
Other Maintenance Practices 
 
Emptying the sept ic  tank is  very important ,  
but  not  the only concern in maintain ing a 
septic  system.  
To avoid f i l l ing the sept ic  tank prematurely,  
non-biodegradable i tems such as sanitary 
napkins,  c igaret te f i l ters,  d isposal  d iapers,  
cat l i t ter ,  paper towels,  condoms, etc,  
should not  be f lushed down sinks or  the 
toi let .   
Garbage disposal  uni ts add a large amount 
of  sol ids to the waste water f low and 
should not  be used unless the system was 
speci f ical ly designed for garbage disposal  
( I f  you don’t  know, you should assume that 
the system was not designed for garbage 
disposal .)  
Fix a l l  leaking plumbing f ixtures. Even a 
smal l  dr ip can add many gal lons of  water 
to the system load. Toi lets are of ten the 
source of smal l  leaks and care should be 
taken to keep them in good repair .   
Keep roof  drains and other sources of  
s torm run-off  directed away from the s i te of  
the system. The addi t ional  water can resul t  
in a mal funct ion.  
Keep the system si te f ree of  other 
construct ion, inc luding bui ld ings, 
dr iveways,  pat ios,  etc. Cover ing the 
system l imits the exchange of  gases wi th in 
the system and reduces i ts  performance. 
 Do not use i l legal  sept ic  tank cleaners that 
inc lude tr ichloroethane, t r ichlorethylene, 
tetrachloroethylene, methylene chlor ide, 
carbon tetrachlor ide, benzene, to luene, 
napthalene, or  other s imi lar  compounds. 
Use of  these chemicals can resul t  in 
s igni f icant  ground water contamination and 
make your own water  supply unsafe.  I t  can 
also resul t  in legal  act ion against you. 
Do not f lush toxic substances, such as, 
motor oi l ,  o i l -based or  acryl ic  paints,  
varnishes, photographic solut ions, 
pest ic ides, paint  th inners, solvents,  etc,  
down s inks or  toi lets.  

Fixing a System Malfunction 
 
You may current ly be facing the problem of  
a mal funct ioning septic  system. I f  that  is  
the case, you are str ic t ly  l imi ted by state 
law on how the problem can be corrected.  
You can have the septic tank empt ied by a 
l icensed sept ic  tank c leaning company on a 
more frequent basis.  You cannot al ter ,  
repair  or  replace the system without the 
approval  of th is  department.  This 
department wi l l  require that  you comply 
wi th state regulat ions regarding repairs.  
General ly ,  the f i rst  step is  to contact  a 
l icensed professional engineer for  an 
evaluat ion of  the problem and to design a 
repair .  This department must approve an 
appl icat ion for  a repair  permit  before any 
construct ion can star t .   
 
I f  you have quest ions regarding your 
system, contact  the Camden County 
Department of  Heal th and Human Services, 
Water  Qual i ty Unit  at  (856) 374-6064. 
 
Addi t ional  information on sept ic  systems is  
avai lable on the Internet at  the fo l lowing 
s i tes:  
 
*www.state.nj .us/dep/dwq/sep_intro.htm 
*www.state.nj .us/dep/dwq/sep_site.htm 
*www.state.nj .us/dep.dwq/sept icmn.htm 
*www.state.nj .us/dep/ index.html 
*www.nesc.wvu.edu 
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Introduction 
This brochure is  intended for owners of  
individual  sewage disposal  systems. 
Individual  sewage disposal  systems, 
commonly referred to as “sept ic  systems”,  
provide a means of  sewage disposal  in 
areas not served by publ ic  sewer l ines. 
Mal funct ioning sept ic systems are a threat  
to the health and safety of  Camden County 
residents.  Malfunct ions can resul t  in the 
back up of  sewage into bui ldings and 
seepage of sewage on to the ground 
surface or  into a stream. A malfunct ioning 
system wi l l  reduce the resale value of  the 
property i t  serves. The owner of  a 
mal funct ioning system is in v io lat ion of  
s tate and local  codes and can be f ined up 
to $2,500 per day for  each day that  a 
system malfunct ions. Proper maintenance 
is essential  to keep a septic  system from 
malfunct ioning. Ignoring proper 
maintenance unt i l  a system malfunct ions 
can make major repairs,  of ten cost ing 
$10,000 or more, unavoidable.  Proper 
maintenance is  re lat ively inexpensive and 
takes only a smal l  amount of  t ime.  
 
The fo l lowing information wi l l  help 
indiv idual  sewage disposal  system owners 
avoid the trouble and expense of a 
malfunct ioning system.   
 
How a Septic System Works 
Septic  systems dispose of  sewage by 
discharging i t  in to the ground below the 
property they serve.  Septic  systems 
include two basic components—a septic  
tank and a disposal  f ie ld.  Each has an 
integral  funct ion in the treatment and 
disposal  of wastewater  resul t ing f rom 
laundry and bathing, k i tchen waste and 
body waste.  Some systems include a 
dosing or  pumping tank as a th ird 
component,  fac i l i tat ing the transfer of  
wastewater f rom the septic  tank to the 
disposal  f ie ld (more commonly,  i t  f lows by 
gravi ty) .  
 

The sept ic tank receives untreated sewage 
direct ly  from the bui lding.  This tank (1,000 
gal lons or  more in volume) acts to trap 
sol ids,  f loat ing grease, and scum.   

Sewage is  retained in the tank long enough 
for the sol ids to set t le to the bottom and 
for  l ight matter ,  such as grease and soap 
scum, to f loat  to the top.  Baff les in the tank 
trap the mater ia ls  at  the top and bottom of 
the tank.   
 
The disposal f ield  is  a ser ies of 
interconnected perforated pipes wi th in a 
subsurface bed of  gravel  (see cover ar t) .  
The sewage enters the disposal  f ie ld af ter  
t reatment by the septic tank.  The sewage 
contains great ly reduced levels of  sol ids,  
grease and scum. The sewage f lows from 
the sept ic  tank into the perforated pipe, 
then into the gravel ,  and eventual ly into 
the soi l  below. The natural  breakdown of  
the sewage in the tank and f ie ld reduces 
i ts  negat ive impact on the groundwater  
below the system. Note:  Systems older 
than 10 years may include a seepage pi t  or  
p i ts  (a pi t  wi th holes or  openings in i ts  
b lock or  concrete wal ls) ,  in p lace of  the 
disposal  f ie ld.  The pi t  receives sewage that 
has been treated by a septic  tank.  Sewage 
systems more than 40 or  50 years old may 
be only a seepage pi t  that  receives sewage 
direct ly f rom the bui ld ing (without a sept ic  
tank).  This type of  system is cal led a 
cesspool.  Construct ion of  new cesspools is  
i l legal .  Construct ion of  new seepage pi t  
systems is  restr ic ted.  

 
Septic System Maintenance 
Septic  tanks trap sol ids,  grease, and scum 
that  would otherwise c log the soi l  below 
the disposal  f ie ld (or  around a seepage 
pi t ) .  By c logging the soi l ,  the sol ids,  
grease and scum reduce the rate at  which 
sewage soaks into the ground. Eventual ly,  
as the c logging cont inues,  the sewage 
does not soak into the ground as fast  as i t  
comes out of  the bui ld ing and the system 
malfunct ions—backing up on to the ground 
surface or  into the bui ld ing.  Septic tanks 
are general ly ef fect ive in trapping most of  
the sol ids,  grease and scum. However,  
sept ic  tanks do not work when they are 
f i l led.  Sol ids,  grease, and scum pass 
through f i l led tanks and c log the soi l .  In 
order to avoid c logging the soi l ,  the sept ic  
tank must be empt ied on a regular basis.  
The New Jersey Department of  
Environmental  Protect ion recommends that 
sept ic  tanks be pumped out completely at  
least once every three years.  L icensed 
septic  tank c leaning companies are l is ted 
in the “yel low pages” of  the phone book. By 
having your sept ic tank empt ied on a 
regular  basis,  you wi l l  great ly reduce the 
l ikel ihood of  a malfunct ion.  General ly ,  
when the soi l  below a disposal  f ie ld 
becomes clogged, the only ef fect ive means 
of  repair  is the construct ion of  a new 
disposal  f ie ld.  Since the cost  of  a new 
disposal  f ie ld runs into the thousands of  
dol lars,  the money paid to empty the sept ic  
tank is  wisely spent.  Note:  Commercial  
fac i l i t ies with grease traps should take the 
same care to maintain the traps by having 
them pumped regular ly.  
 

 
Sep t i c  sys tem a r twork  cou r tesy  o f  t he  
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