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If you’re buying or selling a home on Cape Cod, three words will shape the deal more than almost anything else:
Title 5 septic. Most of the Cape isn’t on town sewer — it runs on private septic systems in sandy soil above a sole-
source drinking-water aquifer — which makes septic rules a very big deal here. Title 5 is the Massachusetts
regulation that governs those systems, and misunderstanding it is one of the most expensive mistakes a Cape
homeowner or buyer can make. Here’s a plain-English guide. (Rules and costs change and vary by town — always
confirm current specifics with your town’s Board of Health and a licensed septic professional.)

What Title 5 actually is
Title 5 (310 CMR 15.000) is the Massachusetts state code for on-site sewage disposal — private septic systems. Its
most important feature for buyers and sellers: a septic system generally must be inspected at the time of
property transfer, and the system must pass for the sale to proceed normally. A failing system typically must be
repaired or replaced — and on the Cape, that can be a major expense.

Why septic is an extra-big deal on Cape Cod
The Cape sits on a sole-source aquifer (its drinking water comes from the ground beneath it), and its bays and
ponds have well-documented nitrogen pollution problems driven largely by septic systems. That’s led to
increasing regulation beyond baseline Title 5:

Nitrogen-reducing “I/A” systems (innovative/alternative technology) are increasingly required or
encouraged in sensitive watersheds and certain towns.

Watershed permits and town-specific rules add requirements on top of state Title 5 in many Cape towns.

The Cape Cod Commission and towns are actively tightening nitrogen rules — what’s required is a moving
target, town by town.

This is why you cannot assume “it’s just Title 5” on the Cape — local requirements often go further.

When you need to deal with it
Trigger What typically happens

Selling your home Title 5 inspection required; system must pass (or be repaired/escrowed)

Buying a home Confirm a passing inspection before closing; understand any upgrade obligation

Adding bedrooms / expanding Can trigger a required system upgrade (capacity is bedroom-based)

System failure Repair/replacement required, often to current (stricter) standards

New construction System designed and permitted to current code

The upgrade process, in broad strokes
1. Inspection by a licensed inspector determines pass/fail.

2. If failing, a licensed engineer/designer designs a compliant system for your lot and soil.

3. Board of Health (and sometimes state) permitting — this is where Cape town-specific and watershed
rules come in.



4. A licensed installer builds it; final inspection signs off.

Costs vary widely by system type, lot conditions, and whether a nitrogen-reducing system is required — get
multiple quotes from licensed local professionals, and don’t rely on a number from another town or another
state.

Buyer and seller tips
Buyers: make the Title 5 inspection a condition of your offer, and understand who pays for any required
upgrade. On a lot in a sensitive watershed, ask specifically whether a nitrogen-reducing system could be
required.

Sellers: get your inspection done early; a failing result found at the closing table is a negotiating disaster.

Everyone: call the town Board of Health for that property’s specific requirements before you assume
anything. Cape septic rules are hyper-local.

Don’t-miss cautions
Betterment loans and financial help exist in some towns for septic upgrades — ask your town.

Never buy a Cape home without understanding its septic status and any looming upgrade obligation;
it’s one of the largest hidden costs on the Cape.

Don’t miss: calling the town Board of Health before you buy, expand, or sell. Cape Cod septic rules are among the
strictest and most locally-variable in the state, and the single smartest move any homeowner makes is getting the
specific, current requirements for their property from their town — in writing — before spending a dollar.
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Make a day of it
Bookable experiences that pair perfectly with this guide. Scan any code to reserve.

BOOK ·  FROM $689

Cape Cod Catamaran — Sailing & Billingsgate Island
Cape Cod Catamaran · Wellfleet

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book

BOOK ·  FROM $80/PERSON

Cape Cod Sunset Paddleboard Tour
RideAway Adventures · Mashpee

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book

BOOK ·  FROM $100

Cape Cod Pirate Adventure Paddle Hunt and Battle
Cape Cod Pirate Adventures · Dennis

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book



Headed to the Cape with friends? Share this guide.
Every share helps a real local business get found — and keeps Cape Cod guides free. Scan to send it
along.

Find a Certified Cape Cod Contractor →

Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/cape-cod-title-5-septic · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify seasonal details before
you go.

https://www.capecodcertified.com/contractors
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This is what being Cape Cod
Certified looks like.
You just read a guide that travelers and locals download, keep, and share. The businesses
inside it were chosen on merit — real vetting, real local knowledge, never pay-to-play.

Own a Cape Cod business? Get Certified and earn your place in guides like this one — in
front of the exact people planning their trip and their spend.

Get Certified → capecodcertified.com/join

https://www.capecodcertified.com/join?ref=guide-pdf

