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uried beneath your
back vard, it is out
there—constantly
working. When
vou're aft work, it is working
When you're eating dinner, it
corntinues working. And when
',: u're sleeping, it's still out there
the dark—working. What is it?
Your seplic systermn. It may be the
maost overleoked and underval
ued utility bt
with proper care and mainte-
Nance, your septic system can
continue to work for you for at
least 25 to 30 years

in vour home;

It you are like most homeowners,
1_.-'-.HI }'il-."l!‘:c‘llfl,‘:; Nevey qive r:|||,.',|__'|
thought to what happens when
waste goes down your drain. But
if von II'] On a ~\.|'|~I,|-. sy shem (o
treat and dispose of your house-
hold wastewater, what you don't
know can hurt you

Froper operation and mainte
Nance of ¥

YU sepiic systerm can

Howd Your Septic System Works _ 6

Lisa Watar Wissty All
Around the House ... B |

Septic System Dos and Dons .7

have a significant impact on how
well it works and how long it
lasts, and in most communities,
septic system maintenance s the
[L‘?-]‘-':,ll’.hll ility of the homeowner.

Preventing groundwater pollution
[rom failing septic systems should
be a priority for every community
and every hon Contam-

ination of the groundwater s
can lead to the pollution of
wells, streams
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, lakes, and ponds
exposing family, friends, and
neighbors to waterbome diseases
and other serious health risks.

When a septic system fails,
inadequately treated domestic
waste can reach the groundwater.
Bacteria and viruses from human
waste can couse dysentery, hepa
titis, and typhoid fever, :'\,1,,|rlg.-
serlous outbreaks of these diseases
have been caused by contaminat
ed drinking water,

Mitrates and phosphates, also
found in domestic wastewater,
can cause excessive algae growth
in lakes and streams called algal
blooms, These blooms cause aes-
thetic problems and impair other
aguatic life. Nitrate is also the
cause of methemoglobinemia, o
blue kaby syndrome, a condition
that prevents the normal uptake
of oxygen in the blood of young
bahies.

In addition, a failing septic system
can lead o unpleasant symptoms,
such as pungent odors and soggy
lowms.,

Maintaining Your Septic ystem—n Guide For Homeowners

This isswe of Pipeline is an
update fo the Fall 1995 issue,

Vol 6, No. 4

Why Maintain Your System
There are three main reasons
why septic system maintenance is

so important. The first reason is
money. Failing septic systems are
expensive to repair or replace,
ind improper maintenance by
homes OFMIMON Cause
of early system failure, The mini-
mal amount of preventative
maintenance that septic systems
require costs very little in com
parizon to the cost of a new
system. For example, it typically
costs from §3,000 to 510,000 to
replace a falling septic system,
compared to 3100 to 5300 aver-
age per year costs to have a septi
system I-.||,I[II'|-:;|},-' lJl,jl'I’"lI;H_‘l_i and
inspected.
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The second and most impoertant
reason to properly maintain your
system is the health of your family,
your community, and the envi-
ronment. When septic systerms
tail, inadequately treated house
hold wastewater is released into
the environment. Any contact
with untreated human waste can
pose a significant risk to public
health. Untrea
from failing seplic systems can
contominate nearby wells,
groundwater, and drinking water
SOLICES

ed wastewater




Chemicals improperly disposed
of through a septic system also
can pollute local water sources
and can contribute to early
systemn failures. For this reason
it is important for homeowners
to educate themselves about
what can and what connot be
disposed of through a septic
system,

A third reason to malntain your
septic systemn is to maintain the
economic health of your com-
munity. Failing septic systems
con couse property values to
decline, Sometimes building
permils caonnot be issued for
these properties. Also, failing
septic systems may contribute to
the pollution of loecal rivers,
lakes, and shoreline that your
community uses for commercial
or recreational activities.
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Water Use Around The Home

How to Maintain Your system
Septic system maintenance is
often compared to automaobile
maintenance because only a
little effort on a regular basis
can save a lot of money and
significantly prolong the life

of the system.

Annual inspections of your
septic system are recommended
to ensure that it is working prop-
erly and to determine when the
septic tank should be pumped.
Svstems that have moving parts
may require more frequent
inspections. By having your
system inspected and pumped
regularly, you can prevent the
high cost of septic system failure.

A professional contractor can do
a thorough inspection of the
entire system and check for
cracked pipes and the condition
of the tees or baffles and other
parts of the system.

A thorough seplic system inspec
tion will include the following
steps:

1. Locating the system.

Even a professional may have
trouble locating the system if the
access to your tank is buried. One
way Lo start locking is to go in
the basement and determine the
direction the sewer pipe goes out
through the wall. Back outside,
the inspector will use an insulated
probe inserted into the soil to

locate the buried piping. Once
the system components are
found, be sure to sketch a map
and keep it on hand to save time
on future service visits.

2. Uncovering the manhaole
and inspection ports.

This may require some digging in
the yard. If they are buried, it
will help future inspections if
elevated OCCESS COVETs O Tisers
are installed o make it easier to
access the ports and manhole.

3. Checking connections.
Flushing the toilets, running water
in the sinks, munning the washing
machine through a cycle will help
to determine if the household
plumbing is all going to the
system and working correctly.

4. Measuring the scum and
sludge layers.

The inspector will measure the
scum and sludge layers with spe-
cial tools inserted through the
inspection port. A proper inspec-
tion will also include a visual
observation of the scum and
sludge layers. (The sludge layer is
the heavier solids that have set
tled down to the bottom of the
tank. The scum layer is made up
of grease and light solids that
float near the top of the tank.)

If the sludge depth is equal to
oné third or more of the liquid
depth, the tank should be
pumped. Also, the tank needs to
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be pumped when it is 1/3 full.
See the table below for estimated
pumping frequencies, But be
aware it is rost prudent to con-
duct regular inspections and
pump when the inspection says
the tank needs to be pumped.

Remember that toxic gases are
produced by the natural treat
ment processes in septic tanks
and can Kill in minutes. Even
looking into the tank can be
dongerous. Leave inspections to
the trained professionals.

5. Checking the tank and the
drainfield.

The inspector will check the
condition of the baffles or tees,
the walls of the tank for cracks,
and the drainfield for any signs
of failure. If the system includes a

Estimated septic tank pumping frequencies in
ures assume there is no garbage
‘ If one ks in use, pumping

years. These

Household Size
(number of people)

distribution box, drop box, or
pump, these need to be
checked too.

How often the tank needs to be
pumped depends on the tank
size, the number of people living
in your home, and the habits of
your particular household.
Garbage disposals and high-
water-use appliances, such as a
hot tub or whirlpool, also affect
the pumping frequency.

When it's time to pump, be sure
to hire a licensed contractor. He
or she will have the appropriate
equipment and will dispose of
the sludge at an approved treat-
ment zite. You can find listings
for licensed pumpers and haulers
in the yvellow pages, or contact
vour local health department or
permitting agency for assistance,

It's a good idea to be
present when your
tank is being
pumped, Make sure
that the contractor
uses the manhole,
not the inspection
ports, to pump the
tank to avoid dam-
aging the baffles or
fees. Also make sure
all of the material in
the tank is removed.
It is not necessary to

wiansion Senios. |

leawve anything in
the tank to “restart”
the biological

processes, but it is
also not necessary to

scrub or disinfect the
tarnk.

Pumping your septic
tank iz probably the

single most impor-
tant thing that you

can do to EJ]‘I.']‘[E‘I."II
your system. If the
buildup of solids in

the tank becomes
teo high and solids

move to the drain-
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Maintenance
- i B!

field, this could clog and strain
the system to the point where a
new drainfield will be needed.

Recordkeeping

It is wery important o keep a
detniled record of all inspections,
pumpings, permits, repairs, and
any other maintenance to your
systemn along with o sketch of
where your septic systemn is
located. Having this information
on hand for service visits can
save you both time and money.

Learn the location of your
septic system, and keep a dia-
gram or sketch of it with your
maintenance records.

Inspecting your septic system
annually is a good way o
monitor your system's health.
Inspections can reveal problems
before they become serfous, and
by checking the levels of sludge
and scum in your tank, you can
get a more accurate idea of how
often it should be pumped.

Protect the tank and drainfield
Protect your septic system from
potentiol damage. Don't plant
anything buf grass near your
septic system—roots from shrubs
and trees can cause damaoge—
and don’t allow anyone to drive
or operate heavy machinery over
any part of the systern. Also,
don't build anything over the
drainfield. Grass is the most
appropriate cover for the
drainfield.

Jound septic system operation
and maintenance practices
include conserving water, being i‘
careful that nothing harmiul is
disposed of through the system,
and having the system inspected
annually and pumped regulary.
By educating everyone In your
household about what is and
what isn't good for septic systems,
they can begin to develop good

maintenance habits.
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What you put into your septic
systermn greatly affects its ability
to do its job. Remember, your
septic system contains living
organisms that digest and treat
waste, As a general rule of
thumb, do not dispose of
anything in your septic system
that con just as easily be put in
the trash. Your system is not
designed to be a garbage can

| and solids build up in the septic
tank that will eventually need to
be pumped. The more solids that
go into the tank, the more
frequently the tank will need to
be pumped, and the higher the
risk for problems to arise,

In the kitchen, avoid washing
food scraps, coffee grinds, and
other food items down the drain.
Grease and cooking oils con-
tribute to the layer of scum in the
tank and also should not be put
down the drain.

The same commaon-sense
approach used in the kitchen
should be used in the bathroom.
Don't use
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What Not To Flush

the toilet to dispose of plastics,
paper towels, facial tissues, tam-
pons, sanitary napkins, cigarette
butts, dental floss, disposable dia-
pers, condoms, kitty litter, etc.
The only things that should be
Aushed down the toilet are waste-
water and toilet paper.

When used as recommended by
the manufacturer, most house-
hold cleaning products will not
adversely affect the operation of
yvour septic tank. Drain ceaners
are an exception, however, and
orly a small amount of these
products con kill the bacteria and
temporarily disrupt the operation
of the tank

Household cleaners such as
bleach, disinfectants, and drain
and toilet bowl cleaners should
e used in moderation and only
in accordance with product
labels. Overuse of these products
can harm your system. It makes
sense to try to keep all toxic and
hazardous chemicals out of your
septic tank systen.

To avoid dismupt-
ing or perma-
nently damaging
your septic sys-
tem, do not use
it to
dispose of
hazardous
household
chemicals,
Even small
amounts of paints,
varnishes, paint thinners,
waste oil, anti-freeze, photo-
graphic solutions, pharma-
ceuticals, antibacterial
soaps, gasoline, oil, pesti-
cides, and other organic
chemicals can destroy
helpful bacteria and the
biological digestion taking
place within your system.
These chemicals also pollute

the groundwater.

Even latex paint is unhealthy for
vour septic system. To reduce the
cleanup of these products,
squeere all excess paint and stain
from brushes and rollers on
several loyers of newspaper
before rinsing.

Io help prevent groundwater
pollution, be sure to dispose of
leftover hozardous chemicals by
taking them to an approved
hazardous waste collection
center. For more information,
comntact yvour local health
department.

Additives/System Cleaners
While many products on the
market claim to help septic
systems work better, the truth is
there is no magic potion to cure
an ailing system. In fact, most
engineers and sanitation profes-
sionals believe that commercial
septic systern additives are, at
best, useless, and at warst,
harmful to a system.

There are two types of seplic
system additives: biological (like
bacteria, enzymes, and yeast) and
chemical. The biological additives
are harmless but some chemical
additives can potentially harm
the soil in the drainfield and
contaminate the groundwater.

While there hasn't been exten-
sive study on the effectiveness

of these products, the general
CONSensus Qmong septic system
experts is that septic systermn
additives are an unnecessary evil.

Be aware that the extended use
of strong pharmaceuticals and
personal care products may
harm the working bacteria popu-
lation in the tank. The totol
effects are unknown at this time,

Blational Ersimonmenssl Servoss Cenler (B00) B24-8301 or (304) 29584181




Hot Tubs,/Whirlpools

Hot tubs and whirlpools have
become more common today in
the home as a source of relax-
ation and therapy. While the
soothing, swirling waters of a spa
may be good for a homeowner,
unfortunately, the large amounts
of water that drain from the hot
tub are not good for your septic
system,

Emptying large quantities of
water from a hot tub into your
septic system can overload a
systern and stir the solids in the
tank, pushing them into the
drainfield, eventually cousing it
to fail.

Hot tub water should instead be
cooled and then drained onto turf
or landscaped areas of your prop-
erty well away from the septic
tank, drainfield, and house in
accordance with leoal regulaticns,

L

Modern Appliances May Affect Your Septic Tank
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ﬂarh"age Disposals

Carbage disposals can increase
the amount of solids in the tank
up to 50 percent and should not
be used, Eliminating a garbage
disposal can greatly reduce the
amount of grease and solids that
enter the drainfield

Becouse a garbage disposal
grinds kitchen scraps into small
pleces, once they reach the septic
tank, they are suspended in the
water. 5ome of these materials
are broken down by bacterial
action, but most of the grindings
must be pumped out of the tank.

As o result, use of a garbage
disposal will significantly increase
the amount of sludge and scum
in your septic tank. Therefore,
many states require a larger min-
imum size septic tank if there will
be a garbage grinder/disposal
unit in operation in the house.

Water 5ofteners

Some freshwater purification
systems, including water softeners,
needlessly pump hundreds of
gallons of water into the septic
system all at once. This can agi-
tate the solids and allow excess to
flow into the droinfield. Consult a
plumbing professional about
alternative routing for such
freshwater treatment systemns.

Water softeners remove hardness
by using a salt to initiote an ion
exchange. The backwash to
regenerate the softener flushes
pounds of this used salt into the
septic system. There |s some con-
cern that these excess salts can
affect the digestion in the septic
tank or reduce the permeability
in the soil dispersal system.

The Winter 2001 issue of Pipeling
gives additional information
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about water softener use,
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How Your Septic System Works

There are fwo main parts to the
basic septic svstem: the septic
tank and the drainfield.

Household wastewater first flows
into the septic tank where it
should stay for at least a day. In
the tank, heavy solids in the
wastewater settle to the bottom
forming o layer of sludge, and
grease and light solids float to
the top forming o layer of scum.

The shudge and scum remain in
the tank where naturally occur-
ring bacteria work to break them
down. The bacteria cannot come-
pletely break down all of the
sludge and scum, however, and
this is why septic tanks need to
b pumped periodically.

The separated wastewater in the
middle layer of the tank is
pushed out into the drainfield as
more wastewater enters the septic
tank from the house. If too much
water is flushed into the septic
tank in a short period of time,
the wastewater flows out of the
tank before it has had time to
separate. This can happen on
days when water use is unusually
high, or more often if the septic
tank is too small for the needs of
the household, Homeowners

should stagger their loundry
throughout the week and try to
do no more than two wash loads
per day.

When wastewater leaves a septic
tank too soon, solids can be car-
ried with it to the drainfield.
Drainfields provide additional
treatment for the wostewater by
allowing it to trickle from a series
of perforated pipes, through a
layer of gravel, and down
through the soil. The soil acts as
a natural filter and contains
organisms that help treat the
waste, Solids domage the drain-
field by clogging the small holes
in the drainfield pipes, and
excess water stroins the system
unmecessarily,

Conventional septic systems are
a very simple way to treat house-
hold wastewater. They contain
no moving parts and are easy to
operate and maintain, Although
homeowners must take a more
active rale in maintaining septic
systems, once they learn how
their systems waork, it is easy for
them to appreciate the impor-
tance of o few sound operation
and maintenance practices.
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Use Water Wisely All
Around The House

Waler conservation is very
important for septic systems
because continual saturation of
the soil in the drainfield can
affect the quality of the soil and
its ability to naturally remove
toxics, bacteria, viruses, and
other pollutants from the waste-
witer.

The most effective way to con-
serve water around the house is
b first take stock of how it is
being wasted. Immediotely repair
ony lenking foucets or munning
toilets, and use dishwashers only
when full,

Laundry

You can also cut down on water
use by selecling the proper load
size for your washing machine.
Washing small loads of laundry
with large quantities of water is a
waste of both water and energy.

Also doing laundry all in one
day might seem like a good use
of time, but it could be harmful
to your septic system. By doing
several loads in succession, the
septic system does not have time
to adeguately treat wastes. You
might be hydraulically overlood-
ing your septic system, causing it
to pass solids inte the drainfield.

Mewer energy-efficient
clothes washers use 35
percent less energy
and 50 percent less
water than a standard
maodel. Look for appliances that
display the Energy Star symbaol.
This indicates they meet strict

EnERGY STARA
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energy efficiency guidelines set
by the EPA and the U.5.
Department of Energy.

Use only nonphosphate or low
phosphate laundry detergents.
Powrder detergents with low inert
(clay) content are also easier on
the septic system.

Bathrooms

In a typical household, most of
the water used indoors is used
in the bathroom, and there are
several little things that can be
done to conserve water there,

For example, try to avoid letting
water run while washing hands
and brushing teeth. Avoid taking
long showers and install water-
saving features in fawcets and
shower heads. These devices can
reduce water use by up to 50 per-
cent. Low-flush toilets use 1.6
gallons per flush compared to the
three to five gallons used by con-
ventional tollets. Even using a
toilet dam or putting a container
filled with rocks in the toilet
tank can reduce water use by

25 percent.

It is also important to avoid over-
taxing your system by using a lot
of water in a short time period,
or by allowing too much outside
water to reach the drainfield, Try
to space out activities requiring
hEﬂ‘u"}" waber use over SE"."ETH]
days. Also, divert roof drains,
surface water, and sump pumps

_away from the

b drainfield.

Maintenance

Septic System Dos and Don’ts

*Do learn the location of your
septic tank and drainfield. Keep
a sketch of it handy with your
maintenance record for service
visits.

*Do have yvour septic system
inspected annually.

*Do have your septic tank
pumped out by a licensed con-
tractor, approximately every
three to five years, or as often as
is appropriate for your system

*Do keep your septic tank cover
accessible for inspections and
pumping. Install risers if neces-

SQTY.

*Deo call a professional whenever
vou experience problems with
your system, or if there are any
signs of system failure.

*Do keep a detailed record of
repairs, pumping, inspections,
permits issued, and other mainte-
nance activities.

*IMd conserve water to avold
overloading the system. Be sure
to repair any leaky faucets

or toilets.

‘Do divert other sources of
water, like roof drains, house
footing drains, and sump pumps,
away from the septic system.
Excessive water keeps the soil

in the drainfield from naturally
cleansing the wastewater.

*‘Don’t go down into a septic

tank. Toxic gases are produced by

the natural treatment processes
in septic tanks and can kill in
minutes, Extreme care should be
taken when inspecting a septic
tank, even when just looking in.

‘Don’t allow anyone to drive or
park over any part of the system.

*Don’t plant anything over or
near the drainfield except grass,
Roots from nearby trees or shrubs
may clog and damage the droin
lines.

*Don’t dig in your drainfield or
build anything owver it, and don't
cover the drainfield with a hard
surface such as concrete or
asphalt. The area over the drain-
field should have only a grass
cover. The grass will not only
prevent erosion, but will help
remaove excess water.

*Don’t make or allow repairs to
your sepiic system without
obtaining the required health
department permit, Use profes-
sional licensed onsite contractors
when needed.

‘Don’t use septic tank additives.
Under normal operating condi-
tions, these products usually do
not help and some may even be
harmful to your system.

‘Don’t use your toilet as a trash
carn or polson your septic system
and the groundwater by pouring
harmful chemicals and cleansers
down the drain, Harsh chemicals
can kill the beneficial bacteria
that treat your wastewater.

*Don’t use a garbage disposal
without checking with your local
requlatory agency to make sure
that your seplic system can
accommuadate this additional
waste,

*Don’t allow backwash from
home water softeners to enter the
E‘rEI'.'I"[iC E-";'STEI'I‘].

The Summer 2004 issue of Pipeline provides more

|

information about septic tanks for homeowners. m
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NESC Products related {0 Septic Sslams

Conventional Onsite Sewage Disposal
System: Your Seplic System, What it
is and how fo take care of it. \ideo
WWVTPEGT ... £10.00

Your Septic System: A Guide for
Homeprwners. Videno

WWVTPE1G 510,00

Pumping Your Septic Tank. Brochure.
WWBRPET1 . T5%040

Seplic System Maintenance.
Fact shegt.
WWFSPETI

& o
S0

.......

Onsite Wastewater Treatment

Systems: Dperation and Malntenance.

Fach shaal

WWFSOMAS.............................51.00

Homegwner's Manpal for fhe
Operation, Moniforing, and
Mainferance of a Gravity Onsite
Sewage Treatmen! and Disposal
System Manwal,
WWBLOMAT $13.00
Homeowners Mamual for the
Operation, Monitoring, and
Mairtenance of & Proprieiary Device
Onsite Sewage Treatment and
Disposal System Manpal,
WWELOM4S .. ... $1300

Homeowner's Manual for the
Operation, Monitoring, and
Maintenance of a Pressiire
Distribution Dnsite Sewage Treatment
and Disposal System Manual.

WWELOM49 -a13.00

Homeowner's Septic Tank lnformation

Package,

WWPKPE23 §2 25
Homeowner Onsite System
Recordkeeping Folder.

WWBLPE3T ... .. .. ... 80.45

These products may be ordered by calling us at (800) 624-8301.
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