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Most of Cape Cod is on private septic — but that’s slowly changing, as towns build out sewer systems to fight the
nitrogen pollution choking the Cape’s bays and ponds. If you own or are buying a Cape home, you may face a real
question: stay on septic, upgrade to a nitrogen-reducing system, or connect to town sewer where it’s available (or
coming). It’s a consequential, expensive decision. Here’s how to think it through. (Availability, rules, and costs are
highly town-specific and change often — confirm current details with your town’s Board of Health, DPW/sewer
department, and a licensed professional.)

The big picture: why this is even a question
Cape Cod’s environmental reality drives everything here. The Cape draws its drinking water from the ground it sits
on, and decades of septic-system nitrogen have degraded many of its estuaries and ponds. In response, towns are
expanding sewer infrastructure and tightening septic rules to reduce nitrogen — which means “septic vs.
sewer” is an active, evolving question across much of the Cape.

The three paths
Option What it means Best when

Conventional septic Traditional on-site system Where allowed; simpler lots outside sensitive
watersheds

Nitrogen-reducing (I/A)
septic

Advanced on-site system that removes
more nitrogen

Increasingly required in sensitive areas; no sewer
available

Town sewer connection Tie into municipal sewer Where sewer exists or is coming; removes on-site
system burden

Septic: the trade-offs
Pros: you control it, no ongoing sewer bill, no betterment assessment. Cons: you own the maintenance, repairs,
and eventual replacement; Title 5 inspection at sale; and in sensitive watersheds you may be required to install a
costlier nitrogen-reducing system. On the Cape, a failing or non-compliant system is a major expense.

Town sewer: the trade-offs
Pros: no on-site system to maintain, generally removes the nitrogen liability, and can be a selling point. Cons:
connection isn’t free — towns typically levy a betterment assessment (your share of the sewer project cost, often
payable over years) plus connection costs and ongoing sewer fees. And sewer simply isn’t available
everywhere — many areas are still septic-only, though town plans are expanding coverage.

How to decide
Ask these questions for your specific property:

1. Is town sewer available now, or planned? Call the town DPW/sewer department. If it’s coming, when —
and will connection be mandatory?

2. Is my property in a sensitive watershed where a nitrogen-reducing septic system would be required? The
Board of Health knows.



3. What’s the true cost of each path — a new I/A septic system vs. a sewer betterment + connection + fees? Get
real numbers, not estimates from another town.

4. What’s my timeline? If you’re selling soon, Title 5 and buyer perception matter; if you’re staying decades,
long-term maintenance and looming mandates matter.

The financial picture (get real quotes)
Both paths can be expensive, and the “cheaper” one depends entirely on your property, town, and watershed. Don’t
guess — get: a septic designer’s estimate for a compliant/I/A system, and the town’s betterment and connection
figures for sewer. Some towns offer betterment financing or low-interest loans for both septic upgrades and
sewer connections — ask.

Don’t-miss cautions
Mandatory connection: in some sewered areas, connecting is required within a set period once sewer reaches
your street — a cost you can’t avoid. Confirm your town’s policy.

Buying? Know the property’s current system, its condition, whether sewer is coming, and any looming mandate
before you close.

Rules change fast — the Cape’s nitrogen regulations are actively evolving; verify the current requirement,
don’t rely on old advice.

Don’t miss: making two phone calls before you decide anything — one to the Board of Health (septic/watershed
rules for your lot) and one to the town sewer department (is sewer here or coming, and what will it cost). Those
two calls turn an overwhelming decision into a clear, numbers-based one.

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 →
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