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Don't .forget about septic tank maintenance 


Tom 
HiggiDbot~am

Environmental Health Manager 

Highlands County Health Department 

A CCording to the u.s. 
Environmental Protec­
tion Agency, a properly 

designed septic system can 
operate indefinitely without 
repair if properly maintained~ 

However, because most 
systems are not well main­
tained, the life of a standard 
septic system is typically 20 
years or less. 

With proper maintenance, 
septic systems provide a 
considerably inexpensive and 
efficient treatment of sewage. 

However, since. they are' 
underground and out of 
sight, septic systems areeasi­
ly forgotten and proper main­
tenance is not performed. . 
Another assumption is septic 
systems don't need attention 
until sewage is standing in 
the yard or the toilets are 
backing up. 

To understang the impor­
tance of maintairling a septic 
system, it is necessary to 
understand how theywork 

The primary treatment 
device of a septic system is 
the tank. The tank must be a 
large watertight container (at 

.Masonic lodges sponsor child m. program 

Special to Highlands Today 
SEBRING ». On . Saturday, 

Aug. 21, the. Sebring, Lake 
Placid and Poinciana Mason­
ic lodges .sponsored a Child 
ID Program. The event wa.s 
conducted in partnership 
with Kegel Bowling Center. It 

.was held at the Kegel Bowling 
Cehterin Sebring. 

The' program provides free 

tank will clog the drain field 
and result in a sewage back 
up or sewage emerging to the 
top of the ground. Drain field 
reprurs cost thousands of . 
dollars. . 

Leaky,. old or damaged 
septic tanks short-circuit the 
drain field and allow un­
treated sewage to drain 
straight into the soil. i 

Untreated sewage intro­
duces largeamounts of 
harmful viral and bactenal 
pathogens and nutrients 
(such as nitrogen and phos­
phorus) into shallow ground­
water that eventually con­
tarninat~ creeks, rivers, lakes, 
and aquifers. 

To protect Florida's fragile 
environment and the health 
of citizens, the Florida Legis­
latUre passed a law this year 
that will require an inspection 
and septic tank pumpcout 
every five years. 
. This requirement will ex­

tend' the life of your septic 
system, promote good public 
health, and protect Florida's 
fragile and vulnerable ground 
and surface waters. 

The new ~eptic tank law 
does not go into effect until 
2011. For more information, 
visit http:/ I 
www.doh.state.fl.us/environ­
mentlostds/New.htm. 

Tom Higginbotham is the envi~ 
ronmental health manager at 
the Highlands County Health 
Department. 

Tampa 'fribtme file photo 
The Florida legislature passed a law this year that will require an 
inspection and septic tank pump-out every five years, which 
goes into effect 2011. 

least 900 gallons) that collects 
raw sewage from the home or 
business it serves. 

Water moves slowly 
through the tank allowing 
solids to sink to the bottom 
and floatable solids such as 
grease and oil to float to the 
top. Baffles and deflector 
devices inside the tank also 
help keep solids inside the 
tank. 

Anaerobic bacteria, which 
are bacteria that caillive 
without oxygen, live in the 
septic tank and break down 
up to 50 percent of the solids 
in the tank 

Solids that cannot be bro­
ken down accumulate as 
sludge inside the tank, al­
lowing orily clantled water to 
flow out of the tank and into 
the second most important 

develops on the infl.ltration 
surface between the drain 
field material and the soil that 
covers it. 

This further treats the wa­
ter as it percolates into the 
soil. . . 

The soil must be unsaturat­
ed or above the seasonal high 
water table for adequate 
treatment of the sewage wac 
ter. With enough unsaturated 
soil in place, up to 99 percent 
of viral and bacterial patho­
gens are filtered from the 
wastewater, helping to keep 
our vulnerable lakes and 
groundwater free of poten­
tially harmful pathogens. 

Excess sludge and solids 
reduces the treatment ability 
of the septic tank and must 
be removed every few years. 

If not removed, the' solid 
component of the system, the . material will eventually flow 
underground septic drain 
field. 

As the water flows into the 
drain field, a bacteria film 

out of the tank into drain 
fielq.. This begins the slow 
failur.e of the septic system 
because solids l~aving the 

puter generated, none of the 
information is retained by the 
Masons or anyone else. All of 
the data generated is given to 
the parents upon comple­
tion. The computers used 
have no capability to store 
data long term. . 

Anyone needing additional 
information or anyone inter-. 
pstpn in h:lVinp' thpir OTnlln or 

www.doh.state.fl.us/environ
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