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The purpose of a home's   
subsurface septic system is to 
dissipate the water generated 
by the occupants in such a 
manner that the soils on the 
property can dispose of it 
without causing an adverse 
effect on the ground or      
surface water and in turn on 
the publics health. A septic     
system will serve a home  
satisfactorily only if is    
properly designed, installed, 
and adequately maintained. 
Septic systems are designed 
to separate the solids from the 
liquids in the wastewater that 
leaves your home; a soil   
absorption field then         
normally acts on the liquids. 
The solids collect on the   
bottom of the tanks and the 
grease rises to the top. The 
content of the septic tanks are 

pumped out periodically and 
disposed of. 

There are many different 
types of septic systems      
designed to fit a wide range 
of soil and site conditions. 
The most common system is 
a conventional septic system 
which consists of two main 
parts; the septic tank and the 
soil drain field or leach field. 
The leach field is a series of 
underground perforated pipes, 
which allow the water to   
dissipate into the ground   
providing further bacterial 
treatment and filtration. The 
following information will 
help you understand your 
septic system, and keep it 
operating safely at the lowest 
possible cost.  

The Septic Tank 

The typical septic tank is a 
large buried container made 
of concrete, fiberglass or   
polyethylene. Wastewater 
from your home flows into 
the tank. Heavy solids settle 
to the bottom where bacterial 
action partially decomposes 
them. Most of the lighter  
solids, such as grease and 
oils, rise to the top and form a 
scum layer. The wastewater 

leaving the septic tank is a 
liquid called effluent. It has 
been partially treated but still 
contains disease causing   
bacteria and other pollutants. 
From the tank, the effluent 
flows by gravity to the leach 
field or into the pump    
chamber, which pumps the 
effluent into the leach field. 
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1. Inspect your septic tank 
once every year and pump it 
when needed. If the tank is 
not pumped periodically,   
solids escaping from the   
septic tank will clog the pump 
and leach field. Using a     
garbage disposal will increase 
the amount of solids entering 
the tank and  re-quire more 
frequent pumping.                               

2. Avoid the flushing of 
harmful material into the   

septic tank. Never put        
materials such as grease, 
newspapers, paper towels, 
cigarettes butts, coffee 
grounds, diapers, sanitary  
napkins, solvents, oils, paint, 
and pesticides into the tank. 
Do not allow the back flush 
from any type of water       
softener to discharge into the 
system. The salt will harm the 
leach field and can cause early 

failure. Try to use low sud/
biodegradable detergents and 
oxygen based bleaches when 
doing laundry. 

3. Avoid the use of any type 
of chemical or biological 
septic tank additive. Such 
products are not necessary 
for the proper functioning of 
a septic tank, nor do they 
reduce the need for routine 
tank pumping.  

 

 

The Septic Tank, Proper Care 

The Pump Chamber (if present) 

A piece of nylon rope or other 
noncorrosive material should be 
attached to the pump for taking 
the pump in and out of the     
chamber.                  

Proper Care:  

1. Check the pump chamber, 
pump and floats every year and 
replace or repair worn or broken 
parts. Pump maintenance 
should follow the                
manufacturer’s                      
recommendations. Check elec-
trical parts and conduits for cor-
rosion. If the alarm panel has a 
“push-to-test” button, it should 
be checked regularly.                       

2. Install a septic tank effluent 
filter or pump screen, if your 
system does not have one.  
Screening or filtering the septic 
tank effluent provides an      
effective way of preventing  
solids from clogging the pump 
and pipes. Inspecting a screen 
or filter, and cleaning it when 
necessary, is quick and easy, 
and prevents costly damage 
from solids entering the leach 
field. 

3. Take action to protect the 
leach field from over loading 

after a prolonged power outage 
or pump failure. Effluent will 
continue to collect in the   
chamber until the pump starts. 
With additional effluent in the 
chamber, the pump may dose a 
volume more than the leach 
field can handle. Once the    
reserve storage inside the   
chamber is all used up, the   
plumbing in your home can 
backup. When the pump is off 
for more than 6 hours, the    
following measures can be   
taken to help protect the field: 
(Timer controls will              
automatically correct this   
problem) Reduce your water 
use to a  minimum. Turn off the 
pump at the control panel. After 
power is restored or pump    
service is completed, switch the 
pump on and let it run for 3      
minutes maximum, and turn it 
off again. Repeat this manual     
switching every 6 hours until 
the effluent drops to the “OFF” 
float level and the pump turns 
off automatically. If there is 
little water use during the     
outage or pump service, the 
pump may automatically turn 
off during the first manual 
switching.  

The pump chamber is a        
concrete, fiberglass or polyeth-
ylene container that collects the 
septic tank effluent. The    
chamber contains a pump, 
pump control floats, and a high 
water alarm float. The pump 
action may be controlled either 
by the use of control floats or 
by timer controls. Control floats 
are set to turn the pump “ON” 
and “OFF” at levels for    
pumping a  specific volume of 
effluent per dose. Timer       
controls are set to  produce both 
the length of the dose and the 
interval or rest period between 
doses. The high water alarm 
float starts an alarm to warn you 
of any pump or system        
malfunction. If pump timer       
controls are used, the alarm also 
will warn you of excessive   
water use in the home. The float 
is set to start when the effluent 
in the pump chamber rises 
above the “ON” float. The 
alarm should consist of a buzzer 
and an easily visible light. It 
should be on an electrical     
circuit separate from the pump. 
The pump  discharge pipe 
should have a union and valve 
for easy removal of the pump. 
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A peat filter produces      
secondary-level treatment of 
septic tank effluent by     
filtering it through a layer of 
sphagnum peat before    
sending it to the soil         
absorption system on the pad 
below the pods. Peat is    
partially decomposed       
organic material with a high 
water-holding capacity, large 
surface area, and chemical 
properties that make it     
effective in treating 
wastewater. Un-sterilized 
peat is also home to a     
number of different          
microorganisms, including 
bacteria, fungi, and tiny 
plants. All of these         
characteristics make peat a 
reactive and effective filter. 
The peat is contained in 
modules placed above 
ground or at ground level. 
Wastewater flows into a  
septic tank where the large 
solids settle out. The liquid 

effluent either gravity flows, 
or in some models, is pumped 
in doses to the peat filter 
where it is pretreated and  
delivered to the soil for final 
treatment. Depending on the 
installed depth of the peat 
filter, a dose pump may be 
required to lift effluent to the 
soil absorption system. With a 
gravity distribution to the  
filter, wastewater may pond 
on top of the peat             
compressing it, reducing the 
flow of wastewater through 
the filter. With a pressure  
distribution system, 
wastewater is applied evenly 
over the peat surface,        
allowing rapid infiltration. 
Due to the high level of     
pretreatment, the size of the 
soil absorption trench can be 
reduced by 25 to 30%, thus 
reducing system costs. The 
reduction of fecal coliform 
can also allow for less    
thickness of soil necessary for 

treatment, and one or two foot 
soil depth credits (reduction 
of soil thickness needed by 1-
2 feet) can be used to help 
overcome site limitations 
such as bedrock or seasonal 
high water table.   

A maintenance contract is 
recommended; the system 
may require quarterly to  
yearly maintenance.    
Maintenance includes        
inspecting all components and 
cleaning and repairing when 
needed. The peat module(s) 
are low-maintenance and  
require no annual pumping or 
backwashing. They should be 
raked annually to break up 
any bio-mat that may be   
forming and to level the    
media. Because of the high 
organic content of peat, the 
filter media must be           
periodically replaced. Life 
expectancy of the peat media 
in a filter is estimated to be 
ten to fifteen years.  

Peat Biofilter 
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                       Leach Field Profile                           Diversion Box 
 

 
 

The leach field receives   
septic tank effluent. It has a      
network of perforated pipes 
laid in gravel-filled trenches 
(1 to 3 feet wide) in the soil. 
New technology allows for 
these trenches to be         
gravel-less at times.    
Wastewater flows out of the 
pipes, through the gravel 
layer, and into the soil. The 
size and type of drain field 
depends on the estimated 
daily wastewater flow and 
soil conditions. Every new 
home’s drain field is        
required to have a designated 
replacement area. This area 
must be maintained should 
the existing system need an 
addition or repair.  

The soil below the drain 
field provides the final   
treatment and disposal of the 

septic tank effluent. After the      
effluent has passed into the 
soil, most of it percolates 
downward and outward,  
eventually entering the 
groundwater. A small        
percentage is taken up by 
plants through their roots, or 
evaporates from the soil. The 
soil filters effluent as it passes 
through the pore spaces. 
Chemical and biological   
processes treat the effluent 
before it reaches ground    
water, or a restrictive layer, 
such as hard-pan, bedrock, or 
a clay soils. These processes 
work best where the soil is 
somewhat dry, permeable, 
and contains plenty of air for 
several feet below the drain 
field.  

The Diversion Box allows the 
diversion the flow of         

effluent in order to prolong 
the life span of the entire   
septic system. Diverter boxes 
may be square, round or    
rectangular in shape and 
should remain above ground 
level. Homeowners with a 
diverter box should alternate 
the flow of sewage once or 
twice a year for maximum 
system life. This is done by 
moving an elbow. Resting a 
portion of the septic system 
for half of the year permits 
biological activity, which in 
turn, increases the life span of 
the entire system. Avoid  
driving heavy equipment over 
the flow diverter box area. If 
you are a home owner who 
has livestock on their      
property, do not allow them 
on or around this area.   

The Leach Field (if present) 
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