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About SU-EFC

Since 1993, the Syracuse University 
Environmental Finance Center (SU-EFC) has 
supported communities in tackling the 
financial and management challenges of 
environmental infrastructure. 

From aging septic systems to drinking water 
and wastewater upgrades, SU-EFC helps 
local governments and organizations plan 
improvements, identify funding 
opportunities, and find workable solutions 
for long-term system management.

Learn more by visiting:
efc.syr.edu



Otisco Lake
• Surface Area: 2,236 acres

• Length: 5.4 miles

• Max width: 1 mile

• Average depth of 32 feet

• Maximum depth of roughly 68-76 feet

• Water Volume: about 21 billion gallons

Image Source: NYFalls.org
Image Source: NYSDEC



River Runner

https://river-runner.samlearner.com/?lng=-76.29000711512016&lat=42.86709425022215


Otisco Lake

• Origin: partially marshland in its 
natural state

• The water levels were significantly 
raised by dams built in 1869 and 1908 
to support the Erie Canal and supply 
drinking water for Syracuse. 

• Man-made  Causeway: historically 
used as a wagon road to cross the lake, 
which divides the water into two 
distinct basins

Image Source: NYFalls.com



Otisco Lake Fishing
▪  “Tiger musky provide a unique trophy and Otisco Lake may well be 

one of the best waters in the state for this fish.” –NYS DEC

Largemouth bass- often exceeding 20 inches

➢ DEC stocks annually with 11,000 tiger musky and 2,500 brown trout 
annually, 44,000 walleye biannually

Tiger Musky caught on Otiso Lake Image 
Source: Syracuse.com



Otisco Lake Recreation

Additional fish species: 
smallmouth bass, walleye, 
brown trout, bluegill, 
pumpkinseed, rock bass, black 
crappie, white crappie, yellow 
perch, white perch, channel 
catfish, brown bullhead, yellow 
bullhead, common carp, white 
sucker, golden shiner, and 
alewives.

Otisco Lake is a GEM!

Image Source: Fingerlakes Land Trust

Hugh with a Rock Bass



Otisco Lake Land Use Over Time

Figure A (1937–1942), 73% of the watershed was cultivated and only 26% was covered by forest. 

Figure B (2001) 57% of the area is covered by forest and cultivated land decreased to 7.7%, 25% 
of the initial 50 m adjacent to the lake shore is developed land (Paleolimnol 2010)

Image Source: REGRID



Development

Human Impact

Nutrient Runoff/septic

Water Quality



Negative Impacts of Nutrient Runoff

• Public Health Threats

• Dangerous Pathogens (E. coli and Salmonella)

• Drinking Water Contamination

• Ecological Damage (Eutrophication)

• Algal Blooms- explosive growth 

• Dead Zones

• Unusable Water

• Lowers recreational value

• Economic Consequences

• Lowers property values and tourism

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Working to address barriers to 
septic system management:

   Affordability 

           Public Education 

           Governance
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Septic 101
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Septic 101Video Link: https://youtu.be/SQsBPqTvGU0?si=omeNk4gW3doCk2Cd 

https://youtu.be/SQsBPqTvGU0?si=omeNk4gW3doCk2Cd
https://youtu.be/SQsBPqTvGU0?si=omeNk4gW3doCk2Cd
https://youtu.be/SQsBPqTvGU0?si=omeNk4gW3doCk2Cd
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Why Maintenance Matters

10-20% of septic systems fail or malfunction each year

Failures can harm water quality, public health, and your wallet

Regular maintenance is best way to prevent system failure
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Caring for Your System

1. Inspect and pump on 
schedule

2. Improve water efficiency

3. Dispose of waste properly

4. Protect your drainfield 

Images from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD



How often do you think your septic 
system should be inspected?

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD



How often do you think your septic 
system should be pumped out?

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Inspect and Pump

• Inspect every 1-3 years

• Pump every 3-5 years

• Frequency depends on: 

• •  Household size / # of occupants
•  Water usage
•  Tank size
•  Solids load

Images from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Rental / Short-term Occupancy

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Improve Water Efficiency

• Upgrade old toilets

• Install water-saving 
fixtures

• Be mindful with laundry 
habits

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Improve Water Efficiency

• Upgrade old toilets

• Install water-saving 
fixtures

• Be mindful with laundry 
habits

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD

Link: https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products 

https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products
https://www.epa.gov/watersense/watersense-products


Syracuse University 22

Dispose of Waste Properly

• Flush only waste and toilet 

paper

• Keep chemicals out

• Limit garbage disposal use

Images from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Protect Your Drainfield

• Step 1 – know where it is!

• Don’t park or drive on it

• Plant wisely (shallow rooted grass, 

groundcover, flowers, etc.)

• Keep extra water away

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD



Syracuse University 24

Leslie Ann Garden Design
READ: How to Transform Your Septic Field into a Vibrant 
Prairie Meadow: A Step-by-Step Landscaping Guide

https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
https://www.leslieanngardendesign.ca/post/transforming-your-septic-field-into-a-vibrant-prairie-meadow-a-step-by-step-guide
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More Tips

Avoid septic 

system additives

Monitor for 

signs of failure
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More Tips

Avoid septic 

system additives

Monitor for 

signs of failure

Additives Fact Sheet PDF Link: 

https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf 

https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-09/septictankadditivesfactsheet.pdf


Syracuse University 27

Signs of Failure

• Sewage backups or slow drains indoors

• Gurgling sounds in plumbing

• Standing water or soggy areas near 
tank/drainfield

• Sewage odors outdoors

• Extra lush grass over the system

• Untreated wastewater surfacing or visibly 
entering waterbodies

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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To Repair or Replace…

• Repair often possible if issues are 
limited and/or system has been 
well maintained

• Replacement can be costly 
($10,000–$40,000+) and disruptive

• Decision Factors: age, condition, 
soils, budget

• Get an inspection/evaluation when 
deciding 

Images from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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Choosing the Right Servicer

✓ Are they reputable?

✓ Ask neighbors & check reviews

✓ Get multiple quotes and opinions

✓ Consider long-term value (not just 
lowest cost)

✓ Get a service contract  for advanced 
systems

Image from Tad Gerace, Ontario County SWCD
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NYS Licensed Design Professionals (LDPs)

• Professional engineering and/or architectural services (defined 
by NYS Department of Health)

• Required for complete system and/or leach field repair or 
replacement

• Required if adding additions/bedrooms and/or other causes of a 
significant increase in wastewater generation

• Tank replacement ONLY and/or other small repairs may not 
require an LDP

• Check with county health department before moving forward 
with repair or replacement: onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-
systems/       

Fact Sheet Link: 
www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/sept
ic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf 

https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf
http://www.css.cornell.edu/cwmi/waterquality/septic/NYSDOH-OWTSDesignProfessionals.pdf


Onondaga County Septic System Contact Info and Resources: 
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/ 

Contact Information for the Onondaga County 
Bureau of Public Health Engineering:

 

Phone: (315) 435-6600
Septic Email: PHESeptic@ongov.net

https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
https://onondaga.gov/health-env/septic-systems/
mailto:PHESeptic@ongov.net
mailto:PHESeptic@ongov.net


Learn More 
Septic Animations from the 
@Southwest EFC on YouTube

Link: 
www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/
search?query=septic 

https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic
https://www.youtube.com/@SouthwestEFC/search?query=septic


Learn More 
EPA SepticSmart

Link: epa.gov/septic/septicsmart 

https://www.epa.gov/septic/septicsmart
https://www.epa.gov/septic/septicsmart
https://www.epa.gov/septic/septicsmart
https://www.epa.gov/septic/septicsmart
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Webinar Presented By Mark Noga: 
https://youtu.be/BGwOj_sXk6A?si=fckxa_8mTN4KIWpY 

https://youtu.be/BGwOj_sXk6A?si=fckxa_8mTN4KIWpY
https://youtu.be/BGwOj_sXk6A?si=fckxa_8mTN4KIWpY
https://youtu.be/BGwOj_sXk6A?si=fckxa_8mTN4KIWpY


Questions?

Averi Davis & Jes Eckerlin

Syracuse University Environmental Finance Center

E: adavis02@syr.edu      E: jeschn01@syr.edu 

mailto:adavis02@syr.edu
mailto:jeschn01@syr.edu
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