


where your tank is?
how big it is?

when it was last pumped?
where your drainfield is? 

do you know...	 After	sludge	settles	down,	liquid	effluent	(your	wastewater)	
flows	out	to	the	drainfield	and	seeps	through	drainpipe	holes	into	
the	soil	“filter”	where	it’s	purified	by	microbial	critters	in	soil	pores.	
Percolating	down	to	recharge	groundwater,	your	treated	wastewater	
feeds	your	well,	your	neighbors’	wells—plus	gardens,	irrigation,	and	
our	lakes	&	streams!	You	want	it	to	be	good	soil,	and	clean	water.	
	 Bacteria	in	the	tank	work	to	break	down	the	sludge	layer,	but	
eventually	...	ALL	TANKS	NEED	TO	BE	PUMPED!	All	tanks.	All.

HEy—Community Systems & Townies! Even if you’re on a community system or live in town, these guidelines make smart sense too.
It all goes somewhere, and our water’s all connected!

EffluEnT fIlTEr:Install	or	retrofit	in	tank’s	outlet	pipe	to	keep	solids	from	escaping	to	drainfield.	
Darn	cheap	insurance!

Taking Care of Septics  
Keeps Your Water Well!

Once	you	find	it,	map	it!		

Septics Anatomy:



rISErS	bring	access	up	to	ground	level—like	
plastic	culverts	on	end,	rising	to	the	surface	as	
tall	as	the	tank	is	deep	(1-2	ft)	&	capped	at	grade	
with	manhole	covers.	But	don’t	bury	the	lids!	 
Instead,	Think:	decorative lawn ornaments.

how they work & why they fail

Most	counties	now	keep	
records	of	new	systems	
with	an	as-built, 
a	drawing	of	the	house	
footprint	&	property	lines	
in	relation	to	the	septic	
and	well—as	it	was	built! 
Ask	the	county	for	yours,	
or	draw	one	yourself!

as-built

what’s buried out in your backyard? 

(Treasure	Map)

	 Doesn’t	matter	where	you	live,	in	what	
kind	of	house,	how	big	it	is—or	if	your	
granddaddy	homesteaded	the	place	or	
you’re	a	shiny	new	city	slicker.	What’ll	
make	your	septic	the	Good,	the	bad, 
or	 the	 Downright	uGly	 is	 all	 about:

How	you	take	care	of	it,	&
How	you	live	with	it.

	 Follow	us	in	the	Pore	of	Discovery	
to	explore	how	to	protect	your	well	&	
septic—&	how	to	discover	signs	of	trouble!	
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When Things Are
IT’S a SmoooTH opEraTIon!

note:	both	tank	com
part-

ments	get	pumped	through	

separate	access	manholes,	

so	get	a	set	of	risers.

GOOD,



The GOOD . . .



Here in the Heart of the West!The GOOD . . .

Inspect
Regularly
& Pump 
as Needed



the bad ...
like it’s been Rode hard

& put away wet





... and the downright UGLY!! 
Bite the Bullet, It’s Dead (R.I.P.)



... and the downright UGLY!! 
(R.I.P.)

¤
**
*•  



W
h

en
 G

o
o

d
 S

ys
te

m
s 

G
o

 
a
 f

a
Il

u
rE

 w
a
IT

In
g
 T

o
 H

a
pp

En

A
	t
an

k	
fu

ll	
of

	s
ol
id
s	
le
av
es

	le
ss
	r
oo

m
	f
or
	li
qu

id
	s
o	
it
	s
ho

rt
en

s	
se

tt
lin

g	
ti
m
e,
	fl
ow

in
g	
ou

t	
to
	d
ra
in
fie

ld
	w
it
h	
so
lid

s	
m
ix
ed

	in
.

Re
du

ce
d	
wa

st
ew

at
er

-t
re

at
m
en

t	
ca

pa
ci
ty
	m

ea
ns
	y
ou

r	
ef

flu
en

t’s
	n
ot
	a
lw
ay

s	
co

m
pl
et
el
y	
cl
ea

n	
be

fo
re

	r
ea

ch
in
g	
gr
ou

nd
wa

te
r—

an
d	
yo

ur
	w
el
l!

B A
D 

...

m
o
n
Ta

n
a
 m

Cm
a
n
SI

o
n

S
En

d
 I

n
 T

H
E 

rE
S
Er

v
ES

! 

U
GL

Y!

t
h

er
e’

s
 n

o
 f

ix
in

G 
a

 f
a

il
ed

 d
ra

in
fi

el
d

.  
W

it
h	
so
il	
po

re
s	
co

m
pa

ct
ed

	o
r	
cl
og

ge
d	
wi
th

	
so
lid

s,
	n
o	
am

ou
nt
	o
f	
ai
r	
or
	w
at
er

	p
um

pe
d	
in
	

wi
ll	
flu

sh
	‘e

m
	o
ut
	o
r	
pl
um

p	
‘e
m
	u
p	
ag

ai
n.
	

Yo
u’
ll	
ha

ve
	t
o	
pu

t	
in
	a
	n
ew

	d
ra
in
fie

ld
,	

in
	a
	d
if
fe

re
nt
	a
re

a	
de

si
gn

at
ed

	a
nd

	
pr
ot
ec

te
d	
fo

r	
a	
re

pl
ac

em
en

t	
or
	

“r
es

er
ve

.”	
Fi
nd

	y
ou

rs
!	W

it
ho

ut
	

su
it
ab

le
	s
oi
ls
	in

	r
es

er
ve

,	f
ol
ks

	m
ig
ht

	
ha

ve
	t
o	
pu

m
p	
ef

flu
en

t	
of

f-
si
te
—
or
	

ev
en

	b
uy

	m
or
e	
pr
op

er
ty
!



W
el
ls
	&
	s
ep

ti
c	
sy
st
em

s	
m
ay

	b
e	
to
o	
cl
os
e	

in
	s
om

e	
of

	o
ur
	o
ld
er

	
co

m
m
un

it
ie
s,
	w
he

re
	a
	

we
ll’
s	
10

0
’	s
et
ba

ck
	S
af
et
y	

Ci
rc
le
	c
ou

ld
	o
ve

rl
ap

	w
it
h	

ne
ig
hb

or
in
g	
se

pt
ic
s.
	

S
Ep

T
IC

Sy
ST

Em
S

& 
w

El
l

S
Ep

a
ra

T
Io

n
 

yu
p,

 I
T
’S

 d
Ea

d
, a

lr
Ig

H
T

... 
or

 t
ur

n 
Do

wn
rig

ht
 

Yo
u	

be
t	
it
	i
s.
	S

ep
ti
c	
ad

di
ti
ve

s	
co

ul
d	

ha
rm

—
an

d	
pr
et
ty
	

m
uc

h	
do

n’
t	
he

lp
.	L

oo
k	
at
	it

	t
hi
s	
wa

y:
	C
au

st
ic
	

ch
em

ic
al
s	o

r	b
io
lo
gi
ca

l	a
ge

nt
s	d

es
ig
ne

d	
to
	

br
ea

k 
d
o
w

n
 s

o
li

d
s	
ca

n	
br

ea
k 

so
li

d
s 

d
o
w

n
	t
o	
flo

at
	o
ut
	t
he

	t
an
k	
&	

cl
og
	t
he

	
dr

ai
nfi

el
d.
	B
e	
ca
re
fu
l	w

ha
t	
yo
u	
wi
sh

	f
or
!

Do
wn

rig
ht

 

to
 a

d
d

, 
o

r 
n

o
t 

to
 a

d
d,

IS
 t

h
at

 t
h

e 
q

u
es

t
io

n
?

a
d
d
IT

Iv
ES

:

U
GL

Y!
Ta

nk
	p
lu
gg

ed
	f
ul
l	o

f	
so

lid
s	
ov

er
flo

ws
	t
o	
cl
og

	p
ip
es

,	s
oi
l	p

or
es

—
&	
pl
um

bi
ng

!	C
lo
gg

ed
,	s

lu
gg

is
h,
	&
	b
ac

ke
d-

up
,	t

hi
s	
is
	y
ou

r	
se

wa
ge

	c
om

in
g	
ba

ck
	t
o	
ha

un
t	
yo

u.
	

	
	

			
		Y

ou
	w
ill
	b
e	
vi
si
te

d	
by

	s
ee

pa
ge

,	l
ea

ka
ge

,	&
	F
A
IL

U
RE

—
co

nt
am

in
at
in
g	
gr

ou
nd

wa
te

r,
	w
el
l	w

at
er

—
an

d 
yo

ur
 d

ri
nk

in
g 

wa
te

r!

a
re

 y
o

u
	d
ri
nk

in
g	

fr
om

	n
ea

rb
y

se
pt
ic
	f
ai
lu
re

s?
	

Gi
ve

s	
a	
wh

ol
e	

ne
w	
m
ea

ni
ng

	t
o	

yo
ur
	N

ei
gh

bo
r-

ho
od

	C
ir
cl
e.



s Retrofit	Risers	&	Effluent	Filters

s Think	Compost	&	Trash	vs.	
	 Garbage	Disposal

s Use	Least	Amount	of	Toxic	Chemicals	
	 &	Cleaners		(use recommended dose, 
 handle & store carefully)

s Landscape	Drainfield	with	Shallow-Rooted	
Plants,	Not	Deep

s Keep	Sprinklers,	Runoff,	&	Contaminants	
Away	from	Drainfield

s Test	Water	Annually	
 (nitrates, bacteria)

s Watch	Water	Use	&	“Shock”	Loads	

s Keep	Good	Records—septic/well loG
 (find it, start it, keep it)

s Check	Graywater	Potential
 for	Your	County!

wanted: 

septic killeRs!

Candy garrison raab
					Ranch	Hand	&
		Brilliant	Illustrator

Jana m. Suchy
Wrangler/Writer/Producer
way out west creative

P.O.	Box	200901	
Helena,	Montana	59620-0901
406.444.6697
www.deq.mt.gov/wqinfo/swp

     Joe meek
        Crew boss
deQ source water protection

aRmed &extRemely dangeRous

RewaRd: clean wateR! 

+  pRotected pRopeRty/investment/health

5,500	copies	of	this	public	document	were	published	at	an	estimated	cost	of	33¢	per	copy,	for	a	total	cost	of	$1,822,	which	includes	$1,822	for	printing.

alias

& Credits:

starrinG:
biG sky slim &
elly the horse

pete the prairie doG
& his lady, nellie

The Wild Bunch

Contacts

Ride Herd on Your Septic!

wanted: 

   septic killeRs!

loCaTE (find	it!) 

InSpECT regularly

pump as	needed 

& proTECT!

tank needs pumping

high water use

flushing trash

laCk of maintenanCe

too muCh garbage disposal

overloaded with solids

KITCHEN	GREASE	&
	TOxIC	CHEMICALS

	 (+	water-so
ftener	salts

)	

driving over drainfield

tree roots;  poor drainage

poor installation, design, siting

 (unfit	soils,
	steep	slope

s,	small	lot)

DON’T	KNOW	WHERE	SEPTI
C	IS

DON’T	KNOW	THERE	is	A	SEPTIC
!

s Retrofit	Risers	&	Effluent	Filters

s Think	Compost	&	Trash	vs.	
	 Garbage	Disposal

s Use	Least	Amount	of	Toxic	Chemicals	
	 &	Cleaners		(use recommended dose, 
 handle & store carefully)

s Landscape	Drainfield	with	Shallow-Rooted	
Plants,	Not	Deep

s Keep	Sprinklers,	Runoff,	&	Contaminants	
Away	from	Drainfield

s Protect	Well—3	best	ways:
 monitor water Quality (nitrates, bacteria),
 septic maintenance, & curb runoff pollution

s Watch	Water	Use	&	“Shock”	Loads	

s Keep	Good	Records—septic/well loG
 (find it, start it, keep it)

s Check	Graywater	Potential	for	Your	County!

s And	Remember,	No	Matter	How	Fancy	or
	 Expensive—all tanks need to be pumped!
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