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The leading cause of waterborne disease is 
contaminated drinking water.  This problem 
arises from inadequate or the absence of sep-
tic systems.  This problem is minimized in the 
United States and most other developed na-
tions because our public health departments 
regulate new construction in order to keep 
our drinking water clean.  Almost all new 
buildings will require some means of trans-
porting wastewater offsite, and if you can’t 
connect to city sewer lines then you are going 
to have to build your own septic system. 

Typical septic systems consist of a pipe run-
ning from the indoor plumbing to an under-
ground septic tank, which allows all solid 
waste to sink and be digested by bacteria, or 
pumped at a later date.  Typical septic tanks 
are concrete and have a capacity of  at least 
1,000 gallons.  Liquids move on from the tank 
to an underground drain field of either perfo-
rated PVC pipe surrounded by gravel, or plas-
tic vaults (i.e., infiltrator chambers) with a soil 
floor.  The new vault system costs a bit more 
than the traditional gravel system, but it al-
lows for a smaller drain field and seems to be 
preferred by most homeowners, contractors, 
and health inspectors.  The average septic 
system costs between $2,000 and $4,000. 

 

 

 

It is important to first talk to your county health 
department and pick up a packet of forms and 
information describing the specific process 
they would like you to use.  Next, choose a cer-
tified contractor and designer. In order to size 
your system you will need at least two test pits, 
5-7 feet deep for the county health department 
to examine.  Based on the soil type and num-
ber of bedrooms in your house, the soil type 
can tell you how big your drain field needs to 
be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The septic tank and drain field should be lo-
cated down slope from the building.  This al-
lows gravity to do all of the work.  If this is not 
possible, due to a flat site, or other considera-
tions, you will need to install a more expensive 
pump system.  At this point, you must make a 
choice between either the traditional drain 
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◊ Installation of the drain rock type drain field con-
sists of placing a layer of special gravel or “drain 
rock” one foot deep along the bottom of the 
trench.  Filter fabric and perforated PVC piping are 
then stacked on top of the drain rock.  If using 
vaults, no gravel is needed, simply assemble the 
interlocking plastic pieces together on the bare 
soil.  These systems must be completely level in 
order to work as they are designed to. 

◊ Connections between the pipes, septic tank, distri-
bution box, and vaults must be done with care to 
avoid trouble spots.  There should be no 90 degree 
turns in the piping, instead, use two 45 degree el-
bows, which allow for the system to be cleaned 
should a clog form. 

◊ The health inspector must check the system before 
it can be backfilled.  Once the inspection is com-
plete, you may carefully backfill and compact over 
the system.  When finished, where should be a bit 
of a hump, over the trenches to allow for settling. 

The above discussion about septic systems is only a 
brief overview.  You should always contact the county 
health department and/or a consultant before you be-
gin any work.  Putting a plan together right the first 
time can save you time and money and possibly regu-
latory compliance problems. 
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rock, or the newer vault type drain field.  Drain 
fields are required to have at least two trenches.  
To accomplish this, a distribution box is needed, 
which will divide the line coming from the septic 
tank into two or more separate lines.  A detailed de-
sign drawing of your design and some paperwork 
will need to be submitted to the county health de-
partment for inspection.  Pending approval, let the 
digging begin! 

 

 

◊ Mark out the locations of the septic tank and 
drain field trenches as accurately as possible 
according to your plan.  You may need to locate 
the property corner pins. 

◊ Using a backhoe, dig out the trenches and a 
place for the tank.  The trenches are generally 
three feet wide, three feet deep, and must be 
completely level.  The length depends on what 
the health department deemed necessary for 
adequate drainage. 

◊ The septic tank is positioned so that the pipe 
running into it from the house is between a 
slope of 1/8” drop per foot or 1/4” drop per 
foot. 
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