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Learn more about septic systems and how to protect home
values, health and the environment by watching this video
at www.psma.net.

Check your septic system
by following these steps
Most states do not require inspections or regular maintenance once a
septic system is installed. It
is up to the building owners
to prevent costly repairs,
and to protect health and
the environment.
Look for these signs to
determine if your system
is not working properly:
▀ Excessive weed or algae growth in nearby water indicates nutrients are
leaking from septic tank
systems.
odors,
▀ Unpleasant
soggy soil or liquid waste
flow over the land surface
often indicate failure of
the system and the need
for repairing, expanding
or replacing the absorption field.
▀ Health department test
results that indicate the
presence of biological contamination or harmful bacteria in the water. Although
wastes from septic systems
are not the only source of
these contaminants, they
are likely suspects.
▀ Indicator dye (available from your local health
department) put into your
septic tank reaches nearby
wetlands or ditches. This
method can find the prob-

lems that otherwise are difficult to notice or verify the
other trouble signs listed
above.
Use the following practices:
▀ Have your septic tank
inspected and pumped
out by a licensed septic
tank contractor as needed
(on average every three to
five years).
▀ Use water efficiently to
avoid overtaxing your system. Fix household leaks,
run the dishwasher and
clothes washer only on full
loads and not at the same
time and consider installing high-efficiency fixtures.
▀ Don’t pour grease, fats,
or harmful chemicals like
paints and solvents down
your sink and don’t use
antibacterial soap. Do not
flush non-biodegradable
items such as plastic, dental floss, cigarette butts,
diapers, coffee grounds or
feminine hygiene products.
They can clog or harm your
system.
▀ Only plant grass on
your drainfield. Don’t drive
or park on your drainfield
and do reduce roof and surface water drainage near it.
— Anna McCartney
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Neighborhood Art House volunteers collect trash and data
for the International Coastal Cleanup.

Art House children remove
trash from neighborhood
Dear citizens of Erie:
We found 1,550 cigarette
butts, 246 food wrappers,
15 beverage containers
and a lot of other litter. Our
trash weighed 20 pounds. It
was a hard job, but we got
it done. Please keep the
world clean. Don’t litter!
Thank you, it would mean
a lot to us.
— Children at the
Neighborhood Art House
In
September
we
cleaned up our neighborhood at East 10th and Holland streets and we did a
good job, but we shouldn’t
have to pick up other people’s litter. When you have
litter, please be nice to the
world and put it in trash
cans; don’t throw it on the
ground.
— Sam, Jada,
Davis, Geurchom
When we were doing the
ICC it made us think that
some people are lazy but

we were glad that we were
picking the litter up before
any damage could happen.
For example, some animals
think it is food and eat it
and get sick. When the trash
goes down the storm drains,
it gets into our creeks, the
bay, Lake Erie and even the
ocean. It affects birds, fish
and other animals that live
in the water.
— Raiz, Ja’Leiah,
Julianna
You should Go Green —
recycle more, care about
your environment, don’t
throw your cigarette butts
on the ground. Better yet
don’t smoke. It’s bad for you
and bad for us.
— Sam, Maggie, Ven
We were picking up the
trash because it was everywhere and I was worried about the animals that
might eat the litter and get
sick or die.
— Ayla
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Inadequately treated sewage from failing septic systems is the most frequently reported cause of groundwater
contamination in rural areas that rely on them. If you use a septic system, it’s in everyone’s interest that you maintain
it or fix problems since they can lead to costly repairs, well water contamination, decreased property value, polluted
local streams and lakes and risks to public health and the environment.

Ground rules

Make sure septic systems are in working order
By ANNA McCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Do you know where the
water goes after you take a
shower or flush the toilet?
That wastewater does
not magically disappear,
and unless it is properly
treated, it can cause disease outbreaks, algal
blooms and damage to the
environment. Therefore it’s
important that everyone
understands the problems
wastewater can cause.
Municipal plants treat
the majority of America’s
wastewater, but homes,
businesses and other
buildings in rural areas
use septic systems that are
located on the property. In
Pennsylvania more than 40
percent rely on these systems, which are the focus
of our page this week.
Conventional septic systems have two parts: a tank
and a drain field. The tank,
which should be pumped
out at least every three
to five years, collects the
toilet waste and the water
flushed down drains from
showers, dishwashers and
washing machines. Solids
settle to the tank bottom.
The wastewater flows
through to perforated pipes
into the drain field, where
naturally occurring bacteria in the nearby soil break
down the suspended waste
before the water enters the
groundwater table or percolates toward streams.
While the Clean Water
Act regulates municipal
treatment plants, septic
systems are not included.
States and counties are
left to decide how to regulate them. Most do not require any regular inspections once systems are in
the ground, and many lack
records of where they exist within their district.
Even in areas with sufficient rules, enforcement
is the problem because
local health departments
(which regulate septic
systems) face a multitude
of challenges, including
inadequate budgets and
personnel to meet increasing responsibilities.
Local sewage enforcement officers who work
with municipalities regulate the design, construc-
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Overly full or failing septic systems (the “water” in the
picture is sewage) cause bacteria and nitrates to leach
into the soil, which can contaminate surface and
groundwater and cause serious health problems in people
and pets.
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When the tanks are properly designed and maintained,
the bacteria, viruses and nutrients stay out of groundwater
and surface water that people use for drinking, swimming
or boating. Have yours inspected and pumped out every
three to five years.
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Local sewage enforcement officers who work with
municipalities regulate the design, construction, and
operation of septic systems, which are buried in the
ground. Conventional septic systems have two parts: a
tank and a drain field.
tion and operation of these
systems, which are buried
in the ground. When the
tanks are properly designed and maintained, the
bacteria, viruses and nutrients stay out of groundwa-

ter and surface water that
people use for drinking,
swimming or boating. However, many researchers and
regulators agree that the
challenge is keeping the
system in working condi-
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Check out these websites
to learn more:
http://extension.psu.edu/naturalresources/water/septic-systems
www.psma.net
http://water.epa.gov/septicsmart
www.gbra.org/septic.swf

tion after it has been permitted and installed.
Building owners are responsible for keeping these
systems working but too
often, because they don’t
regularly maintain them
or fix problems, septic
systems fail. Inadequately
treated sewage from failing systems is the most
frequently reported cause
of groundwater contamination. Other problems
include well water contamination, polluted local
streams and lakes, risks to
public health and the environment and costly repairs.
Wastewater-related
diseases caused by harmful bacteria, viruses, and
parasites in the untreated
water can cause typhoid,
dysentery, gastroenteritis
and cholera. Most infect
the stomach and intestinal
tract and can cause symptoms such as headaches, diarrhea, abdominal cramps,
fever, nausea and vomiting.
Fungi that can cause skin,
eye and respiratory infections also grow in sewage
and sewage sludge.
These bacteria and viruses may be transported very
rapidly and could contaminate nearby drinking water
supplies or recreational
surface water. Depending
on the bacteria present,
symptoms can begin hours
to several days after ingestion. Furthermore, when
excessive nutrients and
bacteria in the wastewater
reach coastal waters, they
can destroy aquatic plant
and animal habitat. Nutrients such as nitrogen and
phosphorus can cause algal
blooms that produce toxins,
block sunlight and use up
oxygen in the water. These
conditions may kill fish and
other animals and affect
boating, fishing, swimming
and drinking water.
If your use a septic system, make sure it’s working properly. (See top left
article and visit the websites listed on today’s page.)
Next week: Wastewater
treatment plants.

ANNA McCARTNEY,a
communications and
education specialist for
Pennsylvania Sea Grant,
can be reached by e-mail at
axm40@psu.edu.

When septic systems are not maintained
or repaired, they not only affect the value of
the home and property but they also affect
health, the environment and recreational
activities of the entire community. Search the
paper for ads and use them as examples to
create an ad to encourage people who own
septic systems to maintain and repair them.
Make sure to include facts
from today’s page. Send them
to axm40@psu.edu for
possible publication in the
weekly “your space” feature.

