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Information about your Septic System

All Avon residents have a septic system. Please review the following on how to care for your system. 

What is a septic system?

Septic systems are individual wastewater treatment systems that use the soil to treat small wastewater flows, usually from individual homes. Systems typically consists of a septic tank, a distribution box and a soil absorption system (SAS), all connected by pipes. Some system may have an additional component known as the a pump chamber. 
Your septic system treats your household wastewater by temporarily holding it in the septic tank where heavy solids and lighter scum are allowed to separate from the wastewater. This separation process is known as primary treatment. The solids stored in the tank are decomposed by bacteria and later removed, along with the lighter scum, by a professional septic tank pumper.
After partially treated wastewater leaves the tank, it flows into a distribution box, which separates this flow evenly into the SAS. If your system has a pump chamber, then the effluent is pumped from the pump chamber to the distribution box. The SAS allows the wastewater to drain into chambers for temporary storage. This effluent then slowly seeps into the subsurface soil where it is further treated and purified (secondary treatment). A properly functioning septic system does not pollute the groundwater.

How often should I pump out my septic system?

The Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection recommends that a properly maintained septic system should be pumped out at least once every 3 years! Regular maintenance is the most important thing in making sure your septic system works well. Regular pumping helps prevent solids from escaping into the SAS and clogging soil pores. 

An amazing number of system owners believe that if they haven't had any problems with their systems, they don't need to pump out their tanks. Unfortunately, this is a serious and sometimes costly misconception. As your system is used, solid materials settle to the bottom of the tank, forming a sludge layer. Grease and lightweight materials float to the surface of the septic tank as scum. Normally, properly designed tanks have enough space for up to 3 to 5 years' safe accumulation of sludge. When the sludge level increases beyond this point, sewage has less time to settle properly before leaving the tank. As the sludge level increases, more solid wastes escape into the SAS. If the SAS becomes so clogged that it cannot absorb liquid at the rate at which it enters the tank, the plumbing will "back up" or unsanitary wastewater will bubble to the surface.
When hiring a pumper, be sure the local Board of Health has licensed them, and always make sure you get a paid receipt from the pumper that spells out the details of the transaction (how many gallons were pumped out of the tank, the date, the charges, and any other pertinent results). Retain this receipt for your records. The pumper sends a copy of this report to the local Board of Health.

Septic system Do’s and Don’ts:

Do...
· Have the system inspected and pumped every 3 to 5 years. If the tank fills up with an excess of solids, the wastewater will not have enough time to settle in the tank. These excess solids will then pass on to the SAS, where they will clog the drain lines and soil.
· Know the location of the septic system and drain field, and keep a record of all inspections, pumpings, repairs, contract or engineering work for future references. Keep a sketch of it handy for service visits (enclosed).
· Grow grass or small plants (not trees or shrubs) above the septic system to hold the drain field in place. Water conservation through creative landscaping is a great way to control excess runoff.
· Install water-conserving devices in faucets, showerheads and toilets to reduce the volume of water running into the septic system. Repair dripping faucets and leaking toilets, run washing machines and dishwashers only when full, and avoid long showers.
· Divert roof drains and surface water from driveways and hillsides away from the septic system. Keep sump pumps and house footing drains away from the system as well.
· Take leftover hazardous chemicals to your approved hazardous waste collection center for disposal. Use bleach, disinfectants, and drain and toilet bowl cleaners sparingly and in accordance with product labels.
· Use only septic system additives that have been allowed for use in Massachusetts by MassDEP. Additives that are allowed for use in Massachusetts have been determined not to produce a harmful effect to the individual system or its components or to the environment at large. Please check the MassDEP website for approved additives.

Don’t...
· Dispose of non-biodegradables (cigarette butts, wipes, diapers, feminine products, etc.) or grease down your sink or toilet. Non-biodegradables can clog the pipes, while grease can thicken and clog the pipes. Store cooking oils, fats, and grease in a can for disposal in the garbage.
· Put paint thinner, polyurethane, anti-freeze, pesticides, some dyes, disinfectants, water softeners, and other strong chemicals into the system. These can cause major upsets in the septic tank by killing the biological part of your septic system and polluting the groundwater. Small amounts of standard household cleaners, drain cleansers, detergents, etc. will be diluted in the tank and should cause no damage to the system.
· Add a garbage disposal to your sinks. Your septic system was NOT designed for the addition of a garbage disposal.
· Plant trees within 30 feet of your system, or park/drive over any part of the system. Tree roots will clog your pipes, and heavy vehicles may cause your SAS to collapse.
· Allow anyone to repair or pump your system without first checking that they are licensed system professionals and permitted through the Avon Board of Health.
· Run excessive laundry loads with your washing machine. Doing load after load does not allow your septic tank time to adequately treat wastes and overwhelms the entire system with excess wastewater. You could therefore be flooding your drain field without allowing sufficient recovery time. 
· Use chemical solvents to clean the plumbing or septic system. “Miracle” chemicals will kill microorganisms that consume harmful wastes. These products can also cause groundwater contamination.

For more information visit https://www.mass.gov/septic-systems-title-5 or contact the Avon Board of Health at 508-588-0414x1016.
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