
The Dirty Truth About Septic Systems (And How to 

Avoid Costly Repairs) 

 
 

● Proper septic system maintenance involves water conservation, careful disposal of 

waste, protecting the drain field, regular pump-outs, and using septic-safe products. 

● Ignoring septic system care can lead to costly repairs indicated by slow drains, gurgling 

sounds, sewage odors, wet spots in the yard, and backups.  

● Regular septic tank pumping is vital to prevent drain field failure, sewage backups, 

environmental contamination, and to extend the system's lifespan. 

When it comes to home maintenance, septic systems are generally forgotten. They are out of 

sight and out of mind until something goes wrong. When it does, it can be a messy, expensive, 

and stressful experience. That's why you should understand the "dirty truth" about your septic 

system and learn how to avoid costly repairs.  

 

Here’s a look at how your septic system works and some important maintenance tips. 



How Does Your Septic System Work? 

A septic system is a self-contained wastewater treatment system, typically used in rural areas 

that aren't connected to a centralized sewer system. It's a complex process that relies on natural 

processes and beneficial bacteria.  

 

To give a simplified overview, all the water that goes down your toilets, showers, sinks, washing 

machines, and dishwashers flows into your septic tank. The tank is a large, underground 

container (usually made of concrete, fiberglass, or polyethylene). Inside the tank, the 

wastewater separates into three layers: 

● Scum: Lighter materials like grease and oils float to the top. 

● Effluent: The liquid wastewater in the middle. 

● Sludge: Heavier solids settle to the bottom. 

 

In the septic tank, anaerobic bacteria (bacteria that thrive in oxygen-deprived environments) 

break down the solids in the sludge. This process reduces the volume of solids and partially 

treats the wastewater. The liquid effluent from the septic tank flows into the drain field. This is a 

series of underground trenches lined with gravel or other porous material. The effluent is further 

treated as it filters through the soil, removing harmful bacteria and viruses before it reaches the 

groundwater. 

 

A well-functioning septic system relies on a delicate balance of factors. When this balance is 

disrupted, it can lead to system failure and costly repairs. 

Septic Dos and Don’ts 

Proper septic system care is essential for preventing problems and extending the life of your 

system. Here's a list of things that you should do or avoid: 

Do Conserve Water 

The less water that flows through the system, the less strain it endures, and the less likely it is to 

become overloaded. This can be achieved by promptly repairing leaky faucets and toilets, 

taking shorter showers, running full loads of laundry and dishes, and considering the installation 

of water-saving fixtures like low-flow toilets and showerheads. 

Do Mind What Goes Down the Drain 

A septic system is designed to handle only human waste and toilet paper. Introducing other 

materials can disrupt its delicate balance and lead to clogs and other problems. 
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Do Protect Your Drain Field 

The drain field is a vital part of your septic system. It's important to protect it from damage and 

ensure it can function properly. You should also divert rainwater and runoff away from the drain 

field to prevent saturation. You can also plant grass over it to help absorb moisture and prevent 

erosion. 

Do Schedule Regular Pump-Outs 

Regular pumping is essential for removing accumulated solids and preventing them from 

entering the drain field, which can lead to serious problems. The frequency of pumping depends 

on several factors, including household size, water usage, and tank size. 

 

Do Use Septic-Safe Products 

Harsh chemicals can kill the beneficial bacteria in your septic tank that are essential for breaking 

down waste. Choose cleaning products that are specifically labeled as "septic-safe." 

Avoid Flushing Inappropriate Items 

It's essential to keep a trash can in the bathroom for items such as feminine hygiene products, 

diapers, wipes, cotton balls, dental floss, cotton balls, and swabs. These items do not break 



down properly in a septic system and can lead to clogs, blockages, and damage to the system's 

components. 

Don't Pour Grease, Oil, or Food Scraps 

These substances can solidify within the septic tank and drain field, leading to backups, 

blockages, and ultimately, system failure. Proper disposal methods, such as grease traps or 

trash disposal, should be used. 

Don't Cover Your Drain Field 

The drain field needs to be able to breathe in order to function effectively. Covering it with 

impermeable materials such as concrete, asphalt, or plastic prevents proper evaporation and 

can lead to saturation and system failure. You should also not drive or park heavy vehicles, as 

they can compact the soil and damage the underground pipes. Tree roots can also be very 

invasive and can cause significant damage to your septic system. 

When to Book a Maintenance 

Regular maintenance is essential for keeping your septic system in good working order and 

preventing costly repairs. However, it’s necessary to learn when to schedule one. Here are 

some warning signs to look out for:  

● Slow Drains: If your drains are draining slowly, it could be a sign of a clog in your septic 

system. This can occur in multiple drains throughout the house or only in specific areas. 

Slow draining can indicate a buildup of sludge or scum in the septic tank, or a problem 

with the drain field. 

● Gurgling Sounds: Gurgling sounds in your plumbing can indicate a problem with your 

septic system. These sounds, especially after flushing the toilet or running water, may 

suggest a blockage or air trapped in the system. 

● Sewage Odors: A sewage odor in your yard or near your septic tank is a clear sign that 

something is wrong. This could indicate a leak, a full tank, or a problem with the 

ventilation of the system. 

● Wet Spots in the Yard: If you notice wet or soggy areas in your yard, especially near 

your drain field, it could indicate a problem with your septic system. This can occur when 

the drain field is not properly draining effluent, often due to a clog or failure. 

● Backups: Sewage backups in your toilets or drains are a serious sign of a septic system 

problem. This is a clear indication that the system is not draining properly and needs 

immediate attention. Backups can be messy and unsanitary, exposing you to harmful 

bacteria. 
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Don't wait until you're experiencing these problems to schedule a service. You can schedule 

regular inspections to identify these potential issues early on.  

What Happens During Septic Maintenance? 

When you schedule a septic maintenance appointment, experienced technicians will begin by 

inspecting your septic system. This inspection involves locating the septic tank, checking the 

levels of sludge and scum, inspecting the inlet and outlet baffles, and examining the drain field 

for any signs of problems. If the sludge and scum levels are high, the contents of the septic tank 

will be pumped out using a specialized vacuum truck. 

 

Following the pumping, the inside of the septic tank will be cleaned to remove any remaining 

debris. The tank and its components, including the baffles, will be inspected for any damage or 

deterioration. Based on this inspection, you will be provided with recommendations for any 

necessary repairs or future maintenance to ensure the continued functioning of your septic 

system. The entire process typically takes a few hours, depending on the size and complexity of 

your system. 

Why Adhere to Regular Pump-Out Schedules? 

The most critical aspect of septic system maintenance is regular pumping of the septic tank. 

The frequency of pumping depends on several factors: 

● Household Size: Larger households generate more wastewater, leading to faster 

accumulation of solids. 

● Water Usage: Higher water consumption means more wastewater entering the system. 

● Tank Size: Smaller tanks fill up more quickly than larger ones. 

● Amount of Solids: Some households generate more solids than others. 

 

When solids accumulate in the tank, they can overflow into the drain field, clogging the pipes 

and soil. This can lead to: 

● Drain Field Failure: A failed drain field is one of the most expensive septic system 

repairs, often costing thousands of dollars to replace. 

● Sewage Backups: Sewage backups in your home are not only unpleasant but also 

pose a health hazard. 

● Environmental Contamination: Untreated sewage can contaminate groundwater and 

surface water, posing a risk to human health and the environment. 

● Reduced System Lifespan: Neglecting regular pumping can shorten the lifespan of 

your septic system, requiring premature replacement. 
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While a general guideline is to have your septic tank pumped every 3 to 5 years, it's essential to 

consider your specific circumstances. A professional septic service provider can help you 

determine the appropriate pumping frequency for your system. 

How Can Drainage Solutions, Inc. Help? 

At Drainage Solutions, Inc., we understand the complexities of septic systems in Florida and 

surrounding regions. With a combined 75 years of hands-on experience, our team has seen it 

all, fixed it all, and built it all. Whether your system needs a simple clean-out or a full overhaul, 

we bring the skills, equipment, and know-how to get it done right. 

 

 We’re state-licensed in plumbing, septic systems, electrical work, underground utilities, and 

engineering. That gives us a broader understanding of how your home or commercial property 

functions as a whole. Septic systems don’t exist in a vacuum. They’re connected to everything 

from your indoor plumbing to your yard’s drainage to the stormwater system running beneath 

your street. And we know how it all fits together. 

 

Our septic cleaning services aren’t just about pumping and going. Every visit includes a 

professional inspection. We’re looking for early signs of trouble—like cracks, backups, or slow 

decomposition—that could turn into expensive repairs down the road. If we find anything, we’ll 

walk you through your options, explain what’s happening, and help you choose the most cost-

effective and long-term solution. 

 

 

 

Your septic system is a vital part of your home. Don't wait until your Florida home is facing an 

emergency and call our team at Drainage Solutions, Inc. We will take proactive steps to keep 

your septic system functioning properly. Contact us today for a free quote! 
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