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Congratulations! You have just acquired that
country lot about which you have always dreamed.
Ahhhhb, just think of it—fresh air, green fields, quiet
nights, septic tanks. . .septic tanks?

Though we all knew as children that the farmer
in the dell had a well, the truth of the matter is that
nobody ever told us that he also had to have some way
of disposing of his wastewater. Modern farmers and
rural and suburban homeowners have pipes instead
of buckets to get the water from the well to the house.
They also have septic systems right on their property
for disposing of wastewater.

27& Is a Septic System?

Wherever running water is supplied to a house or
other structure, there must be a sanitary way to remove
the used water.

Where public or central sewage treatment works
are not provided, sewage treatment becomes a do-it-
yourself operation for the homeowner, who must give
careful consideration to collecting, removing, treating
and disposing of sewage right on the property where it
originates. In other words: an “on-site” septic system.

The most common system of “on-site” sewage
treatment and disposal for a private home in a rural or
suburban area consists of a septic tank, which provides
a place for large solids to settle and to be decomposed
by microorganisms, and a drainfield where fine solids
are removed and accompanying bacteria are destroyed.

ow Does a Septic Tank
Work?

A septic tank is a storage tank where sewage is
digested by bacteria. There are three levels in the tank:
sludge, liquid and scum. Sludge, the bottom layer,
consists of undigestible matter and heavy solids that
will not float. The top layer is a scum that contains
grease and lightweight solids that float. In between the
sludge and the scum is the critically active liquid layer
that contains water and dissolved materials, such as
sugar, detergent and small amounts of suspended solids.

Solids and scum are digested or decomposed in the
tank by bacteria that are active in the absence of oxygen
(anaerobic bacteria). This process turns up to 50 percent

of the solids and scum into liquid and gas. The liquid is
carried out into the drainfield, and undigestible solids
remain in the tank as sludge.

ow Does the Drainfield
Work?

Each time raw sewage enters the septic tank,
an equal amount of fluid is forced out of the tank.
The fluid leaving the tank is called effluent. This
effluent may still contain disease organisms. Small
amounts of solid matter remaining in the effluent

— A Typical Septic Tank —

. ooy

may also move out of the tank to the drainfield. In
the drainfield, the effluent trickles into the soil, where
further digestion is carried on by bacteria, and nutrients
are absorbed by the soil particles.

hy Do We Need to Under-
stand Septic Systems?

Because septic systems are hidden underground and
do not require daily maintenance, most homeowners
rarely think about them. Most people. who rely on a
septic system to treat household wastewater also rely on
groundwater, tapped by a well, to meet their drinking
and household needs. The well and the septic system are
usually located on the same property. This is important
because, if the septic system and well are not properly
designed, located and maintained, the groundwater that
supplies the well may become contaminated. A poorly
functioning septic system is also a threat to the water
quality of nearby lakes and streams.

hy Are Proper Siting and
Design So Important?

Septic systems are regulated by states and local
governments. All septic systems require approval and
permits before installation to protect the health of the
people who use the system as well as the health of their
neighbors. There are a few rules of thumb by which
we can generally tell when a septic system is, likely to
function properly:

» Good soil makes a good system. The right soil will
facilitate treatment and disposal of septic system
wastewater; for example, soils that combine sand,
silt and clay work well. If there is too much clay in
the soil, the wastewater may not move through it. On
the other hand, if the soil contains too much sand
and too many large particles, wastewater may pass
through it too rapidly and reach the groundwater,
lakes and streams untreated.

» Waste treatment in the soil occurs more readily
above the water table where the soil is relatively dry
and contains plenty of oxygen.

« Septic systems need enough space to do their jobs
well. Not all microorganisms and chemicals are
removed from wastewater as it travels through
the soil. Even a properly operating system will
occasionally discharge nutrients (phosphates and
nitrates) and some bacteria or viruses to surface
water and groundwater. To avoid heavy loading of
surface water and groundwater with septic system
effluent, systems should be installed on lots that
provide enough space for adequate drainfields.

» Proper design and use are essential for good
treatment. Each septic system is designed to treat and
dispose of a specific volume and type of wastewater
under the conditions found at the site. The system
must not be overloaded by disposing of a greater
volume or different type of wastewater than it was
designed to handle. Hazardous chemicals or grease
should not be disposed of in septic systems. Proper
use and management and the use of phosphate-free
detergents will help prevent overloading and extend
the life of the system.

"With ordinary use and care, a sepfic tank usually
requires pumping every three to five years."

hat Maintenance is
Necessary?

Routine maintenance is critical to prevent septic
system failure. Over time, sludge and scum accumulate
in the tank and eventually will pass through and clog the
drainfield. The tank should be inspected at least once
every year to determine the accumulation rate of scum
and sludge. With ordinary use and care, a septic tank
usually requires pumping every three to five years. The
number of people using the system, the amount of waste
generated and the size and design of the system will
determine how often the tank will have to be pumped.

Proper maintenance of the septic tank will definitely
increase the life of the system; but, unfortunately, all
septic systems eventually fail.

hat Are Some Tips For
Safe Disposal?

o Normal amounts of detergent, bleach, drain
cleaner, toilet bowl deodorizer and other house
hold chemicals won’t harm the bacterial action in
the septic tank.

o Discharge all sewage wastes from the home into
the septic tank. Do not run laundry wastes directly
into the drainfield.

o Use phosphate-free detergent to prolong the useful
life of the septic system.

« Use good quality toilet paper that breaks up easily
when wet.

» Wash only full loads of laundry and spread the
washing out during the week to avoid overloading
the septic system.

o It is not necessary to begin bacterial action by
adding a “starter” to your septic tank.



