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The Department of Human Services Drinking Water Program (DHS-DWP) and the Department of 
Environmental Quality (DEQ) prepared this report in accordance with the requirements of ORS 448.409.  The 
report describes the activities of DHS-DWP and DEQ under their respective water and wastewater operator 

certification programs from January 1, 2003 to December 31, 2004. 
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Executive Summary 
 
Oregon law requires owners of drinking water and wastewater systems (public and private) to have their systems under 
responsible control and direction of certified operators.  Trained and certified operators are necessary to ensure that the 
systems are managed in a manner that fully protects public health and the environment.  Certified operators also improve 
facility operation and compliance, protect the public’s investment in the facilities, and instill public confidence in the 
safety and certainty of services.  The Department of Human Services Drinking Water Program (DHS-DWP) administers 
the certification program for drinking water system operators, and the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) 
administers the program for domestic wastewater system operators.   
 
DHS-DWP and DEQ coordinate activities to benefit to their respective certification programs.  Coordination efforts 
include, but are not limited to, representation and input at advisory committee meetings on program activities, 
effectiveness and rulemaking, general program administration in areas such as testing, efficiencies and the sharing of 
operator work experience records.  Another important area of coordination includes input to trainers and educators 
through the Oregon Environmental Services Advisory Council (OESAC) for workforce training and continuing 
education. 
 
This report includes an overview of program activities and accomplishments.  Several initiatives have been 
undertaken to improve program efficiency, including the use of standardized tests and increased use of electronic 
communication and data base systems.  Other program highlights for 2003 and 2004 are noted below. 
 
The DHS-DWP investigated and resolved all complaints of fraud or misconduct without assistance from the 
Department of Justice during this period.  The total number of persons certified in drinking water system operation 
is 1815 including 90 operators who still have time to reinstate their certificate by December 31, 2004.  The new 
Small Water System certification has 1045 operators who are required to attend a DHS-DWP water training 
course.  Figures for this group are separated because small water system operators cannot be denied certification, 
there is no reciprocity, and they take no exams.  Operators that are required to pass an examination now have the 
option of testing at their local community college on dates other than the two set each year by DHS-DWP.  This 
translates into a significant savings in time and money for water systems. 
 
DEQ investigated and resolved all complaints of fraud, misconduct or improper operator supervisory designations 
and worked with the Department of Justice to revoke the certification of one Oregon certified wastewater system 
operator for grievous acts.  The number of persons certified in wastewater system operation is 1600 including 86 
operators eligible to reinstate their certificate(s).  All wastewater operator tests were evaluated and revised during the 
biennium.  DEQ staggered certificate expiration dates to evenly distribute workload and revenue flow, and improved 
its Web page by adding a Certified Operator Query that provides the public with real-time certification status 
including expiration date and county of residence, and an Examination Query that shows who passed by exam date 
and type.  Web page visits now average over 450 per month with a significant reduction in requests for information 
and forms by phone. 
 
DHS-DWP and DEQ Operator Certification Program comparative information for 2003 and 2004 is summarized 
in Table 1. 
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Table 1:  DHS-DWP and DEQ Operator Certification Programs 

2003 – 2004 

CATEGORY DHS WATER DEQ WASTEWATER 

Total Persons Certified 1815 1600 
Persons Holding Two Certificates 

DHS-DWP or DEQ 
762 (42%) 

(Distribution & Treatment) 
687 (43%) 

(Collection & Treatment) 
Persons Certified by DHS-DWP and DEQ 576 (32%) 576 (36%) 

Certificate Applications Reviewed 966 804 
Applications Denied 132 95 

Certificates Issued by Reciprocity 16 16 
Examinations (scheduled) 818 683 

Operator-In-Training1 N/A 26 
Continuing Education Required 2.0 CEUs every two years 2.0 CEUs every two years 

Certification Renewal Period Annual Biennial 

Certifications Distribution Treatment Collection Treatment 
Provisional Grade I Certificate N/A N/A 9 11 

Grade 1 Certificate 637 357 444 430 
Grade 2 Certificate 668 240 391 319 
Grade 3 Certificate 164 96 161 171 
Grade 4 Certificate 103 86 125 229 

Filtration Endorsement N/A 276 N/A N/A 
Total Certificates by Type 1572 1055 1130 1160 

Total Certificates 2627 2290 
Systems Where 

Certified Operators Required Distribution Treatment Collection Treatment 

Class 1 205 60 135 174 
Class 2 135 95 114 91 
Class 3 26 21 42 39 
Class 4 10 5 26 39 

Total Systems by Type 376 181 3172 343 
Total Entities 376 398 

Certificate Fee 
(application, exam & license document) 

One certificate $75.00 for one yr.  
Two certificates $130.00 for one yr. 

One or two certificates 
$100.00 – $160.00 for two yrs.  
($150.00 - Grade I combined) 

Renewal Fee — One Certificate All Grade Levels 
$40.00 for one year 

All Grade Levels 
$100.00 for two years 

Renewal Fee — Second Certificate All Grade Levels  
$20.00 for one year No Additional Fee 

1.0 Certification Specialist 1.0 Natural Resource Specialist  
Program Staffing 0.75 Office Specialist 1.0 Office Specialist 

SMALL WATER OPERATOR PROGRAM 

Staffing 1.0 Natural Resources Specialist N/A 
Number of “S” Operator Certificates 1045 N/A N/A N/A 
Number of systems with “S” required 848 N/A N/A N/A 

                                                 
1A “non-certified” applicant who has passed an examination, but has not yet qualified by education and/or experience or a certificate.  These numbers 
are not included in the total certificate count. 
2 Of this number, fifty-four are regulated upstream or “satellite” wastewater collection systems that are connected to other regulated entities providing 
wastewater collection and/or treatment. 
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Certification Program for 

Drinking Water Operators 
 
Under ORS 448, the Drinking Water Program of the Department of Human Services (DHS-DWP) classifies all 
drinking water treatment and distribution systems and certifies individuals qualified to operate these systems.  All 
community water systems using surface water sources, and those using groundwater sources with more than 150 
service connections, must be under the supervision of an operator with a certificate equal to or higher in grade than the 
water system classification (Levels 1-4).  During 2001, House Bill 2239 and associated administrative rules (OAR 
333-061-0228) required all community and nontransient noncommunity water systems using only groundwater and 
having fewer than 150 connections to be under the supervision of a certified operator.  In 2004, rule changes added 
small systems that purchase water from a community or nontransient non-community which do not add any 
additional treatment, and changed the name from “Small Groundwater Systems” to “Small Water Systems”. This 
added several systems to this group who must attend training every three years in order to remain in compliance. 
 

Program Activities 
Coordination and Development: 

1. Network with other certifying authorities, organizations, and states 
2. Manage data, receipts, refunds, and reports 
3. Manage services agreement contract for exams and grading by the Association of Boards of Certification 
4. Participate in the activities of the Oregon Environmental Services Advisory Council, which evaluates and 

assigns Continuing Education Units (CEU) to courses offered for professional growth and assists in 
coordinating statewide training in environmental technology 

5. Provide staff support for the Certification Subcommittee of the Drinking Water Advisory Committee 
Water System Classification: 

1. Classify systems in the areas of distribution, treatment, and filtration method to determine operator certificate 
grade level requirements 

Operator Certification for Grades 1-4 and Filtration Endorsement: 
1. Review, evaluate, and verify applications for certification including new exams, special exams, upgrades, 

reciprocity, renewal and reinstatement for applicants in the 4 levels of treatment, 4 levels of distribution, and 
filtration endorsement 

2. Schedule exams, secure sites, order exams, schedule proctors, and proctor exams 
3. Provide information on examination study materials; notify examinees of exam results 
4. Review and amend Water Operator Certification Rules 

Technical Assistance and Training: 
1. Respond to inquiries on certification requirements, and procedures 
2. Provide lists of qualified operators to systems recruiting for vacancies 
3. Provide technical assistance and data management support to DHS-DWP staff regarding system operator and 

certification compliance 
4. EPA Expense Reimbursement Grant for Small Water System Operator Training & Certification 

Compliance and Enforcement: 
1. Track compliance by water systems with requirements to have certified and qualified operator and report 

performance measures quarterly 
2. Respond to complaints and investigate allegations of fraud, misconduct, or false reporting 
3. Track professional growth for individual operators 
5. Initiate enforcement against non-compliers 
6. Revoke/Suspend certificates when necessary 

Small Water System Operator Certification: 
1. Received Grant approval & continue work with trainers to prepare appropriate training 
2. Removed Grandparenting certification provision from rules and policy administration 
3. Classify small water systems according to current rules 

Efficiency and Service Improvements: 
1. Update website information for operators and water systems 
2. Certification program staff worked with field staff to monitor compliance and assure proper system 

classification 
3. Coordinate special exams with community colleges 
4. Improvements in our training website make it easier for operators to identify and access approved training 
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Coordination and Development 
 
Program staff participates in the activities of OESAC which reviews proposed training for qualifications of instructors, 
determines relevancy of course material, assigns continuing education units, and coordinates the training opportunities 
around the state.  OESAC is composed of representatives from community colleges, professional organizations in the 
water and wastewater industry, the office of Professional Technical Education of the Department of Education, DHS-
DWP, and DEQ.  Coordinated efforts have helped to improve the OESAC website, www.oesac.com, which is updated 
monthly for the benefit of operators and trainers. 
 
Reciprocity certificates are granted on a case-by-case basis when an operator’s experience, education, and examination 
results meet established criteria.  The criteria closely follow the Model Certification Program Standards, developed by 
the Association of Boards of Certification (ABC) and used by over 40 states and Canada.  Program standards, uniform 
testing, and networking among certifying authorities help enable operators certified in Oregon to receive reciprocity in 
other states or provinces. 
 
Our contract with ABC, the testing service, details exactly how the tests are to be proctored.   Since these tests are given 
throughout North America, they need to retain integrity.  To maintain this contract, staff is closely involved with the 
training procedures of all proctors.  This year we made agreements to have community colleges throughout the State 
proctor our exams; thus allowing operators to save costs and travel time for specially scheduled exams.  During the next 
reporting period, online testing should be underway at those community colleges.  This will involve DHS-DWP training 
the off-site proctors as well as operators. 
 
Water System Classification 
 
All water systems are classified as small water, water distribution, and water treatment based on size and complexity, 
as determined by the DHS-DWP.  A water system is classified as a Small Water System if it has fewer than 150 
connections and either uses only groundwater as its source or it purchases water that needs no further treatment once 
reaching the purchasing system.  Distribution systems, with four levels of complexity, are classified based on 
population served.  Water treatment plant classification, also with four levels of complexity, is based on a point 
system assigned to reflect the complexity of the treatment process used at the plant.  A filtration endorsement is 
required for treatment plants that use conventional or direct filtration.  These classifications are used to determine the 
qualifications required of personnel in direct responsible charge of each water system.  There are currently 376 water 
systems that require Level 1-4 certified operators, and 848 systems classified as Small Water Systems. 
 
Operator Certification for Grades 1-4 and Filtration Endorsement 
 
Regular certification exams are scheduled and administered by program staff and are held in May and October of each 
year at multiple locations around the state.  A total of 966 applications for exams or reciprocity were reviewed and 818 
exams were given during this two-year period.  Requests for special exams (scheduled between the two statewide 
exams) numbered 31 during this reporting period. 
 
Successful applicants (scoring 70% or above) may become certified.  All candidates are provided with individualized 
exam results noting the areas of deficiency.  Success rate of these exams was considerably lower in 2004 than years past, 
which may be due to a new bank of questions developed by ABC.  Staff evaluates exams and works with trainers to 
develop training intended specifically to improve areas of deficiency. 
 
The Operator Certification Program has continued to show wide acceptance by the water industry.  The number of 
certified operators in grades 1-4 has increased from 1,394 in 1990, 1,673 in 2002, and now to 1725.  The additional 90 
operators (giving a total of 1815) as listed on Table 1 represent the number of operators who have not renewed for 2004 
but still can reinstate their certification by the end of the year.  That group of operators were not listed in the total count of 
earlier reports; and therefore, not included in the comparison above.  The increase over the years in certified operators 
represents the growing professionalism in the industry and the support for certification by water systems. 
 
Certificates for Water Treatment and Water Distribution Grades 1-4 are renewed annually.  Certified Operators are 
required to demonstrate professional growth in the field by completing two (2.0) Continuing Education Units (CEUs) 
every two years in order to renew their certificates.  One CEU is equivalent to 10 contact hours of lecture or formalized 
training in water treatment or distribution and related fields.  Continuing education ensures that operators maintain 
and enhance their skills and keep pace with changing regulations and technology.  Training opportunities are plentiful 
in the state and well attended. 
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Technical Assistance and Training 
 
During the past two years, program staff responded to thousands of requests for assistance from system owners, operator 
personnel, training providers, vocational counselors, and regional staff regarding operator certificate qualifications, 
application forms, continuing education, system classification, and rule interpretation.  Upon request, a list of qualified 
operators is provided to communities, water systems, and organizations, etc. to assist them in recruiting new operators or 
sending technical course information mailings.  Operators are now given an opportunity to opt out of this list, but very 
few have done so. 
 
Compliance and Enforcement 
 
DHS-DWP staff responded to allegations of fraud or misconduct from employees from two systems regarding their 
supervisors.  A third contact regarding compliance issues of a water system was directed from an employee, which 
involved a new Chairman of the Board of Commissioners who redirected job duties of certified operators away 
from their water operator duties in an effort  to save money for the water system.  The DHS-DWP was able to 
resolve these issues without assistance from the Department of Justice. 
 
Certification Staff routinely work with other DHS-DWP staff to provide compliance assistance to system owners, 
respond to requests for time extensions for operator hiring and examination, proctor regular and special exams, and/or 
initiate enforcement as needed. 
 
Systems have 30 days to inform DHS-DWP of any change in the operator designated in direct responsible charge of their 
water system.  Compliance is tracked quarterly, and staff makes contact with systems out of compliance.  Plans for 
compliance are initiated, and these informal actions have been successful in gaining compliance.  About 92% of systems 
are continually in compliance with certification requirements. 
 
Program rules allow DHS-DWP to suspend an operator’s certificate of competency for violation of any portion of the 
certification rules if the Department finds that such violation(s) constitute(s) a serious danger to the public health or 
safety. 
 
Small Water System Operator Certification 
 
The Small Water System Operator Program is staffed by a Natural Resource Specialist 3. 
 
During this report period, DHS-DWP submitted a grant request to the USEPA for the Expense Reimbursement Training 
Grant.  This grant is allotted to states to fund the training for the operators of Small Water Systems which are community 
or non-transient non-community systems serving fewer than 150 connections from a groundwater source. 
 
The grant, in excess of $2 million dollars, was awarded.  DHS-DWP then solicited Requests for Proposals from training 
providers to develop updated training materials targeted at the small groundwater operators.  Nine proposals were 
received.  An evaluation panel representing a cross section of interested parties evaluated the proposals and awarded the 
contract to the Rural Community Assistant Corp.  Contract negotiations were finalized in late spring of 2004, and the 
contract was signed.  The first round of materials for evaluation and approval were submitted in the fall of 2004.  The 
final products which will include a manual, a distance-learning format (via web based or CD-Rom), and a PowerPoint 
presentation for classroom delivery are scheduled for completion in early summer of 2005. 
 
Efficiency and Service Improvements 
 
A Certification Specialist 1 and a ¾ time Office Specialist 2 currently staff the DHS-DWP Operator Certification 
Program for Operators Levels 1-4. 
 
Certification Staff presented training around the state to update operators on rule changes.  Systems and operators are 
advised of latest information via the Pipeline, our quarterly newsletter, which is sent to operators and water systems.  
Technical staff works closely with the certification staff to monitor certification compliance of systems, advise of system 
upgrades, and assure proper system classification. 
 
The web page for each water system on our website now includes operator’s names, certification numbers, and 
expiration date.  This provides certification compliance information to DHS-DWP staff, water systems, and the public. 
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Operators have made good use of the OESAC website to check if the course they have attended or want to attend has 
been approved for renewal CEUs for their drinking water certification.  This has proven to be a great asset to water 
system supervisors and operators. 
 
Certification staff initiated contact with several community college proctoring departments to find sites willing to 
proctor water operator exams and impose their fee on the operator at the time of the exam.  We currently have 12 
sites available for these exams.  For the water systems, paying the $20-25 extra proctoring fee is preferred over the 
added cost and time away from work to have their operator drive to Portland for an exam. 
 
Taking special exams at community colleges is expected to increase during the next reporting period.  The next step will 
be to add on-line exams, depending on availability, to those sites.  These exams will give instant results so that operators 
and their systems know immediately if certifications can be upgraded.  Operators have stated that this will be of great 
benefit to them. 
 
The number of exams now available for Level 1-4 operators is 13.  The latest four exams are “multiple entry” exams, 
which are used when operators take an exam out of sequence.  These exams have 120-150 questions and cover material 
from the exams skipped. 
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Certification Program for  

Wastewater System Operators 
 
ORS 448 requires the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) to certify persons operating or supervising the 
operation of sewage treatment works (wastewater systems).  Wastewater systems include collection systems, treatment 
systems and combined collection and treatment systems, whether publicly or privately owned.  The Wastewater System 
Operator Certification Program (program), as adopted in rule by the Environmental Quality Commission (EQC), requires 
DEQ to: 
 

 Classify systems and define requirements of system owners; 
 Certify persons qualified to operate and supervise systems; 
 Set forth a system of penalties for rule violations; 
 Revoke or refuse to issue certificates for established grounds; 
 Provide for variances to the rules; and, 
 Establish certification fees based on the principle of cost recovery. 

 

 
Program Activities 
Program Coordination & Development: 

1. Develop forms and guidance material 
2. Manage data and reports 
3. Review and amend rules, including fees 
4. Coordinate and provide staff support for DEQ’s Operator Certification Advisory Committee 
5. Communicate with trainers to assess training needs and career development ladders, and participate in activities 

of Oregon’s Environmental Services Advisory Council for work force training and continuing education 
6. Act as liaison with the Association of Boards of Certification, North American certifying authorities, and 

organizations that represent wastewater system operators, owners, vocational-technical educators, and the water 
quality control industry 

Wastewater System Classification: 
1. Compile, evaluate and interpret design summary, operation, maintenance, and operational compliance 

information for wastewater systems statewide 
2. Classify systems to determine operator or supervisor certificate grade requirement 
3. Coordinate permit notification to system owners 

Operator Certification & Examination: 
1. Evaluate education, training and experience qualifications for certification including provisional and standard 

certificates, certificate by reciprocity, continuing education, renewal and reinstatement. 
2. Evaluate and provide examination accommodations for the disabled 
3. Develop, validate, maintain, and secure examinations 
4. Prepare and distribute exam study guidance 
5. Schedule exams and proctors 
6. Score exams and provide notice of results 
7. Issue certificates and periodic certificate validation 

Technical Assistance & Training: 
1. Respond to inquiries and provide guidance and interpretation of certification requirements regarding system 

owner, supervisor, operator, and contractor operability issues 
2. Provide technical assistance, clerical and record support for OESAC committee for the Continuing Education 

Unit 
3. Provide technical assistance and data management support to DEQ staff regarding system owner and operator 

certification compliance 
Compliance, Variance & Enforcement: 

1. Track compliance of system owners and operators 
2. Respond to complaints and inquiries, including evaluation of compliance investigations and actions, and 

certificate sanction or revocation 
3. Evaluate and prepare responses to variance applications 
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Coordination and Development 
 
DEQ staff routinely provides technical assistance to system owners, responds to requests for time extensions for operator 
hiring and examination, administers examinations, and initiates enforcement activity as warranted to compel compliance. 
 
Program staff is represented on the OESAC.  DEQ supports and participates with OESAC to identify, develop and 
evaluate workforce training and assign CEUs to qualifying courses including those approved for certificate renewal. 
 
DEQ maintains a standing 14-member Operator Certification Advisory Committee to provide advice and 
recommendations to the program.  Advisory committee members are appointed by DEQ’s Director and represent 
wastewater system owners and operators, professional technical education and training, and interested parties including 
the Oregon Association of Clean Water Agencies, League of Oregon Cities, Oregon Association of Water Utilities, and 
the Pacific Northwest Clean Water Association.  DHS-DWP staff also play an important program advisory role.   
 
Wastewater System Classification 
 
Wastewater systems are classified by DEQ in two areas, collection or treatment, and at one of four levels based 
upon a system’s size, complexity and degree of difficulty to operate.  These classifications establish the certificate 
type and grade level requirement for the operator.  Some entities have both a collection and treatment system 
classification, while others have only one type of system.  As of December 31, 2004, there were a total of 398 entities 
operating 660 classified systems where certification of operators is required (Table 2).  Additionally, there are about 153 
systems where voluntary certification is encouraged by DEQ. 
 

 
DEQ will conduct a classification review for a system whenever a permit action occurs (new permit, permit renewal or 
modification) or a technical evaluation is required (plan review).  Over the past two years, DEQ staff reviewed system 
classifications for over 120 facilities, including 16 new ones.  Twelve systems were re-classified higher or lower, or 
dropped from operator certification requirements. 
 
Operator Certification and Examination 
 
Oregon has a long history of operator certification dating back to the beginning of the former all-voluntary 
program in 1956.  Today, as then, an operator must meet minimum standards for education and operator work 
experience and pass an examination to obtain a renewable certificate.  DEQ examinations are closed-book tests 
scheduled by notice at least twice each year (March and September) at several sites around the state.  DEQ administers 
standardized tests that are developed jointly by DEQ and ABC.  After scoring and analysis by ABC, all test results 
are evaluated by DEQ.  
 
In 2004, program staff participated on the ABC Validation and Examination Committee to evaluate and revise all 
wastewater treatment questions and tests in follow-up to a survey of essential “need-to-know” job tasks, duties and 
responsibilities.  All wastewater collection tests were revised by a similar process in 2003. 
 
DEQ now has 14 tests for Grades 1 to 4 available from ABC that include one progressive test for each of four grades in 
collection and treatment, and a “multiple-entry” test for collection and treatment grades 2, 3, and 4.  The recently 
developed multiple-entry tests are appropriate when operators apply for an advanced grade level and have not progressed 
through lower grade examinations.  These tests each include the standard progressive 100 questions for the respective 
grade plus additional essential questions (20 to 80 in number) from the lower grade tests not previously passed.  

Table 2:  Oregon Classified Wastewater Systems - December 2004 
CERTIFICATION Classified Wastewater Systems 

MANDATORY VOLUNTARY* 
Collection & Treatment 293 60 
Collection Only 54 10 
Treatment Only 51 83 
TOTAL  398  153 
* These systems are not required to have certified operators but choose to have them anyway.   
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During this reporting period, DEQ scheduled 683 tests for 573 applicants, including 23 that were “open-scheduled” 
on dates to accommodate operator and employer needs (additional fee) or disability (no additional fee).  
 
As of December 31, 2004, 1,600 persons held certificates in wastewater system operation, including 14 holding 
provisional certificates that enable on-the-job training.  The total number of certificates, active and renewable, on this 
date was 2,290.  Of the total number of persons certified, about 43 percent hold certificates in both collection and 
treatment system operation.  The following graph (Figure 1) shows how the number of scheduled examinations, valid 
certificates and persons certified has grown since 1984. 
 

Continuing Education 
 
To be eligible to renew a certificate, an operator needs to accumulate a minimum of two (2.0) Continuing Education 
Units (CEUs) or equivalent, or two hours of community college, college or university credit.  One CEU is equivalent 
to 10 non-college contact hours of lecture or formalized training.  CEUs or hours of credit must have direct 
application to wastewater system (collection or treatment) operator job tasks and required knowledge.  Continuing 
education promotes professional growth and helps ensure that operators maintain their skills in keeping with 
changing technology and regulations.  During this reporting period, all the operators who were required to report 
were able to document the continuing education claimed. 
 
Technical Assistance and Training 
 
During the past two years, program staff responded to several hundred requests for assistance from system owners, 
operator personnel, training providers and DEQ regional staff regarding operator certificate qualifications, 
application forms, continuing education, system classification and rule interpretation.  DEQ also provides certified 
operator and classified system information to system owners (employers), operators, vocational counselors, 
organizations, etc., to help with operator training, recruiting, and job placement 
 
Training of operators is accomplished by a host of non-profit organizations, community colleges, public and private 
sector consultants and professional trainers.  DEQ staff assists by coordinating and developing operator training, 
and often delivers training modules on certification requirements, system operation issues and compliance at 
regional “short schools” around the state.  In Oregon in 2003 and 2004, there were over 60 continuing education 
events providing a combined total of just over 1500 contact hours of water environment related topics approved 
for certificate renewal.  DEQ staff assisted with 16 of these events.  
 
Compliance, Variance and Enforcement 
 
DEQ determines permit compliance by reviewing self-monitoring reports and file records, and through field 
inspections, surveys, and other investigative techniques.  DEQ has significant enforcement authority to compel 
compliance should it be needed.  During the biennium, DEQ issued Notices of Noncompliance or Notices of Permit 
Violation to system owners for failure to comply with certification requirements.   
 
DEQ works with system owners and operators who are out of compliance, as well as those in marginal 
compliance, to help them find efficient and cost effective ways to come into compliance.  DEQ encourages and 
often recommends a course of action to assure both operator and operator training deficiencies are corrected in 
the shortest possible time. 
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Upon request, DEQ may grant time extensions to allow for recruiting or contracting with a certified operator or for 
examination of operator personnel.  The number of systems supervised by properly certified operators is near 95%, 
with the balance working to achieve full compliance.  About one in four wastewater system owners meet operator 
certification compliance through some type of contractual agreement that includes the services of a certified operator 
to supervise system operation. 
 
Program rules call for the Director of DEQ to revoke or to refuse to issue an operator’s certificate for grievous acts.  
DEQ will investigate complaints alleging operator violations of permit conditions for various acts such as failure to 
perform proper sampling and testing, improper facility operation, false or fraudulent records or reports, or failure to 
obtain proper certification.   
 
During this reporting period, DEQ staff responded to allegations of fraud or misconduct by four supervising 
operators, each at a different wastewater system.  Other non-compliance included three system owners not having 
properly certified operators and another placing a non-certified and non-qualified person into system supervisory 
positions.  In one case, the Director revoked two certificates and refused to issue another (all actions were taken 
against one individual for grievous acts).  With the exception of certificate revocation and refusal, DEQ was able to 
resolve non-compliance issues without assistance from the Department of Justice. 
 
Efficiency and Service Improvements 
 
A program coordinator and a clerical support person currently staff DEQ’s Operator Certification Program.  
 
Continued efficiency efforts have helped offset any need for increased staffing despite some increase in the number 
of persons certified and applying for certification.  For example, the program has increased use of the Internet for 
communication, guidance, application and other document distribution.  The Certification Web page now includes a 
Certified Operator Query Form that provides name, certificate type, grade and expiration date, and county of 
residence, and an Examination Query Form that gives the names of person passing showing exam type and date.  
There has been a significant reduction in telephone requests for information and forms, and Web page visits average 
more than 450 per month.   
 
Beginning in June of 2003, DEQ staggered certificate expiration dates and corresponding two-year continuing 
education reporting periods for renewal at six-month increments.  This effort to distribute workload and revenue flow 
over the biennium was a success.  There are now an even and smaller number of two-year renewal applications to 
process every six months.   
 
DEQ continues to benefit in reduced examination development, maintenance and validation costs as a member and 
testing service client of ABC.  An increasing number of operators find it necessary to schedule examinations at 
times other than set by DEQ, so “open-schedule” exams are allowed by rule and operators may write exams at 
DEQ regional offices or at a local community college. 
 
Other opportunities to increase efficiency and improve service are being pursued by DEQ, such as on-line Internet 
applications, payment of fees via debit or credit cards, combining invoicing of annual program support fees with 
other common DEQ invoices, and the use of computers for on-line testing.   
 
Conclusion 
 
The objectives of the Wastewater System Operator Certification Program are to help protect public health, Oregon’s 
environment and water resources, and capital investment in infrastructure through proper operation and maintenance of 
Oregon’s domestic wastewater collection and treatment systems.  The Operator Certification Program helps ensure that 
there are an adequate number of qualified persons available to provide these services throughout the state. 
 
Oregon’s wastewater utilities continue to raise minimum employment qualifications for both supervisory and non-
supervisory personnel.  Certification has established a much-needed minimum standard for education, training and 
experience that helps ensure an effective and efficient workforce that properly operates and maintains facilities to 
minimize adverse effects on water quality. 
 
The continued acceptance and support of the program is evidenced by increased employer preference for certification, 
recruiting preferences, promotional and pay incentives, and increased employer support for continuing professional 
skill training.  Another indicator of support is the high number of employer-paid certification fees for their operators 
estimated to be around 70%. 
 
The Wastewater System Operator Certification Program is working well in Oregon.  For the near future, the main 
program development issues DEQ will be addressing include continued validation of examinations and continued 
process efficiency improvement. 


