
San Juan County Health & 

Community Services

Homeowner On-Site Sewage 
System Inspection Certification 

Workshop

Please sign in, pick up your package, sit 
down and review your packet while waiting for 

the class to begin. 



Why Inspect?

• To identify failing septic systems, prevent 

future failures, and avoid costly repairs.

• Failing septic systems pollute aquifers and 

marine and fresh surface waters and are a 

public health threat.

• The septic system is your most expensive 

home appliance.  A failed septic system 

can cost over 20k dollars to replace. 



San Juan County O.S.S. Operation 

and Maintenance Plan

• All septic systems (i.e. gravity, pressure, aerobic, etc…) 
need to be inspected beginning in 2009

• Conventional gravity systems need to be inspected every 
three years.

• Alternative systems are required to be inspected annually 
(pressure distribution, mound, sand filter).

• All on-site sewage systems located in designated 
sensitive areas (shellfish growing areas) are required to 
be inspected annually regardless of the type of system.

• Aerobic treatment units (i.e. Whitewater, Multi-flo, & 
Nyadic) and proprietary systems (i.e. Advantex) are also 
required to be inspected annually but are not covered by 
this workshop. Contact your septic system designer to 
obtain information on being certified to inspect. 



Westcott Bay designated sensitive area in olive green.











HOMEOWNER TRAINING

• You may only inspect systems on property 

that you own (allowances are made for 

certain family members).

• Let us know if you have more than one 

parcel with a septic system.

• There is a $25.00 filing fee due with each 

inspection report.



VERIFICATION OF INSPECTIONS

• Required prior to obtaining a building 

permit.

• Required at time of sale of property.



Homeowner Requirements

• O&M Program to be implemented in 2009.

• Homeowners are required to submit an 
inspection report for their septic system(s) in 
2009 regardless of the type of system.

• Community systems require a licensed waste 
water inspector to inspect the system. Certified 
homeowners can inspect their own septic tank,  
but the inspection must be review by the 
licensed professional who is required to inspect 
the rest of the system.





























You have a great effect on septic 

system performance

• Inspect and pump frequently

• Use water efficiently

• Minimize solid waste disposal

• Keep chemicals out of your system

• Additives?



Inspecting and Pumping

• Frequent inspections identify needed 
minor repairs that prevent costly major 
repairs later.

• Frequency of pumping depends upon how 
the system is used and maintained, the 
number of people in household and 
capacity of system (see handout).



Water Use

• Systems can fail if hydraulically 

overloaded.

• 120 GPD is the design standard per 

bedroom.

• Limiting water use to 70% of rated 

capacity can greatly lengthen the life of 

your system.



Solid Waste Disposal

• Do not use under sink disposals.

• Do not put food waste down your system.

• Fats, oils, and grease (FOG) do not break down readily 
in the septic environment and will require more frequent 
pumping and potentially damage the drainfield.

• Solid waste also does not break down easily in the septic 
environment and can ultimately lead to a clogged 
drainfield.

• Throw food waste in garbage and/or utilize composting.



Chemicals

• Avoid putting chemicals down your 
system.

• Chemicals can disrupt the biological 
component of your system.

• Do not put paints, thinners, drain cleaners, 
or petroleum based products into the 
system.

• Use of chlorine based cleansers should be 
limited.



Liquid Fabric Softener

• May be the single worst thing you can put 

down your system

• Causes a disruption of buoyancy 

properties of the scum and sludge layer 

leading to an abundance of solids getting 

into the drainfield.

• Use dryer sheets instead.



Additives

• 40 years of research and there is no 
definitive answer on their effectiveness.

• There is no established standard testing 
method for all additives.

• Manufacturers and researchers debate 
whether an effect is actually beneficial or 
detrimental (liquefying/gasifying solids).

• Biologically, everything your tank needs to 
function is located inside your body.



Septic Tanks

• Concrete

– Most common. Usually 1000 gallons

• Fiberglass and Polyethylene

– Proprietary systems use these

– 1000 and 1500 gallons

• Metal

– Corrosion can be a safety concern.





















Single Compartment

Old Oval Tank







Pooling Sewage



Fixture Leaking



Inlet Baffle 

Evidence of Bulking









Evidence of grease in first              

compartment of the septic tank.





















Outlet Baffle After Pumping







Gravity Septic System Tank 

Inspection & Maintenance

 Inspect tank lid for a tight seal and for root or surface 

water intrusion.

Monitor inlet pipe and inlet baffle for surface water 

intrusion, pooling sewage and for leaky fixtures.

 Inspect center baffle if visible.

 Inspect & clean outlet baffle filter/screen.

Monitor effluent level at outlet baffle.

Check if effluent is draining back from the drainfield.

Measure scum & sludge layers in all compartments.



ALTERNATIVE SYSTEMS

• PRESSURE DISTRIBUTION DRAINFIELDS

– INCLUDES SIPHON DOSING TANKS/CHAMBERS 

INSTEAD OF A PUMP

– PUMP IS IN EITHER SEPTIC TANK IN A PUMP 

VAULT OR A SEPARATE PUMP TANK

• SANDFILTERS

– PUMP FROM SEPTIC TANK TO SAND FILTER

– GRAVITY OR PRESSURE DELIVERY TO 

DRAINFIELD OR MOUND

• MOUNDS

















Vaulted Pump

In Second Compartment



High Head Pump

Notice red T handle



Hair, seeds and other small diameter 

solids can get through the effluent filter 

and clog the pump intake screen









































Pressure System Septic Tank 

Inspection & Maintenance
 Inspect tank lid for a tight seal and for root or surface 

water intrusion.

Monitor inlet pipe and inlet baffle for surface water 
intrusion, pooling sewage and leaky fixtures.

Check center baffle if visible.

Measure scum & sludge layers in all compartments.

 Inspect and clean pump filter/screen

 Inspect pump and clean pump intake screen if 
needed.

 Inspect on/off float and high/low effluent level floats 
and check if they are in working condition.

Check if high/low effluent level audible/visual alarms 
are working.







































Sand Filter Maintenance & Inspection
 Inspect top of sand filter – best cover is gravel, if grass leave as is. Trees, 

weeds, shrubs and other vegetation should be removed. 

 Flush laterals if equipped with clean-outs by opening each valve separately 
and manually turning on the pump in the septic tank at the control box. Wait 
until effluent clears up before shutting the valve. 

 Inspect the pump chamber if equipped, check if pump chamber is water 
tight.

 Remove pump and floats and clean. Clean pump intake screen if needed.

 Inspect floats, check if on/off float and if high effluent-level float are working. 
Audible and visual alarm at the control panel should go off.

 Measure effluent in pump chamber. The effluent should be at or below 
collection pipes at bottom of pump chamber (lower gravel-sand interface).

 Measure sludge at bottom of pump chamber.

 Inspect splice box and wiring - check gasket and wiring seals. Repair if there 
is a build-up of moisture or if water-logged. 

 Measure pressure head if system is equipped with clean-outs 
(recommended). Use  capped pipe nipples with with 1/8” hole fitted into each 
clean-out to measure individual effluent spray lengths. Test each lateral at 
the same time. Lengths should be uniform (within 10%) and measurements 
compared to previous inspection amounts. Significant differences might be 
an indication of clogged orifices. 



Mound Systems

• Takes the place of a drainfield.

• Always pressurized.

• Provides for wastewater treatment in a soil 
absorption system that is placed above the 
natural surface of the ground. 

• Built above the native soil to achieve the 
required separation distance between the 
infiltration surface and the limiting soil conditions 
of the site and/or high groundwater level.

• The wastewater must move into unsaturated soil 
in order for the microbes in the soil and in the 
biomat to feed on the waste and nutrients in the 
wastewater.





























Maintenance of Mound Systems

 Inspect the mound for surfacing sewage or soggy soil –
concentrate around the toe of mound and upper third where 
the laterals are located.

Monitor vegetation around the mound. Vegetation should be 
limited to grass and trees and shrubs that existed at the time 
of installation.

 Check observation/monitoring ports for ponding of effluent. 
Use wood dowel or measuring tape to measure depth.

 Flush laterals if equipped with clean-outs.

Measure pressure head if system is equipped with clean-
outs. Use extra threaded caps with 1/8” hole on each clean-
out to measure individual effluent spray lengths. Test all the 
lateral at the same time. Lengths should be uniform (within 
10%) and measurements compared to previous inspection 
amounts. Significant differences might be an indication of 
clogged orifices. 



DRAINFIELDS

• Treatment of effluent occurs in the soil before it returns 
to the groundwater.

• Sewage bacteria and viruses are destroyed in aerobic 
soils. They compete poorly with natural soil 
microorganisms.

• Bacteria and viruses are retained by entrapment or 
adsorption.

• Key to treatment is preventing solids from being 
pumped to the drainfield and/or hydraulically 
overloading it.

• Drainfields must be maintained and left undisturbed. 



What is a Reserve Area (repair area)?

• Every new drainfield is required to have a 
designated replacement or reserve area. 

• The reserve area must be protected as if it were a 
drainfield in use!

• This means the area must be maintained should 
you ever need to place it in service in the future.

– Do not construct any permanent buildings over the area.

– Do not distrub the soil in the area.

– Do not drive on or park heavy vehicles in this area.

– Do not pave or cover the area with impervious materials.

– Do not remove large trees or other large root systems 
from the area without first consulting your system 
designer or a Health Department Inspector.



GRAVITY DRAINFIELDS

• Usually equipped with a distribution Box 

(d-box) if it has more than one lateral.

Types

• Clay tile

• Gravel and 4” perforated pipe

• Gravel-less drainfields

– Infiltrator chambers















Speed levelers – adjustable to maintain an

equal flow of the effluent to each drainfield lateral.





















Improperly vegetated drainfield













Drainfield Inspection & Maintenance
 Inspect observation/monitoring ports if equipped. Check for 

ponding – measure using a wood dowel or tape measure. 
Compare to previous inspections.

 Walk drainfield area – look for surfacing sewage.

 On pressure drainfields - flush laterals if equipped with clean-
outs.

 Measure pressure head if system equipped with clean-outs. 
Use extra threaded caps with 1/8” hole on each clean-out to 
measure individual effluent spray lengths. Test each lateral at 
the same time. Lengths should be uniform (within 10%) and 
measurements compared to previous inspection amounts. 
Significant differences might be an indication of clogged 
orifices. 

 Check if drainfield and reserve drainfield area (repair area) are 
being properly maintained and covered with appropriate 
vegetation. 

 Locate and inspect “d-box” on gravity systems. Check if box is 
level and equal amount of effluent is flowing to each lateral. 



MAINTENANCE OF D-BOX

Locate & mark location

Install riser with lid if buried to protect from 
surface water intrusion.

Evaluate the D-box for:

Uneven settling

Levelness of inverts of outlets

Uniformity of outlet flow – install speed 
levelers if not uniform

Depth of effluent

Solids accumulation

Surface water and/or root intrusion 



MAINTENANCE COMPONENTS
• Required at time of sale include the following:

 Access risers with water-tight lids on all access hatches on the septic 
tank and pump tank.

 A riser on “d-box” or location marked.

 Observation/monitoring ports in the drainfield at both ends of each 
lateral.

 Observation/monitoring ports in the mound to monitor the native 
material/sand interface and either at the sand/gravel interface or at both 
ends of each lateral if equipped with infiltrators (gravel-less).

 Observation/monitoring ports in the sand filter to monitor the bottom of 
the underdrain and upper gravel/sand interface. The pumpwell may be 
used to monitor underdrain. 

 Cleanouts on pressure distribution laterals in the drainfield and mound.

 Cleanouts on each sand filter laterals .

 High effluent level audible and visual alarms on all pumps.

 Effluent filters on the outlet baffle on gravity systems and/or either an 
effluent filter or screen around the pump on pressure systems.









































Homeowners without septic permits on file should create an “as-built” 

during your inspection that locates all the major components of your 

septic system with precise measurements that will assist you in future 

inspections and future owners. A copy of the “as-built” should be 

submitted to the Health Dept. with your inspection report



The End


