
Understanding
And Caring for Your

Septic Tank System

Households that are not served by public sewers usually
depend on septic tank systems to treat and

disposeof
waste
water

A

well
designed

installedand

maintained

septic
systemcan

provide yearsof
reliable

lowcost

service

When
these

systemsfail

to

operate
effectivelyproperty

damage

groundwater

and
surfacewater

pollution

and

disease
outbreaks

can

occur

Therefore
itmakes

good

sense
to

under
standand care

for
your

septictank
systemThere aremaydifferent

types
ofseptic tank systemsto

fita
widerange

of
soil

and

site
conditionsThe following information

willhelp
you

to
understanda

conventional

gravity
flow
septictank systemand

keepit
operatingsafelyatthe

lowest

possiblecost

A

conventional
gravity

flowseptictank

system has
three

working
partsI

The

septictank
2

The

drainfield

with

its

replacement

area

3

The

surrounding
soil

Soil

i

0

i

f

it
mf

i
1

i
The

Septic

Tank

The

typical
septic

tank

is

a

large
buried

rectangular

or

cylindrical

container
made

of

concrete

fiberglass

orpolyetb

ylene

Wastewater

from

yourtoilet

bath

kitchen

laundry

etcflows

into

the

tank

Heavysolids

settle

to

the

bottomwhere

bacterial

action

partially

decomposesthem

to

digested

sludge

andgases

Most

of

the

lightersolids

such

as

fats

andgrease

rise

to

the

topand

form

a

scum

layer2nd

1st

Complrtment

Compartment
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@t

f

W

Septictanks

may

have

one

ortwo

compartments

Two

compartment

tanksdo

a

better

job

ofsettling

solids

and
are

requiredfor

new

systems

Teesor

baffles
areprovidedat
the

tank

sinlet andoutlet
pipesThe

inlet

teeslowstheincoming

wastesandreducesthedisturbanceofthesettledsludgeTheoutletteekeepsthesolidsor

scum
inthetankAlltanksshould have

accessible

coversfor

checlting
the conditionofthe

baffles
and

for

pumping

both

compartments Ifrisers
extend

from
thetanktoorabovethegroundsurfacetheyshouldbesecuretopreventaccidentalentryintothetankSolidsthatarenotdecomposedremainintheseptictankIfnotremovedbyperiodicpumpingsolidswillaccumulateuntilthey

eventually

overflow

into

thedraintield

Most

septic

tanks

need

to

be pumpedevery3to 5yearsdepending
onthetanksize

andtheamount
and

type
of

solids
entering

the
tank



Early Warning Lnels Inside Your Septic Tank

t

the top of the sludge layer is

within 12 inches of the

bottom of theoutlet fitting

The septic tank should

be pumped whenever

the bottom of thescum layer
is within3 inches of the

bollnm of theoutlet tee or

baffle or

Some septic tank additives on the market withchemicals

yeast bacteria orenzymes claim

toimprove

septictank
perfonnance

or

reducethe
need

forroutinepumping

Such

products
arenot

necessaryfortheproper
functioning

of

a
septic

tankSomecancause

solids

tocarry

overtothedrainfieldwhich
results

in
early

soilcloggingand

the
need

fora

newdrainfieldProductscontainingorganic
solvents

contribute
to

groundwaterpollutionThewastewater

leavingtheseptic
tankis

a

liquid
called

effluentIthasbeen
partially treatedbut

still
contains

disease
causingbacteriaand otherpollutaots

Discharging

effluent
onto

thegrounds

surface
or intosurface

andgroundwateris
against

Washington

StatelawThe
DraintieldThedrainfield

receives
septictankeffluent

Ithas
a

network
of

perforated
pipes

laidingravelfilled trenches

23
feetwide

or

beds

upto10
feet

wideinthesoil

Wastewatertricklesout

ofthepipesthrough
the

gravellayer
and

intothesoil

The

size
andtype

ofdrainfielddepends
on

the
estimated

daily
wastewater flow

and

soil
conditions

Everynewdrainfield
isrequired

to

have
a

designated

replllCement
area It

must

be
maintained

should
theexisting

systemneedanaddition
or

repair

TheSoil
The

soil

below
the

drainfield
provides

thefinal

treatmentand
disposal

of

the

septic
taok

effluentAfterthe

effluent

has
passed

intothesoilmost
of

it

percolatesdownward
and

outwardeventuallyenteringthe

groundwater
Asmallpercentage

istakenup

by

plants

through
their

rootsorevaporates

ITom
the soit

Thesoilfilterseffluent
as

it

passesthroughthe
pore

spaces

Chemical

and
biologicalprocessestreattheeffluentbeforeit

reaches

groundwater

ora restrictivelayersuch as

hardpanbedrock

oraclaysoilsTheseprocesses
work

bestwherethe

soil is

somewhat

dry
permeable

andcontainsplenty

of
air

forseveralfeet

below

thedrainfield

SystemFailureWarningsignsofa
failure

Odorssurfacingsewage

wet
spotsor

lush
vegetation

growth

in
the

drainfield
area

Plumbingorseptic

tank
backupSlow

drainingfixturesGurglingsoundsinthe
plumbing

systemIfyou

notice
any

of

thesesigns
or
if

you
suspect

your

septic
tank

system
may

behaving

problemscontactyourlocalhealthagency
for

assistanceGroundSurface
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IIIIIIlllllilllllllCaring
For

Your
SystemThe

Ten EssentialsI

PracticingwaterconservationThe
more

wastewater

you
producethemore

the
soilmust

treatanddisposeBy
reducing

and

balancing
youruseyou

can
extend

the

lifeofthedrainfield
decrease

the
possibility

ofsystemfailure

and

avoidcostly

repairsToredllceYOllrQJerIIse
Use

watersavingdevices

Repair

leakyfaucets
and

plumbing
fIxtures

Reducetoilet

reservoir
volume

orflow Take

shorter showersTake
bathswith

a

partially

filled
tub

Wash

only

full

loads

of

dishesandlaundry

2Keep
accurate

records
Know

where
your

septic

tanksystem is

and

keep

adiagramofits

location
Records

ofitssize

and
location

may

beavailable

at
yourlocalhealthagencyItisalsowisetokeeparecord

of

maintenanceonthe
system

Theserecordswill
be helpfulifproblems

occur
and

willbevaluable

to
the

nextownerofyourhome3
Inspect

your

system

once

every
year

Check

the

sludge

and

scum

levels

inside

your

septic

tank

to

assure

that

the

layers

of

solids

are

not

within

the
early

warning

levels

Also

check

the

tank
to

see

if

the

baffles

or

tees

are

in

good

condition

Periodically

inspect

the
drainfield

and

downslope

areas

for

odors

wet

spots

or

surfacing

sewage
If

your

drainfield

has

inspection

pipes

check

them

to

see

if

there

is

liquid

level

continually

over

6

inches

This

may

be

an

early

indication

of

a

problem
4

Pump

out

your

septic

tankwhen
needed

Don

t

wait
until

you
have

a

problem

Routinepumping can
prevent

failures
such

as
clogging

of

the
drainfield

and

sewageback
up

into

the
home

Using

a
garbage

disposal

willincreasethe
amount

of

solidsentering
the

septictank
requiring

more
frequent

pumping
5

Never

Rush
harmful

materials
Into

the

septictank
Grease

cookingoils
newspaper

paper
towels

rags

coff
grounds

sanitary napkinsand
cigarettes

cannot

easilydecomposein
the taok

Chemicals
such

as

solvents
oils paints

and

pesticides
are

harmful
to the

system

s
proper

operation
and

may

pollute

the
groundwater

Septic

lank
additives

are
not

necessary
for

the

properfunctioning
of

aseptic
tank

nor
do

they
reduce

the

need

for
routine

pumping

For
information

on the
proper

disposal
of

hazardoushousehold
waste

call
the

Recycle
Hotline

1
800

RECYCLE

6

Keep
all

runofF

away
from

your
system

Water
from

surfaces

such

as
roofs

driveways
or patios

shouldbe diverted
away

from
the

septic
tank

and

drninfield
area

Soil
over

your
system

should
be

slightly
mounded

to
help surface

waterrunoff
7

Protect
your

systemfrom
damage

Keep
traffic

such

as

vel1iclesheavy
equipment

or

livestock

off
your

drain
fiel

or
replacement

areaThe
pressure

can
compact

the
soil or

damage

pipes
Before

you
plant

a

garden

construct
a

buildingor
install

apool
check

onthe
location

of
your

system
and

replacement

area

8
Landscape

your
system

properly

Don
t

place
imperme

able
materials

overyour
drainfield

or
replacement

area

Materialssuchas
concrete

or

plastic

reduce
evaporation

and
the

supply

ofair to
the

soil
for

propereffluent
treat

ment
They can

also

hinder
getting

to

the
system

for inspectionmaintenance
or

repair

Grassis
the

bestcoverfor
your

system
9

Never

enterany
septic

tankPoisonous gases
or

the

lackofair
can

be

fatal
Any

work
to

the
tank

shouldbe
done

from the
outside

10Checkwith
your

localhealthagency
for

help
with

systemproblems
Although

some
malfunctions

may

requirecomplete drainfield
replacement

many

problems

can
be

corrected

withaminimum
amount

of
cost

and

effort


