 
where septic suitability is marginal.” (p 22) The Plan therefore generally recommended against public 
sewer service for low-density areas in the RE-1 and RE-2 zones, except for properties at or very near the 
edge of previously approved areas. 
 
It should be noted that under the Sustainable Growth and Agricultural Preservation Act of 2012, whose 
goal was to limit the impact of large subdivisions using septic systems on sensitive environmental 
resources, most of the Glen Hills neighborhood was designated a Septic Tier III area. Tier III areas are 
generally large-lot residential communities that are not planned for sewerage service. This designation 
reflects the policy recommendations of the 2002 Master Plan. Glen Hills’ Tier III designation is included 
in the official map displaying septic tiers for Montgomery County. The Council may amend official tiers 
only through amendments to the General Plan or by amendments to the Subdivision Regulations.  
 
CONCLUSION  
 
The Executive’s proposed amendment to the Comprehensive Water Supply and Sewerage Systems Plan 
is consistent with both the Potomac Subregion Master Plan’s specific recommendations for evaluating 
sewer service in the community and with the Master Plan’s broader land use goals for the preservation 
of low-density residential resources in Potomac.  It reinforces the Plan’s environmental focus by using 
septic suitability as a “proxy” for managing densities and allowing environmental constraints to limit the 
environmental impact of residential development. Planning staff recommends that the Planning Board 
support the proposed amendment, and transmit comments to the County Council for Council 
consideration. 
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