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Before you buy a piece of property in the country with the intent of building a 
home, make sure the land qualifies for an onsite sewage system.  Before you buy 
land with a home already built on it, you should have the sewage system checked 
to make sure that it is working properly.  Be very careful about buying property 
without knowing about its potential for sewage system problems. Your plans for a 
dream home could turn out to be a nightmare if you buy property with poor soil 
conditions or a failing onsite sewage treatment system.  Don’t buy land you can’t 
use! 
 
You should get land approved before you buy to make sure it qualifies for a 
sewage system. Most lots will qualify for a standard system.  Some lots will qualify 
for an alternative system.  A few lots will not qualify for any type of sewer system.  
It is required by law that you obtain your permit to install your sewer system 
BEFORE you build or install a home.  Getting your permit first will prevent 
spending a lot of money building on the wrong site. 
 
Standard systems can be used where the soil drains well (5-60 minutes per inch 
percolation, or “perc”) and there is no solid rock, water, or seasonal water table 
within 54” of the ground’s surface. To get more information about what types of 
systems can be installed under different conditions, see the Nicholas County 
Health Department (NCHD) pamphlet “Septic Systems: Know Your Options.”    

  
In order for the health department to 
evaluate a site for a new sewage treatment 
system, the owner must have a six-foot deep 
hole dug in the area of the proposed drain 
field.  This hole is used to evaluate the depth 
of the soil.  A certified sewage installer must 
do at least four perc tests to evaluate soil 
conditions.   
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There are many factors that determine if a lot is fit for an on-site sewage system, 
such as high ground water, shallow soil, area, distance to water supplies, high clay 
content, and drainage.  Some lots with these limitations can still be used, but only 
with expensive alternative sewage systems.   
 
The first thing you need to do when you consider a building site is to make sure 
that the lot is in compliance with the West Virginia subdivision regulations.  To do 
this, you will need to know when the lot was created.  A lot is created when one 
large piece of property is split into 2 or more pieces.  You will also need to know 
the dimensions and size of the lot.  The next step is to call the local Health 
Department and ask a Sanitarian what the area requirements are for the lot in 

question.  If the lot is exempt from the subdivision requirements due to the age or 
size of the lot, the lot must be evaluated for the suitability of the soil. 
 
All lots created after July 1, 1970, are required to have written approval from the 
health department unless they are 2 acres or more in size.  Lots created after 
March 6, 1997, must have health department approval regardless of size.  More 
information about subdivision approval can be found in the NCHD pamphlet “Land 
Division and Second Dwellings on a Single Tract of Land.”  Some lots in approved 
subdivisions already have had the soils evaluated.  The health department keeps 
permanent records of all approved lots.  Call your local health department to find 
out if your lot is on file. You will need to provide the name of the subdivision, and 
the lot number.  If there is no record of the lot you plan to buy, the seller of the lot 
must apply for a permit to subdivide and have the site evaluated.   
 
After you have made sure that the lot has been approved by the local health 
department, you should have no trouble obtaining a permit to install your new 
sewer system.  Remember that a permit to install a sewer system must be 
obtained prior to the construction or placement of the home. 
 
If you are considering a home with an existing septic system, contact the health 
department to get a list of people who evaluate existing sewage systems.  You 
should have the sewage system tested even if the bank is not requiring it.  The 
sewage evaluation should be requested long before the closing date on the loan.  
Sewage evaluations can take more than ten days to schedule and complete.  The 
home must be occupied for at least 30 consecutive days prior to the evaluation.     
 
If the house is or was vacant at any time during the last 30 days, you may consider 
putting some money in an escrow account to cover the cost of replacing the 
sewage system.  The evaluation can be done at a later date.  If the system is failing 
or fails within the first 6 months after you buy it, the escrow account can be used 
to pay for the modification or replacement of the system.  All replacement or 
modification to an onsite sewage system requires a permit from the local health 
department.  To get more information about how to get a permit, see the NCHD 
pamphlet “How to Get a Permit to Install or Modify a Septic System in Nicholas 
County.”    
 
Often sewage treatment is the last thing people consider when buying a home.  
Don’t let yourself get stuck with a “lemon” piece of property.  Consider sewage 
treatment when you are looking to buy real estate. 
 
If you have any questions, you may call your local health department (Nicholas 
County Health Department: 304-872-5329).  You may also contact the State 
Health Department at 304-356-4288. 


