
Some areas in Michigan use a combined sewer overflow 
system to handle waste. A combined sewer carries both 
domestic sewage and stormwater. During high rainfall 
periods, a combined sewer can become overloaded and 
overflow to a nearby stream or river, bypassing treatment 
and entering rivers and lakes.

Human Waste and WaterWays
Human health is directly related to water quality. Despite 
major advances in the last several decades, fresh water 
systems remain at risk. Human waste that enters Michigan’s 
waterways can pose a serious health hazard. Outdated 
sewer systems and the accidental or intentional discharge 
of fecal matter or urine threaten water quality. Discharge of 
waste may be from mammals and birds, from agricultural 
and storm runoff, and from human sewage. 

Maintaining properly functioning sewage systems, and using 
best practices in sewage handling and sanitation devices is 
the first step in reducing human health risks and protecting 
the environment. 

marine sanitation devices 
Michigan is a “No Discharge” state, effective on all bodies 
of freshwater. It is illegal to discharge raw and/or treated 
sewage from a watercraft within the waters of the state. 
Michigan regulations (NREPA Act 451, Part 95) require that 
any vessel with a Marine Sanitation Device, (toilet), not 
be allowed to operate unless one or more of the following 
pollution control devices are used:

n  An approved holding tank that will retain all sewage 
produced on the watercraft for subsequent disposal at 
approved dockside or onshore collection 
and treatment facilities. 

n  An incinerating device that will reduce 
all sewage produced on the watercraft 
to ash. The ash shall be disposed 
of onshore in a manner that will 
preclude pollution. 

types of marine sanitation  
devices msds
MSDs are designed to safely 
hold human waste until it can 
be properly disposed of at a 
shore-side pump-out facility. 
There are three main types  
of MSDs.

Type I: Flow-through device (maceration and disinfection). 
Maceration is the process of reducing human waste to a 
more liquid form (slurry). The slurry is removed from vessels 
by pumping. Marine pump-out systems typically consist of 
a hose that connects to the MSD on the vessel and a motor 
that drives the pump that removes the waste.

Type II: Flow-through device (maceration and disinfection). 
Type II devices provide an advanced form of the same  
type of treatment and discharge wastes as Type I devices 
but with lower fecal coliform counts and reduced  
suspended solids. 

Types I and II are usually found on large vessels. Waste is 
treated with special chemicals to kill bacteria before the 
waste is discharged. The critical component of Types I and 
II devices is the “Y” valve. The “Y” valve directs the waste 
overboard. See diagram above. It must be secured so that 
the valve cannot be open for discharge into the water. This 

can be done by placing a lock or non-
usable seal on the “Y” valve or by taking 
the handle off the “Y” valve. If you are 
unsure about how to properly lock this 
valve, ask a dock manager or marina 
operator to board your vessel and 
demonstrate this. 

Type III is the simplest and 
most common, MSD. It 
consists of a holding tank and 
requires only a small storage 
space and is simple to operate. 
Type III MSDs have the least 
impact on the environment, 
since the waste is discharged 
on shore into a local sewage 
treatment facility. 
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