SEPTIC SYSTEM BASICS
Our planet earth is a magnificent hydrology system.  The vast majority of the earth’s surface is covered by water, yet only 3% of the planet’s total is fresh water.  Of that amount, two-thirds is frozen.  The remainder makes up our earthly fresh water “budget” and only one percent is ground water.  The fresh water that we humans use ultimately goes down the drain, literally.  This waste water requires treatment before release back into the environment to recharge the groundwater.  This is information on how your septic system works to treat your waste water.

Knowing Your Septic System

It is estimated that the average person uses 70 gallons of water a day, 75% of it in the bathroom, 20% for laundry and 5% for cooking.  A septic system design is based on the amount of wastewater that needs to be treated given the number of bedrooms in the house.

The tank is designed to hold the sewage and water for at least a day to allow solids to settle to the bottom.  As solids settle and sludge accumulates, there is less room for the water.  Thus, the less water you use, the more time the sludge has to settle in the tank.

Excessive use of water on any one day, week or month can cause the system to fail.  Why?  If more water is generated than the system can hold, if the tank is too full of sludge or the microorganisms are dead, solids will be carried by the overflow into the leach field and clog the pipes and soil pores.

The capacity of the soil to absorb liquids is limited: studies show that substantial bacteria and viruses are removed within the first foot of unsaturated soil.  A well designed, constructed and maintained system does not contaminate water supplies.

However, it is the homeowner’s responsibility to not exceed the system’s design capacity on any one day.  A septic system needs attention.  Neglected or malfunctioning septic systems can cause contamination to groundwater.

Typical contaminates include phosphorus, nitrogen, bacteria and viruses.

Phosphorus and nitrogen may cause problems if they reach ponds, lakes or bays because they are nutrients which support high growths of algae.  Algal blooms can deplete the oxygen supply in water so that fish will not survive.

Bacteria and viruses, as well as high levels of nitrogen in the form of nitrates in the water can threaten human health.

Tender, Loving Care of Your System
Waste from garbage disposals will fill your septic tank by 50%, so you should have a filter installed and schedule additional maintenance.  Composting is the preferred option for your garbage.

Taking shorter showers and using water saving fixtures will help.  Still more important is to spread out your laundry.  It is better for your system to do no more than one load per day.

Do NOT dispose of grease or fats down the drain.  Wipe your greasy dishes before washing them.  Fat scum can cause system failure.  Why?  Soaps and detergents contain emulsifiers that prevent greases and fats from coagulating and rising to the top of your septic tank.  Instead, they will stay in suspension and be carried out into the disposal field where they will plug up pipes and soil pores.  Powered soaps and detergents contain fillers which also plug pores.  Check the label on your product.

Do NOT dispose of any hazardous or toxic substances in a septic system.  Septic systems depend on living organisms to function properly.  Naturally occurring bacteria, present in human waste, break down solids.  Toxic substances can “kill” the system and are a threat to groundwater.  It is illegal to dispose of them in this manner.

Additives are NOT needed to maintain your system and only result in the homeowner flushing money down the drain.  Some chemical additives can wash solids out of the tank into the drain field and cause failure, besides.
If pipes become clogged, use one of the following instead of a drain opener or degreaser:


a.  A plunger


b.  Pour one handful of baking soda and ½ cup of white vinegar down the drain 
and cover tightly for a minute.  Repeat if necessary.


c.  Pour ½ cup of salt and ½ cup baking soda down the drain followed by boiling 
water.  Let sit several hours or overnight.

Do have your tank pumped regularly, frequency depending on size and use.

For further information, contact Betty Cole at 371-2575
