
Clean water is vital to everyone - we depend on it for almost every aspect of our 
lives.  We are incredibly lucky in Newaygo to be blessed with so much water - the 

Muskegon River, the Chain of  Lakes, Bigelow and Penoyer Creeks, Hess and 
Brooks Lakes - the list could go on.  But because we live so close to such a 
precious resource, responsibility falls on everyone to make sure our water 

resources stay clean and healthy.  Sometimes this is easier said than done.   Many 
common household practices can pollute our water.  This guide will help you 

identify those areas in and around your home that could pollute water resources.  Please take a few 
minutes to go through this information.  It will help you become part of the Solution to Pollution.  

What is a 
Watershed? 

 
Almost all Newaygo area residents 

live in the Muskegon River Watershed.  A 
watershed is a geographic area where all the 
water drains to a common point.  In the 
Muskegon River Watershed water eventually 
flows through Muskegon Lake and into Lake 
Michigan.  Because all the land 
in a watershed is connected 
through a vast network of 
groundwater, lakes, streams 
and wetlands, pollution in one 
part of the watershed can affect 
anything downstream.  Even if 
you don’t live along a lake, 
stream or river, your activities 
could affect someone else's 
water downstream. 

Information in this checklist comes from Michigan State University Extension’s Home*A*Syst - Home Assessment Guide  (Extension Bulletin     
WQ-51).  Home*A*Syst is a program of the Michigan Groundwater Stewardship Program. Contact the Newaygo Conservation District at 231-924-
2420 or Newaygo County MSU-Extension at 231-924-0500 for more information on this and related programs.  This checklist was put together as part 
of the Brooks Township Land Use Vision Project, which was funded in part by the Fremont Area Community Foundation.  For more information on 
the Land Use Vision Project, contact Brooks Township at 231-652-6763 or visit us on the internet at www.brookstownship.org. 



Stormwater is water from rain or melting snow that does 
not soak into the ground.  It flows across the land until it 
enters a stream, lake, river or wetland.  Along the way, 
stormwater can collect and transport pollutants such as pet 
wastes, fertilizers, pesticides, automotive fluids, yard 
waste, and litter.  Unfortunately, many Newaygo 
lakes, streams and wetlands have been impacted by 
polluted stormwater.  As environmental stewards, it 
is our job to keep pollutants out of stormwater.   

Stormwater Checklist Usually 
(yes) 

Sometimes Usually 
Not 
(no) 

I Don’t 
But I 
Can 

1.  Do you promptly stabilize (seed 
or mulch) bare soil in your yard?   
 

    

2.  Do you direct downspouts and 
drip lines into vegetated areas where 
the water can soak into the ground? 
 

    

3.  Do you use vegetated areas in 
your yard to capture and absorb ex-
cess stormwater runoff? 
 

    

4.  Do you use sediment barriers 
during construction or remodeling 
projects to prevent erosion? 
 

    

5.  Have you minimized paved 
surfaces around your home to re-
duce excess runoff?  
 

    

6.  Do you store fertilizers, 
pesticides and household chemicals 
out of reach of stormwater? 
 

    

7.  Do you immediately clean up 
spilled fertilizers and pesticides and 
avoid applications before a heavy 
rain? 
 

    

8.  Do you take your car to a car 
wash or wash your car on your 
lawn?  (If you wash your car on 
pavement, there’s a greater chance 
that soaps and chemicals from your 
vehicle may be washed into lakes, 
streams, rivers or storm drains.) 

    

9.  Do you immediately clean up 
automotive spills, pet wastes, grass 
clippings and other yard wastes? 
 

    



Septic System 
Checklist 

Usually 
(yes) 

Sometimes Usually 
Not 
(no) 

I Don’t 
But I 
Can 

1.  Do you have your system 
pumped and inspected every 3-5 
years?   
 

    

2.  Do you keep heavy objects and 
equipment off your drain field? 
 

    

3.  Do you keep accurate records of 
system repairs and maintenance? 
 

    

4.  Do you avoid using a garbage 
disposal? 

    

6.  Do you avoid pouring 
hazardous household chemicals 
down the drain (including toxic or 
harsh cleaners)? 
 

    

7.  Have you installed water 
conservation fixtures to lower the 
amount of water flowing into your 
system? 
 

    

8.  Do you immediately take action 
when you see signs of trouble (like 
slowly draining water, odors, etc.)? 
 

    

9.  Is your system at least 50 feet 
from all wells and any surface 
water?   

    

10.  Is your system at least 4 feet 
above the water table? 
 

    

5.  Do you avoid flushing grease, 
oils and bulky materials down the 
drain? 

    

Until you have a problem, you probably don’t think too much 
about your septic system.  Unfortunately, when you find out you 
have a problem - septic water backing into the house, unpleasant 
odors, or a soggy drain field - it is too late.  That’s why taking 
preventative action now is key.  Regular maintenance can save 
you money and prevent dangerous contamination of 
groundwater or surface water.  Complete the checklist below to 
find out if you are an “environmental steward” when it comes to 
your septic system. 



Household Trash 
Checklist 

Usually 
(yes) 

Sometimes Usually 
Not 
(no) 

I Don’t 
But I 
Can 

1.  Do you choose products with 
the least amount of packaging or 
with recyclable containers?  

    

2.  Do you purchase products that 
are durable and long-lasting? 

    

3.  Do you recycle as many 
household products as possible? 

    

4.  Do you compost yard wastes 
and kitchen vegetable scraps? 

    

5.  Do you avoid burning 
household trash? 

    

6.  Do you read product labels and 
choose the least toxic product for 
the job?   

    

7.  Do you follow label instructions 
on household chemicals? 
 

    

8.  Do you store products in their 
original containers and out of the 
reach of pets and children? 
 

    

9.  Do you avoid disposing leftover 
household chemicals in your septic 
system? 
 

    

10.  Do you save household 
chemicals for disposal during 
Newaygo County’s annual 
household chemical collection?   
 

    

The amount of trash Americans produce is a HUGE issue.  According to 
1990 statistics, the average American produced about 4.3 pounds of trash 
per day.  That averages 90,000 lbs. of trash that each American leaves for 
future generations.  Most of this ends up in landfills, and most statistics 
agree that we are running out of room to bury our trash.  Even if we had 
unlimited space in the ground for our garbage, no landfill is guaranteed to 
be leak-proof. Not only will household chemicals such as moth balls and 
battery acid degrade HDPE (the high density plastic that commonly lines 
landfills), but much more benign items such as margarine, vinegar, ethyl 

alcohol (liquor), shoe polish and peppermint oil can cause it to develop stress 
cracks. Studies show that a 10-acre landfill will leak somewhere between 0.2 and 
10 gallons per day.  Fortunately, each household has many options for reducing, 
and even eliminating, trash.  Use this checklist to identify ways you and your 
family can cut excess trash out of your lives. 



Yard and Garden Usually 
(yes) 

Sometimes Usually 
Not 
(no) 

I Don’t 
But I 
Can 

1.  Do you routinely have your soil tested?  (A soil test - which is approximately 
$9.00 from the MSU-Extension office - will give you a personalized fertilizer 
recommendation for your yard or garden.) 

    

2.  If you fertilize your lawn, do you carefully follow the instructions on the bag 
and use no more than one pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet? 

    

3.  Do you purchase fertilizer that is in a slow-release form, which has less of a 
chance of polluting water than fast-release fertilizer? 

    

4.  Do you avoid applying fertilizers before a heavy rain?     

5.  Do you immediately clean up fertilizer or pesticide spills from pavement and 
other hard surfaces?  

    

6.  Do you mow high (3 inches or greater)?  (A taller grass can better retain water, 
compete for nutrients and shade out weeds.) 

    

7.  Do you use non-chemical or low-chemical methods for dealing with pests?     

8.  Do you compost yard wastes?     

For Shoreline Property Owners     

9.  Do you avoid burning yard wastes near the shore, so that phosphorus-rich ash 
doesn’t end up fertilizing the lake? 

    

10.  Have you installed a buffer strip of native plants to prevent erosion, capture 
stormwater and provide wildlife habitat? 

    

11.  If you fertilize, do you use a No-Phosphorus fertilizer? (Phosphorus can 
cause excessive aquatic weed growth.) 

    

12.  Do you leave a buffer strip at least 30-foot wide along the shore where you 
apply no fertilizer? 

    

Your yard may be one of the biggest places around your home where you can have either a positive 
or a negative impact on the environment. Misuse of fertilizers and pesticides, overwatering, gasoline 
powered lawn equipment and soil erosion can all add up to a lot of pollution.  For example, 
homeowners generally use 10 times more toxic chemicals per acre than farmers.  However, if just 
10% of landowners used organic pest control measures instead of pesticides, up to 5 million pounds 
of toxic chemicals would be kept out of the environment each year.  You can play a part in reducing 
pollution from your yard and garden.  Use this checklist to find out how. 

Now that you’ve completed this guide, what should you do? 
 

1.  Items that you checked “usually” or “yes” represent a LOW RISK to pollution.  Keep up the good work! 
 
2. Those items that you checked “usually not” or “no” present a HIGH RISK to the environment and the   
       health of you and your family.  Try to make changes in your everyday routine to reduce these risks.   
 
3.  If you need additional information to help you make your home more environmentally-friendly, take  
     advantage of the Michigan Groundwater Stewardship Program’s Home*A*Syst Program.  Call the Newaygo  
     Conservation District at 231-924-2420 ext. 5 for more information. 
 
4.  Share this information with your friends, family and neighbors.  Additional copies are available through Brooks  
     Township - call 231-652-6763.  By working together we can clean up our act! 


