Septic System Troubleshooting Gulde

- ©1988 Russ Lanoie, NH licensed septic designer & mstaller
RR1 Box 176, Conway, NH 03818

The Guidé cotisists of three parts: Flow Chart, Notes and Glossary.

‘Use the Flow Chart to inspect or- troubleshoot a system. Choose frori‘one of the
following four main headmgs
.S Routlne Inspection: use this path for checkmg out the septlc system
for property transfer or for locating a ¢ ‘missing system” ‘
" PoogFlush: indicates a problem with that toilet fixture only
tand Drai @Backup several of the plumbmg fixtures have
probfems wlnc f_eéﬁs that wastewater is not leavmg the house properly,
. suggestmg that#ré Septic system may be in trduble, or ... :
o Odoror VVater on Ground: even though everythmg is O.K. msrde
there is a féul smiell and/or watér corhing out of the ground in the
suspected area of the septic system.-

Follow down through the sequence of the chart, choosmg from the options as vou
proceed. Where you are tg{ld to “see 1, see 5, etc.”, refer to Notes section for a,
more complete descnp@gr) ©of how to proceed._

’s'ts

The GIoSsam explams many of the terms used on tlns chart as well as other terms
related to septtc systems; thexr mstallatlon and theu' operatlon
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g ’uck Please call or E-mail with |deas to.improve this guide 'k *

ou: with stories of frustration or success. Y
L .. 603]447-5266 Fax: 447-3719 L&
E-mall septlcrnfo@frontrunnercorp.com ) *‘r :
o & o Thls Guiﬁ’e was ongmally published in the
E Joumal of Light Construction,

RR,Z Box 146, Rlclunond, VT 05477 ’
N WWW. ,bgmet com E-mail: JLC@bginet. com

aSubsenpt;ien lnfonnatton 800/375-5981
e dnid is used-Wwith their permission.
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TROUBLESHOOTING NOTES

1. Check fowest fixture or draln. If
problem Is septic blockage, water
should back up through any drain
which Is below level of tollet when
flushed. Check wastiing machine
outlet, floor drain, bathtub, down-
stairs apartment, or remove cleanout
plug carefully (to avoid a flood). If
not backup, problem Is probably
with tollet or other household
plumbing only.

2. D-Box problems. If distribution
box for side-hill trench system Is cut’
of level, one trench may be taking all
water and “falling.” Re-level plpes
and block outlet to overload trench
for several months. Roots may also
be blocking one or more pipes.
Remove roots and seal joints where
roots enter if possible.

3..Pumps and floats. Exercise care
handling pumps as they have 110- or
220-volt supply fines, which may not
have GFis. Some float systems (which
turn pump and alarth on and off)
may also contaln full line voltage.

Jse Insulating rubber gloves and
‘ollow procedures with a disinfecting
1and wash for sanitatlon. Or c3lt
Icensed plumber, if required by

ode.

.. Snake safety. Exerclse care using
nake In deanouts or dralins as some
vaterborne diseases can be trans-
erred through contact. Use rubber
loves and surgical mask and follow
7ith disinfecting wash. Stiff garden
ose can sometimes be used In place
f snake. Disinfect after use.

. Falled field, Usually means soll
lugged due to age, overuse, under-
eslgn, lack of maintenance, ora
»mblination of these. Requires fleld
splacement or rest. (See “alternat-
g flelds” In Septic System Glossary.)

Falled drywell. Same reasons as

) above. However, drywells can
'metimes be excavated around and
packed with-crushed stone to

eate a new soll surface for absorp-
n. Check codes.

Pipe problems. Settling, breaking,
ashing, pulling apart, and back-

sloping are Installation related.

- Freezing, plugging at joints, and root

plugging (though also caused by
poor installation) can ocaur later.
.Insulating, replacing, releveling, seal-
Ing Joints, and properly backfilling
wili resolve most problems.

8. Find septic tank. if homeowner
does not know exact location of
septic system or have accurate plan
to follow, start looking for septic tank
outslde of house where waste plpe
exits basement wall. (Note pipe

direction through wall.) If plumbing ’

exits below slab, check side of house
with roof vent, espedially if most of
plumbing is on that side of house.
Look for spot on the ground where
snow melts first, grass tumns brown,
or there Is a slight depression or
mound. Steel tanks will sometimes
bounce slightly when Jumped on, but
be careful, steel lids rust out! _

A thin steel rod with a tee handle
makes a handy probe. Drive probe
untll achleving several “hits” at the
same depth to indlcate tank top. A
metal detector can help. Even con-
crete tanks and cesspool covers gen-

‘erally have steel reinforcing within.,

Another trick s to Insert a snake in
house deanout and push it until it

* stops. Gently sliding snake agalnst

Inlet baffle can often send a shock
that can be heard and/or felt at

ground surface by second person.
{Note that sometimes a snake can

curl up within a septic tank o, partic- -

ularly, in a cesspool, sometimes
making this technique useless.)

If snake hits obstruction but
cannot be felt at surface, remove It
from cleanout and measure its pene-
tratlon. Draw an arc the distance of
snak2 penetration from the house
and try again with the probe.
Remember that the pipe from the
house may not be heading straight
towards the tank. -

If all else fails, locate and uncover
the waste plpe where it leaves the
house and again every few feet until
the tank Is located. Or ask previous
owner, nelghbor, or septic pumper
who may have serviced the system in
the past. :

Note: Devices are avallable that
transmit a radlo signal along a snake
or from a tiny “mole.” Signal Is
traced by a recelver wand as snake.ls
pushed through waste pipe.

9. Determining the type of tank

found, .

* Primary/secondary septic tank.
Two or more tanks are used In
some Installations for better set-
tling and detentlon of sollds. First
tank should have fresh waste
entering directly from house.
(Flush colored paper towel down
tollet and watch It enter at Inlet
manhole.) Second tank should-
have a little floating grease and
scum, with some settled sludge at
bottom. Note that septic tank
always has an outlet unless It Is
being used as a holding tank.

® Cesspool or drywell. Likely has no
outlet and seldomn has an Inlet
baffle. Liquid level could be low In
a septic tank If tank Is rusted out
(steel tank) or If center seam leaks
(concrete tank), If fresh waste Is
present, see Glossary, “cesspool.”
If no fresh waste !s present, see
Glossary, “drywell.” .

® One of a serles of cesspools (see
Glossary, “cesspool”).

* Creasetrap. Found In restaurants,
Inns, markets, etc. (see Glassary).

. ® Pump tank.(see Glossary). If water

runs back into septic tank from the
outlet plpe when the tank Is
pumped ou, system has probably
failéd. See (5) or (6) above.

10. Inlet/Outlet problems, Plugging
often occurs from scum bulldup
within baffles, roots entering
through poorly.sealed joints, tanks
Installed out-of-level or backwards,
©or plpes sticking into the tank too far
and nearly hitting baffles, blockin
waste. Correct as needed.

11. Locating field or drywell, Follow
directlons for finding septic tank (8), -

" except start at septic tank outlet

rather than at house. Snake will not
hit a baffle within drywell as there Is
none. it may or may not hit side of
D-Box but could pass through Into
one of outlet plpes.
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SEPTIC SYSTEM TROUBLESHOOTING GUIDE

Tollet and Odor or .
Routine Inspection Poor Flush Drain Backup Water on Ground
. ), ¥ system Is lno'um to be Jeach
¥ poor flush or no flush only, trenches on side hilf (contour)
and other plumbing 0.K. See 2. D-box problems.
Check and snake toilet. Otherwise:
See 1. Check lowest fixture or drain, .
) 1 ) ) PR
Gravity system, ¥ pumped system: Check pump(s) from house
(No pumps) to tank or tank ta fleld/drywell. (Pumps may
have own electrical drcuit and alarm.)
' Pumps 0.X. Pumps not 0.X.
[ — See 3. Pumps and floats,
Check outside house in -
suspected locatlon of system, . :
No odor or wet su ' o
sader e ;"‘ surface. Odor and/or wet surface. I In known location of
¥f septic tank not easlly found or L leachfleld® or drywell> -
uncovered. Snake from toflet or See 3. Falled field, or &. Falted drywefl,
cleanout® towards septic tank. -
See 4. Snake safety. = i
. . s L
_ : " ¥ dog remains ¥ cdinponent ™ -
#f dog removed! Caution: may still be locatlons unknown _-J
partial obstruction, watch situation. . N
See 7. Pipe problems. A -
——= See 3. Find septic tank,
Once tank Is located, :
© See 9. Determining type o(hn&.
Note liquid ,cvcl In tank,
| | .
Level low Level normal i lﬂ high
(far below inlet tank - (at bottom of outlet pipe). (above outlet).
probably has no outlet), : Did you check pump, abave?
[ - : - Gheck outlet obstruction,
I fresh waste present  If no fresh wastes if water i water entering from
(usually an old system) See drywell.* notentering  house, flush several times
See cesspool.® . from house If possible, as water may
; - have settled out slowiy. : K no ¥ outlet obstructed
Look for septic tank If water comes up . obstruction  See 10. inlet/outlet
doser to house. over outlet, See: . _problems,
Snake or hose Locate & check drainfield
back toward house, -— . D-8ox° or drywefl cleanout.
See 7. Pipe problems. &ell.tnﬂnglddwdmwmm_
‘} bcbuud,dlyhablnﬂddmwhcntom)
Hf water not over pipes in field N water over pipes
or drywell inlet. In B-box or above stone In
. field or over inlet In drywell,
See 3, Folled fiekd or 6. Falled drywell.

® Items are explained in the glossary, next éagc.
Numbered items are explolned in accompanying notes.

http ://info@mramorﬁetech.com/scptic/ﬂowchart/ﬂowchart.gif
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device that provides audible and
visial Indicatlon that the water
fevel In a pump oF holding tank Is
above what 1t Is supposed to be.

Alternating leach fleld: One of two
or more leach flelds designed to be
used while the other(s) rest. They
are generally fed viaa manually
operated diverter valve located In
the line from the septic tank.

Baffles: Pipe tees or.partitions
within a septic tank, which reduce
turbulence at the Inlet and prevent
floating greases and scum from:
escaping Into the leaching system
at the outlet. (They are usually the
flrst part of a steel tank to rust -
away, leaving the Jeach fleld or dry-
well unprotected from excessive

" sollds overloading.)

Cesspool: The original type of

sewerage system, often still In use -

In older homes. They were simply
a single hole In the ground
loosely blocked up with locally
avallable materlals — stone, brick,

| block, or rallroad tles — and

capped elther with tles covered
with a layer of old steel roofing or
a cast-In-piace concrete iid with a
cleanout hole near the center. Al

and the liquld portion was
absorbed Into the ground. When
the soil plugged, a new cesspool
was added. Wiser Installers placed
an elbow, or better still, a tee in

_the outlet pipe from the flrst

cesspool, creating a baffle to hold
back the floating greasés and
scurns (see Baffles).

in a sense, this created the flrst
type of septic system, because the
first cesspool In the line, sealed by
its own demise, served as a septic
tank and the subsequent tank
provided a greater degree of set-
tling and separation of soll-plug-
glng sollds and some absorptlon.
(Owners often have the flrst tank
pumped otit to maintain system
operatlon.)

Chkambers or ameration chambers:

. Open-bottomed precast concrete

or plastic structures, which are
placed next to each otherin an
excavatlon to take the place of
crushied stone In a ledch fleld.
Unlike leach flelds, heavy-duty
chambers can be driven over.

Cleanout: A removable plug ina
“wye,” or a #tee” In a sewer line,
where a shake can be inserted to
clear a blockage.

a smau >quare LUIILT TLE BJUA vviLis
a leach fleld from which all plpes
lead to disperse effluent within the
fleld. Newer boxes should be
marked at the surface to protect
from vehide traffic.

Drywell: Constructed identlcally
to a cesspool and differs only in
that the dlarlfled effluent from 2
septic tank or the wastewater
from a washing machine or other
grey water may enter. Modern
drywells are often precast perfo-
rated rings surrounded by
crushed stone to Increase the
absarption area.

Drywells are not commonly
Instailed today because of laws
requiring the bottom of a leach-
Ing system to be 4 feet above the
seasonal high-water table.

Effluent: The liquid that flows out '
of the septic tank after the tank has
“taken out the blg pleces.” :

Crease trap: An In-ground cham-
ber similar to a septic tank, usually:
used at restaurants, markets, and
Inns to trap grease from the
kitchen wastewater before i
reaches the septic tank. Unusual to
find In private homes.

Crey water: Al hiquid wastewater
except for the tollet wastes (sink,

| shower, washer, etc).

Leaching system: The part ofa
septic system that returns water to
the ground for reabsorption. Could
be a drywell, leach fleld, trenches,
chambers, etc. ’ .

Leach bed: A leaching system
which consists of a continuous
layer of crushed stone about a foot
deep, usuallyin a rectangular
layout, with perforated pipes lald
level throughout to disperse efflu-
ent as evenly as possible over the
entlre bed.

Leach fleld: Term often used te
describe elther a leach bed or leach
trenches. .

Leach trenches: Bullt essentlally like
beds, except that each pipe Isinits
own stone-filled level trench, usu-
ally 3 feet wide. Each trench can be
at a different level than the other
trenches. Well sulted to sloping
ground.

Mound (or ralsed) system: A leach
bed bullt on a mound of fine to

medium-grained sand to elevate it
above the seasonal high watei™
table and/cr to accommodate a

systemon a hiliside.

Percolation test: A shallow, hand-
dug hole saturated with water, per-
formedtas a part of a septic design
to determine the soil’s permeabllity
— the rate at which water s
absorbed by the soll —which dic-
tates the system size.

Pump statlon, pump tank: A
watertight contalner, usually (but
not always) separate from the
septic tank, into which effluent
flows by gravity and s then ejected
by a submersible electric pump
through a pressure line to the
leaching system. Pump tanks often
are hooked to an alarm to warn of
pump fallure.

Seasonal high water table: The
highest elevation that groundwa-
ter reaches within the year (usually

-In the spring). Many states require

the bottom of a leaching system to
be at least 4 feet above this point.

Septic tank: A watertight chamber,
which all héusehold wastewater
enters for settling and anaeroblc
digestion of greases and solids.
Orliglnal tanks were made of
asphait-coated steel. Modern tanks
are made of concrete, flberglass, or
plastic. All tanks should have a set
of baffles, which are critical to thelr

“ operation.

Most tanks have an Inspection
hatch at both the Inlet and the

outlet and some have a third hatch
in between for pumping access.
Locatlons of each of these should
be recorded and/or marked. Steel
tanks often have one round Iid that
covers the entire tank.

Septic tanks should be pumped
every three years or so In normal
operatlon. They should not be
treated with any additives and
should be protected from recelving
any of the harmful chemlcals used
in many homes and commerclal
workshops. This Includes disinfec-
tants ofb Wwhich &n Wl
Dacterla In the tank, and solvents,
darkroom chemicals, or other
materials that could pollute the
water supply.

Septic design: Usually consists of a
topographic survey, test pit, and
perc test plus Information about
the water supply and subdivision
and a filing fee to the state pre-
pared by either a ficensed designer
or the owner.

Test pit: A hole dug to determine
soll type, seasonal high water
table, and depth to ledge. Some
states require a test pit of specific
depth (to determine that ledge Is 2
minimum number of feet below

| bed bottom) while otliefs requife

only a shallow plt to determine
depth to hardpan solls.




