
Q: HOW CAN SEPTIC SYSTEMS IMPACT WATER QUALITY?
A: When appropriately sited and routinely maintained, residential septic systems usu-

ally manage waste properly. However, improper siting and maintenance can contami-
nate surface and ground waters.

Q: WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF A SEPTIC SYSTEM?
A: There are two key components of a septic system:
� Receiving Tank accepts waste-

water from the kitchen, bath-
room, laundry, etc. and holds the
water until heavy particles set-
tle out forming a layer of sludge.
Light materials float and form a
layer of scum. Bacteria liquefy
solid waste, which is held in the
tank.
� Leaching System allows liquid

(effluent) from tank to be
released into and filtered by the
surrounding soil. Bacteria fur-
ther break down wastewater.

Q: HOW CAN SEPTIC SYSTEMS AFFECT GROUNDWATER?
A: Domestic wastewater contains bacteria and viruses that can cause dysentery,

hepatitis and typhoid fever. Fortunately, soil and soil bacteria can effectively
remove most pathogens from a properly functioning septic system. If the system
does not properly function, pathogens and nutrients (such as nitrogen and phospho-
rus) can contaminate ground water. Other contaminants that can enter ground water
through septic systems include heavy metals, organic chemicals and noxious chemi-
cals from excessively used, toxic household products.
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Q: WHAT ARE THE SIGNS OF SEPTIC SYSTEM FAILURE?
A: Septic system failure can be noted by these signs:
� Slow drainage or sewage backup in drains or toilets
� Excessively lush grass growth in the system area, even during dry weather
� Excessive growth of aquatic weeds or algae in lakes, ponds, or even slow-

moving streams adjacent to septic leaching areas
� Unpleasant odor in the system area

Q: HOW CAN WE REDUCE THE NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF
Q: WHAT CAN YOU DO TO LIMIT CONTAMINATION

BY SEPTIC SYSTEMS?
A: Following are some precautions to take to maintain a septic system:
� Pump out the septic tank - every 2 to 3 years so solids do not build up and

flow into the leaching system. Unclogging the system can be very costly.
� Watch what goes down the drain - The use of a garbage grinder will put 50%

more solids into the system. Grease or oil can clog the pipes, septic tank and
leaching system.
� Dispose of household chemicals properly - at the next household hazardous

waste collection day in your community (see the Department of Environmental
Facilities website for scheduled cleanup days at
westchestergov.com/envfacil/ or call the
Household Chemical Info-Line at 813-5425).
� Do NOT use additives - There is no scientific evidence

that additives are effective. They can interrupt the bio-
logical treatment in your system and generally do not
improve the performance of the septic tank.
� Conserve water - by installing low-flow plumbing fix-

tures and adopting more conservative water use prac-
tices. This can extend the life of the system, delay the
need for repair and lessen the likelihood of contaminat-
ing local surface and ground waters.

See these additional Water
Quality Fact Sheets (FAQS):

Fact Sheet 1 - Urban Watershed
Management

Fact Sheet 2 - Imperviousness
Fact Sheet 4 - Wetland

Restoration and
Creation

Fact Sheet 5 - Stormwater Runoff
Fact Sheet 6 - Buffers

For more information on septic systems, con-
tact the Westchester County Department of
Health at (914) 813-5000 or
www.westchestergov.com/health

For more information about Westchester's
Nonpoint Source Pollution Control and
Watershed Planning Program, contact the
Westchester County Department of Planning at
(914) 995-4400.

Visit the Westchester County Planning
Department web site at
www.westchestergov.com/planning
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