Septic System Blues and Basics

“Out of sight, out of mind” is often an accurate description of how homeowners relate to their on-lot septic system. The system is underground, its workings are not well understood, so the homeowner’s strategy often is to ignore it and hope for the best. That can lead to septic system blues.

Neglected septic systems can cause problems that affect health, finances, and the environment. The most obvious signs of a problem are sewage odor and sewage backing up into the house, usually the basement. Another sign of trouble is a patch of lush green grass on the septic field during a dry spell such as this summer. Other indicators are high nitrate levels or bacteria counts in water from the homeowner’s well or neighboring wells. Nitrogen and phosphorous from a malfunctioning septic system can pollute groundwater and then migrate to nearby streams and lakes where they have a long-term negative impact on water quality that is hard to correct.

An on-lot septic system has two main sub-systems: a septic tank where sewage is decomposed by bacterial action and where solids settle, and a septic field or sand mound where the relatively clean waste water from the tank flows through a series of pipes and into surrounding soil where it is further purified. A properly designed septic system can function trouble-free for many years, but it requires periodic maintenance and will not tolerate misuse. 

Septic tanks should be pumped out to remove sludge and scum every 3 to 5 years, depending on usage In addition to periodic pumping, proper use of a septic system is important. DON’T overload the system; for example, avoid doing several loads of laundry after several baths or showers. DON’T pour grease, oil, strong chemicals or medicines down the drain; they can kill the bacteria that decompose waste in the septic tank and can clog the drain field.  DON’T flush non-biodegradable items (such as disposable diapers) into the septic tank.  DON’T overuse a garbage disposal; fruit and vegetable peelings and similar items can be composted to minimize the build up of solids in the septic tank. DON’T believe the myth that septic tanks don’t need to be pumped if they are working okay; waiting for system failure is not a good strategy. Finally, DON’T rely on septic tank additives to substitute for periodic tank cleaning and pumping; they actually may be harmful to your system.

In Adams County, only a few municipalities have enacted a Sewage Management Ordinance requiring septic tank pumping. With increasing development throughout the County, the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection may require such an ordinance in other municipalities. Although a pumping requirement may not be popular with some homeowners, it can help them avoid costly problems and it protects community water resources.  Lack of maintenance or improper use can result in the need to repair or rebuild a damaged system, which can cost $10,000 or more.

For a list of local septic service companies – which must be licensed – call the Adams County Department of Environmental Services, 337-9827.  Locating your septic tank clean-out access (a 2 feet square slab on top of the tank) is a good idea if your tank doesn’t have a surface level cover. That will save time and money if your septic system malfunctions when the ground is covered with snow or ice. As with most things, it pays to be prepared.

With these basics in mind, you can avoid the septic system blues and also help protect our precious water resources.
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