
Septic Tank Cleaning

The best time to clean your septic tank is just before winter sets in and the ground 
freezes.  By planning ahead you will avoid emergency situations.  You will also mini-
mize the disruption of your yard and your ability to use it by doing it in the off 
season.  Ideally, a septic tank should be cleaned every 2-3 years after the initial 
cleaning, depending on your volume of usage.

It pays to do your homework BEFORE itôs time to clean the septic tank.  First, youôll 
need to locate the system.  You may have a diagram showing the exact or approxi-
mate location.  If not, you can get the information from your local health or building 
department.  If it is not known where the system is, you will have to try to find it.  
The following information will help you locate and understand how your septic 
system works.

The septic system is located underground and consists of a tank and distribution 
box.  The tank has 2 covers: a front and back.  The seperate distribution box has its 
own cover.  These covers are located as much as 2 feet or more, underground.  
Sewage passes through a pipe from the house to the underground tank.  The heavy 
sewage settles to the bottom and the liquid sewage passes out of the tank, pro-
cessed through the distribution box to a series of drainage pipes.  These under-
ground pipes extend out away from the tank, allowing the liquid to be absorbed into 
the ground in areas called ñleaching fields.ò  The length of the pipes and location of 
the leaching fields can vary from 10 feet to over 100 feet, depending on the indi-
vidual property.

If you donôt know where the tank is, locate the septic pipe in the basement or crawl 
space.  Follow the pipe to where it goes out through the foundation.  Most septic 
tanks are usually 10 to 20 feet straight out from the house.  Not all systems, how-
ever, are installed in a straight line.  It would be a good idea to dig directly on the 
outside of the foundation and locate the pipe.  Continue digging, exposing the pipe 
are you go, until you reach the tank itself.  Most tanks are approximately 6 feet wide 
by 8 feet long.  Once you reach the tank, you need to determine its perimeter or 
outline so that you know how the tank is positioned in relation to the pipe (directly in 
front of, to the left, right or on an angle).  The first or front cover, should be right 
near where the pipe and tank meet.  The second or back cover, should be approxi-
mately 6 feet from the front cover.  The third or distribution cover, is approximately 
2 feet from the back cover.  Although this is annoying and laborious work, it could 
save you a lot of money ahead of time.  Paying someone to locate your tank could 
cost between $50.00 and $300.00, not to mention the random digging in your 
yard.

You could locate the tank using a 5 foot steel rod probe, penetrating the ground 
until you hit something hollow, possibly the tank.  Just keep in mind, if you 
damage the pipe or tank with the probe, youôll be digging it up anyway to replace 
it.

Once you have located the septic tank covers, you need to make a diagram.  
Measure from each corner of the house to EACH cover (two measurements per 
cover).  This will give you an accurate diagram for the future, so that you will 
only have to dig down to the individual covers.

Cleaning out the septic tank before it is full and running over is critical.  If the 
heavy sewage waste overflows out of the tank and into the leaching fields, your 
system can shut down due to blocked pipes.  This situation can be extremely 
expensive, running anywhere from $2,000 to $4,000 because the system has to 
be dug up and the blocked pipes will need to be replaced.

Costs for normal pumping out of a 1,000 gallon tank is about $150.00 in the 
northeast.  Repairing the lawn is up to you.  Remember to have the septic com-
pany clean out the line from the house to the tank.  There is usually a clean out 
plug in the basement or crawlspace area.

Remember to read my Contract Guidelines before hiring anyone!
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