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Do You Have a Septic System? 

When a centralized sewage treatment 

system is not available to treat your 

wastewater, then it is YOUR 

RESPONSIBILITY to operate and 

maintain your own “mini-treatment” 

plant 

Proper handling of your wastewater 

will protect your waters and 

yourselves and your community from 

wastewater contamination 



Regulatory Requirements 

• State Administrative Code 

– R317-4, Onsite Wastewater Systems 

– [www.rules.utah.gov/publicat/code/r317/r317-
004.htm] 

• Systems that serve less than 5,000 gallons per day are 
regulated by your local health department 

– Weber-Morgan Health Department, 427 23rd Street, 
Ogden 

– Brian Cowan, Wastewater Program Manager 

• (801) 399-7160 

• E-mail: <bcowan@co.weber.ut.us> 



Wastewater - Everybody 

Generates It! 
• Washing dishes and clothes 

• Showering and bathing 

• Using the toilet 

• Cleaning the home 

 

Typical resident uses about 45-60 gallons per day 

A family of four may generate up to 240 gallons per 
day 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• We must protect ourselves from the harmful 
effects of wastewater 

– Can carry waterborne diseases or other illnesses 

• Bacteria - typically cause diseases of the gastrointestinal tract 

– e.g., typhoid fever, dysentary, diarrhea, cholera 

– Highly infectious 

• Viruses - Human feces can carry more than 100 types of 
viruses capable of causing infection or disease 

– e.g., diarrhea, hepatitis, other gastrointestinal diseases 

 

 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• Other pathogens 

– Parasites - protozoans 

• e.g., Cryptosporidium parvum, and Giardia lamblia 

– Devastating effects on individuals with weak or 

compromised immune systems 

» Very young children 

» Elderly 

» Persons with cancer 

» Individuals with AIDS 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• Other pathogens 

– Parasites - worms 

• e.g., stomach worms, tapeworms, 
whipworms, hookworms, and 
threadworms 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• Can pollute rivers, streams, lakes, groundwater supplies 
or other water bodies 

– Of special concern are the nutrients, nitrogen and 
phosphorus 

• When added in excessive amounts to surface 
waters, may cause algae and aquatic plants to over-
grow 

– Aesthetically unpleasant 

– May lead to oxygen loss, fish kills, and odors 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• Nitrogen, in the form of nitrate, is also of 
human health concern 

– Nitrate levels in drinking water above 
regulated levels (10 mg/L (ppm)) may be toxic 
when consumed by infants less than 6 months 
old 

• Causes “Blue Baby” Syndrome 

– Nitrate is not removed very well in a septic 
system and can move to the ground water 



Why Worry About Wastewater? 

• May also contain: 

– Soaps, detergents, shampoo, toilet bowl 
cleaners, bleach, and drain cleaners (should 
only use in moderate amounts) 

– Medications 

• Don’t flush unused medication down drains 

– Hazardous chemicals such as paints, paint 
thinners, and antifreeze 

•  Should not be washed down drains 



Wastewater Has to Be Treated 

• Centralized system 

– Wastewater collected in sewers and 

transported to a central treatment facility 

• Usually discharged to a water body 

• On-site system 

– Wastewater is treated and disposed of near to 

where it is generated 

• Usually discharged into a soil environment 



Water-Based On-Site System 





 



Land-Based On-Site System 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 





 



 

In the beginning . . . . 

And thou shalt have a paddle 

upon thy weapon, and it shall be:  

when thou wilt ease thyself 

abroad, thou shalt dig 

therewith,  

and shalt turn back and cover 

that which cometh from thee 

 Deuteronomy 23:13 



On-Site Wastewater 

Treatment System 



What is a Septic System? 

• The conventional septic system consists of 

three main parts 

– Septic tank - Primary treatment 

– Drain field (Absorption system) - Secondary 

treatment 

– Soil beneath the drain field - Secondary 

treatment 



 



The Septic Tank - It’s a 

Beautiful Thing! 

• Buried, WATER-TIGHT container about 9 feet 

long and 5 feet high 

• Usually made of precast concrete, but may also 

be made of polyethylene or fiberglass 

• Size is legally determined by number of 

bedrooms in the home 



Joint Design for 

Concrete Tanks 

Mid-seam 

Top seam 



Tank Materials 

Fiberglass Polyethylene 

Concrete 



The Septic Tank 

• ALL wastewaters from the home should flow 

into the septic tank 

– Even waters from the kitchen, shower, 

bathtub, and washing machine can contain 

disease-causing organisms or environmental 

pollutants 



What’s Wrong with Water from the 

Kitchen Sink? 

• According to Dr. Charles Gerba of University of 
Arizona: 

• Kitchen sink is most germ-ridden area in a home 
(50-80% of all food-borne illnesses originate in the 
home) 

– More fecal bacteria in kitchen sink than in a 
flushed toilet 

– Worst offender - dishcloth or sponge, where 
fecal bacteria and other pathogens from meat 
and other sources fester in a damp, nurturing 
environment 



 

 



Laundry and Bath Water also Contain Bacteria 

Associated with Fecal Matter 

 Event #/100 mL

Clothes Total Coliforms 215
Washing1 Fecal Coliforms 107

Fecal Streptococci 77

Bathing Total Coliforms 1810
Fecal Coliforms 1210
Fecal Streptococci 326

1Samples were obtained from the middle of the wash cycle.
Samples taken from 15 rinse cycles were consistently lower 
than the corresponding wash cycle values

There is about a 10th of a gram of feces in the average pair of underwear 

(about a quarter of a peanut) 

"You don't want to be doing your handkerchiefs with your 

underwear." 



Some More Interesting Facts 

 They may appear to be wallowing in filth, but single 
men’s abodes actually tend to have lower bacteria 
counts since they rarely clean and don’t spread the 
germs around 

 Bacterial and viral aerosols due to toilet flushing 

 When this aerosol of contaminated water is 
ejected into the air, it lands on everything in the 
bathroom, including your toothbrush 

 This isn’t just another scare tactic to get men to 
put the top down 

 Significant quantities of microbes floated 
around the bathroom for at least two hours after 
each flush 



Septic Tank 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tank must be pumped periodically (inspected and pumped 
as necessary every three to five years) to remove solids - 

referred to as septage 

Septage must be disposed of in an environmentally sound 
manner 



The Septic Tank 

• Wastewater flows into the tank as you use it in 
the home: 

– The heavier solid materials sink to the bottom 
(forming the sludge layer) 

– The lighter materials float to the top (oils and 
greases, soap scum, TP) 

• The tank’s primary purpose is to hold these solids 

• There should be about 3 to 5 years of storage 
capacity for solids before the tank needs to be 
pumped out and solids removed 



Size of Septic Tank 

Utah Regulations: 

 
Number of Bedrooms Minimum Liquid 

Capacity (Gallons) 

2 or 3 1000 

4 1250 

For each additional 

bedroom, add 

250 



Recommended Septic Tank Pumping Frequency  
(Minimum Capacity is 1000 gallons) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9+

Tank 

Size 

500 5.8 2.6 1.5 1.0 0.7 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.1

750 9.1 4.2 2.6 1.8 1.3 1.0 0.7 0.6 0.4

900 11.0 5.2 3.3 2.3 1.7 1.3 1.0 0.8 0.7

1000 12.4 5.9 3.7 2.6 2.0 1.5 1.2 1.0 0.8

1250 15.6 7.5 4.8 3.4 2.6 2.0 1.7 1.4 1.2

1500 18.9 9.1 5.9 4.2 3.3 2.6 2.1 1.8 1.5

1750 22.1 10.7 6.9 5.0 3.9 3.1 2.6 2.2 1.9

2000 25.4 12.4 8.1 5.9 4.5 3.7 3.1 2.6 2.2

2250 28.6 14.0 9.1 6.7 5.2 4.2 3.5 3.0 2.6

2500 31.9 15.6 10.2 7.5 5.9 4.8 4.0 3.5 3.0

Duration (in years) Between Pumpings and/or Inspections

Household size (number of people)

 

Estimated Septic Tank Pumping Frequencies in Years (Source:  Pennsylvania  State 

University Cooperative Extension Service) 



Measuring Sludge and Scum 



What Happens to the Solids While 

They are in the Tank? 

• It takes about 2 days for the solids to separate out 

and for anaerobic digestion of the solids to begin 

(removes about 50% of the solids) 

– Anaerobic digestion - hmmm… what does that 

mean? 

• Biological process, right? 

• So do we need to be careful about how we treat 

those helpful “bugs”? 



Be Kind to Your “Bugs”! 

• Do not dispose of non-biodegradable solids (e.g., 
coffee grounds, dental floss, disposable diapers, 
sanitary products, kitty litter, bandages, paper 
towels and tissues, cigarette butts, condoms) 

• Do not pour grease or oil down drains 

• Do not dispose of pesticides, paint thinners, paints, 
solvents, antifreeze, disinfectants, and poisons into 
septic tank systems 

– May affect microbiological activity 

– May contaminate ground water with toxic and 
hazardous chemicals 



Wastewater Leaves the Tank 

• An outlet baffle (or a sanitary tee) prevents the 
solids from flowing out to the drain field as the 
wastewater flows out of the tank  and out to the 
drain field 

 

 



Solids and Scum Leaving the Tank 

Can Clog the Soil in the Drain Field 

 

• Hmmm, what might be a good way to 

improve trapping solids in the tank? 



An Effluent Filter (Screen)! 

• May be used to keep solids from leaving septic tank 

– Prevents materials that were inappropriately discarded in  the 

tank (e.g., hair, cigarettes, towelettes) from entering the drain 

field 

– Also retains smaller suspended solids from leaving the tank 

 

 



Effluent Screen  

• Presence of an effluent screen indicates a 

newer system, a system with a pump, or 

recent maintenance 

– Also is a key maintenance point 



What Happens in the Drain Field 

& the Soil? 
• The drain field delivers the wastewater to the soil 

– Where the treatment of the wastewater continues through aerobic 
biological processes 

• Wastewater flows into the perforated pipe in the trenches, passes 
through the holes in the pipe, and then trickles down through the 
gravel to the soil 

– There may also be gravel-less trenches, such as chambers  

• The soil then treats the wastewater 

 

 

 

 



How does the Soil Accomplish 

Treatment? 
• Soil Treatment Processes 

– Physical filtration and entrapment of 
contaminants in soil pores 

– Chemical precipitation of contaminants 

– Chemical adsorption of of contaminants to soil 
particles (especially to clay particles) 

– Biological decomposition of organic 
contaminants 

– Disease-causing organisms die-off if retained 
in soil long enough 



Need a “Suitable Soil” 

• To accomplish dispersal of the wastewater into 
the soil, wastewater must move through quickly 
enough so that it does not back-up into the home 
or pond on the soil surface 

• To accomplish treatment, the wastewater must 
move through slowly enough so that chemical 
contaminants and pathogens are removed or 
reduced in concentration 

• So wastewater needs to move through the soil at 
a moderate rate 



Need a Balance 

 

 



Determination of Soil 
Suitability 

 Evaluation of soil profile 



Determination of Soil Suitability 

 Evaluation of Soil Permeability: 
Perc test 

 

 R317-4-5.4: Absorption systems 
are not permitted in areas … 
where the percolation rate is 
slower than 60 minutes per inch 
or faster than one minute per inch 



Percolation Testing 

 
Percolation rate is the time it takes for the water in a hole to 

drop 1 inch 

 

6" 

 

 

Bottom of Proposed 

System 

 

 

 

 

 

Fixed Reference Point 

2" Gravel 



Depth of Suitable Soil 
Required 

 Need an adequate depth of suitable soil 

 At least 24 inches below the bottom of the 
absorption system to anticipated maximum 
seasonal high water table 

 At least 48 inches between bedrock 
formations or impervious strata and the 
bottom of the absorption system 
excavation 

 
 



Absorption System: Standard 

Trenches 

 



Slope Requirements 

 Maximum slope at site: 25% 
 May apply for a variance 



The Biomat 

• A special zone, called the biomat, forms in 

the upper 1 to 6 inches of soil at the 

soil/trench interface just below the trench 

bottom 



Water Movement into an Absorption Trench 

with and without a Clogging Mat 



The Biomat 

• The biomat removes many disease-causing 

organisms and other contaminants 

• If the solids are never pumped out of the septic 

tank and keep accumulating, they can flow out of 

the tank and into the soil and form an intensive 

biomat that becomes too thick 

• When that happens, the biomat completely clogs 

the soil and does not allow the wastewater to 

flow out of the trench 



Failure Due to Excessive Biomat 

• Therefore an improperly maintained system will 
fail and cause untreated wastewater to completely 
fill up the trenches and come out on top of the 
ground or back up into the home through its 
plumbing system 

• Over the life of a drain field, the biomat may 
build up to a point where eventually it will no 
longer accept the wastewater  

– That’s why you also need to have an area 
designated on your lot as a replacement area 
for a new drain field 

• Must be kept free of permanent structures 



Alternating Trench System 

with Diversion Valve 



Failure Due to Use of Unsuitable 

Soil 

• A septic system can only be used in soils that will 

adequately absorb and purify the effluent 

• If a septic system is installed in soil that cannot 

do so, the effluent will seep out onto the surface 

overlying the drain field or back up into the home 

• In addition to causing an unpleasant smell, the 

untreated wastewater can pose health problems 

 



Operational Failure 



Warning Signs of System 

Failure - Act Immediately! 
• Tests showing presence of fecal coliform bacteria 

in well water 

• Surfacing wastewater or wet spots in the drain 
field 

• Plumbing backups 

• Slow-draining fixtures 

• Wastewater odors in the house or yard 

– It’s normal, however, for the house plumbing vent on 
the roof to emit wastewater odors 

 

 



Another Type of Failure 

 Functional failure 

 System continues to remove wastewater but does 
not properly treat the wastewater prior to 
discharge into the environment (treatment) 

 Often does not directly impact the 
homeowner but can affect the community 
through degraded water quality and 
potential public health problems 

 Homeowners often don’t know when a 
functional failure has occurred 

 Even if do, may be reluctant to 
acknowledge the failure and repair the 
system  

 



How Large is a Drain Field? 

• Your drain field is designed for a certain number 
of gallons per day based on the absorptive 
capacity of the soil in your septic drain field (the 
types of soil), the number of bedrooms in the 
house, and the type of on-site system used 

– A site with clayey, slowly permeable soils needs a 
larger drain field than does a site with sandy, 
permeable soils 

• If your water use exceeds what your septic 
system is designed for, the septic system will fail 

 

 



Example of Sizing of a Drain 

Field 
• Four bedroom home (assume 75 gallons per 

person and 2 persons per bedroom, so designing 
for 300 gallons/day) 

• Soils where drain field will be located “percs” at 
45 minutes/inch 

– Will need 300 sq. ft of absorption area per bedroom, 
or a total of 1200 sq. feet 

– Using 3 ft. wide trenches, will need 4 lines, with each 
line 100 ft. long 

– With 7.5 separation distance required between each 
line, total absorption area will be: 

• ~35 feet by 100 ft., or 3500 sq. ft. 



Additional Site Suitability 

Requirements 

• Adequate land area must be available to achieve 

required setback distances landscape and 

property features from any nearby wells, springs, 

streams, lakes or other bodies of water located on 

the building lot or off-site 





Taking Care of Your Drain Field 

• Do not: 
–  Drive over the drain field or compact it in any way 

– Build a structure on top of it 

– Cover it with concrete or asphalt  

• Do: 
–  Plant grass on the drain field to minimize soil erosion 

• Roots of trees and shrubbery can get into the lines and plug 
them 

– Divert surface runoff water from roofs, patios, 
driveways, and other areas away from the absorption 
field 



What Happens if You Don’t Have Suitable 

Soil or Site Conditions on Your Lot? 

 

• You may be able to install an alternative system 

– Usually more complex and requires more 

maintenance 

• For example, an alternative system may 

have pressurized distribution of the effluent 

– Requiring inspection and maintenance 

every 6 months 



At-Grade System 

 



Earth Fill System 



 



 



Peat Filter 



 



 



 



Nitrogen Cycle 



 



 



Textile Filter 

Textile Filter 



 



Mapping Your System 

• In order to be able to take care of your system, 
you must know the location of the septic tank and 
drain field 

– Location of tank can be determined from plot plans, 
as-built drawings, septic system inspection records, 
architectural or landscape drawings, or observations of 
the house plumbing 

– If you don’t have access to drawings, find where the 
sewer pipe leaves your house 

• Probe in ground about 10 to 15 feet directly out from the 
location where the pipe leaves your house 

• Then  make a plot plan diagram with measurements that 
include your house, septic tank cover, drain field area, and 
any other permanent reference points (trees, large rocks) 



Site Sketch 

• Detail? 

• Should include: 

– Obvious critical elements such as wells and 

water bodies 

– Buildings 

– As-built plan or record of construction 

– Reserve (replacement) area 



What are Your Responsibilities 

as a Septic System “Operator”? 

• Maintain a permanent record of septic 

system maintenance, repair, sludge and 

scum levels, pumping, drain field 

condition, household backups, and 

operation notes 

• Pump the septic tank as needed! 

• See your homeowner’s folder  

– Record information 



 



WHAT TO EXPECT DURING A 

SEPTIC TANK PUMP-OUT 
 

• Since the inlet and the outlet are at the top of the tank, the tank 

always appears full 

– What we need to know is how much of the tank’s volume is 

being taken up by scum and sludge 

– When the sludge and scum take up more than 35% of the tank 

volume, these solids need to be removed by pumping 

 



The Pumping Process 

WHAT WILL THE PUMPER DO? 

 

• Before Pumping 

 

• Note the liquid level of the tank in relation to the tank’s 
outlet pipe 

• A liquid level below the outlet pipe usually indicates a 
tank leak 

• A liquid level above the outlet pipe can indicate a 
problem with the pipe to the drain  field or the drain field 
itself 



The Pumping Process 

Pumping 
• Pump the tank from the manhole 

– Pumping from inspection ports may damage tees and 
baffles 

 

 

 

• Watch for backflow from the tank outlet pipe 

– Significant backflow indicates a drain field system 
backup 

– A small amount of backflow can indicate a sag in the 
pipe to the drain field. 



The Pumping Process 

Pumping 
 

• Pump the tank thoroughly 

 

• Use a septage spoon and backflush to loosen the 
sludge in the corners of the tank. 

 

• Do not “seed” the tank by leaving septage in it 

 

• Do not scrub or power wash the tank’s walls. 



The Pumping Process 

After Pumping 
 

• Check the empty tank and note any signs of 

structural damage such as an open weep hole, 

leaking midseam, damaged baffles, or cracks 



Future Pump-Outs 

• You can save time and money by taking a few daily 
precautions that reduce the frequency of pump-outs your 
system will need: 

• To flush or not to flush — Aside from wastewater, toilet 

 paper is the only other thing that should be flushed 

– Using the toilet to dispose of sanitary products, paper towels, 
disposable diapers, cigarette butts, and even tissues will harm 
your septic tank and cause you to need pump-outs more often. 

• Don’t use a kitchen garbage disposal 

– Septic systems are not intended to dispose of food waste,coffee 
grounds, grease, or fat, and, in fact, they will harm the septic 
tank.  

– Try using a compost pile 



Water Conservation 

• Reducing water usage will protect your septic system 

– Repair leaky faucets and toilets 

– Install low-flow water fixtures, 

– Turn off the water while brushing your teeth or shaving 

– Take shorter showers 

– Keep pitcher of cold water in refrigerator rather than running  

– Use only full loads in washing machines and dishwashers 

• A front loading washing machine uses 40% less water 

• Water conservation reduces the load of wastewater your 

septic system has to handle 



Additives 

• An additive is a commercial product sold under a claim 
that its use will improve the performance or aesthetics of 
an on-site sewage treatment system 

• These products, often called “septic tank additives”, are 
available to consumers through a variety of marketing 
routes that include retail shelves, mail order, and door to 
door sales 

• Customers make decisions to purchase additives based on 
information provided by sources such as advertising 
brochures, product labels, and spoken communication 
with telemarketers or pumpers 

• Advertising frequently states that additives counteract the 
effect of bleach and detergents, increase soil percolation, 
clear pipe deposits, or reduce odors 



          Use of Additives 

Will System Additives Reduce the Number of Pump-outs 

Needed? 

•  While some manufacturers claim that biological additives enhance 
treatment and reduce the number of pump-outs your system will 
need, research indicates that biological enzymes and other “miracle” 
system additives do not improve septic system functioning. The 
amount of bacteria or enzyme in each dose of additive is so small, 
that its effectiveness is virtually undetectable 

• Using additives to avoid pumping may cause even bigger problems. 
Without proper pump-outs, solids will flow into and clog the drain 
field, resulting in an expensive repair process 

• Some enzymes re-suspend solids that have settled, causing those 
solids to be carried over to the drain field 

There is no quick fix or substitute for proper operation and regular 
maintenance 



More Problems with Additives 

• People who use them may start to think that the 

septic tank cleaner is a panacea, consequently 

ignoring other aspects of septic system 

maintenance and/or abusing their system 

• There are over 1200 companies marketing these 

products 

– Some (not all) of these companies are very aggressive 

and unethical, making highly exaggerated claims 

(such as "avoid pump-outs forever!) 



Regulations 

• Utah regulations (R317-4): 

– The functional operation of septic tanks is not improved by the 
addition of yeasts, disinfectants, or other chemicals; therefore use 
of these chemicals is not recommended 

• Rhode Island prohibits the use of acid or chemical 
solvents (for example, methylene chloride or 
trichloroethane) in septic systems 

– These chemicals destroy biological function of the septic tank, 
resuspend solids, causing drain field failure, damage soil 
structure, and can contaminate ground water 

– Acid and base materials can corrode concrete tanks and 
distribution boxes, causing them to leak and fall apart 



More Regulations 

• State of Washington:  

– Most additives do not have a positive effect on the operation of on-
site systems, and can contaminate groundwater aquifers, render 
septic drain fields dysfunctional, and result in costly repairs to 
homeowners. It is therefore the intent of the legislature to ban the 
use, sale, and distribution of additives within the state unless an 
additive has been specifically approved by the Department of 
Health”  

–  “Chemical additives do, and other types may, contribute to septic 
system failure and groundwater contamination. In order to 
determine which ingredients of non-chemically based additive 
products have adverse effects on public health or the environment, 
it is necessary to submit such products to a review procedure”  

– Scope of the evaluation is limited to identifying harmful 
ingredients. Product approval merely indicates that the ingredients 
are unlikely to cause harm. Denying approval removes harmful 
products from market availability. The product evaluation does not 
investigate the validity of performance claims by manufacturers 

 



First Time User 

• Is this your first home with a septic 

system? 

• First time users of septic systems can make 

poor choices 

– Excessive water use 

– Disposal of inappropriate materials 



Homeowner Education 

• Have you received any septic system user 
information? 

• Educational materials are available to help the 
owner understand his/her responsibilities towards 
the system 

• Lack of use of these materials is another source 
of potential mistakes 

 

See Brochures in Your Folder 



Use of Home 

• How much time to you spend at the home? 

• Number of adults, teenagers, children? 

• Number of bedrooms and bathrooms? 

• The longer the system is in use, the shorter 
the available resting time 

• Teenagers typically use the most water 

• Bedrooms and bathrooms indicates water 
use amounts and patterns 



Toilet Paper 

• How many rolls of TP are used per week? 

• Excessive amounts of TP results in faster 
sludge build-up in septic tank 

• Treated TP (e.g., containing lotion) can 
prevent TP from settling and forms a thick 
scum layer at top of septic tank 

• Other types of products, such as wet wipes, 
can cause problems 



In-Home Businesses 

• Do you have an in-home business? 

– What type? 

• In-home businesses can directly affect the system 

• Get advice of local health department before discharging 
wastes from a hobby or home business 

– Daycares increase overall flow and use of antibacterial 
soaps 

– Others that may include the use of chemicals that 
could impact the system: 

• Antique refinishing, beauty shops, lawn care, photo 
labs, dog grooming, and taxidermy shops 

– Beauty shops and barbershops typically 
discharge large amounts of hair 



Medications 

• Anybody using long-term prescription 

drugs or antibiotics? 

• May be hard on the biology of the system 

• When identified in the wastewater source, 

increase in maintenance is recommended 

– Pumping tank more often 



Oil Skin Care Products 

• Do you use bath/skin oil/moisturizer? 

– How many times a week? 

• Use may add to fats, oils, and grease 

(FOG) in the system 

• Removal or reduction may increase the 

performance of the septic system 



Garbage Disposal 

• Is there a garbage disposal? 

• A garbage disposal adds to the overall 

loading of the system 
1. There is more loading due to use 

2. Organic matter has not been digested so will 

take longer to break down 

3. More water is used to rinse the sink out 

4. Smaller particles will take longer to settle 



Dishwasher  

• Is there a dishwasher? 

– Used 

• Times per day? 

• Times per week? 

• Dishwasher in a typical home is usually 
not of concern 

– If commercial appliances used, there may be 
some impact 



Laundry 

• Laundry 

– Maximum no. of loads per day 

– Consecutive loads? 

– Powder or liquid detergents? 

– Bleach? Powder or liquid? No. of cups/load? No. of 
loads/ week? 

• Powder products can plug piping and add solids to tank 

• Bleach can harm biological activity of septic tank 

• Number of loads per day can impact system 

– Spread loads out over time 



Drain Cleaners 

• Is a drain cleaner used? 

– How often? 

– Type? 

• These toxic chemicals may directly affect 

the activity of bacteria, resulting in a 

“dead” tank with poor separating 

characteristics 



Hand Soaps  

• What type of hand-washing soap is used? 

– Antibacterial? 

• May adversely affect the biology of the 

tank 

• Liquid soap tends to be easily overused 

and may create problems 

– Contains more oil than bar soaps 



Toilet Cleaning Products 

• What types of toilet cleaners are used? 

• How often are the toilets cleaned? 

• Is a continuous cleaner used in toilet tank? 

• Toilet and drain cleaning chemicals can 

directly affect the system 

– Antibacterial products will cause problems in 

the biological processes, if used in excess 



Tips on Cleaning Products 

• Check labels 

– Danger means the chemical will kill the 
bacteria and its use should be minimized or 
eliminated 

– Warning means limited use should have a 
minimal impact upon the system 

– Caution typically means the product will have 
little effect 

• No automatic cleaners should be used 



Cleaning Supplies 

• List of commonly used cleaning supplies 

• Listing the cleaning products used in the 

residence will raise owner awareness 

concerning the types of products used 



Antibacterial Products 

• List any antibacterial products used 

• These products can have a cumulative 

effect on the treatment system 



How Much is Too Much? 

University of Arkansas Study 
• 1000 gallon septic tank 

– Recommended Maximum Dose (added as one slug or 
large dose) 

• 1.3 gallons of bleach 

• 2.5 gallons of Lysol 

• 0.65 ounces of Drano (solid, concentrated form) 

– The doses that actually “killed” the septic tank were 
twice as high as recommended doses 

– These amounts are more than what normal use requires 
- follow manufacturer’s recommended doses 

– Recovery of levels of bacteria to normal and restoration 
of normal tank performance 

• 30 hours for tank dosed with bleach 

• 60 hours for tank dosed with Lysol 

• 48 hours for tank dosed with Drano 



 



Whirlpool Tub 

• Does home have a whirlpool tub? 

• Uses per day; Uses per week 

• Whirlpool tubs typically use large volumes 

of water 

• Information on how much water these tubs 

use and pattern of their use can help assess 

impact on septic system 



Water Treatment Device 

• Water softener? 

– Backflushes to? 

• Reverse osmosis? 

– Discharges to? 

• Use of water treatment devices with automatic back flushing adds 
extra water to the system 

• Some conditioning units add chemicals into the effluent that can 
reduce the effectiveness of biological and physical processes in the 
tank 

• Upgrade your softener with a newer efficient model that uses less 
water and regenerates on demand (when you use x number of gallons 
of water) instead of a timer system that regenerates whether you use 
water or not 

• You can also install a mini-septic system for your softener. 



Air Conditioners 

• Does the home have air conditioner 

unit(s)? 

– If so, condensate drains where? 

• Condensate from air conditioners is not 

wastewater and should be routed around 

the system 



Commercial Ice Machines  

• Commercial ice machine 

– Condensate drains to? 

• Use of commercial ice machines can add 

large amounts of clean water 

– Condensate discharge is not wastewater and 

should not go through the system 



Footing Drains and Sump Pumps 

• Are footing drains and basement sump pumps connected 
into the system? 

 

 

 

 

• Footing drains and sump pumps collect clean water from 
below the foundation in an effort to lower the 
surrounding water table. 

• These clean water sources can overload the system and 
cause a hydraulic failure 



It’s Okay to Have a Septic 

System 

• If properly planned, sited, designed, 

installed, operated and maintained, on-

site systems can provide level of treatment 

necessary to protect public health and meet 

water quality standards 

• For small communities with low 

population densities, often most cost 

effective option 



On-Site Friends in High 

Places 

 

  

 



 



On-Site Friends in Not-So-

High Places 

 



Utah On-Site Wastewater 

Association 

 UOWA 

 Seventh Annual Conference 

 February 15 - 16, 2007 

 Courtyard by Marriott, St. George 

 Focus of conference 

 Implementation of management programs for 

operation and maintenance of septic systems 



Be Careful Driving Home! 

 


