Septic Tank Function and Design
Septic systems are small-scale wastewater treatment plants that function to store and cleanse a home’s wastewater, using anaerobic and aerobic bacteria, and soil and gravel filters.  In a septic system, wastewater leaves the home via the drainpipe, where it flows to the septic tank.  Septic tanks are usually made out of concrete or plastic, and are sized based on the average amount of bedrooms in your home and the average person’s water usage.  In the septic tank, anaerobic bacteria digest and break down solid matter into simpler components.  This process takes anywhere from 24-72 hours.  Any solid waste that the bacteria cannot break down settles to the bottom of the tank (sludge).  All liquid waste then travels through a pipe into the drain field, a network of perforated pipes buried in shallow trenches that are filled with gravel.  In the drain field, liquid waste percolates through the soil where aerobic bacteria further break it down, and soil and gravel serve as filters.  The water then drains into the groundwater, or underwater aquifers.
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Septic Tank Maintenance
Proper maintenance is key in preventing septic breakdowns and avoiding expensive septic repairs.  Your septic system may fail if it is not properly maintained.  Here are some tips for proper septic maintenance:

· Have your septic system inspected annually

· Have your septic system pumped every 3-7 years

· Do not flush trash or chemicals (including sanitary products, baby wipes, q-tips, cat litter, cigarettes, condoms, paint, pesticides, etc.)

· Do not pour grease or oil down the sink

· Avoid using garbage disposals

· Conserve water to avoid septic system overload (septic tanks can only process a certain amount of waste at a time)

· Beware of additives that claim to reduce or eliminate the need for pumping

· Do not park vehicles, heavy equipment, or plan home additions or swimming pools over drain field

· Practice proper landscaping 

· Use cleaning products that are labeled “septic safe” or “non-toxic” 

Septic System Failure

Your septic system can fail for a number of reasons, including being built in unsuitable soils, becoming clogged with tree and plant roots, soil compaction, or clogs.  The number one reason for septic failures is improper maintenance.  Septic failures cannot be easily fixed by using chemical or biological additives, or by frequent pumping.  If you say “yes” to any of the following, your septic system may be failing:

· Slow draining sinks and tubs

· Sewage backup in sinks, tubs, or toilets

· Standing water, mud, or sludge around your septic system

· Foul odors around the septic system

· Bright green grass growing over septic system (especially in strips)

· You have to have your system pumped once or twice a year (or more)
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