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Understanding Septic Inspector
Certifications
Septic system inspection requires specialized knowledge of soil science, wastewater treatment,

and system mechanics. Unlike plumbing or general home inspection, septic inspection has its

own certification ecosystem. The two primary national certifying bodies are the National

Association of Wastewater Technicians (NAWT) and the Pennsylvania Septage Management

Association (PSMA), whose inspection standards have been adopted nationally through the

National Onsite Wastewater Recycling Association (NOWRA).

Certification Hierarchy

Level Certification Issuing Body What It Proves

National NAWT Inspector
Certification

NAWT Qualified to perform septic system
inspections per NAWT standards.
Recognized in 14 states. 8-hour CE every
2 years. Annual fee

National PSMA/NOF Certified
Inspector

PSMA Qualified to apply PSMA/National Onsite
Forum inspection standards. 2-year
certification. 16 CE credits per cycle

State State-specific septic
license

Individual state
agencies

Required in licensing states.
Requirements vary: exam, experience,
insurance, bonding

Professional CISM (Certified
Inspector of Septic
Maintenance)

Various state
associations

State-level advanced credential; builds on
national certification

Additional Relevant Certifications

Certification
Issuing

Body
Purpose

NAWT Installer NAWT Installation (not inspection); separate
credential

NAWT Operation & Maintenance NAWT Advanced system O&M; relevant for ATUs
and advanced systems

NAWT Pump/tank specialist
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Certification
Issuing

Body
Purpose

CIPHI (Certified Installer of Pumps and
Holding tanks)

State-specific installer license Individual
states

Installation authority; different from
inspection authority

Soil scientist certification Various Relevant for drain field evaluation and
system design
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State Licensing Requirements
Septic inspector licensing varies dramatically by state. Some states require specific state

certification and experience. Others accept national credentials. A few have no licensing

requirements at all — making third-party certification even more important.

States with Strict Septic Inspector Licensing

State Licensing Body Key Requirements Verify At

Massachusetts DEP Title 5 inspector certification; approved
training + exam

mass.gov/dep

Texas TCEQ OSSF license required; designated
representative certification

tceq.texas.gov

New Jersey DEP Licensed septic inspector; varies by
municipality

nj.gov/dep

Maryland Dept. of
Environment

Licensed inspector for property transfer
inspections (since 2022)

mde.maryland.gov

New Mexico Environment
Dept.

NAWT certification + 3 years experience
required

env.nm.gov

Arizona ADEQ Requires NAWT certification for pump/
inspect services

azdeq.gov

Delaware DNREC Requires NAWT approach training and
certification

dnrec.delaware.gov

Minnesota MPCA Licensed SSTS inspector; 72 hours
training + exam

pca.state.mn.us

Wisconsin DSPS Licensed inspector; state exam required dsps.wi.gov

Washington DOH O&M specialist certification for advanced
systems

doh.wa.gov

14 states recognize NAWT certification

as a qualifying credential. Even in non-licensing states, NAWT or PSMA certification is the best

available quality signal. If your state has no licensing requirement, national certification is the

minimum you should accept.
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Full Certification Comparison

Attribute
NAWT

Inspector

PSMA/NOF

Inspector

State License

(typical)

General Home

Inspector

Scope Septic-specific
inspection

Septic-specific per
NOF standards

Varies by state Broad; septic is a
small fraction

Training Required NAWT-approved
course

PSMA course +
exam

State-specific
(varies widely)

General home
inspection school

Experience
Required

Varies by state
recognition

None beyond
course

Often 1–3
years

Varies by state

Exam Required Yes Yes Usually Yes (for HI
license)

CE Requirements 8 hours / 2 years 16 credits / 2 years Varies Varies

Septic Depth Deep — full
system
evaluation

Deep —
standardized
protocol

Varies (some
are cursory)

Surface-level;
often visual only

Can Evaluate
Advanced Systems?

Yes (with O&M
credential)

Yes Depends on
license type

Rarely

Recognized States 14 states Regional (growing) Only the
issuing state

Not specific to
septic

Annual Cost $75–$150 $100–$200 Varies N/A

General home inspectors are NOT septic specialists.

A standard home inspection includes a cursory septic check (visual only, no pumping). For real

estate transactions, always hire a dedicated septic inspector who will pump the tank, probe the

drain field, and provide a system-specific report.
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How to Verify Credentials

Step-by-step verification process

Ask the inspector for their specific certification (NAWT, PSMA, or state license number).

In licensing states, verify through the state's environmental or health department database. These

are almost always searchable online.

For NAWT-certified inspectors, verify through NAWT's member directory at nawt.org.

Confirm insurance coverage. Septic inspectors should carry general liability AND professional

liability (E&O) insurance. Ask for a certificate of insurance.

Ask about their experience with YOUR system type. Conventional gravity systems are

straightforward, but ATUs, mound systems, and pressure distribution systems require specialized

knowledge.

Verify they have the right equipment. A proper septic inspection requires: probe/rod for drain field,

sludge judge or measuring device, effluent filter tools, and potentially camera equipment.

In states without licensing, anyone can call themselves a septic inspector.

This makes it essential to verify national certification (NAWT or PSMA) and ask the specific

questions in our vetting questionnaire (Page 8). An unqualified "inspection" is worse than no

inspection — it creates false confidence.
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10 Red Flags of an Unqualified Inspector

Won't pump the tank.

A proper inspection requires seeing inside the tank. An inspector who only does a visual
check from ground level cannot evaluate tank condition, baffles, or sludge levels.

1

Suggests septic additives.

Bacteria/enzyme products are the #1 septic industry scam. The EPA says they provide no
proven benefit. An inspector who sells additives is padding the bill.

2

Unsolicited door-to-door visits.

Reputable septic companies work by appointment. Door-to-door sales are a common scam
tactic — they create "evidence" of problems that don't exist.

3

No written report.

A qualified inspector provides a detailed written report with findings, photos, measurements
(sludge levels, scum levels), and recommendations. Verbal-only findings are unacceptable.

4

Pressures you into immediate, expensive repairs.

Legitimate inspectors present findings and let you get second opinions. "This needs to be
fixed TODAY" is a high-pressure sales tactic.

5

Can't explain the inspection protocol.

Ask: "What specifically will you inspect?" A qualified inspector can walk you through every
step. Vague answers indicate a cursory approach.

6

Demands full payment upfront.

Standard practice is payment at time of service or upon report delivery. Requiring full
payment before work begins is unusual and risky.

7

No certification or license documentation.

If they can't provide a certification number or license that you can verify independently,
don't hire them.

8

Doesn't ask about the system type or history.

A good inspector asks about system age, type, last pump date, and any known issues before
starting. If they dive straight in without questions, they're not thorough.

9
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Inspects a recently pumped tank and passes it.

You cannot properly evaluate a septic system when the tank is empty. If the tank was
pumped within 2 weeks, the inspector cannot assess operating levels, flow rates, or whether
the drain field is accepting effluent normally.

10
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When Inspection Level Matters (Decision
Matrix)

Two-column layout

HIRE A CERTIFIED SEPTIC SPECIALIST WHEN

Buying a home with a septic system (always)

Selling a home (pre-listing inspection prevents surprises)

Title 5 or state-mandated inspection required

System is older than 20 years

You notice signs of failure (slow drains, sewage smell, wet spots in yard)

Adding a bedroom, bathroom, or additional occupants

Advanced system (ATU, mound, pressure distribution)

Property has a history of septic problems

BASIC MAINTENANCE CHECK IS ADEQUATE WHEN

Routine pumping (every 3–5 years) with sludge level measurement

System is less than 10 years old with no issues

You've had a recent full inspection (within 2 years) and just want a maintenance visit

Cost comparison

Factor
Certified Septic

Inspector

General Home Inspector

(septic check)
Pumper-Only

Cost $300–$700 Included in $300–$500 home
inspection

$250–$600

Tank pumped and
evaluated

Yes No Yes (pumping
only)

Drain field probed Yes No No

Flow test / hydraulic
load

Often included No No

Camera inspection
available

Yes (extra cost) No No

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Factor
Certified Septic

Inspector

General Home Inspector

(septic check)
Pumper-Only

Written septic-specific
report

Yes Paragraph in general report Pumping receipt
only

Title 5 / state
compliance

Yes No No

Catches major
problems

High confidence Low confidence Moderate (tank
only)
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Sample Vetting Questionnaire

Septic Inspector Vetting Questionnaire — Send This Before Hiring

Copy and send these questions to any septic inspector you're considering. Their answers will tell

you everything you need to know.

1. Credentials & Licensing

What certifications do you hold (NAWT, PSMA, state license)?

What is your license/certification number? Can I verify it?

Are you licensed in this state for septic inspection?

When did you last complete continuing education?

2. Experience & Capabilities

How many years have you been inspecting septic systems?

Approximately how many inspections do you perform per year?

Do you have experience with my system type (conventional / ATU / mound / pressure

distribution)?

Can you perform inspections that meet Title 5 / state real estate requirements?

3. Inspection Process

What does your inspection include specifically? (Please list each step)

Will you pump the tank as part of the inspection?

Do you probe the drain field?

Do you offer camera inspection of pipes?

Will you perform a hydraulic load test or dye test if needed?

4. Equipment

What equipment do you bring to an inspection?

Do you have camera equipment for pipe inspection?

Do you own your own pumping truck, or do you subcontract pumping?

5. Insurance & Business

Do you carry general liability and professional liability (E&O) insurance?

Do you provide itemized invoices?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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What is your cancellation policy?

When will I receive the written report after the inspection?

6. References

Can you provide 2–3 recent client references?

Can you share a sample inspection report (redacted)?

How many inspections have you completed in this county/area?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SepticTrust

SepticTrust
Licensed septic inspectors, reviewed and ranked.

Search inspectors at septictrust.com
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