


Your septic system is your responsibilty
How does it work?
Why should I maintain my septic system?

How do [ maintain my septic system?

ﬁ %}g § . B i i e

For more information



\C EPEO \C \_‘/AM is r responsibility!

op Four Things You Can Do
to Protect Your Septic System

1. Regularly inspect your
system and pump your
tank as necessary.

5

If properly designed, constructed and maintained, your

septic system can provide %}%g term, effective treatment of 2. Use water efficiently.

household wastewater. If your s&;g;ié system isn’t maintained, 3. Don’t dispose of

you might need to ?%;:éé{: it, costing you thousands of dol- household hazardous

lars. A malfunctioning system can contaminate groundwater wastes in sinks or toilets.

that might be a source of a?;ﬁ%ﬁﬁg water. And if you sell your 4. Care for your drainfield.
rour.sephc svs st be 1o good working ord

This guide will help vou care for your septic system. It will help you under-

stand how your system works and what steps you can take as a homeowner

, . . "
to ensure your system will work properly. To help you learn more, consult

the resources listed at the back of this booklet.
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" eptic system aliases:

+ On-lot system Pipe from the home

A L

r-a?i of your house gg{;gé wastewater exits your home

* Onsite system
ough a pipe to the

Individual sewage
disposal system Septic tank

Onsite sewage

: ; L enncretes, hherolass or nolvethuvlene 1t halde the
disposal system made of concrete, g?%ﬂf&?g};&&@; or %}{éa}%%@éié%ﬁ« It holds the

ie

zm«

wastewater lc ong %f‘é{%agé to allow solids

Onsite wastewater A ‘ . .
ing sludge) and oil and grease to float to the surface (as

treatment system

v

N , .
scum). It also allows %;s;iz‘%zag decomposition of the so

matenals. Co mparimenis an da ”}E"é%}?%i‘é utlet in the
%ﬁ;}ize: tank prevent the g%{ségﬁ and scum from %sazzfmg the tank and iz‘a@%éinﬁ
nto the drainfield area. Screens are also recommended to keep solids from

entering the dramfield.
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Riser Manhole Riser

—
To additional treatment

From house and/or dispersal

Sludge
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inding Your System
Your septic tank, drainfield, and reserve drainfield
should be clearly designoted on the
"as-built” drawing for your home. (An
“as-built” drawing is a line drawing that
accurately portrays the buildings on your
property and is usually filed in your local

land records.) You might also see lids or
manhole covers for your septic tank. Older
tanks are often hard to find because there
are no visible parts. An inspector/pumper
can help you locate your septic system if
your septic tank has no risers.

Drainfield

The wastewater exits the septic tank and 1s disc ngga nto the drainfield

s 2 1 H H .

or further treatment by the soil. ?%3 i:}&?“"iéig‘} eated wastewaler s g?%jféi’%%ﬁié

<5 o s i 4 £, & P 2: e o
ng-nh ¥ f tner-ireatmen wine-new wastewsale

enters the tank.

the drainfield is overloaded with too much liquid, it will flood, causing

I

sewage fo flow to the g%%}?&é surface or create %gggézz;g}g in pi zgméiﬁg fixtures

Bonpe,

2.

and prevent treatment of all wastewater.

sur property

B yo
suitable for a new 5%‘&;;&%@52{% g}f@%ﬁm §} yur current dra ;;fi Id fails. Treat

Septic tank wastewater flows to the drainfield, where it percolates into the

" - . 1
S0t é}é{?} ?F{E“ﬁséé %g freatmen %}’ g”f”?‘f%{%%’%?ig %’E%?Sﬁz 35 %aezggzz& viruses,

#

and nutrients, E?é;%égaa}?ff soil is necessary for successful wastewater treatment.

& Homeowner's Guide to Septic Svstoms
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%{Ezgﬁis@ 7 o improve freatment processes and mw;, ht need
3 H
wance. Some alternative systems use %f}é peal,
GINRO

ote wastewater treatment. Other
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g@sﬁ ég z«z&&?ﬁ&iéif% systems. Alternative systems should %aﬁ mspected

) It
3% 3 H .
Your g%é?&ﬁ EE%‘E’ §§ é%g}g& iment or ?ﬁéaig er lor more

égz@fﬁ, ition on operation and maintenance needs if you have or need an

alternative system.
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?’?’%&gsg} ic s}zf'«»%szf:%g

E’;»f;%; effectively reduc environmental
threats ;:sg:agéiéé %35 geﬁamgé in household wastewater. ?‘i@wﬁ%g i:%e‘%; require

regular maintenance or they can fail. Septic systems need to be monitored to

A key reason to maintain your septic system is to save money! Failing septic

sive to reps alr or fﬂg}iaizz and pooY gﬁaﬁgiag nce 18 oiten
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e culprit. Having your septic system inspected regularly
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5 . . 3 . . -
causmg bacteria and viruses. If a sephic system 15 wWorking g}s‘é}g}fz%, it will
e

With one-fourth of U.S. homes using septic systems, more than 4 billion
£ 5ep
gallons of wastewater per day 1s dispersed below the ground’s surface.

lequately ?‘f"%i%?{é sewage from sephic systems can be a cause of ground-

Juoanef
o
o
o
8

B

water contamination. §%; oses a significant %%?%&z to 5;?%3}%3% waler ang

3

4]

] v LI A e
human health because it can contaminate drinking water wells and cause

[t

and infections in people and animals. Improperly treated sewage

that contaminates nearby surface waters also increases the chance of

diseases

1]

swimmers contracting a vanety of infectious diseases. These range from eye
iin
§<

and ear infections to acute gastrointestinal 1 and diseases like hepatitis.

'hat Does an
' Inspection Incdude?

You should have a typical septic system inspected at least

every 3 years by a professional and your tank pumped
(

as recommended by the inspector gener g%} every 3tc 5 ~ * Locating the system.
IR : s N , .
years). Alternative systems with electrical foat switches, « Uncovering access holes.
pumps, or m%%@amig components need to be inspected

37 . : * Flushing the toilets.
more often, generally once a year. Your service provider

should inspect for leaks az’;szé look at the scum and sludge * Checking for signs of
layers in your septic tank. If the bottom of %é”ff scum layer is back up.

within 6 inches of %z’f %é}ii om of the outlet tee or the top of * Measuring scum and
the sludge layer is within 12 inches of the outlet tee, your sludge layers.

tank needs to be pumped. Remember to note %%ff %%;égﬁ * ldentifying any leaks.
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* Inspecting mechanical
components.

* Pumping the tank if
necessary.
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y of pumping: the number of

ne
people in your household, the amount of wa

Four major factors in yfluence the 5«‘9{;
wastewater generated (based on

it of water used), the

£, - R TR vy gy g s 2
for example, using a garbage disposal

products éfﬁ&% down
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to be pumped. Not

everyone agrees on the effectiveness of additives. In fact, septic tanks

already contain the microbes they need for effective treatment. Periodic

pﬁrﬁgﬁmg 1s a much better way to ensure that SS@@%Q sysiems work ?{:ai“{}g}ﬁ%f%}f
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and provide many years of se

periodic pumping.

In the service report, the pumper should note any repairs completed and

e bnw 3l Q’ . B 3 5, Eg {%‘; . B . ;4 . {« -

tional repairs he or she can’t perform, hire someone to make the repairs as
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gallons each day. The more water a %2&%5%6%3@%@ CONSErves, %%& %agg waler
enters the septic system. Ffhcient water use ¢

the sep

High-efficiency toilets
Toilet use accounts for 25 to 30 percent of household water use. Do you
know how many gallons of water your toilet uses to empty the bowl?

. - oL H
ets with 3.5- to 5-gallon reserv {?éé% while newer

A o
ya - R odels.
¥ { | \
ey M.f_ ~ —
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Faucet aerators and high-
efficiency showerheads
Faucet aerators help reduce water use

and the volume of water enteri

i

eptic system. ?’iggé«»%ﬁf‘w oy shower-

o

H
ﬁ%%&?g O %9%’}?&%? giﬁ}%’ f%‘ea?"iéﬁ%& s a ;%%

reduce water use.

Water fixtures

Check to make sure your toilet’s
reservoir isn t leaking into the bowl.
Add five drops of liquid food coloring
to. the reservoir before bed. If the dye

is in the %{m% the next 2‘?&%’3%’332“2% the

eservolr is leaking and repars are

i’iﬁﬁé%é;

A small drip from a faucet adds many
gallons of unnecessary water to your
system every day. 1o see é{m much a
leak adds to your water usage, place

cup under the drip for 10 minutes.

o
“’%

§§§§§ the amount of water ?’ the

cup by 144 (the number of minutes m

24 hours, divided b {52 %zg 1s the
tal

amount of clean water traveling to

E‘w

your seplic system each day from that

little leak.

A Homeowner’s Guide to Septic Systems

" se Water Efficiently!

Install high-efficiency showerheads

Fill the bathtub with only as much
water as you need

Turn off faucets while shaving or
brushing your teeth

Run the dishwasher and clothes
washer only when they’re full

Use toilets to flush sanitary waste
only (not kitty litter, diapers, or
other trash)

Make sure all faucets are
completely turned off when not in
use

Maintain your plumbing to
eliminate leaks

Install aerators in the faucets in
your kitchen and bathroom

Replace old dishwashers, foilets,
and clothes washers with new, high-
efficiency models.

For more information on water
conservation, please visit
www.epa.gov/owm/water-efficiency/
index.htm




What goes down the drain can have a major impact on how well your

g%g}éé{: system works.

Waste disposal

7 1 3
What shouldn’t you flush down your
wabs, cigarette butts, coffee groun

products, condoms, diapers, cotton s

Yoo

R s | H N
toilet? Dental floss, feminine %}fg;m

m

cat litter, paper towels, and other kitchen and bathroom items that can iig}g

and potentially damage septic systemn components if they become trapped.
¢

als, gasoline, ail, pesticid

des, antifreeze, and paint

can siress or gesiroy the %}Eﬁ%@géiai treatment takin ;}Egés in the sysiem

pumper s concerned about qui {;;j v accumulating scum layers, reduce the
e

s and ;@;{{;méwa?ﬁ{ If your septic tank

flow of floatable matenials like fats, oils, and grease into your tank or be
Washing machines
By selecting the proper load size, you'll

reduce water waste, Washing small loads E—

%ﬁ ndry on the

fo—

u can’t

i}%{i‘s {jé%i

%%%é E&Eﬁﬁé%? i one s’é&}

might seem like a time-saver, but it could be harmful

z:é;’z,mé%%@ without Eﬁ% ag%assﬁ tr

5
to your «{bg}i Sysiem. 5}%{%;3 load after load does not allow vour

ould be flooding vour

ecovery time. @%%? to spread water

&
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lere are a few

saantain ik

E?ffé{%;s%

7]
i%w
I

BI0WS é@w% or stops trealment processes

Ly

5

failure not f:}i's%f when a foul odor 1s emitted but

ated wastewater flows up to the ground surface. By

[

¢ : H 1 .
the time you can smell or see a pr @i?%ﬁ% however, the

& = =

already be done.

By limiting your water use, you ca uce the amount of wastewater your
system must treat. When you have » inspected and pumped as

$§
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The most obvious f«;ﬁgﬁ;i sysiem failures are ea sy o spot. Check for g}{}{%iﬁg
water or m‘i%f‘ééf soil around your seplic system or mn your basement. Notice
whether your toilet or sink backs up when vou flush or do %z‘i;i%@{é?’sf You

might also notice strips of bright green grass over the drainfield. Septic

stems also fail when partis i% treated wastewater comes into contact with

groundwater. This type of failure is not

easy to detect, but it can result in the pol-

system {}?@f&é ional and the local health

é%g}aﬁm%i if yo you suspect such a failure.

Household toxics
Does someone in your house use the utili %:}g ink to clean out paint rollers
en

or flush toxic cleaners? Oil-based ggéﬁz%& s , and large volumes of
toxic cleaners should not enter your septic system. ?ﬁ ven latex paint cleanup
waste g%s&%é be minimized. 5{;&5?—&% all excess paint and stain from

;

] %% H
brushes and rollers on several layers iewspaper before ninsing. Leftover
. s .
paints and wood stains should be g%aa to your local household hazardous
waste collection center. Remember that your seplic system contains a living

g : . "
collection of organisms that dige st and treat waste,

Household cleaners
For the most part, your sephic w*a%;&?% ba éézé”éa should recover %é}i’”;’f

after small amounts of household
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ous pr f}f%ﬁ‘
s that the product 1s highly hazardous. “Warning” tells

457 o % g
you the product 1s moderately %g:gs”é»zfa& Caution” means the
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Hot tubs

%s}?g tubs are a great wa
%gﬁgf’é}z your g:;ié{; sysiem was
not éegzgmé to ?za%s&%g large quantities

of water fro 1 your hot tub. Emptying

hot tub wa nto your seplic system stirs

the solids in the é;szf%% E%E’Eii pushes them out into the
drainfield, causing it and fail. ? aining your hot tub

into a septic system or over the mmiz% é an overload the sy

v

drain cooled %ﬁgg}i tub water onto turf or landscaped areas well away from
%j

the septic ta fan é §m§§§&§£ aﬁgg{é in accordance with local regulations, -

the

same caution \ é@ﬁ&;ﬁ ﬁz Wit n;g your swimming pool.

Water Purification Systems

Some freshwater purification systems, inc
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CNEYS, UNNneces-
I g
§

sarly pump water into the septic system. T his can contr z%t,; undreds of

niel excess

gallons of water to the septic tank, causing agitation of solids ar
. .
flow to the drainfield. Check with your licensed gﬁﬁzm%gﬁ £ pro ofessional

{} o
§:§ a%i%rgzaé% ?ﬁ;ﬁaéﬁg for such freshwater treatment systems.
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mate the significance o

of wastewater applied to them. Many failures can be attributed to having
an ém{%éff%%??ﬁ drain sroundwater table, Undersized
septic tanks—an f}%%e sign faih aé%@*@* solids to clog the drainfield

and result in system failure.

Ifa septic tank isn’t waiﬁf?zgﬁ@ water can leak into and out of the system.

Usu %Ex water from the environment leaking into the system causes hydraulic
g 3 ¥

f&@&;%a{i ing, taxing the system %ﬁ{ézzé its capabihities and i&iﬁ&é?&é«;{ %{;&g%fz};aa%g

treatment an é retimes sewage to flow up to the ground surface. Water

%ﬁ&%éﬁg out o i:%éf %g}iés ank s a :ﬁg tficant E a%% %&ggfﬁg %e{:a%zgei the leak-

xs’gg wastewater has not yel been treated.

Even when systems are proper rly designed, failures due to poor mstallation
practices can occur. If the drainfield is not properly leveled, wastewater can
overload the system. Heavy e %éﬁ%??&@&“{ can damage the drainfield dunng
installation which can lead to soil compaction and reduce the wastewater
infiltration rate. And if surface d *&%ﬁaae isn't diverted awa ay i from the feld,

it can §§€;v into and saturate the drainfield.

A Homeowner's Guide to Septic Systems



www.epa.gov/owm/septic
EPA dev @i{}‘}s@é this Web site to provide tools for communities %ﬁ%’%éi;ﬁ%"éz‘zg
and implementing onsite/decentralized management programs. | he Web

site contains fact sheets, program SUmmaries, case studies, % ks to éeéégﬁ

a %i‘%%; site, %}%géz\zs Ségmigéf}ﬁ groups, a toll-free assistance line (800-

624-8301), informative publications, and a free quarterly newsletter and

WWW.NOWEa. Gy
MOWYRA s 5 national nrofession T AT bt riohried am il Bt
NOWRA 15 a national professional organization to advance and promote
the onsite wastewater industr rY. The ;i%@{:iaéé on promotes the need for

s
Gy



www.septicyellowpages.com

P

sumpers, mstailers, inspectors, and tank manufacturers throughout

the United States. This Web site 1s des 'g;’zf‘é to answer simple septic

www.nawlt org
NAWT offers a forum for the wastewater industry to exchange ideas and
concerns. | he NAWT Web ii e lists state associations and local 1 mspectors

&*’%'g DLIDers,

EPALRIZ.H.02.005
December 2002
Revised March 2005

Office of Water

IR N A
L5, Environmental Protection Hgency

oot
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Check with the local regulatory agency or igzagzes&et;a pumper if you have a garbage disposal unit

o

A

to make sure that your septic system can handle this additional waste.

Check with your local h

additives do not eliminate the

Use water efficiently to avoid overload

§IX

ealth ¢ E%§&?§f¥i&é% before usin g additives. Commercial ¢ septic tank

eed for periodic pumping and can be harmful to the system.

toilets. Use high-efficiency fixtures.

¥

o

to clean then

H

QE ck with }ﬁiﬁ%‘g e:;«zé F
. -wash to enter g ur

i H

ﬁgs’f‘ %i’iz{;g SIIOWErs, aﬁ{j

se g}ige: tan

Use commercial bathroom cleaners and la

ding the septic system. Be sure to repair leaky faucets or

2

7

undry detergents in 1 ;%{;é??gg;a}& Many people prefer

i}%@ with a mild detergent or baking soda.

m)m

§§ ‘%’JE?Q E@

Keep records of repairs, pumpings, inspections, permits issued, and other system maintenance

activities.

Learn the loc

service visits,

%aﬁé}é’i @2 your ‘%i"i}i}i

system

?Q%@gs a S‘sﬁif%@ @ g, ’?iii} your mamnienance re {fi

Have your septic system inspected and pumped as necessary by a licensed inspector/contractor.

H tH
Plant G?Eg};’ Srass Over and near vo

7

clog and damage the drainfield.

o

£ 3

sur sephic

system. Roots from nearby trees or shrubs might

Your septic system is not a trash can. Don’t put dental floss, feminine hygiene products,

condoms, diapers, cotton swabs, cigarette
us chemicals into your system.

paint, pestic

£

ides, or other hazardou

~

caustic drain apeners §

Orac

goed drain. Instead, use boiling water or a drain snake

of your septic system. Doing so can compact the soil

an %g or other :‘3{};3%?&( system componenis,

Al
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Environmental Protection
Agency

Office of Water
Washington, DC 20460
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