Caring For Your Septic System

Protect Your System from Inside Your Home
Be careful with what goes down your drain

· Don’t use caustic drain openers for a clogged drain.  Instead use boiling water or a drain snake to open clogs.  Keep all toxic and hazardous chemicals out of your septic system. Even small amounts of paints, varnishes, thinners, waste oil, photographic solutions, pesticides and other organic chemicals can destroy the biological digestion taking place within the system.  Avoid overuse of heavy cleaners kills beneficial bacteria in the septic tank, so solids won't break down as well.

· Use commercial bathroom cleaners and laundry detergents in moderation. Many people prefer to clean their toilets, sinks, showers, and tubs with a mild detergent or baking soda.

· Don’t dump grease or fats down the kitchen drain. They solidify and the accumulation may contribute to blockages in the system.  A garbage disposal can double the amount of solids added to a septic tank.  Foods that can be disposed of in the trash should not be run down the garbage disposal to help maintain the life or your system.
· Don’t use commercial septic tank additives such as yeasts, bacteria, enzymes or chemicals. These products usually do not help and some may hurt your system in the long run.

Never put the following down your toilet or drains:

· Cat litter, disposable diapers, sanitary napkins, tampons, paper towels, facial tissues, condoms, coffee filters, coffee grounds, or cigarette butts and filters.  They'll clog your septic tank in less time than you might imagine and decrease the efficiency of your system requiring you to pump your tank more frequently. They may also clog the sewer line to the septic system causing wastewater to back up into your home.

· Avoid flushing medications, especially antibiotics, into a septic system.

Keep from overloading your septic tank and drainfield by:
· Practicing water conservation
· Check and repair faucets and toilets for leaks

· Avoid long showers

· Use aerators on faucets and water saving features on shower heads and toilets

· Run washing machine and dishwashers only when full and avoid doing multiple loads on the same day

Protect Your System from the Outside
· Plan landscaping, roof drains and surface water from driveways and hillsides away from the septic system. Keep sump pumps and house footing drains away from the septic system as well.  A soggy drainfield won't absorb and neutralize liquid waste.
· Don’t drive over the drainfield with cars, trucks or heavy equipment.

· Don’t plant trees or shrubbery in the drainfield area. The roots will get into the lines, plugging them up.  To prevent/discourage root damage keep trees at least 100 feet from the septic system.
· Don’t cover the drainfield with a hard surface such as concrete or asphalt. Grass is the best cover for the drainfield. The grass will not only prevent erosion, but will help remove excess water.

Perform Regular Maintenance to Increase Longevity
Never enter your septic tank. Poisonous gases or the lack of air can be fatal. Any work to the tank should be done from the outside by a person who knows what they are doing.

Have your system inspected 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. 
Pump out your septic tank when needed. Don’t wait until you have a problem. Routine pumping can prevent failures, such as clogging of the drainfield and sewage back-up into the home. Using a garbage disposal will increase the amount of solids entering the septic tank, requiring more frequent pumping.  How often the solids need to be pumped from the tank depends on three things: 1) the size of the tank, 2) the number of people in the household, and 3) the solids going into the tank.
Drainfield maintenance

Drainfields should be checked periodically for flooding, odors, wet spots, surfacing sewage or sogginess. If water is standing above ground or the ground feels soggy when walking over the drainfield, this could indicate excessive water use, clogging, or improper drainage.  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.  Reducing the amount of water use could prevent drainfield clogging. If it persists, a professional should be consulted.
System Failure
Warning signs of a failure:

! Odors, surfacing sewage, wet spots or lush vegetation growth in the drainfield area

! Plumbing or septic tank backup

! Slow draining fixtures

! Gurgling sounds in the plumbing system

If you notice any of these signs or if you suspect your septic tank system may be having problems — contact your local health agency for assistance.
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