Living with septic systems:
Actions you can take to
protect water guality

roperly installed and
maintained, onsite

(septic) wastewater

systems can be an envi-

ronmentally friendly,
cost-effective option for treating
residential sewage. Michigan home-
owners now operate 1.2 million
onsite systems. However, because
inspections or repairs haven't been
required, our water resources are
being placed in jeopardy.

The Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) estimates
that 10 percent of systems expe-
rience problems at any one time.
That means an estimated 26 mil-
lion gallons of wastewater per day
discharge into failing systems.

Rainwater can carry raw waste-
water from a failed tank or drain-
age yeld to nearby water sources,
jeopardizing public health and
contaminating drinking and recre-
ational waters.

How do you tackle the problem
of aging septic systems? A handful
of resourceful counties in Michigan
have devised methods for uncov-
ering failing systems and ensuring
that they are repaired or replaced.
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Funding options are expanding
too. Although no community has
yet applied, municipalities can now
obtain funds through the Strate-
gic Water Quality Initiatives Fund
(SWQIF) to help individual home-
owners repair or replace their sep-
tic systems.

What are on-
site systems?

Onsite wastewater treatment
systems can be an excellent alter-
native to municipal sewage ser-
vice. They make use of a storage
tank and the soilis natural yltering
properties to safely and economi-
cally recycle wastewater and return
it to the local water table.

In contrast, a city or town-
ship municipal system typically
requires a costly infrastructure
with long-term maintenance costs.

Communities must install sewer
lines and often enlarge wastewater
treatment facilities.

Who uses them?

In Michigan, approximately 1.2
million onsite systems handle 264
million gallons per day of sewage.
The DEQ estimates that more than
half of new single-family homes
now include an onsite wastewater
system. This ygure & over 25,000
new onsite systems per year O is
expected to grow, given housing
growth patterns outside metropoli-
tan areas.

How do they work?

Most onsite wastewater systems
handle household waste using a
combination of an underground
tank and drainage yeld. Solids and
oils accumulate in the tank; the
solids partially decompose with
the help of bacteria. Wastewater
is distributed through the under-
ground drainage yeld, where it is
absorbed by gravel and soil. The
natural properties of the soil ylter
the water before returning it to the
water table.
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