
YOUR GUIDE TO SITE PLANNING AND SITE PREPARATION IN HALIBURTON

INTRODUCING
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About this guide
You’ve bought the ideal lot, you have a building design in
mind and you’re ready to start construction of the home or
cottage of your dreams. But before you start the digging,
pouring and framing, there’s a key first step in the building
process that you don’t want to overlook: site planning and
preparation.

By putting some careful thought into how your home or
cottage will be situated, how key systems such as your 
septic will work, and how your site will be developed and
landscaped, you’ll be in an excellent position to maximize 
the benefits of your lot – and avoid the potential pitfalls 
that can arise when careful planning hasn’t taken place.

This guide is a great place to get you started. Hawk River
Construction has been involved in site planning and
preparation in Haliburton for over 30 years. This guide
contains answers to some of the common questions we 
have been asked during that time. We hope you find it to 
be a useful resource as you begin the building process.
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Getting the permits you need to start building
Like just about everything else in life, the building process is regulated and
there are several permits required before you can start to build.

• Entrance permit. An entrance permit from the Municipality may be needed for
your future driveway if you are located on a public road.

• Health department permit. You must get approval for a septic system from the
Health Department (called a Certificate of Approval). The septic will not go in
until later but the Certificate will tell the Building Department that your site
will support the system designed for it.

• Building permit. With the permits mentioned above and the approval of your
actual building plans, the Building Department will issue a building permit
that allows you to start construction.

You will need to display both your entrance permit and building permit on your
lot during the construction process.
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The site planning process
There is rarely a second chance to relocate your dwelling and access ways once construction
has begun, so site planning – the process of locating the buildings and access ways on your
property –  is a critical part of construction.

Here are the key elements that make up the site planning process.
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Locating your building
There is no right answer to the question of where your home or cottage should be
located, as every owner  has different preferences they want to emphasize. Some 
want close proximity to shoreline, others want a sweeping view, others value privacy
above all else. Often the topography of the land will lead you to the most logical
building location.

You’ll want to consult with your site preparation company, your building contractor, 
and your architect(if you have hired one) before finalizing your location decision. 
They can provide input on municipal bylaws that govern setbacks from shorelines 
and property lines and on the potential extra costs (such as blasting) associated 
with choosing a particular building location. If property lines have not been clearly
established, you may need to have a survey done to ensure you comply with all 
setback requirements.

Locating your septic
Regulations governing septic systems are much stricter than they were for earlier
generations of homeowners and cottagers in Haliburton. Depending on your property,
septic system requirements may dictate your building location, not the other way
around. You will find a more detailed description of the septic locating and building
process later in this guide.

Locating your driveway
Once your building location is finalized, your building contractor and site preparation
company can help you choose the route that your driveway should follow. They will 
take into account issues such as slope, drainage, and cost to recommend a route 
option that works best for your property.

If you plan on four-season use of your home or cottage, there are a couple of other
points to consider relating to driveway construction:

• Winter snow plowing: Your driveway must be wide enough to allow a snow plow
through, with plenty of room to put the snow. Even with plowing, if there’s a steep
slope in the driveway, you may need a parking pad located before the slope for 
times when ice builds up on the driveway during thaw/freeze cycles.

• Fuel delivery. If you are keeping your home or cottage heated year-round, your
driveway must be built to ensure fuel trucks have ready access to the fuel tank, 
even during the snowy winter months. 

T
H

E
 

S
I

T
E

 
P

L
A

N
N

I
N

G
 

P
R

O
C

E
S

S

08-0615_Book REVISED:8.5x11 Book  5/22/08  10:54 AM  Page 9



08-0615_Book REVISED:8.5x11 Book  5/22/08  10:54 AM  Page 10



The site preparation process
While most people think of site preparation as something that occurs before the
building process begins, it actually involves a number of steps that take place
throughout the entire period of construction. 

Before construction
The site preparation company will clear the area where your home or cottage and
septic will be located and build your driveway so that construction vehicles can 
gain access.

Your driveway must be wide enough – and with a base strong enough – to handle the
heavier construction vehicles that will be onsite. And because heavy trucks can tear
up even the best crushed granite surface, you should not put the finished surface on
your driveway until construction and all major landscaping is completed.

In terms of lot clearance, the removal of trees can be a sensitive issue with lot
owners, as most understandably want to maintain as much of the natural tree cover
as possible. That said, there are competing factors to consider, namely the room
needed for construction vehicles to operate and the danger in having trees too close
to a home or cottage.

The building process can weaken the root systems of trees that are close to the
construction area. That fact, combined with the tornados and severe windstorms that 
hit the Haliburton area from time to time, make it critical that trees that pose a potential
threat to the home or cottage be removed. The site preparation company will work 
with you to evaluate the trees that will be removed during the lot clearing process.

During construction
The site preparation company will work with your contractor to complete a number 
of steps during the building of your home or cottage. These include:

• Digging and/or blasting the basement excavation

• Providing gravel for the weeping tiles and basement floor 

• Backfilling the foundation once it has been built

• Preliminary landscaping to provide proper drainage away from the dwelling and 
septic system

• Digging the trenches for hydro, telephone, and water pipes

• Building the septic system
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After Construction
Construction is a messy process, and once the bulk of your home or cottage
construction is completed, a good site preparation company can provide you
with landscaping services to make your lot more attractive. Landscaping can 
be as minimalist or as extensive as you wish, but typically includes:

• Planting sod or other plants over the septic bed, and shrubs and trees in 
other locations

• Using attractive river rock in drainage ditches, and in areas around your home
or cottage to cover construction sand and soil

• Building stone retaining walls and steps to manage elevation changes on 
your lot

• Laying mulch to both help with drainage and provide a natural covering for
sand and soil exposed during construction

Your site preparation company will then complete the finish on your driveway,
whether gravel, crushed granite or some other material, once your landscaping
is complete.
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The building stages – at a glance
1. Lot is cleared and driveway foundation goes in to allow construction access. 

2. Lot is prepped for the building site and the basement is excavated.

3. Once your foundation contractor has completed the basement, the site
preparation company will come back to provide the required clear crushed
granite for the weeping tiles and basement floor with a stone slinger.
Trenches are also dug for Hydro, Bell and waterlines at this time.

4. Backfill of the foundation is done and you can begin work on any retaining
walls, lake stairs etc. that are a part of the site plan.

5. Once the building is near to completion, your septic contractor will dig and
install the septic system. However, depending on lot elevations, sometimes
the septic may have to go in first.

6. Once most of construction work is done and no more heavy trucks are
needed, the finishing material can be put on the driveway and you can
complete any landscaping and drainage ditches.
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About your septic system
The design of your septic system and its location are a critical part of your site
plan. With the variety of terrain in Haliburton and the building code
requirements, the location of your system has to be planned well in advance of
the actual building of your home or cottage.

The size of your building, the number of washrooms, tubs and showers, location
of any garage, whether you are building on sand, soil, clay or bedrock, size and
slope of your lot, proximity to the property line, and the need for a well are all
contributing factors to where your system goes and how big it must be. If you
plan on adding to your home or cottage at a future date (a bunkie for example),
be sure this is factored in to your septic planning now so you don’t have to
expand or reinstall your system later. 
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Here are some general guidelines to keep in mind
when planning your septic system and location:
1. Typical systems require approximately 20 ft. X 20 ft. (6m x 6m) of tile 

bed area.

2. Usually, when you have your site inspection by the Health Department for
your permit, they will tell you the several locations where your system will
be approved. The site planner and septic contractor should attend this 
initial site inspection.

3. You cannot drive on top of an installed septic system, so factor this into 
your location decision and ensure the building site, access roads, and
parking locations are planned accordingly.

4. If your dwelling is on a hill, the septic must be 66-100 ft. (20-30 metres) back
from the lake with no risk of runoff or rain water flowing over it (this can vary
by lake depending on the municipality you are in).

5. If your septic sits on bedrock, it will be above ground and the distance
criteria will change. Make sure you can live with any additional distance
restrictions or consider changing the location if possible.

6. If you are planning a walkout basement, remember that a washroom in the
basement may require a pump to reach the tank depending on its location,
even if the rest of the house is gravity fed to the tank.

7. If you are on a hill or plan on doing extensive landscaping around your
building,remember that the tank should be pumped out every 2-3 years to be
most efficient. The pump truck has to be able to get fairly close to the tank,
so plan accordingly when doing your site plan.

8. If you plan on having a well, plan ahead. The septic must be 50 ft. 
(15 metres) from the well, which could again change driveway, garage 
and landscaping plans.

If used properly, today’s modern septic systems are not difficult to maintain, 
and are an efficient, safe and environmentally friendly means of treating
household sewage and wastewater. 

Problems with systems can result from household misuse, poor maintenance, 
bad design, or incorrect installation. For these reasons, it’s important to have
your new system professionally designed and installed using quality
components. Most contractors in Haliburton use the well-known Brooklin 
line of septic products.
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The septic system: a closer look
Typical Parts

• Septic tank

• Secondary treatment system (weeping or leeching bed or other options)

• Pump system (only needed if your septic system is uphill or more than 50 ft.
(15 metres) away)

The Septic Tank

Septic tanks do the main storage and filtration of septic systems.  The bacteria
in the tank treats the majority of sewage solids and nearly all grease from
household wastewater.  Each tank is made up of two chambers: the first
measuring two-thirds of the tank; the other measuring one-third.

The large chamber does most of the treatment, while the second chamber
assures full treatment before the effluent (liquid only) leaves the tank.
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The septic tank provides the ideal environment for the bacteria that does the
heavy work, by holding everything for a length of time to allow the bacteria
action to work, generally a minimum of three days. As a result the tank must 
be sized accordingly.

The secondary treatment systems come in many forms, with many new
technologies having been proven and approved over the past several years.
Forms of treatment systems include a Weeping or Leaching Bed, Waterloo
Biofilter, the Effluent Filter, Infiltrator, Recirculating Sand Filter, Filter Bed, 
and Peat Moss.

There is a new system available called
the Ecoflo Biofilter System which uses
the very efficient peat moss filter
system. This system uses less space
than the traditional bed and is most
appropriate on lots where space is
limited.

The system consists of a small fiberglass shell with a filter bed made from
specially treated sphagnum peat moss. 

The operating principal is very simple: liquid from the septic tank flows into 
the shell and is dispersed over the surface of the filter bed by a gravity-based 
or pump distribution system. The wastewater is treated by percolating through
the peat-based filter bed and is then discharged by infiltration into the ground.

This is a very compact filter that uses a smaller footprint than the traditional
filter bed and therefore optimizes the use of your property. Ecoflo Systems are
more expensive than conventional tile bed or filter bed systems and are only
required when space is a problem.

Once inserted in the ground the filter can be nicely landscaped as can the above
ground systems with a gentle sloping effect.
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Tips for your tank
If you disturb the natural balance of what goes into your septic, or misuse or
overwork your system, problems can arise. Here are some tips for keeping your
system healthy:

• If you are renovating and adding plumbing, ensure that your system has
sufficient capacity

• Avoid putting grease down the drain. Septic systems can be damaged by oils,
grease and fat. Instead, put these items in the garbage

• Avoid chemicals such as paint, solvents, bleach or strong cleaning solvents

• Avoid diapers and feminine hygiene products

• Avoid septic tank cleaners or starters. They destroy the bacteria or may flush
the solids into the drainage field

• If your property is seasonal only, remember that the tank can become dormant
if it isn’t used for a long time. After the winter months begin using your system
gradually.

Making your septic attractive
There are a variety of coverings that you can plant over your septic bed to make
the area an attractive part of your landscaping. Aside from the look of these
coverings, they can also play an important role in helping your septic system
function best by removing moisture from the soil and preventing soil erosion. 

Many people plant grass over their septic to create a beautiful lawn, but you
can plant many other types of coverings so long as you keep the tile bed clear of
trees, shrubs, and plants with deep roots.

Native flowers are an ideal way to make the area attractive, especially if the
septic is close to the house. Some of the wildflowers that work well are Canada
Aermone, Pussytoes, New England Astor, Wild Bergamor, Pale Purple
Coneflowers, Black-Eyed Susan and Grey and Stiff Goldenrod.

You can also use clover, Lady Fern, New York fern, Canada Wild Rye, Prairie
Dropseed, Side Oates Gama and Little Bluestem.

If you have an above ground septic due to the bedrock or topography of your lot,
there are a number of landscape design features that can be installed around
the mound to help make the landscape more visually attractive and ensure that
the mound stays intact.
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All of the plants mentioned above have shallow roots and can get the moisture
and nutrients they need in the top few inches of soil. But no matter which
covering you choose, remember to be cautious when cultivating the soil over a
septic bed to ensure the tile bed below remains undisturbed.

Alternative plants for different sun exposures

Plant trees with caution
If you are planting trees near your septic, a good rule of thumb is to keep as
much distance between the tree and the septic as the expected height of the
tree. So a tree expected to grow 30 feet (9 metres) should be 30 feet (9 metres)
away from the septic system.

Some trees with deep or aggressive roots should be kept away from your 
septic altogether. These include:

• Monterey pine
• Poplar 
• Maple
• Walnut
• Willow

Deep shade

• Carpet Bugle
• Japanese Spurge
• Periwinkle
• Irish Moss

Partial shade

• Blue Star Creeper
• Carpet Bugle and Sword Fern
• Creeping Rubus
• Vaccinium “Wells Delight”

Full sun

• Kinnikinnick
• Blue Silver Fescue
• Blue Oat Grass
• Fountain Grass
• Vaccinium “Wells Delight”
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About Hawk River Construction
Lifetime Haliburton County resident Larry Hewitt founded Hawk River
Construction in 1975. From a company with a backhoe and a single dump truck, 
Hawk River Construction now employs over 50 full-time people and is the
largest site planning and site preparation company in Haliburton County.

Larry continues to own and actively manage the company and both he and 
Hawk River Construction are active volunteers for a number of local initiatives,
from sports field development to extensive participation in the Haliburton
Highlands Outdoor Association.

Hawk River now has a complete fleet of excavators, road graders, dump trucks,
plows and other specialized equipment. We also own and operate our own
granite quarry and sand and gravel pits, enabling the company to supply its 
own aggregates, sand, gravel, pea stone and river stone.

While there are a number of site planning and preparation operators in the
area, you’ll find there are several key benefits to working with our team at 
Hawk River: 
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Exceptional Haliburton County experience. 
We know every back road in the County, and have had the good fortune of
building and maintaining many of them. In addition to our cottage and
residential work, we have developed entire subdivisions, including work on
roads, bridges, hydro poles and lines, and drainage systems. 

Small jobs specialization. 
While the company continues to work on many large infrastructure projects in
Haliburton County, our large employee base and dedicated fleet of equipment
allows for smaller cottage and residential projects to be carried out both quickly
and cost-effectively. We pride ourselves on bidding competitively on every job,
large or small. 

Dedicated customer service. 
You will never wait for a call back from Hawk River Construction. With a
full-time office staff of six people, your call is answered immediately – and if
we can’t answer your question or resolve your issue on the spot, we’ll work
hard to get you the information you need as quickly as possible.

Quality work.
We use high-quality materials, employ experienced people, have the right
equipment for the right job and bring both an aesthetic and environmental
consciousness to our work.

We value the work we do for individual property owners like you, and we’ve
been privileged to help shape and create some of the most beautiful home 
and cottage properties around. We look forward to continuing this work in 
the future. 

We’re only a phone call away
To contact one of our team members about your project, please call us any
business day at 705-457-1386. 

We look forward to speaking with you!
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Hawk River Construction:
Scope of services

Site planning & preparation
We work closely with you and your builder to optimize the site plan and
enhance the value of your property. Our planning and preparation services
include:
• Tree clearing and grubbing
• Rock drilling and blasting
• Excavating and backfilling of foundation
• Excavating for underground hydro and waterlines
• Soils engineering

Barge services
If your lot is water access only, we have a complete barge service for site
preparation and septic installation services.

Septic systems
We have a crew of four certified designers on staff for all septic system needs.
We will:
• Design your system
• Install it
• Show you how to maximize the use of the land over it with planting and/or

landscaping

We are also certified to install the Ecoflo Biofilter peat moss septic system. This
new system is perfectly suited for lots with minimal space for a septic system.
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Access roads and driveways – construction 
and maintenance
We build private and township roads to access your new home or cottage. 
We also provide year round service to roads driveways and parking areas, with 

• machinery specifically designed for fixing cottage roads and driveways after
the winter snow has melted.

• a fleet of road graders and plow trucks/sanders to help make your winter life
in Haliburton more enjoyable.

Quarry and delivery service
We have over 30 types of sand, gravel, and crushed rock products available
from our four pits and quarries. We deliver the material, spread it and grade 
it to your satisfaction.

Landscaping
We have four experienced landscaping crews who can build any type of stone
retaining wall, patio or granite lakeside stairs. We can also provide mulch for
erosion control on sloping properties.
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Giving back to the community
Over the years Hawk River Construction and Larry have contributed
to many community projects. 

To name a few:

When the Haliburton Highlands Outdoor Association built
their new fish hatchery and education centre, Larry designed

the building and donated all the site works for this
worthwhile structure. 

When soccer serged in popularity and the community
needed new playing facilities, Hawk River donated the time

and equipment to create this well used field. 

At the Stuart Baker and J.Douglas Hodgson Elemetary
Schools, Hawk River made a large donation of time and

material for the installation of new, safer playground
equipment. 

Realizing there was a safety issue with
students and adults walking along the

highway between the High School and the
commercial area west of the Village of

Haliburton, Hawk River did something about
it. In the Fall of 2007, a quarter mile

walkway was built to create a picturesque
area between the road and Drag River.
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82 Mallard Rd. Haliburton, Ontario
Phone: 705-457-1386

Email: info@hawkriver.ca 
www.hawkriver.ca

For more information about how we can help you 
with your site planning and site preparation needs, 

please contact us today.

Putting this booklet together is far different for me than
digging a trench or backfilling a home. Dwight Eisenhower
attributed his success from associating with people who he
considered brighter than himself. I have had the luxury to 
do the same.

I would like to thank Bruce Ballentine, Paul Russell, 
Janis Parker and Jim and Beth Redner for their expertise 
and guidance. Without their help this booklet would not 
have become a reality.

I hope this will be of some help in your building process.

Larry
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