
Septic tank systems are key components of any residence. Properly functioning septic tank systems are essential 
to the successful daily operation of your household. Unfortunately most people have an ‘Out of Sight Out of Mind’ 
mind-set when it comes to sewerage and storm water. Septic tank systems require maintenance. Being proactive 
with maintenance prevents system failure and subsequent costly repairs. 

Your Septic Tank System -The Facts! 

What does a septic tank system look like and how does 
it operate?
There are many different types of septic tank systems. 
Most systems are located below-ground. The principle 
of waste disposal from any residence remains the 
same. 
Waste from your laundry, kitchen, bathroom and toilet 
flow from your house via drains and enter your septic 
tank system where it is processed. Your septic tank 
system requires beneficial bacteria to naturally break 
down organic material and work efficiently.  Processed 
wastewater flows from or is pumped from your septic 
tank out into a land application system. Refer to Fig.1.

Key Components of a septic system (fig.1 typical 
arrangement)
1. House 
2. Septic Tank
3. Land Application System (soak pit)

Why does a septic Tank Fail?
- Septic tank is too full 
- Septic tank contains too much sludge and scum
- Harsh/Toxic chemicals are entering your septic tank 
- Too much water entering your septic tank (household & storm water)  
- Land application system (Soakpit) is not functioning correctly. (water may not be absorbing)

Signs that your septic system may be failing
- Offensive smell around either your septic tank or land application area. (Note. If your septic tank is located in 
a sheltered area smells can accumulate until circulating wind clears the smell.)
- Tank overflowing
- Ground around septic tank is waterlogged / soggy
- Drains and toilets running slowly or even overflowing
- Overflowing gully trap or tank ‘Mushroom’
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General septic tank process (fig 2)
1. Light solids including fats float to the top of the tank 
forming a ‘Cap’ preventing unwanted odour from 
escaping. 
2. Heavy solids settle to the bottom forming a sludge 
layer
3. Organics within the wastewater are broken down by 
bacteria
4. Once the organics are broken down, the wastewa-
ter leaves the septic tank and flows (via gravity or is 
pumped) out into the land application system. A 
‘Soak-pit’ is a type of land application system that is 
common throughout the Buller District. 
5. The treated wastewater is absorbed into the 
surrounding soil, bugs are killed and further nutrient 
breakdown occurs



 
Who cares, What will happen anyway!
It is extremely important that your septic tank system is well maintained and is operating well at all times. If your 
septic tank system fails repairs can be expensive. In addition, untreated effluent may pollute your water source/ 
other ground water sources, and/or surrounding rivers & streams. Discharges from failing septic tank systems can 
contain bugs and nutrients that may be harmful to your family and the environment.

What should you do to avoid failure?
- Have your septic tank system inspected annually 
- Have your septic tank system pumped out / cleaned every 3-5 years.
- Know the type and location of your septic tank system. Keep a service history. If you move house leave these 
details with the new owners
- Use laundry detergents and cleaners only in moderation
- Operate your dishwasher & washing machine only when full to prevent water overloading
- Use water efficient appliances
- Scrape dishes in order to minimise grease, fats and solids entering your septic tank system
 - Ensure roof drains and surface water are directed away from your septic tank system
- Have a filter fitted to the outlet of your septic tank system as this may improve the life of your land application 
system
- It is suggested not to install Kitchen ‘in-sinkerators’ if you are connected to a septic tank system as they 
overload the treatment stage of the septic system therefore increasing the frequency of servicing
- Do not plant trees or shrubs close to or above your septic tank system. Some plants have invasive root systems 
which can damage the tank and associated pipework. 

Prevent the following substances from entering your septic tank system. They are likely to damage your septic 
tank system resulting in potential failure and unnecessary cost.

- Bleaches, whiteners, nappy soakers, stain remover and disinfectants (in excessive volumes). Soak laundry in 
buckets and dispose of excess water safely outside.
- Antibiotics
- Chemicals, pesticides and oils
- Paints, varnishes and paint thinners

When we arrive to maintain your septic tank system
- Pumping out through the ‘Mushroom’ vent is not recommended as only the water component of the tank is 
removed.  This can lead to land application (soak-pit) failure. Land application repairs can become expensive. 
- We recommend in all cases that the main septic tank lid/s be ‘dug off’ to allow sufficient access and com-
plete removal of all material including solids and sludge.

Please feel free to call WtesReef Services on 03 788 9090 should you have any problems with / queries about 
your septic tank system or house-hold drainage. 

 




