The Watering Hole
This Month by
the Numbers
5 social media posts
4 outreach events
5 farmer contacts
3 1-on-1 farm visit
25 acres cover crops
If you or someone you know is
experiencing issues with their septic
system, certain areas of Barry and Eaton
counties are eligible for financial
assistance to help cover the costs of septic
inspections and repairs. Contact your local
Watershed Coordinator David to see if you
are eligible. Check back next month for the
final segment of our septic series.
David Comeau is the Watershed
Coordinator at the Barry Conservation
District and he writes about local water
quality issues. He may be contacted for
more information on his project or for
assistance by email at
david.comeau@macd.org or by calling 269908-4099
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SEPTIC SYSTEMS PART II: CARE AND MAINTENANCE
As mentioned last month, the rural nature
of Barry County means that many homes rely
on septic systems. Up to 27% of these systems
are failed in some way. It is up to the
homeowner to care for his or her septic
system, and when it comes to septics it’s true
what they say- an ounce of prevention is well
worth a pound of cure.
Caring for your septic system now can save
time and money on bigger problems down
the road. A typical septic pumping will run
between $200-$300 whereas a new system
will start around $5000. Not to mention the
hassle and headache you save by preventing a
smelly, messy crisis such as septic overflow in
your home or yard.
Some basic septic care includes system
knowledge, proper maintenance, and septic
smart choices.
It is important to know your septic system
well by having a good site plan which shows
the location of the tank and drain field. To best
plan maintenance, keep thorough records of
inspections (including sludge and scum
levels), pumpings, damages, and repairs.
Proper system maintenance includes
inspections, pumpings, and timely repairs. To
protect your system, have it inspected by a
professional at least every three years, or
sooner if you notice any issues. Regular
pumpings (every three to five years) prevent
overflow to the surface, backup into the house,
drainfield clogging, and even total system
failure.
Septic smart choices indoors also go a long
way in caring for your system. High-efficiency
toilets, shower heads, faucet aerators, washing
machines, and dishwashers reduce the
volume of flow into your septic tank.
Spreading out washing machine or
dishwasher use throughout the week prevents
overloading your tank and drainfield, as does
fixing leaky faucets and running toilets.
Outside the home, “shield your field” by
keeping vehicles and equipment off the
drainfield to prevent crushed or compacted
pipes. Route downspouts and sump pumps
away from the drainfield to prevent
overloading. Plant trees and shrubs far enough
away so roots won’t get close even as the

plants mature. Having the right plants over
your drainfield, however, helps take up
nutrients before they enter the groundwater.
Using native plants over your field can be a
great way to create a little bit of pollinator
habitat and added backyard beauty, too!
What you do inside the home also impacts
your septic system. Flushing disposable wipes,
diapers, feminine hygiene products, cigarette
butts, cat litter, meds, grease, coffee grounds,
paper towels, floss, cotton swabs or balls,
plastics damages a septic system. A toilet is
not a trash can! Anything besides toilet paper
and human waste can clog the system. Food
waste and grease down the sink (even from
garbage disposals) can also clog a system.
Likewise, harsh chemicals cause damage by
destroying good bacteria and corroding
system components. Unwanted chemicals
including gasoline, oil, pesticides, paint and
paint thinners can be taken to the county’s
biannual Household Hazardous Waste
Disposal events. Opting for snaking or
plunging to remove obstructions instead of
chemical drain uncloggers is a smart way to
cut back on harsh chemicals.
Proper septic care will maximize the useful
life of a system, but similar to a roof, a septic
system cannot be expected to last forever.
The average lifespan of a septic system is
around 30 years. System failure can occur
much sooner than that when not properly
maintained. However, systems are bound to
fail regardless of maintenance when they are
improperly designed for the soil type or are
undersized for the home.
There are several signs of failure to look for.
Inside the home, slow drainage or sewage
backup may be a sign of a larger issue.
Outdoors, wet spots, unusually green grass
near your drainfield, an increase in weed and
algae growth nearby, and unpleasant odors
are also indicators of a failed system.
Regardless of the symptoms, the only true way
of knowing if a system is failed is by having it
inspected by a professional. If you notice any
of these issues, it may be a good idea to get
your system checked out.

