


Introduction

A typical septic system has two components: a
septic tank and a drainfield. The purpose of
this brochure is to provide the average
homeowner some insight on how their system
works; but more importantly, what to do and
what not to do in order to keep a well
maintained subsurface sewage disposal system,
to the benefit of both the homeowner and the
environment.

Septic Tanks

The septic tank’s primary purpose is to
separate the solids from the liquids and to
promote partial breakdown of contaminants by
microorganisms naturally present in
wastewater. The solids, known as sludge,
collect on the bottom of the tank, while the
scum floats to the top of the liquid. The
treated wastewater (effluent) exits through the
outlet baffle and goes to the drainfield.
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Figure 1. Hustration courtesy of the Maryland Department of the Environment,

Schematic of a Septic Tank

Drainfields

The drainfield contains a series of
underground perforated pipes. The
wastewater is distributed from the septic tank
through the perforated pipes, exits through
the holes in the pipes, and trickles through
the drain rock where it is stored until
absorbed by the soil. The soil acts as a
natural buffer to filter out many of the
harmful bacteria, viruses, and excessive
nutrients, effectively treating the wastewater
before it reaches groundwater.

Do’s

v Have your septic system inspected by a
qualified professional at least every three
years.

v Have the tank pumped when needed.
EPA recommends pumping a 1000 gallon
septic tank once every 3.7 years with
households of three people, and once
every 1.5 years with households of six
people.

v Keep records of pumping, inspections,
permits, and other maintenance.

Use water efficiently to avoid
overloading your septic system. Fix
leaky faucets or toilets.

Consider replacing older toilets and
inefficient showerheads with more
efficient models.

Use proper load sizes when washing
clothes. Try to avoid doing all the
laundry in one day. This will help
prevent flow surges from pushing solids
into the drainfield.

Add an effluent filter. An effluent filter,
placed in the septic tank outlet baffle or

tee, prevents excess solids from flowing
into and clogging the drainfield.

Plant only grass over your septic system.
Roots from nearby trees or shrubs may
clog and damage the drainfield.

Minimize or eliminate the use of
garbage disposals and water softeners.
The increased demand can be
detrimental to your system, biologically
and chemically.

Obtain a copy of your septic permit
from your local health district. Learn
the location of your septic system. Keep
a sketch of it handy with your
maintenance records for service visits.

Conserve your replacement area. Each
drainfield, when permitted, has a
location where it can be replaced.
Building on or too close to the installed
system or replacement area can be
detrimental. 4-09





