I hope all that stuff isn’t in my water…


During my sophomore year of high school, my mother and I moved into a new house on the edge of town. Surrounded by thick bushy pines and nestled on a three-acre chunk of land, the amenities of the yard more than made up for the fact that it was right off the highway and that our nearest neighbors lived in a dilapidated farm house and raised sheep in their basement. While my mom bemoaned the lack of space in the house, the dark colored cabinetry and the inexplicable big wooden “X” in the middle of the living room wall, I was more interested in exploring the field out back with my dog and setting up my jumbo trampoline on the more than large enough lawn. 


The previous owner, a man in his early 60’s, had passed away, leaving us to discover alone where the electrical wires in the closet went and what was behind the secret door in the basement (no, not a secret passage – just a bunch of junk). Early in the spring of our first year there, the snow began to melt and our back yard turned into a giant pond. We assumed that the water in our yard and soon our basement was merely due to snow melt, until we began to notice that the water had a not so fresh scent to it and that pipes in our basement were also beginning to leak with not so clean water. After consulting with a few people, my mom realized that the source of the stench was an overflowing septic tank, leaking into the yard and backing up into the basement. Yuck! 


The septic system has proved to be a source of great frustration for my mother. To ward off the results of an aging and only barely functional leechfield, she was forced to pump out the tank nearly every year and to take extreme measures to limit the amount of water traveling to the tank. Finally, about two years ago, she was able to replace the leechfield with a mound system and has had fewer troubles since. 


So…if you live in the country or in a large lot house with an individual sewage treatment system(ISTS), now might be a good time to ask yourself, “When was the last time I had my tank pumped?” In Washington County, homeowners with an ISTS are required to pump out their tanks at least once every three years, if not more often. Fall is a good time to get things into tip-top shape, before snow and frozen ground make a simple job more complicated, and a few dollars spent now to pump your tanks can save you thousands of dollars in repairs bills if the unthinkable happens. 

Besides for making a tremendous mess in your home and yard, failing septic systems can also contaminate local streams and lakes and even shallow groundwater aquifers. A recent report from the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency found that nearly 4% of the phosphorus pollution in state lakes and rivers is the result of individual sewage treatment systems. For those of us who swim, fish or enjoy water recreation, it’s a stinky problem indeed. 

For a list of ISTS contractors working in Washington County visit www.co.washington.mn.us/info_for_residents/environment/septic. If you suspect that your system is failing, you may also want to call the county Department of Public Health and Environment, 651-430-6655 to request an inspection. Remember, there’s nothing like the drama when your septic system goes!
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