
Homeowner’s Guide
Septic Systems



This guide is intended to help homeowners understand and care for their septic system by
explaining the basic components, functions, maintenance recommendations, and common
causes for failure. Regular maintenance of a septic system helps homeowners save money when
compared to the expenses associated with repairing or replacing a malfunctioning system. It also
ensures the protection of the surrounding environment and community by preventing untreated
wastewater from entering lakes, rivers, and/or groundwater (drinking water wells). 

Resources
Licensed septic contractors 
LCHD permitting 
Septic replacement loan program 
Septic system property search 

Find Us Online
Follow us @myLCHD:

Email: health@livgov.com
Website: https://bit.ly/3R1E9rF

https://milivcounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/Septic-Contractor-List.pdf
https://milivcounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/Septic-Contractor-List.pdf
https://milivcounty.gov/environmental-health/septic/permits/
https://milivcounty.gov/environmental-health/septic/permits/
https://michigansaves.org/septic/
https://michigansaves.org/septic/
https://milivcounty.gov/environmental-health/septic/
https://milivcounty.gov/environmental-health/septic/
http://www.facebook.com/myLCHD
http://www.instagram.com/myLCHD
http://livgov.com/
https://bit.ly/3R1E9rF


How a Septic System Works

A septic system includes two components: a tank and a soil dispersal area (drainfield). Waste from
showers, sinks, toilets, washing machines, etc. enters the septic tank. As the wastewater sits in the
tank, fats, oils, grease, and soap float to the top also known as scum. Solid materials from
wastewater settle to the bottom, called sludge, where a portion is decomposed by anaerobic
bacteria. The baffles in the illustration below prevent sludge from escaping.  Effluent filters are
required to be placed in the outlet baffle to prevent suspended solids from getting to the
drainfield. 

There are generally two compartments with a concrete dividing wall inside a septic tank, which
limits the amount of scum and sludge that can reach the outlet. A septic tank’s function depends
on its ability to release liquids into the drainfield without allowing significant amounts of solids to
pass through the pipe. Therefore, the solids in the tank must be periodically removed (every
3-5 years) so they do not reach the tank outlet. Once wastewater is released in the drainfield,
microorganisms decompose the biological materials, and the nutrients are adsorbed by soil
particles. Tanks usually have two manhole covers. If your manhole cover is buried underground,
you should consider having a riser added to your tank so that the manhole cover can be accessed
from the ground surface. 

Adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

Your septic tank should be pumped:

If the bottom of the scum layer is within 6
inches of the bottom of the outlet,
If the top of the sludge layer is within 12
inches of the outlet, 
If more than 25% of the liquid depth is
sludge and scum.

Remember to note the sludge and scum
levels determined by the septic professional
in your operation and maintenance records,
as this will help determine how often
pumping is necessary. 

The service provider should note any repairs completed and the tank condition in the system’s
service report. If additional repairs are recommended, hire someone to complete them as soon as
possible. Contact the Livingston County Health Department for appropriate permits.  



Septic systems are underground wastewater treatment systems that use a combination of nature and
time-tested technology to treat wastewater from household plumbing produced by bathrooms,
kitchen drains, laundry, etc., when municipal sewer systems are not available. 

Types of Septic Systems
The design and size of a septic system can vary widely depending on where you live, household size,
soil type, site slope, lot size, proximity to water bodies, and local regulations. The two most common
types of septic systems in Livingston County are conventional and alternative. 

Types of Septic Systems

Conventional Septic System 
A conventional septic system consists of a
septic tank and a trench or bed subsurface
stone drainfield. A conventional septic
system is most commonly installed at a
single-family home or small business.

The stone drainfield is a design that has
existed for decades. The wastewater is piped
from the septic tank to a shallow
underground drainfield  of stone and pipe.  
A permeable geotextile fabric or similar
material is then placed on top of the
drainfield so sand, dirt, and other
contaminants do not enter the clean stone.

Wastewater filters through the stone and is
further broken down by microbes in the soil. Adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency



Alternative Septic System
An alternative system uses advanced treatment technologies, such as aeration, packed bed filters,
or a combination of both to enhance the break down of waste and remove contaminants from
wastewater. Alternative septic systems are used when conventional septic systems may not be
suitable due to poor soil conditions, high water tables, or environmental regulations.  Examples
include, but are not limited to the following:

Types of Septic Systems

Pressure Mounds: These systems are an
option in areas of shallow soil depth or high
groundwater. The constructed sand mound
contains a drainfield. Wastewater from the
septic tank flows to a pump chamber where
it is pumped to the mound in prescribed
amounts. Treatment of the wastewater
occurs as it discharges to the drainfield and
then filters through the soil. 

Advanced Treatment Units: 
Aerobic Treatment Systems: These rely
on air injection and blowers to create an
oxygenated (aerated) environment,
which is able to support bacteria that
break down organic material. 

Packed Bed Filters: A device that uses 

To ensure proper functioning of an alternative septic system, Livingston County requires
annual operation, maintenance, monitoring and reporting as a requirement of the
homeowners septic permit. A maintenance provider should perform these services. Contact the
Advanced Treatment Unit (ATU) manufacturer for information on maintenance providers. The
ATU manufacturer trains maintenance providers to assure they are familiar with the
manufacturer’s treatment system. 

Adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

materials designed to treat effluent by reducing biological oxygen demand (BOD) and/or
removing suspended solids in an unsaturated environment. Biological treatment is
facilitated via microbial growth on the surface of the media. 



Septic system maintenance isn’t complicated, and it doesn’t have to be expensive. Upkeep on a
septic system comes down to five important elements! 

Maintaining a Septic System

1. Inspect and Pump Your Septic Tank
The average household septic system should be inspected/pumped at least every 3 - 5 years by a
septic service professional. Alternative systems with electrical float switches, pumps, or
mechanical components need to be inspected once a year. A service contract is important since
alternative systems have mechanized parts.

 Four major factors influence the frequency of septic pumping: 
 Household size1.
 Total wastewater generated 2.
 Volume of solids in wastewater 3.
 Septic tank size4.

Be aware of septic tank additives. Studies have shown additive's have no significant effect on a
tanks bacterial populations. 

2. Toilets Are Not Trash Cans

Feminine hygiene products 
Condoms
Dental floss
Diapers 
Cigarette butts
Flushable/baby wipes
Coffee grounds/food 
Pharmaceuticals
Cat litter
Household chemicals

Gasoline
Oil
Pesticides

Toilets are NOT trash cans. An easy rule to remember, do NOT flush anything besides human
waste and toilet paper.

Never flush:

  Antifreeze
  Paint



4. Maintain Your Drainfield
A drainfield—a component of your septic system that removes contaminants from the liquid
that emerges from your septic tank—is an important part of your septic system. Here are a
few things you should do to maintain it:

Never park or drive on a drainfield.
Plant trees the appropriate distance from the drainfield to keep roots from growing into
the septic system. 
Keep roof drains, sump pumps, and other rainwater drainage systems away from the
drainfield area, as excess water slows down or stops the wastewater treatment process.
Do not discharge water softener/ treatment lines to the system. 

Maintaining a Septic System
continued

3. Take Care at the Drain
A septic system contains a collection of living organisms that digest and treat household waste.
Pouring toxins down the drain can kill these organisms and harm the septic system. 

Do not pour the following into a kitchen sink, bathtub, or utility sink:
Chemical drain openers for a clogged drain. Instead, use boiling water or a drain snake.
Cooking oil or grease down the drain.
Paints, solvents, or large volumes of toxic cleaners down the drain. 

Eliminate the use of a garbage disposals, which will significantly reduce the amount of fats,
grease, and solids that enter your septic tank and ultimately clog its drainfield. 

Locate the septic tank and drainfield. Then make sure the area is clear of:

Decks and patios
Pastures/barnyards
Sand boxes

Swing sets
Underground sprinkler lines
Vehicles/Driveways

Sports courts
Storage sheds
Swimming pools

5. Use Water Efficiently
All of the wastewater in a household ends up in the septic system. This means that the more water
a household conserves, the less water enters the septic system. Efficient water use can not only
improve the operation of a septic system, but it can reduce the risk of failure as well. 



Washing Machines
Washing small loads of laundry in the  washing machine’s large-load cycle wastes water and
energy. By selecting the proper load size, water waste will be reduced. If unable to select a load
size, run full loads of laundry only.

High Efficiency Toilets
Toilet use accounts for 25% to 30% of household water use. Most older homes have toilets with
3.5- to 5-gallon reservoirs, while newer, high-efficiency toilets use 1.6 gallons of water or less per
flush. Replacing existing toilets with high-efficiency models is an easy way to quickly reduce the
amount of household water entering a septic system.

Faucet Aerators & Showerheads
Faucet aerators help reduce water use as well as the volume of water entering the septic system.
High-efficiency showerheads or shower flow restrictors also reduce water use.

Try to spread household laundry throughout the week to allow the septic tank to adequately treat
waste that could potentially flood the drainfield. 

Hot Tubs and Swimming Pools 
These may be a great way to relax, but when it comes to emptying them, the septic system should
be avoided. Emptying a hot tub into a septic system stirs the solids in the tank, pushing them into
the drainfield, causing it to clog and fail.  Drain the water onto turf or landscaped areas far away
from the septic tank and drainfield, and in accordance with local regulations.

Maintaining a Septic System
continued

A foul odor isn’t always the first sign of a malfunctioning septic system. Call a septic professional if any of
the following are observed:
 

Wastewater backing up into household drains.
Bright green, spongy grass on the drainfield, even during dry weather.
Pooling water or muddy soil around the septic system or in the basement.
A strong odor around the septic tank and drainfield. 

Signs of Septic System Failure



Livingston County Health Department 
Environmental Health 

2300 East Grand River Ave. 
Howell, MI 48843

517-546-9858

This guide has been adapted from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
A Homeowner’s Guide to﻿ Septic Systems


